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PROLOGUE



PROSPERITY, OREGON
 1977





 


 


 


I imagined her death.


Not a quick, easy giving up of the ghost, but a slow, torturous passing from this world to the next where, I was certain, she’d meet Lucifer at hell’s gate. Which was perfect and, I figured, long overdue.


I felt a little thrill. A tingle of anticipation as I double-checked the locks of the old mill, then saw again the thin, nearly invisible filament that I had stretched between the detonation device and the pile of oily rags near the only route of escape, the doorway from the parking lot, the one she’d use to enter.


Yes, yes, yes!


I envisioned her walking through the cobwebs that draped over the doorway and into this gargantuan room, the heart of the hundred-year-old behemoth of a building that was in a sorry state of decay. Slated for a renovation that would never come.


So intent on her purpose, to meet a lover who would never show, she wouldn’t notice that overhead, the metal roof gaped, creaking in the hot summer wind. Nor would she see the owl in the rafters as he flapped his wings before taking flight. She’d ignore the scent of dust and the old, unmistakable odor of sweat from a century of men who had toiled here.


Blind as she was to everything except herself, she’d miss the fact that the entire building had been wired to go up in the worst conflagration this sorry little town had ever seen.


Perfect.


I licked my lips in anticipation; tasted the salt from sweat pouring off my skin. Fingered the padlock in my jacket pocket; the one I’d removed from the back exit. Burn, you sorry little bitch, I thought and smiled to myself at how clever I was and how no one would ever suspect me. I’d already been pegged, typecast by this pathetic, small-minded community as one who didn’t have the brains or wherewithal for something as complicated as murder.


Little did they know.


Just wait, I thought and trembled in eager anticipation.


In my mind’s eye, I witnessed her walking through the doorway in expensive shoes—probably those high-heeled slip-ons she liked, as they showed off the perfect curve of her calves and gave her a few extra inches from which she could look down her straight nose. Then she would make her way toward the back of the building to a private room that had once been a windowless office.


I nearly fumbled with the detonator as I considered how she’d first understand what was about to happen.


She might catch a whiff of smoke in the stale air, but she’d think it was only the strike of a match as a cigarette was lit; that her lover had gotten to their tryst a few minutes before she had.


That would please her.


She loved to make an entrance.


The goddamned whore!


She was so damned predictable.


She’d call out and wait, hoping to hear him respond, and when he didn’t she wouldn’t worry, just think he was playing a seductive game of hide-and-seek as he lurked in the shadows. Waiting for her. Lusting after her. His cock rock-hard with need.


She’d smile seductively. Lift a dark, inquisitive eyebrow. Unbutton her blouse to show off her cleavage on this hot, breathless night and wind her long hair into a knot that she’d hold over her head, pushing those beautiful breasts forward. Oh, she understood how to play the game. How well I knew.


My hands were slippery in my gloves as I fantasized about how she, in that low, throaty voice, would call out to him again, saying something naughty. Dirty. Maybe she’d take off a high heel and playfully let it dangle from her fingers.


But the smell of smoke would be stronger by then and she’d start to wonder, perhaps feel that first little niggle of fear slide down her spine.


I smiled at that thought, tamped down the rage that burned through me at the thought of her seductive games. Jesus, I hoped she’d experience real, gut-wrenching, piss-your-pants terror tonight.


That’s what it was all about.


That, and getting rid of her.


Forever.


In my vision, I saw her, dark hair intentionally mussed. Disturbed, even a little frightened, she’d yell his name more loudly. Anxiously. She would be getting angry. Worried. She’d warn him that she was in no mood for jokes and this wasn’t funny anyway. She’d even turn petulantly, offering him a view of her rounded little ass.


Because she knew it was flawless and, oh, so inviting.


But by that time it would be too late.


She’d take one step toward the door and …


Bam!


The gunpowder would explode.


She’d be thrown off her feet.


She’d land with a bone-rattling smack onto the hard wood floor.


Her head would crack on the oily planks.


The building would shudder.


A ball of fire would spew sparks and flames to the ceiling.


Tinder-dry walls would ignite, fire climbing up to the rafters, sparks raining down, catching in her hair, burning her clothes, sizzling against her skin.


And she’d scream … oh, how she’d scream.


I quivered with the thrill of my fantasy, so close at hand.


Raw panic would surge through her. She’d be frantic. Realize that she was about to die in a horrible oven from which there would be no escape.


I felt another shiver of exhilaration zing through my blood, and the sound of Jim Morrison’s voice echoed through my head as the vision became more distinct. More real.


“Try to set the night on fi—re,” I whispered, as I, through the projector of my mind, watched what was to come.


The old timbers of this mill would quake, burn hot, groan eerily and tumble down, breaking into hundreds of flaming chunks as the fiery walls began to collapse and the roof gave way.


Dazed, blinded by smoke, she’d feel horrifying fear. She’d cough and gasp. Crying, begging for someone to save her, she’d crawl on bloodied knees to the back door—her only hope of escape. But it would be shut forever. The padlock that I’d opened earlier for my escape, firmly back in place.


Black smoke would fill her lungs. She’d cough. Gag. Scream. Pound on the old door.


But no one would hear her.


No one would come.


The smoke and heat would be terrifying.


And she would be trapped. That was the best part. Those last, brutal minutes of her life. Would she wail and keen? Pray wildly to a deaf god? See her life flash behind her eyes and regret all her sins? In a matter of seconds, the entire building would be engulfed in intense, hellish flames.


Her lungs would feel as if they were being seared.


Flames would lick her bare flesh.


Pain would tear through every inch of her.


Her skin would begin to peel from her body.


And she’d know, in those last desperate moments, that she’d been condemned to hell. But she wouldn’t know who had done this to her. Nor would she know why. Not that it mattered. Because I would know. Finally, she would have gotten what she’d deserved. Excited, barely able to think beyond what was about to happen,


I lingered in the darkened building, near the back wall of the large room that had been the receiving area. Waiting. Heart pounding. Feeling sweat run down my back.


Where was she?


I glanced at my watch, then through the dirty windows where I saw the streetlights of town giving off a dull blue light. Few cars passed this way.


She was already five minutes late.


“Come on, come on,” I whispered.


Relax. She’s never on time. You know that.


My nerves were jumping. What if something went wrong? What if she didn’t show up?


Don’t worry. She’ll be here … don’t panic … do not panic.


Slowly, I let out my breath. Rested my head against the wall. Closed my eyes for what seemed an eternity. Then I checked my watch again. Nearly ten minutes had passed since the meeting time. Shit! What if she’d decided to let him wait? What if they’d had a fight? What if she’d called him to confirm and realized that she’d been set up? What if she’d called the police … no, no, she wouldn’t. There was no reason. And yet my pulse was jumping erratically.


My fists clenched. She had to come here tonight.


She had to!


All this planning couldn’t be just a waste of time.


She had to die.


Tonight.


Five more agonizing minutes passed, and she was now fifteen minutes late.


Son of a bitch, son of a goddamned bitch! I pounded my gloved fist against the wall. I had to leave soon. Before anyone noticed the truck parked in an alley a few blocks north.


This was all a waste of time, a big pain in the ass!


Headlights flashed against the windows; the sound of a car’s engine cut through the night.


Finally.


All my muscles racheted up a notch. I glanced through the window again but only caught a glimpse of a dark vehicle as it flew into the parking lot.


Tires crunched on the sparse gravel.


She was here!


It was now or never.


Fingers shaking, the gloves hampering me, I set the timer … I had three minutes to get away from the building and into the truck. It would take me two minutes to sprint to the alley, and that was if I ran fast and didn’t encounter any problems. I should leave right now; but I couldn’t. Not quite yet. I was too fascinated by what was to come.


I heard footsteps and then a hesitation at the doorway.


Silence … as if she sensed something was wrong.


I held my breath. Told myself that she was just pausing to primp—to touch up her lipstick or finger-comb her hair, do a little something to ensure that she looked perfect.


Christ, what a slut!


I was nearly jumping out of my skin.


Get the hell in here!


But the seconds kept ticking down. Thirty gone. Now thirty-five.


Come on. Come on, you bitch. Don’t make me drag you!


I held my breath and waited in the darkness. The timer was a simple device; I couldn’t stop it. Once it was set, it would count off the remaining seconds then detonate. There was no fail-safe on the damned thing.


I had to leave. Now.


But I had to be sure. Certain she would die.


For God’s sake, come the hell in!


Still the door from the parking lot didn’t creak open.


You should have waited to set the timer until she entered. To make sure that she got into this place and allow yourself enough time to get out. Now you’re trapped!


Sweat was running into my eyes. Adrenaline shooting through my blood. I’d have to do something. And fast.


My heart was pumping wildly, pounding in my ears.


I eased my way through the dark hallway to the back door.


Come on, you bitch! Get inside!


Finally the footsteps resumed.


I smiled. All was not lost after all.


The lock on the door rattled.


I slipped out the hallway to the back exit. A rush of dry summer wind hit me full in the face.


The footsteps behind me were louder.


Heavy.


Too heavy.


Damn!


Panic rifled through me.


“Are you here?” a deep male voice called, echoing through the empty building.


A man?


Son of a bitch!


It wasn’t her.


Disappointment ripped through me.


All of my planning for nothing.


“Hey! Where are you?” A pause, then a knowing little snigger and the sound of a lighter clicking as he lit a cigarette. “So you want to play games, huh? Okay by me. Come out, come out, wherever you are.”


I recognized the voice. Thought I’d be sick at the realization that I was going to kill him. But it was too late. I could not wait. I’d already lost a full minute. I had to leave now or I’d be caught. Detained. Questioned by the police.


I could yell and warn him. Risk being exposed.


But then I’d lose my next chance to kill her.


No way.


I slipped the padlock from my pocket, snapped it through the metal brackets, and turned the dial. I gave the lock a tug. It didn’t release.


And then I ran.




PART I


1977




CHAPTER 1


So this was how the other half lived.


