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	The Nightwalker
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Chapter 1

	The journey seemed as endless as it was hot, uncomfortable, and boring. Aubrey tried, and failed, to suppress another grunt from as much annoyance as discomfort. It felt as if the coach driver purposely hit every rock to jolt the passengers and set the coach rocking.

	Having become somewhat of an expert regarding the varying types of coach, Aubrey recognized this as the type that utilized leather strap braces underneath it. That created the swinging motion of the carriage, in contrast to those with a spring suspension, which jostled passengers up and down. Aubrey had to admit rocking was better than bouncing.

	That was why Aubrey had paid a little more to take this type of coach. But not just to avoid the bouncing. In the other type, there would be three seats providing for up to nine passengers, but with very little leg room. Sometimes, passengers would even ride up top.

	There were fewer passengers in this carriage, another good reason to have taken it. Settling himself back into the hard seat as best he could, Aubrey risked a quick glance at the other two passengers. He tried to avoid making eye contact with anyone. Far easier to melt into the background and be instantly forgettable if one kept to oneself.

	The man and woman sitting opposite him weren't traveling companions. The woman had boarded the coach after both Aubrey and the other man, and had probably thought the city dude looked the better choice to sit beside.

	The man looked like a typical Eastern city slicker. Despite the heat, he still had a tie at his neck, but his suit was wilting in the desert heat. The man tried to appear impervious to its effects, and his Derby tipped from side to side with each of the more spectacular jolts.

	The woman, though, Aubrey couldn't help but feel that the closer they got to their destination, the more miserable she looked. Her dress was neat and serviceable enough in deep green with cream lace at the hemlines, but hardly top quality. Her face, which she dabbed frequently with an increasingly crushed lace handkerchief, bore little cosmetic enhancement.

	With a few dabs of the right make up, Aubrey was certain she could have easily made so much more of her eyes and lips. But, if he was honest, he felt a connection to her. It seemed to him that she was almost as desperate as he was to remain as unnoticed and forgettable as possible.

	The driver's voice boomed out. "We got a stage stop coming up in an hour, folks. Time to get a coffee, stretch your legs, last opportunity until we reach Desolation's Edge."

	Even the name of the outpost town seemed apt to Aubrey. Although it was a detour to go there, he hoped to eventually make his way to the Mexican border. And who in their right mind would be going there?

	"I can hardly wait to get out and stretch my legs." The city slicker wriggled slightly. "I'm not bound for Desolation. I'll be picking up another stage to get me to Mexico." He favored Aubrey with a flash of his teeth that Aubrey decided was a smile. "Got some legal work to do out there."

	Despite his Eastern attire, his accent was pure Southern drawl.

	"How very interesting." Aubrey was at a loss at what else to say, but fortunately, the man's attention turned to the woman beside him. As he looked away, Aubrey took a moment to quickly study the man.

	The clothing not only looked very Eastern, but also very new. However, the man's boots told a different story. They were very well-worn and scuffed, and to Aubrey's mind, suggested a man used to riding, and one who couldn't afford to replace such worn footwear. If he can wear fancy duds, he should be able to afford a decent pair of shoes to go with them.

	"And what's a pretty little gal like you doing, traveling all alone in this wilderness?"

	"I-I'm meeting my fiancé. He lives in Desolation." The woman tugged at the shawl around her shoulders and sent a pleading glance to Aubrey.

	"Then you and I will travel on together, ma'am. That's my destination, too. I have family there." Aubrey was convinced the last thing the woman wanted was to be joining a fiancé. Then again, she may have just used that as an excuse to deter Mr. City Slicker. And as to him having family there was an outright lie.

	"In that case, I hope you both have a pleasurable journey onward. I'm glad to hear y'all have family in Desolation. Not the most welcoming of town, so I hear." He leaned forward, looking straight at Aubrey. "And I hear that the bigfoots in the area are more feral than most. Preying on the cattle, as if the recent drought wasn't bad enough."

