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PROLOGUE

Returning Home 

-1889-
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●

●

"Within the circle of life, we laugh, cry, love, hate, and grieve, yet, would we do it again to find fulfillment when the beginning circle kisses the end of time?"

●

●

Half-breed, Grady Jackson decided to stop his appaloosa at a creek from his youth a few miles south of his hometown of Brayden, Arizona. Mesquite trees, desert shrubs, and cactus stood still in time as his eyes scanned the landscape. The closer home, the more anxiety Grady felt about laying old demons to rest. Maybe it was just foolish to think about a fresh start. Maybe my idea is entirely wrong and has disaster written all over it.

He untied the leather strip around his forehead, shoved it into his back pocket, and combed his fingers through his long, black hair. With his eyes closed, he tilted his head upwards to breathe in nature's fresh, clean air to savor the sun's rays on his bronze skin. He was lucky to retain his muscular build, considering his indulgences over the years.

Grady sat cross-legged on a boulder to clear his mind because meditation gave him the strength to erase his unease. He also gained a sense of balance over his decision to put the past to rest. He concluded that maybe he could make a life for the future instead of the wastrel existence he'd been living. However, no matter how intent on doing so, it never seemed to work in the past. Kaylee's sparkling blue eyes, fair skin, and chocolate brown hair kept hunting him after ten years. And her smile could instantly make the worst day turn to sunshine. 

He recalled their last night together, how caresses and kisses of growing passion gave way to promises of forever. After all these years, they remained with him. "Dammit!" Grady bolted off the rock as his growing hard-on became apparent. "Get a grip, Jackson!" He kicked off his moccasins, dropped his dungarees on the ground, then walked out of them and into the ice-cold water. 

Minutes later, with no respite from his memories, he recollected the betrothal token he had given Kaylee. It had been his mother's cameo pendant. With their impending marriage, Grady's reality over the bigotry his parents had faced besieged him. Such thinking led to a life-altering decision to leave for one year, so Kaylee could contemplate what her new life would entail. For him, it was time to deal with his loss without using her as a crutch. 

Near the end of his self-imposed exile, fate intervened. His bitter enemy, Dade Brayden, a childhood rival, ordered his right-hand man, Dominic Ostiago, to do the unthinkable. He was to hunt Grady down and deliver an orchestrated lie that Kaylee had married Dade.

That twist of fate began Grady's ten-year spiral into his abusive lifestyle of anguish-fueled self-pity. Now, after so much time had gone by, he was compelled to face his circumstances. He needed to bring things full circle or be unable to get on with reclaiming control of his life.

Grady stomped out of the creek and promptly stubbed his toe on a rock. "Son-of-a-bitch! What in the hell am I trying to prove, anyway? Huh, Chaser?" 

After dressing and gathering his belongings, he saddled up. "Give me a sign, my friend. Do we turn our arse around, head back from where we came, or face whatever's in store?"

Chaser whinnied and jerked his head toward Brayden. "Traitor." Still, he mounted his horse. "All right, we'll go, but I think you made the wrong decision on second thought." 

Near dusk, Grady cleared the woods, bringing the home of his roots into view. No amount of talking to himself through the difficulty of this moment prepared him for the gut punch of vivid memories. The day he returned home from Phoenix became real—the burned-out shell of his home. The barn and stables had been reduced to cinders. 

Either their livestock had run away, or the murderers had stolen them. A chill of despair ran throughout his body while recalling how he jumped off Chaser, frantically searched, and yelled for his father, mother, and twin brother, Brady—all for naught. Grady's first horror occurred when he found cut ropes, blood, and disturbed ground near a group of pine trees... the spot where his father and brother had been hanged. 

Just as back then, Grady jumped off Chaser, bent over, and placed his hands on his thighs, hoping like hell to quiet the rising anger. "When will this pain end?" His eyes traveled to where his mother's nude and ravaged body had been discovered, and his heart broke again. 

His only solace came from Sheriff Muggins. Two days later, he learned that the murderers met their demise in a blaze of bullets, where the sheriff and his posse cornered them in Rattlesnake Canyon.

● ● ●

The Ketteringly sisters grew up surrounded by love—and in the only home they had ever known. When Hailey married and moved out, Kaylee remained in the beautiful two-story home. It was a large house for her to rattle around in, but it suited her for her lonely existence. If she tried hard enough, she could still smell her father's pipe tobacco and her mother's Essence of Lavender perfume.

Although Eli left his daughters well-off, Kaylee wasn't an idle person. Helping Gussy Hanover, the proprietor of Gussy's Cafe, served her well since Grady's absence. Today, especially after her troubling night. She needed to work. Chopping, dicing, and baking occupied her mind instead of dwelling on her woes. 

Upon returning home that evening, a nostalgic malaise teased her sensibilities that continued to grow—exasperating her. The added frustration that Dade would come calling bore absolute dread as well. Maybe for tonight, he would leave her alone. She was beside herself about how to cease his constant bombardment of marriage proposals. Kaylee bemoaned how many times she had said 'no,' yet he would not give up. 

After Kaylee dried the last dish from supper and put it away, she readied the coffee pot, then set the table. She had plenty of biscuits from her morning baking, so all was ready for breakfast except for the bacon and eggs. After a last look at the kitchen, she retired.

Once upstairs in her bedroom, Kaylee sat at her vanity table and looked at the cameo pendant nestled between her breasts, just above her dress's neckline. Dade constantly badgered her to put it away. It didn't matter one iota what he or anyone else thought or said about her failed love with Grady. She would never put the cameo away. 