Brig McKenzie threw his denim jacket over the seat of his beat-up old Harley-Davidson. Squinting against the harsh sunlight, he glared at the groomed lawn that rose in tiered layers to the monstrosity of a house mounted upon the crest of a small hill. Rock walls supported each layer of clipped grass, and roses heavy with bloom splashed the grounds with color and scented the air. No dandelion or blossom of clover or thistle dared interrupt the thick green carpet of Buchanan grass.


This ranch—if that’s what you’d call it—was a far cry from his own home, the single-wide trailer he’d shared with his mother and brother for most of his life. An orange crate shored up with two-by-fours sufficed as the front step, and dry weeds and crabgrass choked the gravel walkway. A metal sign, rusted with age, swung near the screened front window and boasted palm readings and psychic consultations by Sister Sunny. His ma. Part Cherokee and part Gypsy and the best damned mother a kid could ask for.


Gazing at the Buchanan house, he felt none of the jealousy that consumed his older brother, Chase.


“Christ, Brig, you should see that place,” Chase had said on more than one occasion. “It’s a mansion. A goddamned mansion complete with maids and cooks and even a chauffeur. Can you believe it? In Prosperity, Oregon, which is Hicksville, U.S.A., an honest-to-goodness chauffeur. Man, what a life.” Chase had leaned across the scratched Formica table in the trailer’s kitchen and whispered, “You know, I’d kill for a place like that!”


Brig wasn’t all that impressed. He figured old man Buchanan had his own demons to deal with.


Now, he stared at the massive gray stone and cedar structure that was Rex Buchanan’s home. Three rambling stories with gabled roofs, arched windows, decorative shutters and more chimneys than Brig cared to count. A monument built to a timber king.


Buchanan owned nearly everything and everyone in town, and to hear Brig’s mother tell it, old Rex was practically a god on earth, but then his mother said a lot of things—strange, psychic things that bothered Brig. He didn’t believe in all that astrological crap, and yet Sunny McKenzie had scored big-time on more than one of her predictions. It was spooky—gave him the creeps.


He didn’t want to think of his beautiful mother, whose husband had walked out on her soon after Brig was born. Instead he concentrated on the vast acres of land that belonged to the Buchanans. Fences, painted stark white, split the countryside into smaller fields where expensive horses—mostly quarter horses from the looks of them—grazed on the dry summer grass. Sleek coats gleamed in the late afternoon light—brown, black, sorrel and bay—as the animals swatted flies with their tails. Gangly-legged half-grown foals tried to mimic their mothers and pick at the sun-bleached grass.


The ranch seemed to go on for miles, acre after acre of dry fields that rolled upward to the foothills, where thick stands of fir and cedar, the backbone of Buchanan’s business, waited to be felled by the logger’s ax. The timber on this spread alone was worth a fortune.


Yep, Rex Buchanan was one rich son of a bitch.


“You McKenzie?”


Brig glanced over his shoulder and found a tall man with weathered skin, sharp nose and deep-set gray eyes. Dressed as if he planned to do a little rodeo riding, one thumb hooked on a tattered belt loop of his dusty jeans, the man stepped out of the doorway of the stable and crossed the yard. “I’m Mac.” He shoved his Stetson back on his head. Sweat ran down from his forehead. “The boss said you’d be showin’ up.” Mac’s expression, one of silent distrust, didn’t alter. He offered Brig a callused hand with a firm shake, but didn’t let go. “I’m the foreman and I’ll be watchin’ you.” His grip tightened just a fraction, squeezing Brig’s hand to the point of pain. “I don’t want no trouble here, boy.” Finally, he released the vise of his fingers. “You got yourself a reputation in town; don’t pretend that you don’t know about it. The boss, well, he’s into charitable causes and hard-luck cases, but I’m not. Either you pull your own weight around here and do as you’re told or you’re out. Got it?”


“Got it,” Brig said, bristling under his work shirt. He should find it amusing, he supposed, the way everyone assumed that he was up to no good, but he didn’t. Not today. He didn’t like the idea of working for Buchanan, but in a town the size of Prosperity, he had little choice and he’d lost more than his share of decent jobs already. At nineteen he was nearly out of options. He gritted his teeth and told himself that he was lucky to be here, but a part of him, an inner rebellion that he couldn’t quite tamp down, told him that working for Rex Buchanan was going to be the worst mistake of his life.


“Good.” Mac clapped him on the shoulder. “Then we understand each other. Now, come on, I’ll show you where you can start.” He headed off for the stable, Brig at his heels. “I expect you here at five-thirty every morning and sometimes we’ll work until it gets dark, at nine—ten o’clock. You’ll get overtime. The boss is death on payin’ a man his fair share, but you’ll be expected to stay until whatever job we’re doin’ is done. Okay?”


“No problem.” Brig couldn’t hide the sarcasm in his voice and Mac stopped dead in his tracks.


“I’m not talkin’ about just occasionally. In the summer we work nearly ’round the clock and you won’t have much time for drinkin’ or women.” He threw open the door to the stable. Dust swirled in air thick with the smells of horses, dung, and urine. Flies buzzed against grimy windows and the temperature in the stable seemed to rise another five degrees. “Let’s cut the crap, okay?” Facing Brig again, he jabbed a long, bony finger at Brig’s chest. “I know about you, McKenzie. Heard all the stories. If it ain’t stealin’, it’s booze, and if it ain’t booze, it’s women.”


Brig’s shoulder muscles bunched and his fingers coiled into fists, but he didn’t say a word, just held the bastard’s hard gaze.


“The women around here, they’re ladies, and they don’t need no riffraff from the wrong side of the tracks sniffin’ at their skirts. One thing that’s sure to piss off the old man is some randy young buck tryin’ to get into his daughters’ panties. And that doesn’t begin to say what their older brother would do. Derrick’s not someone you want to mess with; he’s got a mean streak in him that runs real deep. He’s on the possessive side and he won’t take kindly to anyone tryin’ to feel up his sisters. Miss Angela and Miss Cassidy, they’re off limits, y’hear?”


“Loud and clear,” Brig replied with a sneer. As if he’d want one of Buchanan’s uppity daughters. He’d seen the older one in town, a flirt who knew she was drop-dead gorgeous and toyed with the randy boys that hung out at the Burger Shed. The younger girl wasn’t near as pretty as her half sister, but she could look right through a man. Rumor had it she was a tomboy, liked horses more than she did boys, and couldn’t control her sharp tongue. She was too young anyway, barely sixteen. Brig wasn’t interested.


He hadn’t had much contact with the Buchanan girls. The dark-haired tease had been shipped off to a Catholic school in Portland—St. Something-or-other—boarding there during the week, coming home only on the weekends to show off for the boys, and Cassidy was just too damned young and headstrong. Neither one was Brig’s kind of woman. He liked them sexy but honest, horny but clever, with no plans for a future with him. He wasn’t interested in rich women; they just spelled trouble. He’d leave the wealthy girls who were looking for a good time with the wrong kind of guy to his brother. Chase had a lust for wealth, expensive cars and rich women. Brig just didn’t give a damn.


Mac was explaining what his responsibilities were: “… as well as hauling hay and helping with the combining. We’ll be puttin’ up fence over by Lost Dog Creek where it borders the Caldwell place and then you can work with the horses. From what I hear, you’re supposed to know how to handle even the meanest of the lot.” They walked through the back doors to stand in the shade of the building.


In the next paddock a spirited two-year-old colt was holding court. His head was high, nostrils quivering in the dry wind that swept through the valley, ears pricked forward to the east where a herd of fillies was grazing. The colt pawed the dry ground, threw his head back and let out a high whistle, then ran from one end of the paddock to the other, his tail streaming behind him like a red banner. “That there’s Remmington … well, Sir George Remmington the Third or some such shit. ’Sposed to be Miss Cassidy’s horse, but he’s just too damned headstrong. Threw her off two weeks ago, nearly caused her shoulder to separate, and yet she still insists she’s gonna break him.”


Mac patted his breast pocket, found a crumpled pack of Marlboros. “I don’t know who’s more stubborn, the horse or the gal. Anyway, Remmington will be your first project.” The Marlboro wedged between his teeth, he slid a glance toward Brig and lit up. Smoke drifted out of Mac’s nostrils. “You make sure that he’s under control before Miss Cassidy tries to ride him again.”


“I’m supposed to stop her if she tries?”


Grinning, Mac drew hard on his cigarette. “Ain’t no one gonna stop her if she tries, but she had a bad fall. She ain’t stupid. She’ll wait.”


The colt, as if sensing he had an audience, galloped to the far end of the paddock, where he kicked up a cloud of dust and reared, his front legs pawing the air.


Mac’s eyes thinned. “He’s a damned devil.”


“I can handle him.”


“Good.” Mac looked skeptical but Brig would prove him wrong. He’d grown up around horses, hanging out at his Uncle Luke’s ranch. Luke had let him learn the trade but had to sell out. Since then Brig had worked on a couple of other places and ended up being fired from each, not because he didn’t do a decent job, but because he couldn’t control his temper and let his fists do the talking. The last job, only two weeks before at the Jefferson place, was the worst. He’d ended up with a broken nose and bruised fist. The other guy, the one who had made the mistake of calling him the son of a “cheap Indian whore” before throwing a punch that Brig had sidestepped, was feeling the pain of Brig’s wrath every time he took a breath, compliments of two broken ribs. No charges had been filed. Enough ranch hands had seen the fight to know that Brig wasn’t to blame.


“Okay, so that’s it.” Mac crushed his cigarette beneath the toe of a scuffed cowboy boot, reached inside the door of the stable and dragged out a shovel. “You can start today by cleaning the stalls.” A spark of malevolence gleamed in Mac’s eyes as he tossed the shovel to Brig, who snatched it quickly out of the air. “As long as you do as I say, things’ll be fine, but if I ever find out that you crossed me, you’re out.”


He turned to walk into the stable, but a man barely out of his teens, about the same age as Brig, blocked his path. Tall and muscular with suspicious blue eyes, he just stared at Mac. “Oh, this here’s Willie. He can help you with the shovelin’.”