	The woman gave a soft whimper, crushing the handkerchief to her mouth, and Aubrey was angry with the city man for scaring her. She'd already looked frightened enough.

	"Maybe the rumors are exaggerated. They usually are in an effort to fuel gossip," Aubrey said, keeping his expression neutral.

	The city man gave Aubrey a withering look, but Aubrey was already focusing his gaze back at the unrelenting desert vista they drove through.

	He could well understand the town's name being Desolation. The flat ground had little in the way of shrubs, and dark, foreboding mountains rose and fell against the horizon. It could hardly look any more desolate. But thankfully, Aubrey wasn't intending to stay around for any length of time.

	* * * *

	An hour later, Aubrey stood peering out at the forbidding terrain, a cup of strong black coffee in his hand. The city lawyer was off performing his ablutions, and he hadn't seen the woman for several minutes.

	Then he noticed her pacing back and forth several yards away from the shack. She looked as if she'd been crying, and since he'd be sharing the coach with her, Aubrey decided to take her some coffee. I don't want her crying all the way to Desolation.

	"Hey. I brought you a coffee," Aubrey called out, then stood back slightly, not wanting to alarm the woman, but when she looked at him, her eyes were red and puffy from crying.

	"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said yes. I don't want to live out here. It's...it's a dreadful place."

	For a moment, Aubrey wondered what she was talking about. Then he remembered her reason for traveling to the godforsaken area.

	"I'm sorry, ma'am." Aubrey touched the brim of his hat. "But surely once you get to your fiancé--"

	"My name is Martha. Martha Jameson. The man I'm going to meet is a total stranger to me. I'm a mail-order bride. I've never even met Xavier Pendrigh. I was such a fool. He paid for the trip, and the clothes I have as my trousseau. But I can't live out here. I just can't."

	Out of the corner of his eye, Aubrey noticed the way the city man was silently observing them. A cold knot formed low in Aubrey's belly, then he had an idea. One born of sheer desperation, one, but one that might just solve two problems.

	"I have a proposition for you, ma'am. If you'd kindly offer me your arm, we can walk a little distance for privacy."

	When Aubrey was satisfied with the distance from the shack, he stopped and turned to face the woman.

	"How about I take your place and continue to Desolation. I'll find a way to let Mr. Pendrigh down gently. You can return home. I just need you to do one thing."

	"Oh, anything. Anything. What do I need to do?" The woman's eager expression almost made Aubrey laugh. He wasn't sure whether she'd be so keen once she heard.

	"We'll need to trade clothing, as well as places. I can then give your trousseau back to Mr. Pendrigh. You mustn't be seen to travel back from here." But what I really want is that fake city slicker to think I've doubled back.

	"Well, I used to wear my brothers' clothing when I helped on the farm. And I do have a dress of my own that I could change into later."

	"And I have a spare set of clothing. That's perfect. If you wait for the coachman to change, then you can pretend the other one had got muddled up. You think you could carry that off?"

	"Oh, yes." Martha nodded. "I've done some acting, and I so want to go home. I'll never look to be a mail-order bride again."

	"Good." Aubrey nodded. "Let's get this organized. My baggage is easy enough for me to get. I can also get yours. I'll give you what you need, and you can change out of sight of the cabin. I'll join you after a few minutes. Timing is critical. I want everyone to see what appears to be you, boarding the stage for Desolation. But before I change, I'll tell the driver that I've changed my mind and will get the next stage back. Then everyone will think they're seeing me, boarding a stage going back East."

	"You must have a very good reason to do this. I wish you well for the future. I feel you need it." Martha smiled at him, and Aubrey shrugged.

	"I promise you, I'm no outlaw, if that's what you think."

	"No." Martha shook her head, but her tone was thoughtful as she studied him. "Of that, I'm sure. Good luck. Once the coach drivers change, I'll just slip a dress over your clothing. I've done it before. Very easy."

	"If anyone did challenge you--"

	"I'll just say it was supposed to be a prank and that I have no idea where you'll be. After all, I don't know for certain you're still going to Desolation." Martha shrugged.