Tonight, its warmth mesmerized her as it radiated throughout her body. Every nerve ending became more sensitive than usual, aching with unfulfilled yearning. 

Nonetheless, it was to no avail. The only man to satisfy her desire was lost to her. She rubbed the surface of the cameo gently with her fingertips. Electric shocks teased her body, and her breasts screamed for his touch as tears fell. Where are you, Grady? Why didn't you keep your promise and return to me?



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1

Nessie Mae Dilly
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●

●

"Our childhood home lives in our heart forever."

●

●

Once Grady collected himself, even though the house and buildings were rubble, it was still home to him. He gave Chaser a slap on the hip, indicating he was free to wander. Then he walked to where his family was buried north of where the barn once stood. Although weathered, the wooden markers remained intact. Grady dropped to his knees, mourned his family's loss again, and then prayed. 

Long denied peace comforted him upon rising, then meandering toward the house, a warm smile came while feeling his family's presence surround him. Just for tonight, he wanted, needed to be near his loved ones. He walked over, unsaddled his horse, then watched Chaser head for the pond as if no time had passed. 

Grady laid his bedroll under the weeping willow tree in the side yard where his mother used to hang clothes. After he made a fire, he got up and walked through the rubble of his home. 

With the toe of his boot, he knocked a brick loose from the chimney. Dilapidated brick and mortar shifted and fell. Once it settled, he recognized a battered and burnt tin box at his feet. Since it still had the lock intact, he took his six-shooter and shot it off. With the night closing in by the minute, he reclaimed the box and took it over by the fire. Once seated on his bedroll, Grady looked inside to find a few dollars and a rolled-up piece of parchment paper, which he recognized as the deed to his home. It had slight charring around the edges but otherwise appeared to be in good shape—the fireplace's walls had protected it well. Grady carefully unrolled the deed he'd seen many times, then saw red. Millicent Halsey? The paper stated the Jackson land was in her name. "What in the hell does this mean? It doesn't make sense." He continued to read.

●

From this day forward, Quinn Nathaniel Jackson will no longer hold the following parcel of land free and clear. This parcel is now herewith the sole property of Millicent Jane Halsey, signed this 13th day of May 1878, in the township proper of Brayden, Arizona.

●

Officiate Signature

Augustus Horacio Mainstay

●

Sole Proprietor of Deed Signature

Millicent Jane Halsey

●

Surrendering Deed Signature

Quinn Randolph Jackson

●

No matter how often he read the deed, it made no sense. Grady re-folded the paper with care, put it back in the box, then slipped it into his saddlebags. "I'll get to the bottom of this, dammit!" He stomped out the fire, then whistled for Chaser.

Within the hour, Grady stood at the front door of the Brayden Mansion. Angst over the deed aided in his forgetting about Kaylee now being a Brayden. Nor did he think about her answering the door until knocking. He shut his eyes as dawning hit him. "Please, Nessie, you be the one to answer the door." 

"Saint's 'a comin' round yonder," said Nessie. "Is that you, Grady Jackson?" She squinted and moved closer since the only light was from a kerosene lamp from the table in the foyer.

Grady grinned. "In the flesh," he said with great affection to the endearing, roly-poly black woman with short, gray, kinky curls.

"Come here, boy, and give me some sugar." She drew him into a joyful hug. "Ole Nessie needs to find out how much skin you done let slide off 'a them bones."

"I'm afraid more than is proper, sweet lady. But then, I didn't have your vittles to keep me in line." 

"Well, for land-sakes, I'll fix that in 'a country minute, boy. Come into the kitchen. I'll fry up 'a batch 'a fatback gravy and biscuits."

"That's just about as tempting an offer as I've had in a long time, Nessie, but I got something on my mind. I really need to speak with Mrs. Brayden."

Nessie looked at Grady. "Mrs. Brayden?" 

"Millicent, I mean," he blurted while noticing the puzzled expression on her face.

Although he and Dade had disliked each other all their lives, it made no difference to Nessie. She treated everyone with graciousness—it was just her God-given way. 

"Yes, Mrs. Millicent Brayden. It's rather important. Do you figure she'll see me since I just dropped by?"

"I reckon Mrs. Millicent would if'n she was here, but she done left a while ago, right behind Mr. Bryce and Dade." 

Grady stood on the doorstep with his hands in his back pockets. It crossed his mind to mention Kaylee, but he decided better of such a thing. There was no use in searching for trouble. "Would you let her know I stopped by? I'd like to discuss an important business matter with her as soon as possible?"

"'A'course, Grady."

"Thanks, Nessie."

She wrinkled her nose. "You be okay, boy?" 

Grady tried to shake off his unease. "Sure, sweet lady, I'm tired from covering several miles since yesterday. I reckon a good night's sleep will do wonders." He hugged her again. "It's good to be home. Even better since you are the first person I see, Nessie May Dilly. I've missed you keeping me in line."

"You always was a sweet talker, Grady Jackson." She grinned with fondness. "It's a mighty fine thing, you comin' back home where you belong. Come by here anytime. I'll whip up 'a mess 'a food. We gotta git some meat back on them skinny bones." She pointed. "And don't you never mind 'bout Dade, neither. 'Cause I'll have my willa branch if'n you both get outta line." 

Grady laughed. "I don't doubt that for a minute. I remember a few fisticuffs between us that ended with our backsides getting tuned."