Brig knew all about Willie Ventura. The town half-wit. A retarded boy whom Rex Buchanan had decided to take in and offer a job. Willie wasn’t bad-looking, but his hair was always mussed, his shirt dirty, his mouth slack a lot of the time. He hung out in town drinking sodas at the Burger Shed or playing some kind of pool at Burley’s—a local striptease joint.


“Willie,” Mac said, “you’ll be workin’ with Brig from now on.”


Willie’s mouth worked a bit and his eyebrows drew over his eyes in a worried scowl. “Trouble,” he said, motioning quickly in Brig’s direction and avoiding his eyes.


“No, he’s workin’ here now. Boss’s orders.”


Willie wasn’t happy. His thick lips pulled into a puckered little frown. “Big trouble.”


Mac rubbed his chin and eyed Brig again. “Yeah, well,” he said, “nothin’ I can do about that.”


Cassidy’s shoulder throbbed, but she wasn’t going to let any stubborn mule of a horse beat her. She downed two aspirins with a swallow of water, then dashed out of the bathroom, her boots ringing loudly on the bare steps of the back staircase. She was out the screen door before her mother could catch her. Racing down the hill to the stable, she ignored the fact that it was twilight, nearly dark. Night or day, it was time to teach that damned colt a lesson.


Sweat beaded on her forehead—the heat of the after noon still lingering like a curse. Even the faint breeze had little effect on the temperature, which had been hovering near a hundred for most of the afternoon. The roses had begun to wilt in the heat despite the sprinklers that were pumping well water onto the dry beds. Yellow jackets, thirsty and mean, hovered near the sprinkler heads.


At the stable, she didn’t bother with the lights; she could still see well enough and there was no reason to let her mother know what she was up to. Dena Buchanan would have a fit if she knew Cassidy was deliberately disobeying her. Again. Though she’d never said it, Cassidy was sure that her mother wanted her to be more like Angie, her half sister. Beautiful, boy-crazy Angela, who dieted to keep her waist tiny and brushed her long black hair until it gleamed. Her clothes came from the finest stores in Portland, Seattle and San Francisco, where sometimes she’d been asked to model. With flawless skin, high cheekbones, pouty lips and eyes as blue as a summer sky, Angie Buchanan was, without a doubt, the most beautiful girl in all of Prosperity.


The boys were crazy for her and she teased them mercilessly, reveling in their adoration, lust and sexual frustration. Even Derrick seemed mesmerized around his sister.


It was enough to make Cassidy sick.


She yanked a bridle off a hook in the tack room and found Remmington in his stall. In the half-light his liquid eyes held a tiny spark of fire. Yep, this one liked a challenge. Well, so did she. “Okay, you mean old jackass,” she said in her most coaxing tone, “it’s time for you to learn a thing or two.”


She slipped through the gate to the stall, stepped inside and sensed the tension in the air. The colt pawed the straw and snorted, the whites of his eyes showing in the darkness.


“You’ll be all right,” she said, slipping the bridle over his head and feeling his tense muscles quiver as she fiddled with the buckle. “We’ll just take a nice little ride—”


A hand clamped over her forearm.


She yelped. Her heart nearly stopped. Spinning around, she started to scream before she recognized Brig McKenzie. Her father’s latest acquisition. That thought bothered her. She’d heard stories about Brig and had admired his irreverent streak, never once believing that he, like everyone else in town, would eventually become a Buchanan possession.


Tall, broad-shouldered, with tanned skin and a nose that had been broken more than once, he glared down at her as if she’d done something wrong.


“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she demanded, trying to yank back her arm and failing.


“You know, that’s exactly what I was gonna ask you.” Furious blue eyes assessed her. Thin, nearly cruel lips drew flat over his teeth. She knew in a split second why so many girls in town found him dangerously sexy.


“I came here to get my horse and ride—”


“No way.”


“You think you can stop me?” she scoffed, unsettled by the way he was holding her, furious that he would try to tell her what to do. Truth to tell, she was more than a little embarrassed that he’d sneaked up on her without her hearing him, but she wasn’t going to let that side of her show.


“It’s my job.”


“Remmington’s your job? Since when?”


“Yesterday.” His voice was rough and close, his breath much too warm as it whispered across her face. “Your dad hired me to train your horse.”


“My dad hired you to work in the fields.”


“And with this colt.”


“I don’t need any help.”


“That’s not the way I heard it.”


“Then you heard wrong.” She wrenched her arm away and winced as pain burned through her shoulder. “This is my horse and I’ll do what I please with him.”


A derisive snort. “The way I heard it, he does what he pleases with you.”


“Get out of my way—” she warned, and to her mortification he laughed, low and sexy and without much real emotion. But he didn’t move, just stood between her and the animal, looking for all the world like a range-tough cowboy, determined to have his way. His chin was hard and set, his eyes narrowed obstinately. He smelled of sweat, horses and leather along with the faint undercurrent of smoke.


Her heartbeat quickened a bit and she saw his gaze shift to her throat, where she felt her pulse throb angrily. For some reason it seemed as if the stable was fading away, that suddenly she and he were the only two people in the universe. Aware that her chest was rising and falling much too quickly, she wished it wasn’t so damned hot. Hot enough for perspiration to soak the back of her shirt.


“Why are you here so late?” Time to put him on the defensive.


“Just puttin’ things away.” He unbuckled the bridle with ease, as if he’d done it a thousand times. The bit jangled as he slipped the leather straps off the colt, and Remmington tossed his great head.


“Then you’ll be leaving soon.”


Again that humorless laugh. “Don’t count on it.” He walked through the gate and held it open for Cassidy. She had no choice but to follow him through. “I might just spend the night here,” he said, ramming the bolt into place.


“You wouldn’t.”


“Try me.” His voice was challenging. Firm. She would have liked nothing better than to get the best of him right then and there, but she didn’t know how. If, as he said, he’d been hired by her father, he had every right to be in the stable. If he was lying … well, he wasn’t. No one could be that stupid. She’d heard a lot of stories about Brig McKenzie. Some wild, others downright nasty, but no one had ever accused him of being a fool. Oh, he’d done some stupid things, but only when he was drunk or involved with a woman.


The thought of him lying with a woman, making love to her with his tough, sinewy body, did strange things to Cassidy’s insides, caused her stomach to flutter and a rush of warm blood to invade her face. She closed her mind to those kinds of thoughts.


Lately, ever since Rusty Calhoun had kissed her behind the football stadium, pressing her back against the rough cement wall, she’d been thinking too much about men and women and the kinds of things they did behind closed doors. Rusty had even reached up and opened her blouse, clumsily sticking his hand into her bra and trying to fondle her before she’d torn away from him. Kissing him hadn’t been all that unpleasant, even if they’d both been bumbling teenagers, but doing anything else was a little frightening. Tempting but scary. Rusty had called every night since, but she hadn’t gone out with him again. She wasn’t ready for the kind of fun he expected of her. And she suspected he was just using her to get closer to Angie.


All the boys wanted Angie.


So why was she thinking such forbidden thoughts about Brig McKenzie?


He was a hired hand. He couldn’t tell her what to do, but she was all too aware of his eyes following her as she marched rigidly back to the house.


Once on the back porch, she kicked off her boots and sneaked up the back stairs to her room. She heard music drifting from the radio in the kitchen, and the smooth voice of a news anchorman blared from the television in the den. Somehow she’d find a way to get around Brig McKenzie. He couldn’t stand guard over Remmington day and night. Or could he?


Heart pumping more wildly than it should have been, she locked her door, then stole across her room without bothering with the light. At the open window she paused and looked over the stable yard. Dusk had colored the fields with deep purple shadows, and only a few dark shapes, the horses allowed to stay out at night, spotted the dry, sun-dried fields. But Brig was there. Leaning against the fence, staring up at her window. He struck a match and his face was illuminated in the twilight for just a second. Chiseled, rugged features, all sharp angles and planes, thick black eyebrows and eyes a mystical shade of blue didn’t waver as he stared up at her and lit his cigarette, then deliberately waved out his match.


Her throat went dry and she held on to the window casing with rigid fingers. Biting her lip, she stared outside where the lone figure leaned against the white boards. The tip of his cigarette glowed red, and the thin, acrid smell of smoke wafted upward, past the aromas of freshly mown grass, dry roses and dust. Insects hummed in the warm night, and Brig silently smoked, a dark sentinel intent on having his way. As stubborn as the colt she intended to break.


Well, he couldn’t stay here forever. She’d just have to outwait and outwit him. Turning from the window, she heard his laughter again, low and mocking, seeming to ricochet off the distant hills.




CHAPTER 2


Jed Baker rapped his fingers on the hot steering wheel of his new Corvette. Parked at the Burger Shed, he left the keys in the ignition and let the radio play as he sipped his Coke and gazed past the small restaurant to the picnic area where a few tables were clustered in the shade of three giant fir trees. Angie Buchanan and her best friend, Felicity Caldwell, were seated there, sucking the catsup off fries and lazily drinking soda, as if they didn’t know he and Bobby were in the convertible, staring at them. “Hotel California” by the Eagles was playing, the familiar notes rolling out of the Corvette’s speakers, but he barely heard. Squinting against the sun, he said, “She doesn’t know it yet, but I’m gonna be the one to bust Angie Buchanan’s cherry.” His eyes slit in delicious consideration as he swirled the shaved ice in his Coke.


“Yeah, and I’m the pope,” Bobby Alonzo replied with a sneer. He finished his chocolate shake in one swallow and stared through the windshield, his gaze never moving from Angie.


Angie and Felicity. What a pair. The older daughter of the richest man in town and the only child of one of the most prominent judges in the county. The girls laughed and talked together, whispering secrets, giggling in naughty-girl sniggers and placing their pink lips lovingly around the straws of their drinks.


Jed got hard just looking at Angie, and he could almost taste her. Bobby might not believe him, but he wasn’t lying. Before the end of the summer, Jed planned to make it with Angie.


“If you ask me, she’s already done it,” Bobby said, tossing his cup out the window and hitting the trash can. Syrup ran down the sides of the plastic container and bees and flies swarmed over the remnants of food.