	Fifteen minutes later, to all intents and purposes, it was Aubrey who leaned out of the stage window waving as it headed back East.

	With his bonnet pulled low and dabbing at his face with the ubiquitous lace handkerchief, Aubrey watched the coach depart and spotted the grimace on the city slicker's face. I knew it. My instincts were right.

	"I thought he said he was heading for Desolation, too," the man growled at Aubrey, who kept the handkerchief close to his mouth.

	"He said he'd changed his mind." Aubrey would be forever grateful that Martha's voice was low and husky. He would have hated to try and mimic a high-pitched, more feminine tone.

	The city slicker didn't give Aubrey a second look. Instead, he pivoted on his heel and strode quickly away. As he disappeared, Aubrey sighed his relief. Then his attention was diverted to the mechanical horses which were harnessed to the coach.

	"I didn't know we'd get mechanicals," Aubrey indicated them as the new driver checked the equine automatons.

	"Not that long ago, you wouldn't." The driver shrugged and pulled his long, fur coat closer around him. "They'd be flesh and blood right through to Desolation. But since the sasquatch start to come closer to town, our horses got too spooked. Much safer with mechanicals."

	"I see. Thank you, driver." Aubrey got the distinct feeling that he hadn't been told the whole truth. However, since it would look odd for him to question the driver when he was pretending to be a city gal, he hitched up his skirt enough to board the coach.

	"You'll be traveling alone, ma'am. The gentleman due to travel with you to Desolation, decided to go back East." The driver leaned over and gestured vaguely in the direction the other coach had taken.

	"Yes. He said he'd changed his mind. But I'm due to meet my fiancé in Desolation."

	"Well, if you're sure, ma'am? Ain't no fun being all alone."

	There was a hint of hope in the driver's tone, but Aubrey couldn't back out now. Not while city slicker's here. I can't risk he'll realize who I am.

	"Yes. I'm sure. I must go on, even if it is alone."

	* * * *

	


Chapter 2

	With a deep sigh, Xavier pulled out his pocket watch and flipped it open. The plain brass exterior hid an elegant watch face on one side, and a cameo of his parents on the other. Although he'd pawned or sold many of his parents' precious possessions in recent times, this was one of a few that he'd never part with.

	He glanced at the mechanical carriage he'd take his fiancée home in. The rickety clockwork buggy was old, but a good size, and still quick. In the current clime, the mechanical option was the safest. Horses can't run as fast when dragging a buggy behind them. With the sasquatch horde encroaching ever nearer to town and the ranches, no one likes to risk it unless they're in a small convoy.

	Next to the buggy was Patli's palomino mare. It was rare he and Patli left the ranch together, but since Patli was in charge of cleaning, cooking, and the general welfare of men and animals on the ranch, it made sense to take advantage of Xavier bringing the buggy.

	While Xavier waited with ever-mounting anxiety for the stagecoach, Patli had been busy topping up the provisions he needed, and was packing the last away.

	As if aware of Xavier's attention, Patli looked up, and flashed him a white-toothed grin, before focusing his attention back on stowing the provisions. Although Patli wore the same red-plaid shirt and study denim pants, unlike Xavier, his friend favored stovepipe chaps that molded to his long, lean legs.

	Although Xavier could never quite put his finger on how, somehow Patli always managed to look entirely different and exotic, and not just because of his Aztec heritage. With his tanned, smooth skin and jet-black hair, currently pulled into a high ponytail and adorned with several beads and feathers, Patli always looked handsome, fresh, and clean. Xavier only had to ride hard to get red-faced and sweaty.

	With a sigh Xavier stared back at the horizon.

	I'm not Patli, and never will be, but hopefully she'll find me attractive enough to not get the next stage back. What if she wants babies? Dammit, Xavier, stop it. Do as Patli says, take it day by day. I only wish I didn't have to do this at all. I hate being less than honest. Maybe I can keep us apart long enough to petition for an annulment in a few months? What if she doesn't want to annul it?