When Nessie giggled, her whole body jiggled. "Well, I know'd one 'a you was jest as ornery as the other. So's, while I was a whoopin' on one, I reckoned I'd better whoop the other one, too. Leastwise, it seemed the only fair thing to do." 

"Nessie, you are priceless. And just what this tired cowboy needed tonight. Take care, sweet lady. I'll see you soon."

"Don't you be no stranger to ole Nessie, boy. You hear?" 

In answer, he waved his hand while descending the stairs. "No, ma'am, I aim to collect on that fatback gravy and biscuits."

●

"See to it you do," she called out, more cheerful than she felt. Nessie pursed her lips, closed the door, and walked back to the kitchen. Mercy me, Grady Jackson, I feel a chill down to my bones, 'cause you be 'a carryin' 'round 'a heap 'a miseries. 

And just what happens when those two boys meet up again ain't worth thinkin' on. Lest 'a course, I want me one 'a them barn size headaches. She shook her head. Lausy, though, Mr. and Mrs. Brayden manages a right enough job on their own. Nessie sighed while beginning to tackle the stack of dirty dishes.
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CHAPTER 2

Sisterly Love
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●

●

"Sometimes, at our weakest moments, all we seek is to love and to be loved in return."

●

●

Kaylee's bedroom exemplified her down-to-earth, comfortable style. White wainscoting and wallpaper of muted daisies gave the room a cheery and welcoming atmosphere. Yellow drapes at the windows and white accent pillows on the chaise under the window complimented the oak armoire, dresser, and vanity. 

Pounding at her front door brought Kaylee out of her malaise. "For mercy's sake! Why can't that scoundrel leave me alone for once?" 

Although it was a hot, sultry evening, Kaylee reached for her most unattractive faded plaid robe. After slipping it over her dress, she tightened it to her neck while hurrying downstairs. By doing so, she hoped it would further convince Dade that under no circumstances did she intend on abiding him tonight. 

She drew her robe tighter while descending the stairs to quit the incessant banging. "Dade, please calm down!" She flung open the door and stood in the doorway.

"Kaylee," Hailey said, excited, "let me in... hurry!"

"Forevermore, what are you doing here? It's the evening."

Hailey, thirty, tall and slender, had long straight chestnut hair pulled back with ivory combs, which flowed down her back. She hurried into the house and shut the door... her demeanor bubbly and infectious. "Well, if you must know, I'm visiting my sister." 

Kaylee cocked her brow. "You don't come for a visit at suppertime." She peered over her sister's shoulder. "Why isn't Sage with you?" 

"Au contraire," Hailey beamed, shutting the door. She grabbed Kaylee's shoulders. "I've been known to go places without my husband. To answer your question, Sage is working at the saloon. And you need to sit down before I tell you my news, little sister." 

"Sweetheart, open up," Dade yelled, jiggling the doorknob. 

"Shush!" Hailey whispered while putting her hand over Kaylee's mouth. She guided her sister farther into the foyer. "Don't say a word."

"I know you're in there!" Dade yelled, growing more impatient this time.

Kaylee, twenty-nine, medium height, and curvaceous, wore her brown hair in a fashionable uplift. But tonight, she had let it fall around her shoulders. She became more agitated. "But—"

"Be quiet!" Hailey insisted in a whisper. 

"Dade will be more than impossible to be around if I don't answer it, Hailey," Kaylee growled in a low voice. "Besides, everyone knows I'm home this time of night, especially Dade."

"Well, not tonight, you're not," Hailey spouted in a matter-of-fact tone, lending proof to her strong-willed spirit.

Kaylee, always more down to earth, threw her hands up. "Oh, alright, I give up. I wasn't in the mood to fend him off, so I slipped my robe over my dress."

"Oh, please, the lard-headed, pompous nincompoop doesn't care what you wear. He'll never give up until you marry him. Then he'll hog-tie you to the bed to procreate until you produce his heir, even though he'll continue poking Chantilly on the side. All the while leaving you lonely and a mortified wife." 

"Watch your language, big sister!"

Hailey took a deep breath. "Oh, my stars, this is 1889, Kaylee. Nowadays, women are not just pictures—we can speak our minds. More to the point, I'm right about Dade, and you very well know it."

"Thunderation," Kaylee moaned, pursing her lips. "Why do you always have to be, right?"

Hailey's grin was mischievous. "It's just an astute observation. After all, I'm older and wiser by one year and three months, little sister."

"Then older, oh wise one, maybe you can tell me why I'm so troubled and not sleeping lately." 

Dade finally gave up his persistence at the door but could be heard stomping off down the porch steps.

"That barbaric beast has finally given up," Hailey said as she took Kaylee's arm, leading her down the hallway to the kitchen in the back of the house. "And I might add, I may just have an answer to those sleepless nights."

Upon entering the kitchen, Kaylee pointed her finger toward Hailey's chair since childhood. "Sit and tell me why you're so excited. Wait," she said, raising her palm, "does this call for some strong coffee or a healthy dose of daddy's brandy?"

Hailey giggled. "With what I'm about to tell you, I daresay a whole bottle of Daddy's brandy won't be enough. When I tell you my news, you'll pop your bloomers, my dear little sister." She rubbed her hands together and, unable to hold back any longer, blurted, "Grady is back!"

Kaylee puckered and placed her fists of aggravation on her hips while giving her sister a stern look. "That's not funny, Hailey." 

"It's not meant to be funny, nor am I cruel, either." 