Jed’s fingers clamped over the steering wheel. “With who?”


“I dunno, but she just looks … so hot.” Bobby licked the remnants of his milk shake from his lips. “She can’t be a virgin.”


“A lot you know about it.” Jed couldn’t hide his irritation. The thought of anyone else touching her made him see red. She was everything he wanted in a woman. Good looks, sexy smile, big tits and lots and lots of money. The favorite of Rex Buchanan’s children, she was sure to inherit a fortune when the old man kicked off, and even if she didn’t, she was one helluva woman.


A napkin caught in the breeze, floating off her table, and Angie bent over to pick it up. Her short pink skirt shimmied up thighs that were meant to squeeze a man’s ribs to the breaking point. The pink fabric stretched beguilingly over her rump, and Jed caught just a glimpse of lace—either her slip or panties, and that one flash of heaven made him groan. “She’s mine,” he muttered under his breath. His throat was suddenly parched, and he swilled back the final gulp of his drink. He was so horny he thought he would bust, but he didn’t want anyone but Angie. There were other girls—plenty of ’em—who would do it with him, but they weren’t good enough. Easy lays. Willing bodies.


As he turned on the ignition, and the engine of his powerful car roared to life, he imagined what it would be like to press Angie back against a bed, her black hair fanned out like a cloud of dark silk, her eyes slumberous and blue, her pink lips whispering his name in anxious abandon. He fantasized about how she would writhe beneath him, begging for more, offering to do things to him he’d only dreamed about.


The tires squealed as he pulled out of the lot, and he caught her looking at him when he checked his rear view mirror. Yeah, she was interested all right. And he couldn’t wait to give it to her.


“You’re dreaming,” Bobby told him as Jed ground through the gears and sped through town.


“Wanna bet?”


Old stores with the false fronts of the 1800s swept by. A light turned yellow and Jed tromped on the accelerator. The car lurched forward, passing through the inter section as amber switched to red. The old gristmill, a relic that was owned by the Buchanans, passed by in a blur.


Bobby laughed. “You’re a maniac, but I’ll take that bet.” He grinned, showing off straight white teeth. “You’re on. How much?”


“Twenty bucks.”


“Fifty.”


Jed didn’t miss a beat. “Sure.”


“But I have to have proof.”


“Like what?”


“A picture of her naked.”


“Aw, come on—”


“Or she could tell me herself.” Bobby grinned wickedly, and Jed had the sinking sensation that his best friend wanted Angie, too.


Glancing down at the gearshift, Jed let his eyes wander to Bobby’s crotch. Sure enough, Bobby had a hard-on that pressed against his jeans. Hell. They passed the sign welcoming tourists to the town.


“Maybe we could make this a little more interesting,” Bobby suggested with a leer that had set many a coed’s heart soaring. “How about whoever makes it with her first, wins the bet?”


Jed stood on the brakes. The car shuddered. Expensive tires screamed as the Corvette slid to the gravel shoulder of the county road.


A pickup that had been tailgating the faster car swerved into the oncoming lane. The truck’s horn blared. The red-faced driver swore from his open window as the truck skidded back into the right lane, avoiding oncoming traffic, but Jed barely heard the oath. His head was still pounding with Bobby’s lewd suggestion. “Don’t mess with me on this,” Jed warned, his jaw so tight it ached as he scowled at his friend. He felt the edges of his nostrils flare and quiver in rage. “She’s mine. This is no joke.” Jed grabbed the front of Bobby’s T-shirt. The soft cotton crumpled in his meaty fingers. “You got it? No one else touches her. No one! I’m not only gonna score with her, but I’m gonna make her my wife.”


Bobby had the audacity to laugh. “Oh shit, man, you are crazy.”


Jed shook him hard, but Bobby wasn’t scared. Even though Jed was bigger, Bobby was an athlete, the star running back for last year’s football team and the best wrestler in his weight in the district. Jed’s extra thirty pounds wouldn’t help him because Bobby was so damned agile—got himself a wrestling scholarship to Washington State. If it came to blows, Bobby would have an edge, but Jed didn’t care. He’d give as good as he got. “She’s mine,” Jed declared again. “She just doesn’t know it yet.”


“When you plannin’ on givin’ her the news? Before or after you pop her cherry?” Bobby’s dark eyes turned up at the corners. He was laughing, but this was no joke.


For once, Jed was dead serious. He’d spent the last two months considering what he wanted from Angela Marie Buchanan. The answer was, everything. He loved her. “Soon. I’m gonna tell her soon.” Jed let go of Bobby’s shirt, and his rage dissipated in the sweltering heat that seemed to pound down from the sun.


Bobby snorted. “Ever think she might laugh in your face? That she might move on? I hear she’s goin’ to some fancy Ivy League school back East. What was the name of that school in the movie out a few years ago—Love Story—wasn’t it Radcliffe or some such shit? She might have other plans.”


Jed’s smile was slow and wicked. “Then she’ll just have to change them, won’t she?”


“Jed’s got the hots for you,” Felicity drawled as Angie parked her sporty Datsun near the garage.


“So what else is new?”


Lifting her heavy mane of straight red hair off her nape, Felicity shook her head and glanced at her friend. “He’s so horny he can’t stand it.”


Angie wasn’t interested. Jed Baker was an oaf. A big, overgrown ox of a boy.


They climbed out of the air-conditioned interior of the silver car, and Angie felt the late afternoon heat sear her skin. God, it was hot. Her blouse was sticking to her, her hair was wet where it met her scalp, and she didn’t care one way or the other about Jed Baker. He was just a kid. Nineteen. Same as her.


“I think he’s in love with you,” Felicity continued as she slammed the Datsun’s passenger door shut and scanned the parking area near the garage.


Felicity was obviously looking for Derrick’s truck, but his black pickup wasn’t in sight and the corners of Felicity’s mouth tightened a bit. For a second she looked desperate. It was an emotion Angie understood all too well. She recognized it each time she looked in the mirror. But she didn’t want to think about it—not now.


“Jed Baker loves poker. He loves booze. But he doesn’t love me,” Angie said, trying to keep her mind on the conversation. “Besides I don’t want a boy.” She glanced around the stable yard, searching until her gaze settled on the bare back of Brig McKenzie. He was working with one of the horses and the animal was fighting him. The colt’s eyes were blazing, his massive head pulling hard at the lead, trying to free himself of the stubborn man. Brig’s boot heels were dug into the dust, and the more the horse resisted, the more he worked the lead rope, his shoulder muscles gleaming with sweat, his face set in determination. It was as if he didn’t notice anyone or anything but the animal, and Angie felt a fluttering in her stomach. She wondered what it would be like if Brig looked at her like that, with that same gleam of reckless stamina that he forced on the wayward animal. Though he wasn’t much older than she, Brig McKenzie seemed to have years of experience on the other boys in town. He could give her what she wanted. What she needed.


Tossing her hair away from her face, she crossed the hot asphalt and leaned against the fence, content to watch the play of sinew and muscle in his shoulders and forearms.


The horse tried to back up and Brig talked to him, low and soft, a rough whisper that caused Angie’s scalp to tingle.


“What’s he doing here?” Felicity asked, catching up with her.


“Dad hired him last week.”


“Why?”


“Ranch work.” Angie was irritated by Felicity’s questions and the snooty tone of her voice. There was a lot that bothered her about Felicity these days, but then, Angie hadn’t been her usually lighthearted self the past few weeks. “He’s supposed to be the best horseman in the county.”


“Yeah, when he’s not in jail,” Felicity said under her breath. “Or sleeping with someone’s wife.”


“He’s never been booked,” Angie whispered hotly, surprised at how much she knew of Brig McKenzie and disturbed by the fact that she felt compelled to defend him. “And that womanizing bit … it’s probably exaggerated.” She let her gaze wander down the cleft of his spine, past the smooth curve of his waist. His belt was thick rough leather that rested low on his hips. The denim was thin and pale across his butt, and one frayed hole showed off an inch of muscular thigh. Her insides trembled then twisted into a knot, and she found it suddenly hard to breathe. “You know,” she said under her breath, so that only Felicity could hear, “he’s not half bad.”


“If you’re into slumming.”


As if he’d heard her, Brig turned, and his eyes, a lazy shade of blue, seemed to burn right into her. “Somethin’ I can do for you?” he asked. His voice, so steady with the colt, was now impatient.


“We’re just watching you,” Angie said with a smile that usually melted boys’ hearts.


“Like what you see?”


She couldn’t help but lick her lips. “It’s all right. I’ve seen better.”


One black dark brow arched, and he slanted her a knowing, cocksure grin that silently called her a liar. “Then you don’t need to be starin’ now, do ya?” With that he turned back to the horse, and Angie felt a slow-growing burn climb up the back of her neck.


Felicity couldn’t swallow her grin fast enough, and Angie turned on her heel, stalking across the pavement, her heart throbbing in her flushed cheeks. “Insolent bastard,” she spat as she ran up the sweeping flagstone path that curved toward the wide front porch. Mortified, she threw open the front door and stormed through the foyer. How dare he insult her! He was a nobody. Rumored to be illegitimate. Oh God, she was beginning to sound as snobbish as Felicity.


She stopped in the bathroom, splashed water on her face, then joined Felicity in the kitchen. Her best friend’s green eyes were glinting with humor at Angie’s expense, but she had the good sense not to tease Angie right now.


“You want somethin’ to drink?” Mary asked. A heavy woman who liked her own fare, Mary had cooked for the Buchanan family for years and had been hired long before Angie’s mother had died and her father had married Dena. Angie frowned at the thought of her stepmother—so pale and lifeless compared to the first Mrs. Rex Buchanan. “I’ve got iced tea. Or lemonade.” Mary was already reaching into the refrigerator, pulling out two chilled pitchers.


“Tea,” Felicity said.