	"Relax and breathe." Patli's soft, accented tone cut through Xavier's mounting anxiety. "Better."

	"I don't know that I can go through with this." Xavier shook his head.

	"You have no choice. At least, not if you want to keep your ranch."

	"Why marriage? Why did it have to be marriage? I don't know how to court a woman. I don't want to court her."

	"Shh. Word travels fast here. The minute your fiancé steps off that stage, the whole town will know."

	"Including that dang varmint of a lawyer." Xavier sighed. "I know it. I know it."

	"At least if he knows, you can be sure Westwood will know very quickly thereafter. You need to make sure you avoid him or K'an speaking to your fiancé. We're running out of time."

	"I know. Just four weeks and I have to be married." Xavier's shoulders slumped. "No marriage, I lose the ranch. Get married, two people will be very unhappy."

	"Not necessarily. If you and she stay apart, which won't be an issue for you, the marriage can be annulled here. That way you keep the ranch, and she can go back home as a respectable widow. After all, no one from her hometown knows anyone here, and only you and I know where she's from."

	"I wish I had your confidence." Xavier shook his head. "I can't help but feel things won't be quite so easy."

	"Focus on one day at a time." Patli laid a hand on Xavier's shoulder and squeezed. "This drought can't last forever. When the rain comes, and the sasquatch have water again, they'll retreat into the depths of the forests, and the cattle will thrive once more."

	"That's something I pray for every day." Xavier nodded.

	"As do we all. Look." Patli pointed. "I think that's the stagecoach. I'll wait beside the buggy. Best not to overwhelm her."

	"I guess not, although I could do with your support."

	"You have it, my friend. You have my word on that." With a nod, Patli ambled over to his horse and the mechanical buggy. "I'll only be over there. I'll get her bags. That'll give you an opportunity to explain who I am. With coming out West, she may not have seen many of my people. The East is too cold for our tastes."

	Squinting into the distance, Xavier envied his friend's good eyesight. Pulling down his googles from atop his Derby, Xavier adjusted the glass, and looked again. This time he too, could see the stagecoach approaching the town.

	His stomach roiled and rumbled, and Xavier clutched at it. He hoped and prayed it didn't embarrass him when Miss Martha was in the buggy. The closer the coach came, the more Xavier's heart thundered in his chest.

	By the time it came to a stop, Xavier was breathing as heavily as if he'd run into town.

	"Desolation's Edge. Everybody out." The driver stood up and bellowed, and his companion lowered the rifle he carried. Relief was evident on both men's faces, and Xavier wondered just how much longer the stagecoaches would continue to come to town.

	The coach door opened, a woman in a green dress stepped out, and Xavier stood immobile. He watched as she dabbed a lace handkerchief to her face, but his feet seemed riveted to the ground.

	"Do I have the pleasure of addressing Miss Martha Jameson? My name is Patli, I work at the Pendrigh ranch. Permit me to introduce you formally to its owner, Mr. Xavier Pendrigh."

	"Uh, very pleased to meet you, ma'am." Xavier tussled with his goggles, managing to reset them back on his Derby, which he tipped as a gentleman should in the presence of a lady.

	"Pleased to make your acquaintance, Mr. Pendrigh."

	Miss Martha's voice had a low, husky quality that Xavier liked, and he hoped his smile looked more sincere than it felt.

	"Do please call me, Xavier. Have you much luggage?" He peered up at the top of the coach, but the driver's companion only handed Patli one trunk. "Is that all?"

	"Um, yes. I saw no reason to burden myself with excess baggage. I'm not one for collecting clutter."

	"Most unusual for a lady." Xavier shrugged, then realized how he must have sounded. A heated flush started at his toes and left his cheeks burning hotly, and he coughed. "Well, at least, so I'd been given to believe."

	"We're all different, Mr. Xavier. Some of us more so than others."