Kaylee's vulnerability showed, yet she refused to give into threatening tears. "You're really serious, aren't you?" 

Hailey bobbed her head. "Yes, honey. I am. Sage said one of the regulars at the Lucky Spur saw Grady ride into town earlier."

With her peaches and cream complexion clearly showing dismay, Kaylee managed a vague apology. "I'm sorry I snapped at you. Really, I am." With her usual confident air shaken, she sat and fidgeted her hands atop the table. With hair framing her face, she didn't utter a word. Suddenly, she looked up, tears welling. Her sister and Gussy were the only two people she could be open with, nor did they pass judgment over hanging on to her fantasies about Grady. "I've waited so long for his return. But now, I feel numb. Oh, Hailey, what am I going to do?"

Their father died from a heart attack nearly five years earlier. The sisters had become even closer when their mother's death came two years later. "I wish I had answers for you, honey, but I don't." Hailey reached out and gave her sister's hand a reassuring squeeze. "Just remember I, as well as Sage and Gussy, will be here for you... no matter the outcome." 

"You have always been so good to me, big sister. I'm excited to see Grady and finally talk to him, but on the other hand, I'm afraid of what he'll say. When it comes to it, how can I be sure of what I'll say or do.?" She shrugged. "More is the pity because he may not even want to see me." 

"Oh, blaze-of-hooey, little sister. Of course, Grady will want to see you. Although I can understand why you'd be anxious about seeing him again, having left things unresolved." 

Kaylee picked at the embroidery on her sleeve. "I know Grady down to my toes. Something had to have happened to prevent his return." Wiping the tears from her cheeks with the back of her hand, Kaylee got up, took the brandy bottle out of the bottom of the hutch, then removed the top. In a most undignified manner, she put the bottle of elixir to her lips and tipped it back for a healthy drink. 

A memory of her father tugged at her. It was when he had coaxed her to take a healthy swig in her youth. By doing so, he thought she would learn a lesson about the evils of liquor as it burned down her throat. In truth, it had only fed her curiosity. "Here," she sputtered, "want some?" 

"Oh, no," Hailey answered, flicking her hand toward the bottle, "you know me and the spirits... how I get all tickle-nosed." Her eyes gleamed mischievously. "On second thought, I'll take you up on your offer. Sage loves it when I get tickle-nosed."

"Pshaw, Sage would love you if you had two black teeth in front and ears like an elephant." 

Hailey giggled. "True."

Unconscious of her action, Kaylee reached inside her robe and ran her fingertips over the cameo. Her eyes sprang to life. "What if he's married? Oh, Hailey, I couldn't bear it if he is."

"Oh, my stars, the thought never crossed my mind." Hailey took another sip of brandy before giving her sister the bottle.

Kaylee began to cork the brandy, thought better of it, and took another swig before replacing it. Then, she returned it to the dry sink. "It won't matter, you know," she said, her tongue thickening. "I'll love Grady Jackson until the day I die." 

"What will you do, honey, if Grady offers no excuse for not coming back? Are you prepared for that possibility?"

Kaylee crossed the hardwood floor to the large bay window and sat while shoving aside a rust-colored side panel that matched the pad on the window seat. Ferns adorned each end. Even though it was too warm for a fire in the potbellied stove standing to the left of the window, the room still had a heartwarming feel. 

Staring into nothingness, she spoke barely above a whisper. "Even if I don't like the answer, Grady will tell me why. Because when you get right down to it, Hailey, I believe he wants to see me, too." She turned her head to look at her sister. "Otherwise, why would he come back after all these years? I just have this strange feeling." 

Her eyes fixated on a weeping willow as childhood memories of Grady abound. "You're out there somewhere close by, my love. No matter what happened in the past, I don't believe you've forgotten me any more than I've forgotten you." 

Haley shook her head with worry. "Just come to me, little sister, and I'll be right here for you." She bent and gently kissed Kaylee's temple before quietly leaving the house. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 3

The Divine Palace
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●

●

"The sins of our past, if we choose to, can serve to make us stronger."

●

●

"Well, hello, Grady Jackson," the woman with the sexy voice called from the top of the stairs of the Divine Palace. "I declare, all these years away, that you're more handsome than a man has a right to be."

"Chantilly, flattery will get you anything you want, darlin'," Grady replied. "Do you still have that famous menu?"

She wondered why Grady Jackson would come to a whore's bed when he clearly could have any woman he wanted, just for the asking. His handsome looks and solid male body could make a woman swoon. It would be crazy if one allowed his heritage to hinder their coupling since the man could satisfy their wildest desires. 

Oh, well, don't look a gift horse in the mouth. If the Divine Palace made money, the more assurances she had of remaining the Madam. More important to her—she would stay in Dade Brayden's bed. A devilish grin crossed her face as fleeting glimpses of their afternoon tryst came to mind.

The brothel lived up to its name with its garish red and gold wallpaper. The black-framed pictures with women of the night hung on the walls, which displayed their delightful desserts in explicit poses of undress. "Go ahead and pour yourself a drink, Grady. Hank is off tonight, and Tex hasn't arrived yet." She smiled with blatant honesty. "I'm sure Chantilly can offer up a tasty morsel for you." 

●

Grady took a hard look at the Madam after pouring himself a shot of whiskey and then let it slide down his throat. He noticed how the hazards of a whore's life had taken a toll on her. Her once silky, jet-black hair appeared lifeless, as was her kohl, rouge, and lips overdone. 

He plopped the glass on the dark walnut bar, which had a mirror on the wall behind it trimmed in brash gold. The dim lighting also lent a lustful atmosphere to the Palace while offering a sense of anonymity for its clientele. 

Grady grabbed the bottle of whiskey and sauntered toward the stairs. When he reached her, he stared at her generous bosom more outside than inside her bodice. "Now, what does Madam Chantilly have on offer for the night? My appetite is needy."

"Tasty appetizers, to be sure, as in Cherry," she said, pointing to a picture on the wall, "she loves to lather her man in fresh cream and, of course, sweet Cherry on top. She never disappoints." 

Chantilly pointed to another picture. "Brandy here, she just loves the taste of her namesake all over her man, so she can titillate him around the world, honey." 

She pointed to another offering, a sensuous undertone in her voice. "Velvet adores her soft black skin to cover her man. Then her talented tongue begs to taste the sweet nectar of hor's d' oeuvres her man offers." 

"Just what flavor are you in need of tonight, Grady Jackson?" 

Chantilly asked, her finger seductively tracing his bicep 

"I believe you have forgotten to mention a tasty morsel on the menu. What is the fair Chantilly offering tonight?" However, since she was Dade's private whore from school, he knew she wouldn't betray the man. Why she did was a puzzle because Dade loved flaunting their ravenous appetites. More puzzling was the Kaylee he remembered would not take kindly to such an arrangement in a husband. Still, it was nothing to him now. 

He smirked, thinking about how good ole Dade just might have to share the wealth. Chantilly could be the whore to scratch the itch that ailed him. He dug into his pocket, pulled out two double eagles, and placed them in the cleft of her ample breasts. "That should just about buy you and the menu for the night." Without waiting for a reply, Grady walked past her and started up the stairs but stopped, then tipped the bottle of whiskey her way. "Do keep these coming." 

Removing the coins from between her breasts and placing them into the palm of her hand, Chantilly realized it was a substantial amount. She smiled. "Turn left at the top of the stairs, then go to the end of the hall. It's the door on the right. Nobody will disturb you, Grady. Just leave everything to Madam Chantilly." 

● ● ●

Later in the evening, Dade went to Chantilly's bed in her private suite as he did most nights instead of going to the cold, austere mausoleum that was his home. Tonight, his mood was in an agitated state. 

"Come with me, Chantilly." 

"Hmmm," she purred, "fill me up, sugar." 

"I love it when you talk dirty, my wicked dove," Dade said in a raspy voice. He delved harder and faster into his self-proclaimed pot of gold until his climax exploded. Afterward, he collapsed atop her. 

She wiggled and playfully jostled his shoulder. "Get off me, you big lug. I have some news to top off your day—and not in a good way, I'm sure."

From gratification to cautious anxiety on hearing Chantilly's words, Dade shot up from the disarrayed bed. Dade walked over to the mahogany bureau without bothering to put on his robe and picked up his sterling silver cigarette case. After taking out an already rolled cigarette, Dade lit it, then leaned back against the wall. After inhaling and savoring the tobacco, he looked at her. "Alright, start talking."

She rose from the mahogany four-poster bed and allowed her mind to indulge in the dream that Dade loved her, and she wasn't just a whore he came to for a good poke. After all, he did give her free rein to design the suite as she wished. And she was his exclusively.

Deep mahogany wood furniture and white lace curtains with splashes of lavender gave the room a feminine touch. Although Chantilly made sure there was a masculine ambiance for Dade's comfort as well.

After her mother's death at thirteen, her father wasted no time making her his private whore. When he realized she could be a profitable asset, he began to sell her to anyone who wanted a poke. Although young, had she refused to abide, her father would have shoved her out the door to fend for herself. By the time Chantilly was old enough to make it on her own, becoming a whore was the only way of life she understood. At least, her body and indulging Dade's lustful appetite assured that she was his exclusive property. He took care of her. So, in turn, she owed him her loyalty.

While lifting the cigarette to her lips and inhaling, Lulu pondered his expression. "Grady Jackson arrived in town less than two hours ago." 

Dade took pride in his dominant features, well-groomed black hair and neatly trimmed mustache. Nonetheless, given the news, his face turned red with rage. "Son-of-a-bitch! After Dominic told him that Kaylee and I were married, I assumed the bastard would never return! Did Grady mention his plans?" 

She grinned mischievously. "No, because the man has been here for some time while sampling the whole menu."

He arched his brow. "The whole damn menu, you say?" 

"Every little morsel... and by the sound of it, and the whiskey he's consumed, I'd say he has no plans to leave anytime soon." 

Dade pushed his stocky five-seven frame away from the bureau, hustled into his clothes, and then haphazardly kissed Chantilly on the forehead. "You just make sure the only morsel the half-breed doesn't sample on or off the menu is your cream. You did a good job tonight, my wicked dove." His tone mellowed as he reached in his pocket for an eagle and then slipped it into her hand. "Here's a little something extra for your unique and generous—talents." 

Chantilly touched the coin to her lips and kissed it. "I have many ways to keep you happy, sugar. I hope you appreciate my little tidbit of news."

He smirked while cupping her woman's heat. "Indeed. Keep up with my desires, and you'll have plenty more fringe. I need to leave, but keep it hot, ready, and waiting for me. If this night doesn't pan out the way I want it to, I'll be so hard you won't be able to resist me." He left Chantilly standing in the middle of the empty room without another word.

Her smile faded as she let the coin fall to the floor, forgotten because she knew exactly where he was destined... Kaylee!
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CHAPTER 4

Unfair Business
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●

●

"Justified vengeance in mind's eye can taint one's soul."

●

●

After Grady sampled the menu, instead of feeling better, his gluttony only served to fray his nerves—leaving an even emptier feeling in the pit of his stomach. The quandary over his family's heritage and the constant picture of Kaylee in his mind, along with the vast amount of whiskey consumed, aided in his fall from grace. He took another swig of whiskey while putting on hold the new life he sought. "Dammit to hell, get me some more whiskey!" he mumbled. "Facts are facts—I'm the one who was betrayed!" 

"Velvet won't betray you, honey," she cooed while her lips traveled downward to Grady's assets. 

While she revived his carnal juices, one unique pair of eyes still sparkled yet haunted him. "Whiskey," he said, wiping the back of his hand over his mouth, "more damn whiskey."

"You keep this up, honey," Velvet giggled, "and you'll have Black Velvet wrung out and Chantilly's bar tapped dry." 

"That's just fine and dandy by me. After another taste of Black Velvet, I'll be ready for a nice ripe Cherry on top." Grady slapped Velvet's bare bottom. "Go now." He fell back on the bed after trying to rise, with his bloodshot eyes staring at the ceiling as the room spun. 

● ● ●

Pounding at her front door for the third time that night sparked Kaylee's ire at one o'clock. "What in the starlit skies is going on tonight?" she grumbled while getting up from the settee where she had settled after Hailey took her leave earlier. Wearing her summer nightgown and robe, she hurried to the door before the pounding woke the whole neighborhood. The least of which was her door being reduced to kindling. 

"Kaylee! Kaylee! Answer the door, sweetheart! Come on, I know you are home, so don't force me into making a scene!"

She rolled her eyes and opened the door to Dade's ranting. "You've already made a scene! What on earth are you doing here this time of the night?" 

Dade grabbed her up in his arms and smothered her mouth with a sloppy, eager kiss without answering. It was something he had never done before. "Marry me tonight, sweetheart." 

She pushed away from him while wiping her mouth from his unwanted advances. "Why do you insist on not hearing me, Dade Brayden? I will not ever marry you. What's more, I will go to my grave loving Grady!" 

"Oh, will you? Then come with me!" Dade picked Kaylee up, thrust her over his shoulder as if she were a sack of potatoes, and then stomped down the steps of the Ketteringly porch with one destination in mind.

"Oooh, put me down, Dade!" she yelled while kicking and pounding on his back. "Forevermore, what on earth has gotten into you? And where are you taking me this time of the night?"

"Be quiet! It's about time you learn a few facts of life, and I'm just the man to enlighten you, sweetheart. By this night's end, you'll have an attitude adjustment concerning your precious Grady Jackson." 

However, not before Kaylee continued to make her displeasure known by batting at his head as she jerked in his arms. "Dade! I mean it—put me down this instant, you bully."

Dade swatted her behind through her robe and gown, opened the brothel door, then entered. "Not on your life, sweetheart."

From waiting for customers to the whores, all eyes watched him barrel through with Kaylee in his arms.

"Now, Miss High-and-Mighty, you're in for a dose of reality." 

"You wouldn't dare! I don't belong in such a place!"

"That's right, sweetheart... you don't, but you know someone who does!" Dade stomped through the front parlor and past some prominent men waiting for their main course. 

A startled Bart Johnson looked at the scene playing out before all to see. "Why in blazes are you bringing Miss Ketteringly in here, Dade? A lady of her sensibilities doesn't belong in a whorehouse like The Divine Palace." 

"It's time for Miss Ketteringly to have her first lesson in reality, boys, so get out of my way." He looked at Velvet, who had started up the stairs with a bottle of whiskey. "Where is he?"

Velvet pointed in Grady's direction, made an about-face, and walked back to the bar to join Cherry and Brandy. From there, the soiled doves kept their eyes glued to Dade's destination.

"Dade Brayden, I demand you put me down!" Kaylee continued to squirm in his arms as she looked at the people watching her dilemma. "Please, somebody help me with this lunatic."

Dade turned his head and scowled. "Don't even think about interfering! Any of you." 

Kaylee gained a bit of an advantage and elbowed Dade in the cheek. "I said, put me down, you awful miscreant!"

"Dammit, Kaylee, stop it!" Dade promptly put her down at the top of the stairs, not relinquishing her arm's painful grasp. "Now, Miss Ketteringly, it's about time you see the man that you insist on yearning over," Dade drug her down the hallway toward his destination. 

● ● ●

Hank lived in a room behind the Divine Palace. On his return from an evening off, he decided to pass some time with Tex Ryder, a short, stocky retired rancher working in his stead. He snickered. "Hell's-fire, Dade is in rare form tonight. But what does he mean by bringing a fine lady like Miss Ketteringly into a brothel?"

"A day of reckoning is on the horizon, boy. He's hankered for that little lady since he knew there was a difference between the sexes. But the devil of it, he's yet to get within a stone's throw of her."

"My money is on Dade. The man always gets what he wants, come hell or high water."

Since there were no customers in their vicinity, Tex sat down on a barstool beside Hank. "Well, now, city boy, I'd say you don't know a snake in the grass like Dade from a shrewd panther-like Grady. Now that he's back, he won't take Dade chasing after his lady lightly. If you do, you don't have a lick of common sense. It doesn't make any, never mind how long Grady's been away from town. It may not be tonight, but before the dust settles, that boy will mop up the floor with Dade. He always has since they were kids."

Hank stood, walked behind the bar, then drew another pint of beer for Tex and himself before reclaiming his seat. "Since I've only been in town for six years, all I know about Grady is by reputation. Nonetheless, I'll still make a wager and say if Grady came back, Miss Ketteringly would still end up with Dade. He can't desert a woman for ten years and expect to come back and reclaim her."

"Well, there ain't nothing better I'd like to do than to take your money, but I just can't."

"Tex Ryder, I never would have taken you for a namby-pamby when it comes to a bet." 

"Namby-pamby your arse, city boy," Tex guffawed. "I just don't have it in me to take money from a body when I know I can't lose in the end."

"You're sure as shit, aren't you?"

"Yep, because what you don't know, Grady is in the house. So, these walls will have some mighty big ears any second." Tex swallowed a gulp of beer and then chuckled. "Like I said, city boy, in the not too distant future, I may not be today or tomorrow, but I'll wager sooner than later, Dade will be licking his wounds." 
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CHAPTER 5

Rude Awakening
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●

●

"True love never dies, although it will be tested repeatedly for resolution."

●

●

"Take a good look, Kaylee!" Dade snarled as he shoved her through the doorway. "This is the upstanding man who you insist on pining over!"

Rooted to the floor in the doorway, her face ashen, Kaylee couldn't believe what she saw. Lying in a whore's topsy-turvy bed was the man she loved. If not for the haphazard way a sheet covered him, his total assets would be on display. "Grady Nathaniel Jackson?" 

Grady's eyes flew wide open. Nathaniel? Damn, I'm in worse shape than I thought. Then, cold, hard soberness penetrated his whiskey-hazed mind at the angry address. He suddenly looked up and into blue eyes. Although, not in the least were they sparkling with love for him. "Kaylee, what in the hell are you doing in a place like this?" 

"That is a moot point because I can see what you've been doing! And by your looks and snockered state, I'd say for quite a while." 

He propped himself up on his elbows with a sneer as reality slammed into him. "What's the matter, Mrs. Brayden? Has your husband decided to train you for his diverse pleasures by bringing you to a whore house for lessons? That way, he can have a variety of pokes. Maybe he plans to have his special Chantilly Lace show you the ropes. Isn't that right, Dade?" 

Kaylee gasped as her eyes shot daggers between Dade and Grady. "What do you mean, Mrs. Brayden?"

Grady's ire overrode Kaylee's puzzlement as he continued his wrath. "On the other hand, Brayden, is this your way of rubbing salt into the wound? Well, you can take your wife and sorry arse out of my sight!" He drew in a breath. "Dominic delivered your happy news, loud and clear! I have more important business waiting for me. Dammit, Velvet! Come back here with that bottle of whiskey! Be sure to bring Cherry with you!" 

Dade's smile knew no bounds. "Jackson, you read my mind so well. I trust you'll hop on Chaser and get your half-breed arse out of my and Kaylee's town, post haste. It's obvious you're no longer needed or wanted here." 

Grady grimaced. "Count on it!" 

"You both are despicable!" Kaylee jerked free from Dade's grasp. 

"As for you, Grady," she cried out with her fists firmly on her hips, "if you wanted to hurt me, well, believe me, you have succeeded! Above all other men, I would have expected better from you. Well, you've opened my eyes to men in more ways than one." She turned on her heels and exited the room in a huff. Holding her head high, she hurried down the steps and out the front door while stunned onlookers watched.

Chantilly Lace stood at the opposite end of the brothel in front of her and Dade's suite, where she had watched the scene play out along with everyone else. Her expression was anything but one of amusement.

Dade puffed up his chest. His smile broadened as he followed her out the door and down the street. "I've shown many a virgin the way to womanhood, but Kaylee, sweetheart, you take the prize."

Kaylee stopped in the middle of the street, turned on her heel, and slapped Dade. "You're a sorry, vindictive excuse for a human being, Dade Brayden! What did Grady mean by Dominic delivering our message? There was and never has been our message. Ooh—forget it! I don't want to hear your rationalized answer because there is none for the unforgivable thing you've done. Words defy how much I loathe you!" Kaylee lifted the hem of her nightgown and robe, spun around on her heels, then took off running for home.

"Not to worry. Get your little tantrum out of your system, sweetheart. Your Grady Jackson will be long gone from this town in a short time." Dade gave off a guttural laugh. "Gone... gone... gone! And like it or not, you will be mine!"

● ● ●

"Hey, Grady," Tex said a few minutes after the confrontation. "It's mighty good to see you again. But for a man in a sportin' place, you, my friend, are looking rather pallid." 

Dressed and sobering by the second, Grady took one last drag of his cigarette before smashing it with his moccasin, then greeted Tex. Since the Divine Palace walls were paper-thin, Grady surmised everyone knew why he looked so poorly. "Good to see you too, old friend." The two men shook hands. "Tell me, Tex, does Dade usually bring his wife to a whorehouse?" 

"Wife? Dade?" Tex chuckled. "Where did you hear such poppycock?"

"What do you mean? He and Kaylee married years ago. That's why I never returned."

Tex chuckled. "Son, you've been led down the proverbial path about those two. Truth to tell, Dade spends eighty percent of his time here in Chantilly's bed. However, nary a person in town will dispute that he has been lapping at Kaylee's heels the other twenty percent since you left town. But she refuses to let him court her. In truth," he said, rocking back on his bootheels with his hands in his back pockets, "the man has made an arse out of himself over that girl more times than I can count. It's been interesting how she keeps him at bay."

Grady looked confused. "Not married?" 

"No, sir. Kaylee says she's a one-woman man, and Dade isn't that man." Tex smiled, letting his statement stand on its own. 

"Dammit!" Grady smiled. "Thanks, Tex." He flew down the steps, out the door, then ran down the street.

● ● ●

So livid she could have spit nails on her return home, Kaylee marched over to the stove and built a fire under the burner as her anger grew. After grabbing a pot and slamming it down on the dry sink, she poured milk into it, then let it begin to heat up. "A toddy is just what the doctor would order! There will be no pity party for me! No way! No how! If Dade Brayden assumes he got the better of me tonight, he's in for a surprise!" 

She plucked a mug out of the dry sink cabinet and plopped it on the table. "The nerve of that ruffian making fun of my virginity. I may not have known Grady completely, but I can put the pieces together after how close we got and what Hailey told me. And for mercy's sake, especially after what I just witnessed. Oooh! The nerve of the lying, egotistical blowhard. Notwithstanding, his condescending and hoity-toity attitude is beyond belief!"

Heated to lukewarm, Kaylee picked up the milk pan, made the toddy, and lifted her mug. "Until you get yours, Dade!" 

Kaylee gulped down the warm elixir most unladylike, then flopped into her chair at the table. As the toddy took hold, she replayed the night's fiasco in her mind. It overwhelmed her that after ten long years, her first meeting with Grady would be in a drunken stupor and in a whore's bed, no less! "Is there no end to my mortification?"

After all, she reasoned, according to Hailey, a man does need to relieve his manly urges. And it is true Grady called her Mrs. Brayden because he believed her to be married. Albeit, after all these years, thinking of him with another woman was still disturbing. With so much unresolved between them, she always felt at loose ends. Now, after tonight, even more than ever.

It always came back to a scalawag... Dade. While she was not his fan, she didn't think he would stoop so low as to lie. But what absurd story made Grady believe she and Dade were married?

She decided to refresh her toddy because there would be no sleeping tonight. After mixing the second one, she stood at the kitchen window and drank it as quickly as her first. 

The hot and sticky night air caused Kaylee to remove her robe, then loosen the top of her nightgown. "Forevermore! The lunatic took me down to that trollop hotel in my nightclothes!" 

Kaylee pumped a fresh glass of water and took a sip. After dipping her fingers into the water, she drizzled drops on the nape of her neck, then the valley of her breasts, which heightened unfulfilled desires. However, no matter what she witnessed tonight, the embers could only be smothered by one man, her Grady. 

More misery came knowing the man she wanted above all others, believed she had betrayed him body and soul. Kaylee shook her head. Even if reunited, could she overlook seeing his nearly nude body—save a sheet covering him in a whore's bed of a bordello? And the fact of his inebriation. And what about Dade's telling him we are married? Could that tip the scales? 

"Grady Jackson, if I ever get my hands on you again, I'll beat the tar out of you!" She walked to the window seat and stared out into the night. Perhaps she would indulge in one more toddy, although her mind wandered, so the warm milk remained on the stove, forgotten. "Oh, Grady, since I know why you stayed away, where do we go from here? Or do we?" Years of tears turned to sobs. 

Once cried out, Kaylee ran her fingertips over the cameo as memories assailed her. She had always felt the closest to Grady in the kitchen, where they had spent many hours. She remembered their water fights, baking his favorite—chocolate cake, and then snuggling on the window seat. 

Her eyes rested on the dry sink and an evening when her parents had supper with friends, leaving her sister to chaperone for propriety's sake. Hailey had retreated to her room to give her sister and Grady privacy. They had just finished with the dishes, followed by a water fight. It was a time Kaylee had received the brunt end of the waterworks. It left her shirtwaist and chemise drenched, exposing her perky nipples to Grady. She had felt a tingle throughout her body.

She recalled his words. "Do you know how sexy you look right now, love? Your tussled hair from our horseback ride to your bare feet? And damnation, but your wet shirt tells just how much you want me as I do you. You take my breath away."

Kaylee grinned, recollecting her response by nuzzling his nose with hers. "And I love how you smell when you hold me tight like this after we ride. The Bay Rum you always wear, mingled with fresh air and sweat, gives me goosebumps. So much so that I can't breathe in your essence enough. Feel, Grady," she had said while holding out her arms, "goosebumps just for you, darling." 

She frowned. It was sad but true because all she had now were her memories. With closed eyes and arms wrapped around her middle, Kaylee sighed. "Oh, Grady, please come back to me. I've never stopped craving those goosebumps only you give me."

"Are you sure, love?" 

She jerked as her eyes turned to the open doorway. "Grady?" 

He stepped inside as sparkling blue eyes looked into ebony eyes. Neither said a word as bolts of lightning charged the air.

The moment was broken when scalding milk spilled over the pan onto the stove. "Oh, drats!" Kaylee picked up a dishtowel to move the hot pan off the burner. 

Even with the seriousness of the circumstances, a smile teased the corners of Grady's mouth while watching Kaylee fuss over the mess. "Here, love, I'll fix it. You just sit down." 

Without a word, she sat, but all the while remaining speechless while staring at his back.

●

While wiping up the mess, déjà vu hit him with his own memories in this kitchen. He still couldn't believe Kaylee allowed him to darken her doorway. It was amazing. Grady closed his eyes for a moment to gather his wits before speaking.
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