“Sounds good,” Angie agreed as she glanced out the bay window and looked to the side of the house. She caught a glimpse of the stable and the paddock where Brig was still working with the stubborn horse. His black hair gleamed in the sunlight and his skin still shone with sweat. From a purely sensual and animal point of view, he was perfect. Toned, firm muscles, tight butt, square jaw and eyes that seemed to look right through her. A challenge. With a bad reputation already firmly established. The natural choice. A man unafraid to call her bluff. Someone her father, despite all his ridiculous philanthropy, could hate.


Mary, intent on pounding every ounce of toughness out of a huge piece of flank steak, left two iced glasses on the counter and turned back to her cutting board. Her spiked wooden hammer started slapping against the raw meat as Angie grabbed her glass and stepped outside.


“When will Derrick be back?” Felicity asked casually though there was a hint of worry in her voice. They followed a brick and stone path past Dena’s flower gardens and through the rose arbor to the pool.


Angie shrugged and felt a twinge of sadness for her friend. Derrick had lost interest in Felicity months ago. He only saw her to keep her strung along. She was, after all, the judge’s daughter and she was willing to sleep with him despite the way he treated her.


“Who knows?” Slipping a pair of sunglasses onto the bridge of her nose, Angie settled into a lounge chair near a large terra-cotta planter filled with fuchsias. Purple and pink blossoms dripped from leafy stems. She sipped thoughtfully from her drink and watched the ice cubes melt around a single slice of lemon. “If I were you and I wanted Derrick,” she said, sensing her friend bristle a little, “I’d play hard to get.”


“It’s a little late for that,” Felicity said.


“It’s never too late.” Angie studied the sunlight rippling on the pool’s clear surface. From the corner of her eye, she spied Willie hovering in the thick rhododendrons on the far side of the pool. She gritted her teeth. The retard was always around, spying, looking like he might drool at any minute. “I hate the way he hovers,” she said, inclining her head to the shadows where Willie pretended to be busy spreading bark dust. “It gives me the creeps even though he’s harmless.”


Felicity leaned back in the chair. “Is he? Maybe we should give him something to gawk at.”


“What do ya mean?” Angie asked, but felt a tingle of excitement. Felicity had an outlandish side—one that would turn her father, the judge’s, gray hair white.


With a naughty little laugh, Felicity yanked her T-shirt over her head. Her bra was cut low and lacy over her white breasts. Her tan line was visible and the sheer lace was stretched tight, barely hiding the rosy disks that were her nipples. “This.” She lifted her arms over her head, pushing her breasts together and creating a lot of cleavage where there had been none. “Want to go skinny-dipping?” She reached for the zipper of her cutoffs.


“Stop it! What if Dena shows up? She’s always prowling around the house!” Biting her lip, Angie glanced up to the master bedroom window and was relieved to find that her stepmother wasn’t peeking through the blinds.


Felicity sighed, blowing her bangs from her eyes before tugging the T-shirt back over her head. “I just wanted to see what the moron would do if he saw a real woman.”


“What did you think?” Angie turned her gaze back to the shadowed spot where Willie had been keeping his vigil, but he was gone. Only the leaves of the rhododendrons moved in his wake as he made his hasty retreat. “Stop playing games with him.”


Felicity giggled and pulled her hair through the neck of her T-shirt. “So what were you doing with Jed and Bobby?”


“That’s different.”


“Why? Because they have an IQ over twenty?”


“Says who?” Angie said with a smile as she thought back to the Burger Shed and Jed’s searing gaze.


“Either one would do anything you wanted, you know.” Felicity’s words held just a touch of jealousy.


“You think?” The idea had possibilities.


Pressing her lips to the glass, Felicity nodded. “Anything.”


“Too bad I don’t want them,” Angie said, nudging one sandal off with the toe of her other foot as she leaned back against the orange cushions of the lounge.


“Why not?”


“Got my eye on someone else.” May as well plant the seeds of doubt now. Her lips curved into a thoughtful smile.


“Who?” Felicity asked.


Angie paused a beat, watching her friend squirm. “Brig McKenzie.”


“No!”


“Why not?”


“A million reasons why not!” Felicity whispered, though her mouth curved into a smile. “First of all he’s trouble and … well, I think he could be dangerous.”


“Maybe I like trouble and danger.”


“For God’s sake, he lives in a trailer and his mother is some kind of a witch or something.”


“A psychic.”


Felicity’s patrician nose wrinkled in distaste. “She’s part Indian and some kind of Gypsy. That makes him—”


“Interesting,” Angie said, warming to the idea forming in her mind. “And I bet he’d be a great lover. You said he’d been with a lot of women.”


“And you said it was probably rumors.”


“Maybe I should find out,” Angie teased.


“Oh, God …” But Felicity’s breath caught a little and she swallowed hard. “You’re not thinking …”


“Why not?” Angie tossed her hair out of her face and felt the warmth of the sun caress her cheeks. “I think Brig McKenzie is just the right man to make me a woman.”




CHAPTER 3


“That’s right,” Angie said in a whisper that floated in the hot summer air. “I’m gonna see if all those rumors about Brig McKenzie are true.”


The words whispered through the gardens, and Cassidy, hidden by the rose arbor as she carried her towel and radio, nearly stumbled on the path. Catching herself, she stopped before her sister and friend could catch a glimpse of her. What rumors? There seemed to be a new one about the McKenzie boys every day.


Felicity’s laugh was nasty. “It had better be worth it, ’cause if your daddy found out you were going to seduce one of the hired hands—”


“Hey, wait a minute. You’ve got it all wrong,” Angie said. “He’s gonna seduce me. He just hasn’t figured it out yet.”


“Well, what can you expect? He’s probably all brawn and no brain.”


Cassidy couldn’t believe it. What was Angie thinking? She was actually planning to do it? With Brig? The idea made her sick, but it wasn’t because Brig was an employee; it was the fact that his life was being planned—manipulated—and he didn’t have a clue. Maybe it didn’t matter. He was a surly one anyway, but the thought of Angie and him kissing and touching and getting all sweaty turned her stomach.


“When?” Felicity asked, leaning closer.


“Soon.”


Felicity’s smile stretched wide and catlike. She nearly purred, “He’ll never know what hit him.”


Cassidy had heard enough. Coughing loudly, she walked through the arbor, her bare feet suddenly seeming to smack against the flagstones.


Conversation stopped. Angie and Felicity exchanged smirking glances. “What’re you doing sneaking around here?” Angie asked as she picked up her drink and scowled at the melting ice cubes.


“What’s it look like? I thought I’d go for a swim.”


“Don’t you think you should shower first?” Angie’s nose wrinkled slightly at the dust that clung to her younger sister’s skin.


“I’m okay.” Cassidy wasn’t going to get into an argument with her sister. At least not now when her ears were ringing with Angie’s announcement.


Felicity slid a look up Cassidy’s body—her cutoff jeans, frayed around the edges, the smudges on her legs, the red blouse that was opened to reveal the top of her two-piece. Cassidy nearly blushed. She knew she wasn’t as endowed as either of the two older girls; in fact, she’d been waiting for her breasts to grow for the last couple of years. It seemed as if they barely got started, then stopped completely. “Be careful,” Felicity warned. “Good ol’ Willie has been sneaking around here trying to get a free peek.”


“I told you, he’s harmless.” Angie swirled her drink.


Rolling her eyes, Felicity said, “He’s a grown man with the brain of a ten-year-old. Hardly harmless.”


Cassidy wasn’t worried about Willie. She stripped off her blouse and cutoffs, scraped her hair back and snapped it into a ponytail, then dived quickly into the water. She’d never liked Felicity Caldwell and didn’t know what Angie saw in the redhead. Felicity wasn’t quite as pretty as Angie, but she was the daughter of Judge Caldwell, who was a good friend of their father’s. Rex and The Judge—his real name was Ira but everyone called him The Judge—played golf together, hunted together and drank together. They’d known each other all their lives, and Felicity and Angie had grown up together. For as long as Cassidy could remember, Felicity had had her eyes and heart set on Derrick.


Cassidy surfaced, shook the water from her hair and began swimming laps. Felicity and Angie left. Well, good; Cassidy didn’t want to think any more of Brig and Angie and what they would do together if Angie got her way. And what would stop them? Nothing. The stories about Brig McKenzie were legendary; even Cassidy had heard a few. If you could believe all the town gossip, Brig McKenzie had warmed more beds than all the electric blankets in Prosperity put together. Cassidy didn’t know if she trusted the rumors, but she couldn’t deny that she, herself, had noticed he was sexy in a rough-and-tumble, I-don’t-give-a-damn sort of way. A few people even considered him dangerous and his past was black enough to prove it. Some women seemed to like to flirt with danger—like sticking their toe into a deep, unfathomable lake, without really jumping in. While some bored women appeared to be turned on by money, others liked a challenge—someone who made them feel a little bit naughty. Cassidy suspected that Brig McKenzie was a man who would make a woman feel downright indecent.


She felt a tingling against her skin that had nothing to do with the temperature and, angry with herself, stroked all the harder, knifing through the water, swimming each lap as if it were the last in a swim meet until, gasping for breath, she touched the side of the pool on the deep end, pulling herself up to lie half-in and half-out of the water.


Then she saw him.


Sitting on the edge of a brick planter, a profusion of red and white petunias looking out of place against his grimy, tanned skin and hard male muscles, Brig was watching her intently. His clothes were stained from hours of work—dirty jeans and a plaid shirt with the sleeves rolled up, the buttons undone.


She wanted to die. To cover up. To avoid those mocking blue eyes.


“Thought you might want to hear how it’s going with your horse,” he drawled.


Her mouth turned to sand. Heart pumping stupidly, she climbed out of the pool with as much dignity as she could muster and stood dripping in front of him. “Let me dry off first.”


With a shrug of indifference, Brig watched as she walked to the far end of the pool, where she toweled off, slipped her arms through the sleeves of her blouse and knotted her shirttails beneath her small breasts. Quickly she yanked on her pair of dusty cutoff jeans. He couldn’t help but smile at the angle of her chin, all proud and militant, as if he were the enemy. He wondered what she’d heard about him, decided he didn’t really give a damn, and waited until she turned. All legs, this one was, unlike her sister, who was shorter, rounder, and seemed to be proud as a peacock of curves that wouldn’t quit.