	"Yes, ma'am." Xavier couldn't be completely certain, but it sounded very much as if Miss Martha might have been laughing behind her handkerchief. "Um, will you walk this way?" He offered his arm, which she took, and they strolled together over to his buggy. As soon as they got to it, Xavier headed to his side and clambered aboard.

	"Allow me." Patli offered his arm for Miss Martha to climb aboard the buggy, and she sat alongside Xavier on the driver's seat.

	Pretending to be engrossed in sorting out the mechanicals, Xavier ducked his head and groaned softly.

	I'm not cut out for this. I have no manners around women and no ideas on how to treat them. I'm going to drive her away.

	With a fake smile plastered on his face, Xavier nodded to Miss Martha.

	"Ready?" he asked.

	"Yes. I'm looking forward to seeing your ranch, Xavier." Then she inclined her head ever so slightly. "Who is that gentleman? He's been staring at us since I got out of the coach."

	With the pretence of coughing, Xavier leaned forward to see who it was, and his heart sank even lower.

	"He's the town lawyer. Fancies himself as its next mayor."

	"But why be so interested in us, or at least, you?"

	"I have business with him. Most ranchers around here do. He's aware that you were arriving as I needed papers signing off." Xavier had no intentions of revealing the real reason for him needing a bride right there and then, and fervently hoped his reply would be enough.

	"I see." Miss Martha glanced over at the man again, then settled herself comfortably. "I look forward to seeing your ranch. I know you've written to me, but I'd like you to tell me about yourself. So much more personal that way, don't you think? Pretend we've never exchanged any letters and are getting to know one another for the first time."

	"Well, if you insist."

	* * * *

	While they journeyed from the town to the ranch, Aubrey listened to Xavier talk about his childhood and life on the ranch. If Aubrey were honest, Xavier wasn't the gruff, mannerless, pug-ugly rancher he'd expected.

	A trifle gauche, perhaps, but he had a pleasant enough face. Tendrils of sandy hair escaped his hat, and his green eyes held intelligence. This was a man who surely shouldn't have had difficulty in getting a wife.

	"And your friend?" Aubrey was interested in Patli. Although dressed in cowboy staples of robust denim pants and a checkered shirt, Patli had painted a strip of ochre across his eyes, which he'd additionally defined in black kohl. The Aztec was handsome enough in a dark way, but Aubrey already preferred Xavier.

	Then realizing the way his thoughts were turning, Aubrey snorted. Feigning a sneeze as Xavier glanced anxiously at him, Aubrey snuffled loudly into the handkerchief.

	"Dust," he muttered.

	Although Aubrey hated the handkerchief, it was essential for the time being. What few whiskers managed to make an appearance were always fine and notoriously slow growing. But since it had been a couple of days since he'd last shaved, Aubrey didn't want to risk displaying any amount of prickly growth.

	"Have you and Patli been together long? You and he seemed very comfortable in one another's company."

	"Yes." A smile lit Xavier's face, and Aubrey couldn't help but think how much more relaxed, and attractive, Xavier was when focused away from him.

	Or rather, the woman he thinks I am.

	"He and I grew up together. I don't know what I'd do without him. He so talented. He cooks, tends the animals, or the men when they're ill. We've been friends for over twenty years."

	"He sounds very important to the ranch. He cooks, too?" Aubrey asked.

	"Yes. He's good, too. Oh." Xavier glanced at Aubrey. "I guess you'll want to take change of the kitchen. Patli said he'd defer to you."

	"No, not at all." Aubrey couldn't think of anything worse. Let loose in a kitchen, food was burned or otherwise inedible. "But I can make sure the place is clean and tidy."

	"Well, if you're certain, ma'am."

	"Um...I had a childhood nickname. Because of-of a doll I was partial to. I was called Aubrey. Perhaps, when we're at the ranch, you could use that name. Make me feel more at home there."

	And make it less likely that you'll call out the name Martha, I won't respond, and you'll wonder why.

	"Miss Aubrey?" Xavier asked.