“The horse is trained, right?” she said, approaching him again, her face flushed from the exertion of her swim. The freckles usually bridging her nose seemed to have faded a bit, and her wide eyes, a whiskey-gold color, blinked against drops of water still clinging to her lashes.


“Not quite. You got yourself a hellion in that one.”


“It’s been a week—”


“Five days,” Brig corrected her. “It’ll take a few more. At least.”


“Why? Don’t you know how to break him?”


She watched as a lazy, taunting smile slid from one side of his beard-stubbled jaw to the other. “Some things take time,” he said, his gaze penetrating. “They can’t be rushed, if you want to do ’em right.”


Her stomach curled in on itself, and in her mind’s eye she saw him making love to Angie, so slowly that Angie was writhing and desperate for the want of him. Cassidy swallowed hard, then cleared her throat. “Seems to me if you know what you’re doing—”


“I do.”


“Then you could speed things up.”


“What’s the rush?” he asked, leaning back a little and squinting up at her.


She didn’t know what to say. “Summer’s … summer’s almost over. I want to spend as much time …” She sounded silly, like a whining, spoiled rich girl anxious to get her way. “I just planned to do a lot of riding, that’s all.”


“Your dad’s got other horses. Lots of ’em.”


“This one’s special,” she said.


“Why’s that?”


Again, she felt stupid and young, but there was no use lying to him. She suspected he could tell if she veered too far from the truth. “Dad knew I was horse crazy and he wanted to give me one—a special one; so he let me pick the mare and the stallion—it was a birthday gift.”


Brig snorted and shook his head, as if he couldn’t, for the life of him, understand rich people.


“I picked the smartest mare and the wildest stallion.”


“Well, hell, that explains it.” Casting her a mocking glance, Brig reached into his pocket for his pack of cigarettes. “Don’t tell me, the old man let you watch while the horses went at it.”


“It wasn’t a big deal,” she lied, remembering that fierce coupling, how the stallion, eager and volatile at being with a mare in season, thrashed in his stall at the scent of her and then bit the back of the mare’s neck as he’d mounted her. Primal, rough, raw sex. She cleared her throat. “We raise horses here. It happens all the time.”


“And you watch?” He lit up and smoke curled from the tip of his cigarette.


“Sometimes.”


“Jesus!” Taking a long drag, he climbed to his feet and started down the gravel path leading through the trees and around the house. Over his shoulder, he said, “Stay away from Remmington for another week or so; by that time he should be ready.”


“I don’t want his spirit broken.”


“What?” Brig turned and blew a plume of smoke from the corner of his mouth.


“Don’t make him into a merry-go-round pony, okay? I picked his dam and sire for a reason and I got what I wanted. So don’t foul it up. I want more than a show pony.”


She heard him swear under his breath before disappearing around the corner of the house.


Closing her eyes and tracing the lines of the large woman’s hand with the tip of her finger, Sunny McKenzie shivered slightly. Belva Cunningham’s fleshy palms gave out no feeling, yet the woman was worried sick.


“Jest let me know if we’re gonna make it,” Belva was saying, destroying Sunny’s concentration. “I need to know if this year’s herd will—”


“Shh!” Sunny’s brows deepened and she felt a sadness, but not for the cattle that Belva was so worried about, no … the feeling was a distant little jarring in her brain. “You will have visitors … from far away. One speaks with an accent.”


“That’s Rosie and her new husband, Juan. He’s a Mexican. She’s always been wild, y’know; I never could hold her back. Anyway, she met Juan down in Juarez, got herself knocked up and brought him back to the States with her. They live in L.A. now and they’re plannin’ to come up here.”


“But they bring with them trouble,” Sunny said, feeling that cold little touch on her backbone.


“Trouble?” The word trembled in the air. “What kind of trouble? Oh, Lordy, it’s not the baby—”


“No, this is different.” Sunny concentrated. “There is a problem with the law.”


“Oh, no, Juan is from a very good family. You know, one of them rich Mexicans, and it’s a good thing, too, ’cause Rosie’s dad ain’t none too happy that she married him. But Juan’s a good boy.”


Good old-fashioned prejudice. Sunny knew only too well how it flourished and spread in a town the size of Prosperity. Many times she’d wondered why she hadn’t left this place with its small minds, but deep in her heart she knew. She wasn’t a woman who lied to herself and she stayed because of one man—a man who had been good and kind to her.


She concentrated on the few sensations she received from Belva’s warm hand. “They are being hunted,” she said, certain of the vision that was forming behind her closed eyelids, “by men with uniforms and guns … the government.”


“Oh, Lordy,” Belva whispered as Sunny opened her eyes. The big woman swallowed, and tiny lines appeared between her eyebrows. Sweat dripped down the side of her face. “You don’t think they’re hidin’ out, that we’ll have some U.S. Marshal beatin’ down our door.”


“I wish I could tell you. When Rosie calls, ask her.”


“You bet I will. That girl’s always been a handful. If she’s in trouble, her pa will skin her alive. Now, you didn’t have no kinda feelin’ about the livestock?”


“None.”


“Or Carl’s prostate?”


“Nothing, but I would know better if I touched him or talked to him.”


“Oh, gosh, no. If Carl knew I was usin’ part of the grocery money on this, he’d kill me. I hate to say it, Sunny, ’cause you know I think the world of ya, but there’s lots of people in town who think you’re a fraud. Carl’s one of ’em. So, I’d appreciate it if it didn’t get out that I visit you.”


Sunny smiled; she’d heard the speech before from most of her clients. Including Carl Cunningham. It had been Sunny who had first suggested he see the doctors, that there was a darkness within his organs that could spread. But Belva would never know why her husband of thirty years up and decided to have the first physical of his life this past spring.


Belva delved into her purse and left a twenty-dollar bill on the table. “I’ll call you,” she promised as she waddled, barely easing her wide hips through the open door of the old trailer. Though she was a heavyset woman, Belva was strong enough to run the farm while her husband worked for Rex Buchanan’s logging operation.


Belva’s wheezing two-toned Ford left a blue plume of exhaust and dust as it roared down the lane and disappeared through the thickets of oak and fir trees that sheltered this scrubby patch of property from the county road. Sunny had lived here most of her adult life, and though the old trailer was small, too small for the size of her family, she’d never left.


In the beginning, she’d had big dreams. She’d grown up on a dusty ranch outside of town. Her father, Isaac Roshak, had barely scratched out a living, and her mother, Lily, a beautiful woman who was half Cherokee Native American, had suffered the indignities of the tiny community. Isaac had married Lily for her earthy and exotic beauty, but he’d never respected her and, when drunk, had often called her a half-breed before dragging her into the bedroom and closing the door. The sounds that had drifted through the thin plywood—screams, moans and grunts of pleasure or pain—had scared Sunny, their only child.


From the age of three, Sunny had visions; dreams that often-times came true. Only her mother knew of her gift; Isaac had never been told. “You must keep what you see a secret,” Lily had confided in her small daughter.


“But Papa—”


“Will only use you, honey. He’d make a sideshow out of you and have you talk to strangers for money.” Lily had smiled then, a sad smile that never blossomed into happiness. “Some things must be kept close to your heart.”


“Do you have secrets?” Sunny had asked.


“A few, little ones, but none to worry about.”


In later years Sunny had discovered the secrets and they were simple. Isaac had always wanted a son and Lily, in her own discreet way, had denied him. There were no more children. Only Sunny.


Isaac assumed his wife had become barren and Lily let him believe that she could not conceive. Their arguments were bitter and he often accused her of not being a woman, calling her a dried-up old hag. No good to him. He needed sons and lots of them to help him with the ranch. If he wasn’t a God-fearing Catholic, he would have divorced her in a minute and found a real woman, one who would bear him boys and quit staring at him with eyes that looked haunted.


But the truth of the matter was that Lily would not bring a son of Isaac’s into the world.


In a cabinet that held makeup and nail polish and other “women things,” Lily kept several vials and bottles of herbs, powders and potions that every so often she would use, mixing them to a foul-smelling concoction that she would drink. Within the day she would be sick and get her period. Sunny was never told, but she guessed much later in her life that, whatever it was her mother drank, it stopped her from having any more babies.


Isaac spent more and more time in town, drinking and whoring, coming home drunk and bragging about his conquests with women who enjoyed taking him to bed and didn’t lie against the sheets frigidly like some goddamned statue! He’d rant and rave and eventually either drag his wife into the bedroom or pass out on the couch.


The little farmhouse was tense whenever he was home, but he made the mistake of striking his daughter only once, when she was five and had inadvertently spilled a bucket of milk that was to have been separated from the cream later. The pail had been sitting on the table when Sunny, chasing her cat, had tripped and fallen against the scarred old table. Sunny tried vainly to grab the pail, but it was too late. The bucket fell to the floor and milk, like the surf of the ocean, rolled in a huge wave that splashed over the cracked linoleum and ran in every direction.


Her father was smoking a cigarette in the living room and reading some hunting magazine. He heard the crash and her gasp. Already in a mean mood as one of his cattle had died, he took one look at the spillage and swore at the mess on the floor. “You little moron! What the hell did you think you were doing?”


“I’m sorry, Papa.”


“Sorry doesn’t count! That was the butter money and the cream and oh, for Christ’s sake, clean it up,” he raged, reaching for a bottle of whiskey he kept in the cupboard over the sink. His face was a mottled red as he tossed his cigarette into the drain and poured some of the liquor into a jelly glass.


Sunny had grabbed a rag, but she was small and all she succeeded in doing was spreading the milk in wider circles.


“Damn it, girl, you’re just as bad as your ma.” He walked to the porch and found a rag mop. “Now start over,” he said, throwing the mop at her. She barely caught the long wooden handle in her small fingers. “And do it right. You cost me a bundle today, let me tell you.”


Sunny’s stomach trembled. She pushed the mop, but the strings were dry and the milk seeped everywhere, running under the table and along the old scratched baseboards.