	"No, no. We're," Aubrey coughed, "we're an engaged couple. You can just call me Aubrey. At least when there's just the two of us, or when we're with Patli, since he's like a brother to you. I mean, he is that close, isn't he?"

	"Yes. Yes, he is." Xavier nodded.

	Behind the handkerchief, Aubrey grinned. It seemed it was easy enough to divert Xavier. Then the smile faded. Xavier also seemed a good and decent man, and already Aubrey regretted both deceiving him and taking a place in the household that he didn't deserve.

	I can't let my heart rule my head. I can't stay long. Too dangerous. For him as much as for me.

	"Maybe you'd like to tell me more about where Patli's from. I've never met anyone from the Aztec empire before."

	* * * *

	


Chapter 3

	They were over halfway home, and Xavier was just beginning to think it would be an uneventful ride, when Patli gave a shout.

	"Sasquatch."

	Following the direction of his friend's pointing finger, Xavier groaned. A swarm of sasquatch were bounding down from the hills.

	"Hold tight. Things may get a little bouncy."

	"Give me your gun." Aubrey held out his hand and Xavier stared, not quite knowing how to respond, then pointed to where a rifle lay.

	"Can you use a rifle?" he asked.

	"Yep." Aubrey didn't hesitate and snatched it up. "I thought sasquatch avoided people, not attacked them."

	"They do. Well, normally. But we've had a bad drought and it's forced them from deep in the woods. Sometimes we get away by giving them a carcass. But I could hardly load a dead cow onto the buggy when you were going to be in it."

	"Damn. Wish you had." Aubrey didn't even think to censure his words, too busy trying to process the best way to deal with attack. He had every sympathy with the attacking creatures. It was one born of desperation, and he knew that feeling well enough.

	It also meant that he really didn't want to kill the beasts. Desperate times called for desperate measures. Deliberately shooting over the attacking swarm's heads, Aubrey sighed when he realized that wasn't enough to deter them. Then he had an idea.

	"Patli. Is there any meat in the stores back here?"

	"I bought some sausage and bacon. We have chickens and plenty of beef at the ranch," Patli shouted back.

	"Let me try something. Don't kill them. Unless you have to." Scrambling over into the back of the buggy, Aubrey hunted through the supplies for the meat. Bacon wasn't the best, but it was still meat to a starving beast.

	With a cry of exultation, Aubrey found the bacon. Clawing at the packaging, Aubrey threw it from the buggy in several different directions.

	The face of a sasquatch loomed close, and Aubrey shoved the last of the meat straight at it as he fell back onto his ass. Their gazes met as the beast closed tombstone-like teeth around the last of the bacon, then it promptly galloped away.

	With a deep breath, Aubrey settled himself back next to Xavier, smoothing down his skirt.

	"Thank you, Aubrey. That was amazing." Xavier glanced around. "They're going."

	"If I may make a suggestion, Xavier?" Aubrey dabbed the handkerchief back around his face.

	"Uh, of course."

	"Sacrifice one of your herd now and then. You wouldn't think twice about killing one for food for yourselves. Butcher one and leave it for the sasquatch. They won't steal or attack if they see you as a benefactor."

	"Well, it's not something I'd thought of, but I'll discuss it with Patli." Xavier focused back on driving, and Aubrey sighed.

	Why would he listen to me? I forgot, I'm not Aubrey. In his eyes, I'm Miss Martha, a woman from out East. What would I possibly know of such matters? I hope Patli is more broad-minded. The beasts are starving. If we put out some food and water for them, they'll not attack us.

	The rest of the journey progressed without incident, but the attack seemed to have served to make Xavier fall silent, and Aubrey didn't want to keep probing.

	* * * *

	The ranch was a revelation. Aubrey had assumed it would be a smallholding, but that was far from the case. The house itself was huge, and cowboys milled around, some riding out from where Aubrey guessed the stables were situated.

	The property was fenced off, but the fencing was only basic, and Aubrey wondered if it had been only recently constructed, given the sasquatch. A couple of guards were posted at the gates and waved as they rode through.