“Don’t you know nothin’?” Isaac yelled, cursing idiot daughters.


“Papa, I’m trying.” Tears streamed down her cheeks.


“Well, try harder!” He drank from his glass, draining the amber liquid, and the look on his face was pure hatred. “I should never have married her, you know. But she was knocked up and I thought you were a boy.” His lips curled into a sneer. “Instead you were a girl, and a useless one at that. Can’t even mop a floor. Well, you’d better get used to it, Sunny, ’cause it’s all you’re ever gonna be good for. Women’s work. Squaw labor. Jesus, I was a fool to marry her!” He tossed back his drink, and Sunny bit her lip to keep tears from raining from her eyes. Never had her father spoken so roughly to her. Many times he’d cursed his wife for being so beautiful, for tricking him into marriage, for being barren when it came to having more children. Sunny had heard their arguments, how he claimed that she’d wanted it before they were married, and how she’d screamed that he’d raped her and only married her to keep her father from cutting out his heart.


The arguments were ugly and vicious. Sunny had quivered in her small bed, holding her hands over her ears, feeling as if she were the cause of all the pain in the house. Her father hadn’t wanted her, and her mother, though she loved her daughter, had been forced to live with a man she loathed.


Swallowing against the horrid lump in her throat, Sunny pushed the mop again, and her father laughed at her futile efforts, that wicked, ugly laugh he used whenever Mama tried to defy him. “You are useless,” he said, shaking his head as the cat hopped down from the windowsill and began lapping the edges of the river of milk. Isaac muttered a curse and kicked hard.


“Don’t!” Sunny yelled.


With a shrieking meow the tabby went flying, sailing over the table to thud against the wall. Hissing and growling, it slid to safety behind the wheezing refrigerator.


Isaac turned back to his daughter, who had dropped the mop to run after her pet. “Where do you think you’re going?”


“Kitty—”


He grabbed at the collar of her dress. “It’ll be fine,” he growled, his breath hot with whiskey and smoke. “Now you just do what you’re told and clean this mess, or I’ll have to take a strap to you, ya hear?”


“No!” she cried and his smile twisted even more.


Sunny tried to scramble away, but her bare feet slipped on the wet linoleum. Her father didn’t let go. Still holding her by the collar with one fist, he began to slowly unbuckle his belt.


“No! Papa, no!” Sunny cried.


“It’s time you learned your place around here. Turn around!”


She shivered and tears filled her eyes. “Please, don’t—”


“Believe me, girl, this will hurt me more than it does you.” He slid the belt through his pants and Sunny noticed his eyes, dark and burning with an unholy light, spittle collected beneath his ragged moustache, and then … in a sudden vision, she saw him falling to the ground and clutching at his chest, his eyes rolling up in his head, his skin turning blue, and her mother standing over him, never bothering to reach for the phone, though he was gasping for breath and cursing her and telling her to call an ambulance. The vision was so clear that she forgot where she was until she felt the first bite of the belt slap hard against her rump. She screamed loudly as the vision faded in a ripple of pain. Her knees gave out, but he jerked her to her feet.


“Don’t hit me!”


The belt bit through her shorts again. Pain ripped through her buttocks. “Papa, don’t!” she screamed and sobbed and begged, but still he held her.


“Now you seem to be gettin’ it!”


He raised up his right hand again, but stopped in midair when the screen door opened and banged hard against the wall. Lily, carrying a bucket of beans from the garden in one hand, a butcher knife in the other, glowered at him. Rage burned in her cheeks. Fury glowed in her dark eyes.


“Let her go,” Lily ordered, her lips barely moving, her nostrils quivering in repressed violence.


He snorted. “You don’t scare me!”


“Let her go.” Lily’s lips flattened and she glared at him with a hatred so intense that Sunny inwardly shrank away from both her parents though her father still held her so tightly she could barely breathe.


“She defied me. I’m just teaching her to obey.”


“And I’m going to teach you not to hurt her ever again.”


He laughed and his grip eased a little. Sunny squirmed, her feet gaining purchase. She twisted away from her father but slipped, falling facedown into the sticky mess.


Isaac’s anger centered on his wife. “You’re gonna pay for this!”


“What you do to me has nothing to do with her.” Lily’s pail slid to the floor, rolling and spilling long beans onto the already dirty floor, but the tanned fingers surrounding the knife never loosened their deathlike grip.


“I’ll kill you.” His lips curved into an evil smile “Then what will she do, eh?” He hooked a thumb at his daughter. “She’ll have to take over for you, won’t she? Do the squaw work around here. I’ll marry myself a nice white woman, a young one who’ll do what I say and give me sons, and your kid, she’ll be our little slave.”


Lily placed her other hand around the knife, curling her long fingers over the bone handle, and a blank look came over her face. She began saying things—over and over—chanting words that Sunny didn’t understand, and the smirk on Isaac’s face faded. He stepped backward, dropping his belt as the strange litany continued. The buckle banged against the floor.


Sunny’s hand snaked forward and she grabbed the horrid strap of old leather.


“Don’t you put no curse on me,” he sputtered, backing away from his wife and stumbling against a chair.


The chanting continued, soft and low, but endless, rolling like thunder over the far hills.


“For the love of Mary! Woman, what are you doing to me?” As if struck by a force that couldn’t be seen, Isaac jerked backward. His legs wobbled. With a horrid gasp, he clutched at his chest. “Oh, God,” he whispered. “Sweet Jesus, she’s crazy. Save me.” His knees buckled and he fell to the milky floor, his face turning blue, his hand over his heart. “Call an ambulance!” he sputtered, but the chanting continued and Lily stepped forward, through the spilled milk, crushing the beans with her bare feet, the knife still held aloft, the intonation rhythmic and endless.


“Sunny—help me!” her father cried. “Damn you, help me!”


She couldn’t stand there and watch him die. She ran to the phone and dialed for help. “My pa’s dying,” she screamed into the phone. “Please! Help us!” She was sobbing, her words garbled. “My pa’s dying.”


Lily didn’t move to stop her, nor aid her, just watched as her husband struggled for his life.


“You did this,” he cried. “You cursed me!”


By the time the volunteers from the fire department arrived in the red ambulance with its shrieking siren and flashing lights, Isaac was dead. No one could bring him back to life.


“He knew he had a weak heart,” Lily said calmly, not even pretending grief as she held Sunny tightly, “but he was very upset today, he lost a cow and calf. When he came into the house, he became angry with Sunny for spilling a pail of milk—I was out in the garden at the time, picking beans, and he had the attack. We called immediately, but there was no way to revive him.”


“Is that what happened?” a tall, thin man smoking a cigarette asked Sunny. Still crying, Sunny nodded, knowing that she was lying, knowing that God would probably strike her dead or make it so she couldn’t talk ever again, but lying because she knew the men would send her mother to jail and she’d be all alone.


Lily’s story never changed, and Isaac Roshak was laid to rest in the family plot three days later. But Sunny had never forgotten how powerful her mother had been, and from that point forward she’d held new respect for her visions, for the vials of powder in her mother’s closet, and for her own Cherokee and Gypsy heritage. Because she knew, without a doubt, that her mother had killed her father—as surely as if she’d plunged that wicked knife through his failing heart.


Now, some forty-odd years later, as she stood in the sweltering trailer with only a small fan to move the hot air, she gazed through the windows to the heat shimmering against the trees.


Her heart pumped a little faster, her blood circulating to pound near her temples. She reached for the back of a chair to steady herself, and the vision she hadn’t been able to see for Belva came clear to her.


But it wasn’t a glimpse of Belva’s daughter or failing crops; it was much more personal. And chilling.


The image before Sunny’s eyes was of her own sons, naked as the day they were born. Their skin shimmered in the heat as they stood on a ledge of sheer granite cliffs, the path at their bare feet much too narrow to walk upon.


Yet they moved. Slowly. Rocks and stones falling into the dark, bottomless abyss below them. They constantly tried to find higher ground, to scale the rocky precipice, their fingers clawing, their hands and feet bloody, their bodies covered in dirt and sweat as they strained, helping each other, inching upward to a darkness they couldn’t see, a danger that lurked … waiting.


Sunny’s heart froze.


“Don’t!” she tried to cry, but her voice was silent, her warning a whisper that they couldn’t hear. Ever upward they moved, trying to scale the treacherous precipice, and the clouds above them turned dark and stormy, swirling with malevolence.


The ledge became mere inches and still they strained, reaching up, hands nearly reaching the crest.


The earth shuddered. Violently.


The darkness swirled angrily above them. Growing near, a faceless shadow that was death itself.


Sunny’s heart stopped.


She saw herself, on the other side of the crevice, trying to call to them, to warn them, but her voice was silent. Impotent.


Fear screamed through her; her heart pounded in dread. Be careful! Climb down! But her voice was stilled, and she could only watch in mounting horror as their fingers scrabbled against the sheer cliff and their bloody toes tried to grip, slid, knocking away dirt and sand as they tried desperately—vainly—to gain purchase.


No, oh, God, no!


Muscles strained. They shouted to each other. Ignored her and the blackness that blocked the sun.


Help them. Please, please keep them safe, she silently prayed to whatever deity would listen.


The earth moved, the cliff shattered, the nightlike darkness became a whirling vortex of smoke. Coughing, she watched in horror as her boys fell, tumbling and screaming, arms and legs flailing as the darkness splintered into a blistering burst of flames.


Screams reverberated through her mind, and her sons, dark silhouettes against a backdrop of hot, hungry fire, disappeared before her.


“No!” her own voice echoed around her. She blinked and the vision disappeared, scattering away from the hot little trailer, but the sweat and fear still lingered. Her insides seemed to melt and she fell, gasping, into a kitchen chair. She couldn’t shake the image that her children—her precious sons—would soon meet their ruin.


It wasn’t the first time she’d seen this same terrifying image; the premonition had started appearing two weeks ago, creeping into her sleep, breaking out of her subconscious.


She checked the old calendar—the free one she’d been given from Al’s Garage—that hung on the wall near the refrigerator. Running her finger along the appointments and cancellations, she finally stopped on the fourth, the day of her first vision—the very day after Brig had taken the job with Rex Buchanan.




CHAPTER 4


“What’re you doin’ in here?”


At the sound of Brig’s voice, Cassidy nearly dropped the comb that she was dragging through Remmington’s knotted mane. The colt snorted, rolling his eyes as he tossed his head.


“What does it look like?” she asked, feeling heat sear up her cheeks. She glanced over her shoulder and stared into eyes that seemed to smolder in the half-light of the stable.


“Botherin’ the horse.”


“He needs to be groomed,” she replied tartly, then winced when she recognized the sound of a spoiled little rich girl’s voice. Her voice. “I, uh, thought it would be a good idea.”


“I thought you didn’t want a show pony.”


“I don’t.”


“But you think he gives a good goddamn whether his mane and tail lay straight?” He snorted and shook his head. “Hell, all he cares about is throwin’ you out of the saddle, tryin’ to take a nip out of my arm, and mountin’ those mares up in the south paddock. You should see him show off for the ladies.” His smile was crooked and cynical, his voice low with a sexy drawl. “Kinda reminds me of Jed Baker and Bobby Alonzo anytime your sister’s around.” With a knowing grin, Brig climbed up the metal rungs of the ladder to the hayloft. Within seconds bales of hay tumbled to the concrete floor.


Cassidy didn’t want to be reminded of her half sister. For nearly two weeks she’d remembered Angie and Felicity’s conversation by the pool, and she’d watched as Angie had set her plan into motion. It bothered her how Angie had begun hanging around the stable, talking and smiling at Brig as he worked, laughing with him, turning on the charm. Cassidy wanted to believe that Brig was just being polite to the boss’s daughter, but it was more than that. He, like every other male in Prosperity, responded to Angie. Male to female. It wouldn’t take long before he and she were making out and … the image of their two bodies, slick with sweat, panting and heaving, flitted through Cassidy’s mind.


A sour taste rose in the back of her throat.


Brig didn’t bother with the ladder, just swung down from the haymow and landed lightly on his booted feet.


“What about you?” she asked as he pulled out a pocket knife, leaned over and slit the twine that held the bale together.


“What about me what?”


“The way you act around Angie.”


He snorted as he stepped over another bale and sliced through the twine. The bale split, sending up a tiny cloud of dust. “I don’t ‘act’ around anyone, Cass. You should know that by now.”


It rankled her how he shortened her name. Like she was just one of the hands. Or a kid. “Sure you do. Every guy does.”


“Well, I’m not just like every guy, am I?” He clucked his tongue and, straddling the broken bale, stared up at her. His gaze touched hers and held, causing the back of her mouth to turn to dust. His slow-spreading smile was downright nasty. “You think I’ve got the hots for your sister?”


“I didn’t say—”


“But that’s what you meant.” Making a sound of disgust in his throat, he clicked his knife shut. “Women,” he muttered under his breath as he grabbed a pitchfork hanging on the wall and began pronging hay into the mangers.


Dropping the currycomb and brush into a bucket, she climbed over the top of the stall gate as Remmington began picking at the hay Brig had shaken into his stall. Brig didn’t stop working, just kept forking split bale after split bale into the open mangers. Cassidy watched him walk—saunter, really, along the row of feeding bins. She noticed the way his thighs and butt tightened beneath his sun-bleached Levi’s as he stopped, bent over, cut the twine, then tossed hay into the stalls. A restless man, he never seemed to stop moving, and her heart fluttered stupidly whenever he looked her way. Not that he did very often.


She waited, hanging around until he was finished and walked back to the door. “All done with him?” Brig asked, nodding toward Remmington’s stall as he hung the pitchfork on its hook. “No bows or ribbons?”


Anger surged through her, but she managed to hang on to her temper. “Not today. Maybe Sunday.”


He laughed as they stepped outside, where the summer sun was hanging lazily over the ridge of mountains to the west, and yellow jackets and wasps hovered at the spilled water near the trough. The day was without a breath of wind, and Cassidy’s clothes felt sticky and damp from the heat.


“You should be able to ride your horse soon,” Brig said as he reached into his pocket for his cigarettes. “I think I told you before, I like to take it slow.”


“Slow?”


“So as not to break his spirit.” Shaking out a Camel, he eyed the lowering sun, then jabbed the cigarette into the corner of his mouth.


“I want to ride him now.”


Striking a match on the bottom of his boot, he said, “Be patient.”


“He’s mine.”


“Haven’t you heard that patience is a virtue?” With a half-smile, he lit up and stared at her through the thin veil of smoke. “Or is that the problem—that you’re not into being virtuous?”


Again his eyes held hers and she felt her stomach turn over. “I just want to ride my horse.”


“It’ll happen. In time.”


“I can’t wait forever.”


“Two weeks isn’t forever.” He sighed heavily and plucked a piece of tobacco from his tongue. “You know, Cass, the best things in life are worth waiting for. At least that’s what my old man used to say before he took off. I never knew him, but Chase, he did, and he keeps spouting off these words of wisdom from a guy who decided he didn’t want to stick around and take care of his kids and wife.” He frowned as he drew hard on his cigarette, and lines etched between his black eyebrows. He stared at a solitary fir tree in a corner of the paddock, but Cassidy suspected he was miles away, thinking back to a childhood filled with poverty and pain. “Personally, I think anything Frank McKenzie said was a pile of shit, but Chase, he seems to think our father was God.” He chuckled without a trace of mirth. “Chase, he’s the optimist. Has an idea that someday he’ll be rich as your old man. Own himself a house bigger than yours. Can you imagine?”


“Why not?” Cassidy said.


He turned to face her again, and this time there was no light in his eyes. He dropped his cigarette and squashed the butt with the heel of his boot. “Because there’s a system. The haves and the havenots. Chase just hasn’t figured out where he stands. He’s a dreamer.”


“And you’re not?”


“It’s a waste of time, Cass.” His lips were thin and harsh. “Well, break’s over,” he said, as if suddenly realizing he was talking to the boss’s daughter. “Time to get back to work.”


“Everybody dreams.”


“Only fools.”


She couldn’t help herself. She reached out, grabbing his arm as if to keep him from stepping away from her. He glanced at her hand, then slowly lifted his head until his gaze touched hers. “You … you must have dreams,” she said, unable to let go of the conversation, the intimacy, the feeling of dark want that had started to unwind deep in the very center of her.


His lips curled cynically. “Believe me, you don’t want to know about the kind of dreams I have.” His voice was barely a whisper.


Cassidy licked her lips. “I do. I want to know.”


“Oh, Cass, give it up.” Slowly he peeled her fingers from his arm, but his gaze still held hers, and for the first time she saw a glimmer of something—some deep emotion he hid—a flicker of desire in his dusky blue eyes. “Believe me, the less you know about me, the better.”


Every muscle in Brig’s body ached from five hours of stretching fence line and two hours of shoveling manure from the broodmare barn. He smelled bad, felt worse, and couldn’t wait to get off work, though he looked forward to working with Cassidy’s feisty colt. Remmington was ornery and mean, but was slowly coming around. In another week he’d be tame enough for Rex Buchanan’s mule-headed daughter to ride. Then maybe she’d quit bugging him. Not that he minded all that much, but she was just a kid, barely sixteen, a tomboy who didn’t know that she was becoming a woman. Gritting his teeth, he remembered the heat he’d felt in her fingertips when she’d touched him the other day, when he’d witnessed a shimmer of passion in her gold eyes. Funny, he’d never really looked into her eyes before, never realized that a spattering of freckles across a girl’s nose could be sexy. For the love of Christ, what was he thinking? She was the boss’s daughter. And only sixteen. Problem was he was horny as hell. Needed to get laid. Then he’d quit thinking about her.


Sure. Since when do you ever quit thinking about a woman? He’d been cursed from the age of fourteen, wanting sex all the time.


He took a break and lit up, drawing hard on his smoke and resting his shoulders against the rough bark of a single fir tree near the stable. He glanced up at the Buchanan house and snorted. A family of five, living like goddamned royalty in a mansion big enough for fifty.


“Well, fancy meeting you out here,” a soft female voice intoned. Brig didn’t have to look over his shoulder to know that Angie had found him again. Third time this week. She was gorgeous, he’d give her that, prettier than her little sister, but big trouble.


Still propped against the tree, he rotated and found her squinting up at him with those incredible blue eyes. Her white shorts rode high on her thighs, barely covering her crotch, and her breasts were squeezed into the top of a black two-piece swimming suit a couple of sizes too small.


“Somethin’ I can do for you?” he drawled, dragging hard on his Camel.


The tip of her tongue flicked against her lips. “I could think of a lot of things.” Her eyes twinkled with a naughty, you-can’t-believe-what-you’re-missing look. She tilted her head to one side and her black ponytail fell forward, the tip curling on the swell of one breast. “But right now Dena needs someone to bring up a ladder to the main house. There’s a few bulbs out in the chandelier.”


“You want me to bring in a ladder?” He nearly laughed because it seemed like such a lame excuse to make conversation with him.


She smiled. “Not me. My stepmother. And it doesn’t matter if it’s you or someone else. You’re just the first hand I saw.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder and glanced at his boots, covered with dirt and dung from the barn. “You might want to take those off before you go inside. Dena’s a stickler for keeping things tidy.” With a wink, she turned and strutted away, her hips swaying in perfect rhythm to the bob of her ponytail and the swing of her arms.


He found a tall stepladder in the garage and kicked off his boots before he climbed up the stairs of the back porch. Carefully he finagled the ladder through the kitchen and into the foyer, where a crystal and brass chandelier hung some fifteen feet above the polished marble floor.


Dena was fretting. Company was coming over and a few bulbs were dim or had flickered out altogether. “I don’t know how this could have happened,” Dena said, little lines of irritation forming around the corners of her mouth. “The cleaning service should have told me.” She glanced at Brig and there was a faint flaring of her nostrils, the hint of disdain in her cool eyes as she slid her gaze down his body to land on his socks and the holes in the dingy white cotton.
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