	A couple of hundred yards from the ranch was the workers' bunkhouse. A decent enough size, and the men that Aubrey saw all looked well cared for. A few curious glances came their way, but no one outright stared.

	"The men knew I was collecting my fiancée today." Xavier's voice cut into Aubrey's study of his surroundings. "Uh, how shall I introduce you?"

	As much as Aubrey would prefer to use his own name, he could hardly suggest that the ranch's workers be as familiar as he'd suggested that Xavier and Patli could be with him.

	"Miss Martha will do just fine." Aubrey clambered down from the buggy. "I'd prefer that only you and Patli use my more...intimate name."

	"I'll make sure they know. Patli." Xavier called out to his friend who came around the buggy, a wide smile lighting his face.

	"That was inspired, Miss Martha. Well done. That meat was enough to divert the attention of the sasquatch swarm."

	"Please, when there's just the two, or three, of us, call me by my old nickname, Aubrey. It will help make me feel more at home here. Your men may call me Miss Martha."

	"Of course. I'm honored." Patli gave a slight bow and Aubrey nodded.

	"Aubrey had another suggestion, Patli. She thought we should put out a steer carcass." Xavier came to stand close.

	"They're starving." Aubrey spoke up quickly. "If we leave a carcass, and some water, I think they'll leave us alone. Surely, it's at least worth trying."

	"I think that's great idea." Patli nodded, a wide smile lighting his face. "I wish we'd thought of it sooner. Better to give up one or two steers and be left in peace, than try and fight off the swarm on a regular basis. Thank you, Miss, uh, Aubrey."

	"Oh, right." Xavier nodded. "Well, I'll speak to my foreman. I don't expect bacon will keep the swarm very well fed."

	"Thank you." Aubrey bobbed a curtsey to Patli as Xavier strode away. "He didn't seem to think much of the idea without your support."

	"Don't be hard on him. We grew up together, and he feels he can trust me. He's naturally shy. Especially around womenfolk. He's spent most of his life in the company of men." Patli offered a soft smile. "This is all very difficult for him. He'll do all he can to make you comfortable here. For as long as you're willing to stay. It's a hard life. Particularly out here at Desolation's Edge."

	"Yes." Aubrey looked over to where Xavier was deep in conversation with an older man. "Yes, I can tell he's shy."

	"How about I organize a bath for you?" We have a room specially for bathing, with a nice big wood stove to heat the room and provide hot water. Xavier's proud of the way he can heat the ranch using steam going through pipes. He has a talent for such inventions."

	"I'd love a bath. Thank you, Patli."

	"I'll show you the ranch house while I'm at it. Xavier will forget everything once he starts talking with Samuel. The ranch is his life. He grew up here. He'll do anything to keep it, even despite--" Patli stopped suddenly, and Aubrey glanced at him.

	"Despite what?"

	"There's a big rancher who wants to buy him out." Patli shrugged. "Xavier isn't interested. But Westwood's one of those men who isn't used to being refused. I'm sure he'll make your acquaintance at the earliest opportunity. To tell you how horrible Desolation Edge is, and how living back East would so much better."

	"Yes. I know a man like that." Aubrey couldn't keep the bitterness from his tone.

	"You're safe here. I promise you." Patli held out his hand, and Aubrey felt it would be churlish, if not outright rude, to refuse it. He clasped it, trying not to use too firm a grip. "I give you my word, Aubrey, that you can trust me as a friend. I'll keep any confidence you share with me."

	"But...Xavier?" The hairs on the back of Aubrey's neck rose and he felt certain to the depths of his soul that Patli spoke the truth.

	"I will always love and protect him." Patli nodded. "But that doesn't mean I can't help someone else in need. Right, then," Patli released Aubrey's hand and rubbed his own together. "Let me show you the ranch and where you'll be sleeping. Xavier and I thought you might like the east wing, so you can watch the sunrise."

	At the sudden change in Patli's behavior, Aubrey tried to unobtrusively glance around, certain there was more to the abrupt action. Out of the corner of his eye, Aubrey caught a glimpse of a cowboy leaning against a post. Although his vision of the man was skewed, Aubrey was certain he was looking at them.

	"Yes. Thank you. I'd appreciate being able to bathe and change. I'm sure Mr. Xavier will be busy for a while."

	"Yes." Patli cocked an eyebrow at Aubrey but didn't say anything further. "This way."

	The ranch was comfortable, nicely furnished, but showed that Xavier was a bachelor. There were no pictures on the walls, no flowers, no cloth on the large dining room table, and no feminine knickknacks.

	Aubrey looked around the sitting room. There wasn't even a cushion or throw on the sofa.

	I don't have anything that can be displayed. Well, I guess I can pick up a few things in town. The place could do with looking more homely.

	"The bedrooms are this way, Aubrey." Patli indicated for Aubrey to follow him up a set of stairs off the sitting room.

	At the top, the stairs branched both left and right. And Patli led Aubrey to the left.

	"Do you sleep in the house?" Aubrey asked and Patli nodded.

	"Yes. In the west wing. As does Xavier. But you'll like the east wing. It's particularly lovely in summer with the long days."

	"All right. Thanks." Aubrey trailed after Patli until the Aztec opened a door and stepped back. Xavier hoped you'd like this room. He chose it and redecorated it himself."

	With a nod, Aubrey entered the room slowly. He tried not to wince. Although he was certain that Xavier had done his best, he thought it may even be overly feminine, even for the woman he was impersonating.

	"It's very..."

	"Floral?" Patli supplied when Aubrey hesitated.

	"Indeed." The wallpaper was festooned with oversized pink roses. The bedspread had another type of bright yellow flower adorning it, and the water jug and bowl boasted a multi-colored floral motif.

	"Too much?" Patli asked, his voice mournful. "I warned Xavier it was too much, but he was determined to make you feel at home."

	"He's a very generous-hearted man." Aubrey looked around, seeing it with different eyes this time. Seeing the amount of work Xavier had put into trying to make Martha feel at home. "Tell him I'm delighted with it."

	"Xavier isn't the only one with a generous heart." Patli gave Aubrey a short bow. "He'll be very happy to hear that. Thank you. This is your bathroom." Patli indicated a door to Aubrey's left. "Xavier made sure that you'd have plenty of private space if you needed it."

	With a nod, Aubrey opened the door and peered inside.

	It even has a private toilet. These are the most modern additions to a bathroom.

	The bath was generously proportioned and the thought of relaxing in hot, scented water, and being able to shave almost made Aubrey moan out loud with relief and longing.

	"I can hardly wait to soak in the bath. Thank you." For a moment, Aubrey forgot who he was meant to be and lowered the handkerchief from his face.

	"You're welcome...Aubrey."

	Hurriedly, Aubrey brought the fabric back to his face, but Patli was already leaving. He didn't turn around, but as he got to the door, the Aztec stopped.

	"I meant what I said. If you need a friend, come to me. I won't do anything to bring harm to Xavier, but I know if someone's...distressed." Without waiting for a reply, Patli left, closing the door behind him.

	For a moment Aubrey was rooted to the spot. He got a feeling that Patli was genuine.

	And more than he appears. It's like looking at him through a veil, and far too soon to even consider talking to him. But the strange thing is, I feel as if I've come home.

	The feeling had been unknown to Aubrey for a long time.

	Since before Father died. At least he'd set money aside for me to continue in school as well as sufficient funds for Mother. But I never truly belonged in school and once Mother remarried, I no longer felt safe in my family home. But why here? In the outback and beyond of nowhere, with droughts, sasquatch attacks, and a man who thinks I'm a mail-order bride.

	With a shake of his head, Aubrey turned the taps and started to fill the spacious bath. There were scented crystals, but too feminine even for Aubrey's tastes. He hurried to his own baggage and rummaged until his found a small jar of oil which was almost empty. Taking that and his bag of shaving equipment, Aubrey returned to the bathroom.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg





