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Chapter One


Misery, Texas, Autumn 1879


THE GNAWING IN RAFE BODINE’S BELLY AND THE position of the setting sun told the ex-Ranger that suppertime was at hand. It took a lot of food to fill his six-foot, three-inch frame, and the considerable improvement in his wife’s cooking over the past three months made him eager to reach their small house.


Ellie had made the cabin a real home—a welcome retreat. Sweet-scented wildflowers graced the center of the rough-hewn kitchen table, and blue gingham curtains hung crisply at the windows. She had even fashioned a handsome starburst-pattern quilt for their bed.

Rafe’s impulsive decision to marry his best friend and neighbor was working out after all. Despite niggling doubts about quitting the Rangers, and his brother Ethan’s repeated warnings that marrying Ellie would be like marrying his own sister, Rafe felt confident that he’d made the right decision.

He loved Ellie in his own special way. It wasn’t an all-consuming, hearts-on-fire, romantic kind of love that young girls were prone to dream about, but a genuine, caring, dependable kind of love—one that promised contentment and friendship. That was more than most couples shared in their lifetime.

And now there would be a baby to cement their relationship, to bring them even closer together.

He’d been stunned last night when Ellie had revealed the news of her pregnancy. But now that he’d had time to ponder things, the idea of becoming a father wasn’t nearly as frightening. In fact, he was growing downright comfortable with the notion.

“Guess we’ll be adding another room onto the cabin now, Buck,” he told his horse, gently nudging the stallion’s flanks to quicken his pace. “With the baby coming, we’re going to need another bedroom for a nursery.” The thought made him grin.

As Rafe drew closer to the cabin, an uneasy feeling took hold of him. Things didn’t seem quite right. The smoke that usually belched from the stone chimney was absent, as was the sound of Ellie’s sweet singing, which he could always hear when he approached.

Tying the horse to the porch rail, he moved cautiously to the front door. Years of sneaking up on hombres and Indians had made Rafe careful by nature, and his hand went to the butt of the Colt revolver slung at his hip.

“Ellie,” he called out, noting that the cabin door stood ajar. He drew his weapon, entered, and called out again for his wife, but no warm, familiar greeting answered him. The house appeared empty.

He looked about. The cabin was neat and tidy, as was always Ellie’s practice to leave it. An apple pie was cooling on the table, and everything appeared to be in order. Chiding himself for starting to worry like an old woman, he holstered his gun.

Most likely Ellie had gone out back to fetch more firewood, which was probably not such a good idea, considering her present condition. He would have to put a stop to her strenuous activities until after the baby was born.

A sudden gust of wind slammed the door shut, and Rafe spun toward it. It was then that he noticed the small pool of blood on the floor, and he wondered if Ellie had cut herself while paring the apples for the pie. He didn’t want to think about the other possibility: that she might be having female trouble because of the baby. “Complications,” Doc Leahy would call it. Ellie was of an age when having babies could prove difficult.

Fear gripped his innards at the possibility of her losing their child. What just a short while ago had seemed so remote and unreal had now become an important element in their lives and their marriage. A child could forge their union just as Ethan’s birth had melded Ben and Patsy Bodine’s.

His parents’ arranged marriage had started off on shaky ground. The two had come together as virtual strangers, but the birth of their first son had been the catalyst to ignite a love that had burned brighter and grown stronger than any other union Rafe had witnessed, until his mother’s untimely death from pneumonia eight years ago.

It was Rafe’s hope that the child Ellie carried in her womb would have a similar effect on their marriage.


He pushed those thoughts aside and headed outside. The sun dipped slowly to the horizon, making it more difficult to follow the trail of blood that shone dull red against the pale sandy soil. It led across the yard toward the barn, and he thought it strange that Ellie would have cause to visit the barn at that time of evening. Unless something had happened to one of the animals—that could explain the blood, he reassured himself.

One of Ellie’s lambs might have gotten hurt, cut itself on that damned barbed wire he was forced to string to keep his herd from straying, or maybe the new colt had gotten into something he wasn’t supposed to. Ellie had a soft heart for animals and helpless creatures, and she was always bringing them back to the house to tend them. Perhaps she had done so today.

The eerie silence surrounding him as he drew nearer to the barn made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. His sixth sense—the one that had saved him countless times from gunslingers and cattle thieves—told him that something wasn’t right. He pulled the .45 from his holster once again and approached cautiously.

The barn doors were closed, but the latch that fastened them was not in its fixed position. Grasping the edge of the heavy door, he pulled it open; it creaked loudly in protest. Still, there was no sound from the animals.

He searched for the lantern that hung on the wall to the right of the door and, finding it, struck a match.

Flies buzzed around his head, and the cloying, familiar odor of blood rose up to torment his senses. A fear he’d never known before gripped his belly, twisting it into a tight knot.

“Ellie!” he called, holding the lantern out in front of him as he walked farther into the barn. It was then that he saw the two slaughtered lambs. They’d been gutted, their lifeless heads severed from their bodies.

Disgusted at such wanton violence and alarmed for his wife’s safety, he rushed forward, shouting her name again and again. Then he stopped dead in his tracks at the gruesome sight he encountered.

Ellie’s lifeless body lay before him in a mound of hay colored red by blood. She’d been knifed viciously, thoroughly, almost ritualistically, and tears of grief filled his eyes.

Screaming out her name, Rafe dropped to his knees beside his dead wife, his mind refusing to believe what his eyes beheld.

Why, God? Why did you allow this to happen? She was such an innocent, so kind. . . .

Ellie and his child, like his hopes for a new beginning, were dead.

He’d seen men murdered countless times, some who’d been butchered by the Comanche, others by Mexicans out for retribution, but he’d never before seen a woman so viciously slaughtered and violated, never in all his years of rangering and Indian fighting.

Rafe shut his eyes to wipe out the hideous sight, though he knew that his wife’s lifeless visage would haunt him the rest of his days. Then he fetched a horse blanket and wrapped it about her, and as he lifted her tenderly in his arms, he saw that whoever the murdering bastard was, he’d secured himself a trophy. Ellie’s long blond braid had been severed.

A killing rage, unlike anything Rafe had ever felt before, consumed him, and he shook from the force of it. “I’ll kill you, you murdering bastard. I’ll kill you if it’s the last thing I do.”

• • •

Guilt rode heavy on Rafe’s shoulders, thick and cold as a slab of marble. In the short time it had taken him to clean Ellie’s body and wrap it in linens for transport to her parents’ home, he had done a lot of thinking about her murder, and her murderer.

In a cold, calculated, detached manner he had tried to fathom the reason for her killing, and the only conclusion he had drawn was that Ellie had been killed because of him, because of the profession he’d chosen. His creed that justice must be served at all costs—the Rangers’ creed—had ultimately destroyed his own wife.

In his heart he knew who the murderer was, who had vowed to get even, and had threatened to “cut Rafe to ribbons” if he ever got the chance.

Hank Slaughter was a man capable of such mayhem and torture. The sick, twisted bastard, whom he and Ethan had sent to prison five years before for robbing the Misery Bank and Trust, was no doubt on the loose again and on a mission of revenge.

There’d be no place for Slaughter to hide. Rafe would hunt him down and exact his pound of flesh. He had pledged as much on his dead wife’s body, and he would keep his promise to the dead woman, whose only crime had been loving him too much.

Later there would be time for self-recriminations and sorrow that he hadn’t loved Ellie as much as he should have. Now he had to inform the Masters that their only daughter was dead. They would be devastated by the news, but would draw comfort in the knowledge that Ellie would have a proper Christian burial. Then he would set out on his mission.

• • •

Hank Slaughter was feeling good, and it wasn’t just the half bottle of rye whiskey he’d drunk. Killing made him feel good, made him feel powerful, and right now he felt as if he could conquer the whole goddamn world and Texas to boot.

The lamplight glinted through his red hair and beard, both sprinkled with generous amounts of gray. He looked much older than his forty years, but then, he’d lived a harder life than most, and prison had never been conducive to keeping a man young.

“Well, boys,” he said, leaning back in his chair as if he didn’t have a care in the world, and grinning at his compatriots, “we got our revenge on Bodine. And sweet it was.”

Bobby leaned over the card table and whispered to his older brother, so the other patrons of Sweetwater’s only saloon couldn’t overhear him, “You shouldn’ta killed the woman, Hank. It wasn’t right. She didn’t have nothing to do with Bodine putting you in jail.”


“She was his wife. That makes her guilty by association. Besides, the deed’s done. What the hell you acting so jumpy about? Once we’ve had a few whiskeys, we’ll hightail it outta here and ride to the hideout. We’ll lay low for a while. No one will find us there.”

The two brothers, Roy Lee and Luther, cast their cousin a skeptical look but kept silent. They had no intention of bucking Hank Slaughter. Arguing with him wasn’t a real healthy thing to do, and Bobby was just plain foolish for questioning his brother’s actions.

Bobby snorted, then downed his glass of whiskey. “You’re a fool if you think that. Bodine’s a Ranger. He’s going to come looking for us, and when he finds us he’s going to kill us all.”

The bearded man’s eyes, silver like the skin of a snake, narrowed into reptilian slits, and he grasped his brother’s arm, knocking the glass from his hand. “Don’t ever call me a fool, you lily-livered coward. I ain’t the one peeing my pants over Bodine. Let him come if he’s got a hankerin’ to die. I’d still like to carve his ass into little pieces. It wasn’t nearly as satisfying carving his wife’s.”

Bobby didn’t bother to hide his disgust. “I think we should split up. It’ll be harder for Bodine to find us if we’re not riding together.”

Luther belched, then wiped his mouth on his dirty shirt sleeve. “There’s safety in numbers, Bobby. We should stick together like always. Ain’t that right, boss?”

Hank nodded. “Luther’s right.”

“Well, I’m splitting off,” Bobby declared, unwilling to look his brother in the eye for fear of what he’d see there. He knew he was a big disappointment to Hank. But not every man could live up to Hank’s twisted values.

“Judy’ll put me up, and I’d just as soon take my chances in a whore’s bed than in a saddle, waiting to be picked off by a bullet from a rifle.”

Roy Lee didn’t look quite as convinced as Luther of the need to remain together. “You gonna stay at Madam DeBerry’s whorehouse, Bobby? ’Cause if you are, maybe I should go to Justiceburg with you. Judy’s got herself some real nice whores, and the biggest tits I ever seen on a woman.”

Bobby shook his head. In his opinion, Roy Lee and Luther were liabilities and should never have been included in the first place. But Hank was big on family ties, and he liked the fact that the two brothers were so easy to lead around. “You go with Hank and Luther, Roy Lee. I don’t want to be responsible for your hide.”

The skinny man looked offended at first, then disappointed that he wouldn’t be getting a poke.

Hank pushed himself to his feet and the other two men followed suit. “We’ll wait for you at the hideout. If you don’t show, say in a month’s time, I’m gonna assume you’re dead.” Hank’s laugh was sinister. “That’d be a real crying shame, me losing a baby brother.”

Bobby figured that the only thing Hank was sorry about was the fact that he wouldn’t get to kill him himself. Hank surely was a sick son of a bitch.

• • •

Rafe had just finished hitching the team to the wagon when the sound of hoofbeats caught his attention. He recognized Ethan approaching and wasn’t glad to see him. Once the Texas Ranger found out what had happened, he would be adamant in his desire to hunt down Ellie’s killers. But this was one time, Rafe decided, he’d be going it alone.

“Hey, little brother,” Ethan called out before dismounting. “Where you off to? I come out here for a meal and some companionship, and I find you running off to who knows where. Anybody with a lick of sense would know it’s too goddamn late to be traveling.” He grinned, winking suggestively. “Guess I’ll just have to keep that little wife of yours company, until you . . .”

“Ellie’s dead.” Rafe didn’t flinch as he said the words, didn’t let on to his brother that grief consumed him. He couldn’t afford the weakness of letting it show.

Ethan’s face paled, and he removed his hat, hitting the dust off his pant leg with it. “Dead? Did she have an accident or something? Did she—”

“Ellie was murdered. I found her in the barn a little while ago. Her throat’s been slashed, and she’s been . . .” He swallowed with difficulty, trying to block the hideous sight from his memory as he said the word: “Violated.”

“Jesus!” Ethan stepped forward to put a comforting hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Rafe, I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say. Who’d do something so terrible to a sweet little thing like Ellie? She never harmed a fly.” He looked into the back of the wagon and saw the shrouded body.

Rafe saw the grief in his brother’s eyes and said, “There’s only one man I can think of capable of such evil. One man who’d have the motive to revenge himself on me.”

“Hank Slaughter?” Ethan’s lips flattened into a grim line as he asked the question, then he nodded to himself. “It’s possible. Slaughter and his brother were seen in town a couple of days ago. They had a drink at the saloon and left. I didn’t see ’em myself, or I might have hauled them in for questioning.”

Rafe masked his anger and hostility behind a cold facade, unwilling to let Ethan know the hatred he felt for the Slaughters. “I’m taking Ellie to her parents’ home for burial. I was just leaving when you rode up.”

“I’ll come with you. I can deputize you as a Ranger, and we can hunt for the Slaughters together, just like we used to. But first there’s some business I need to attend to in Fort Worth. It should only take about a week, two at the most, then we can hunt the Slaughters down.”

It wasn’t hard for Rafe to figure out his brother’s motive. It wasn’t out of disrespect for Ellie—the Ranger had thought the world of her—but because of his hard-edged, unfaltering opinion that Rafe should never have left the Texas Rangers to begin with.

The bitter irony surrounding Ellie’s death was that Rafe had never wanted to be a lawman. It was Ethan, whom Rafe had looked up to and admired, who had the hankering for rangering. And it was Ethan, those many years ago, who had persuaded him to join the Texas Rangers, with promises of adventure and glory and reminders of duty and allegiance to the glorious state of Texas. Rafe had wanted to be a rancher, build a herd of black Aberdeen Angus, and follow in his father’s footsteps.

Maybe if he had been his own man back then, none of this would have happened, Rafe thought, listening to the mournful howl of a coyote, which seemed somehow fitting.

“What do you say?” Ethan prodded.

Rafe nodded in agreement, though he knew he wouldn’t take Ethan up on his offer. He was through with the Rangers, with civilized justice and the law. There was only one kind of justice left for killers like the Slaughters—vigilante justice—and he aimed to mete it out.

Ethan was too much a lawman ever to agree to that kind of retribution. Captain Bodine liked doing things by the book, all legal and proper. In the past, Rafe had, too. But not this time. Not after the way his wife had been butchered. He wasn’t waiting for any judge and jury who might make the wrong decision. And he wasn’t waiting for Ethan to get back from Fort Worth and allow the trail to get cold. So he lied.

“Sounds good, Ethan. I’ve got to get Ellie settled with her parents first, then there’s the matter of the funeral. Most likely it’ll take a few days. I think the Masters are going to need some time to adjust to Ellie’s death.” And there was the matter of the grandchild, which they didn’t yet know about.

But he wouldn’t tell Ethan of that now. It was too soon, too painful, the wound too raw to probe.

Ethan cast Rafe a searching look. “And what about you, little brother? How much time are you going to need?”

“Only as long as it takes to bury my wife.” The words were said with cold finality, and Ethan seemed to accept them.

Rafe knew he had no time for such civilized matters as funerals. He intended to go after the Slaughter gang before their trail grew cold. He would grieve for Ellie and the unborn child in his own way, in his own time—grieve for everything that might have been and now would not because of Hank Slaughter.


 

 


Chapter Two



IT WAS SAID THAT TO BE A TEXAS RANGER A MAN had to “ride like a Mexican, track like a Comanche, shoot like a Tennessean, and fight like the devil.”


Rafe Bodine was no exception. Rangering had taught him all those things. Revenge pushed him past the limits of a normal man’s endurance.

For two days and nights he rode, dozing in the saddle, living on beef jerky and stale biscuits, the thought of killing Hank Slaughter and his men never far from his mind.

He had only to remember the Masterses’ grief-stricken, ashen faces when he’d told them about Ellie’s murder to know that he was doing the right thing. Though they had asked a multitude of questions, he had given them only evasive answers, for he couldn’t afford to let Ethan know of his plan for revenge. And if there was one thing in this world he could count on, it was that Ethan would be coming after him.

The Slaughter gang’s tracks had been easy enough to pick up. There were four of them, by Rafe’s estimation—Hank and his brother, Bobby, and most likely their cousins, Roy Lee and Luther.


The four Slaughters were notorious for the crimes they committed and the gruesome way they dealt with their victims. It had taken Rafe and Ethan two years to capture them and bring them to trial after the Misery bank robbery. But only Hank had been convicted of that crime. The charges against the others had been dropped for lack of evidence—witnesses had suddenly disappeared—and Rafe wished now that he had executed the rest of the gang on the spot. Ellie would still be alive if he had.

Rafe stopped briefly in the Texas town of Sweetwater. Having confirmed with some of the locals that the Slaughters had ridden through the day before, he remained only long enough to purchase additional provisions, then rode out again, following the trail of the lone rider.

Three of the horses’ tracks led northwest toward New Mexico Territory, while the other rider headed west. Since Rafe knew that Roy Lee and Luther didn’t have the intelligence to go it alone, he figured that either Hank or his brother had split off from the gang to make his escape. It was an evasive move that wouldn’t work. Rafe had no intention of allowing any of the Slaughters to sneak away. Or to live.

• • •

Madam DeBerry’s Pleasure Palace was smoky, crowded, and noisy when Rafe entered later that evening. The roulette wheel in the far corner whirred and clicked, chairs scraped against the wide pine-plank floor as restless cowboys adjusted irritably to their poker losses, and the raucous laughter of whores and their eager customers rang as loud as the clanking of coins dropping into the till.

With a practiced eye, Rafe observed the crowd as he leaned casually against the bar and sipped a whiskey. His eyes swept the room, searching each man’s face, searching for Hank or Bobby Slaughter.

“Care for another drink, stranger?” The bartender wiped away the beer foam overflowing its container before setting it before the travel-weary cowboy standing next to Rafe.

Rafe held out his glass for another shot of whiskey. “You know a man named Slaughter?”

Suddenly, the man’s affable expression soured into one of suspicion. “I tend bar and mind my own business. Seems to me you should do the same, stranger.”

“I got business with Slaughter. He said to meet him here.”

“Yeah? Well, Judy never mentioned a thing to me. And she would know, seeing as how she’s Bobby’s woman and all.”

Rafe shrugged nonchalantly as Slaughter’s identity was confirmed. He should have realized that Hank would never split off from his gang, never relinquish control. That wasn’t his style.

“Bobby don’t like his personal business spread about. Maybe he knows Judy has a loose tongue.”

The barrel-chested barkeep snickered, and his long mustache twitched. “Judy’s got a loose tongue, all right. It’s how she makes her living.” He laughed at his ribald jest, and Rafe forced a smile.


“Maybe I’ll go on up and find out for myself how loose this whore’s tongue really is. I ain’t had me a woman in a while,” Rafe said, noting the apprehension on the bartender’s face.

“Judy’s with someone. And she don’t like being disturbed when she’s servicing one of her regulars.”

“That so? Guess I’ll just have to bide my time with a game of chance till she’s done.” Rafe headed in the direction of the roulette wheel, but when the bartender turned to fetch another bottle of whiskey, he slipped up the stairs unnoticed.


Judy DeBerry was proud to be a businesswoman with a thriving clientele, and she had boldly stated that fact on the brass plate on her bedroom door: JUDY DEBERRY, PROPRIETRESS. Not “whore,” “madam,” or “prostitute,” but proprietress.


Rafe had to give the woman her due. She did have a successful business, even if she wasn’t too particular about whom she bedded.

Pushing open the whore’s door, Rafe stood in the threshold and observed a plump, feminine butt aimed at the ceiling. Madam DeBerry was servicing her regular.

The frenzied pumping motion, accompanied by excessive grunting noises, told him that Bobby Slaughter was aware of nothing but being screwed good and proper. Rafe slammed the door loudly, finally catching the lovers’ attention.

Bobby’s face whitened as he gazed into the steel-blue eyes of the man who had come to kill him. “I knew you’d come.” He pushed the whore off of him.


Realizing that the tall man was Rafe Bodine, Judy’s face paled. Though he wasn’t wearing the badge of a Texas Ranger, she knew him to be one. The Bodine brothers had come through Justiceburg several years ago in pursuit of outlaws. They might not have taken notice of her, but she wasn’t likely to forget their masculine forms.

It had been rumored that the Bodine brothers could love longer and shoot straighter than any two men on the face of the earth. They’d left a trail of dead men and smiling whores in their wake as testimony to those facts.

“What’d you do, Bobby? Why’s the Ranger here?”

Rafe’s eyes hardened and the grooves around his mouth deepened. “Tell her, Slaughter. Tell her how you and the others butchered my wife and unborn child.”

The whore gasped and covered her mouth, gazing at her lover in disbelief and horror.

Bobby shook his head in denial. “It weren’t me. I wasn’t part of it. I told Hank not to touch the woman, but he wouldn’t listen. You know what a crazy son of a bitch he is, Bodine. I just couldn’t make him listen.”

Rafe took a menacing step forward, and Bobby plastered himself against the brass headboard. The scent of his fear permeated the room, overpowering the odors of sex and stale perfume. “Did you rape my wife, Slaughter? Did you help cut her throat afterward?”

“No!” The man’s voice shook as he declared his innocence. “I swear it weren’t me. I don’t harm women. It was Hank and the others. I’d never do such a thing.” But even as he protested, his hand reached for the gun hidden beneath the pillow, and he brought it forward and fired.


Rafe answered the challenge in the space of a heartbeat, pumping a .45 straight between Bobby Slaughter’s wide, desperate eyes.

Judy’s screams reverberated around the room until Rafe’s harsh voice silenced her. “You’d better shut up and start talking, unless you want some of the same.”

“You killed Bobby . . . you killed Bobby . . .” she chanted over and over again, staring at his lifeless body.

“That’s right. The murdering bastard had it coming. Now tell me where the Slaughters are headed. And don’t try to pretend you don’t know. Bobby was a cowardly animal, the kind who would need to unburden himself.”

Easing herself away from the dead body of her lover, the whore reached for a red silk wrapper to cover her nakedness, then rose unsteadily to her feet. “I don’t hold with murdering women, but I know Bobby would have taken no part in it. It wasn’t in him to murder a woman.”

“Maybe that’s true,” Rafe said, though he seriously doubted it. All the Slaughters were capable of murder, had murdered men, women, and children. It made no difference to them who their victims were.

“It is true, I tell you.”

“But he was there, didn’t stop it from happening, and in my mind that makes him as guilty as the rest. Now tell me where the other bastards are heading, and make it quick.” Rafe knew that the town’s sheriff, Elmo Scruggs, wasn’t much of a lawman, but he also knew that eventually he would come to investigate the shooting, and Rafe intended to be long gone from Justiceburg by then.

“They’re heading north to their hideout in Wyoming,” the whore confessed, her eyes fixed on the smoking gun the ex-Ranger held. “Bobby said that the others planned to hole up there until things cooled off.”

Rafe dropped the Colt back into his holster, and his gaze flicked over the dead man. “Things never cool off in hell. Bobby should have been smart enough to realize that.”

• • •

Texas Ranger Ethan Bodine stared at his father’s grief-stricken face across the fresh mound of dirt that was Ellie’s grave and cursed inwardly at his stupidity and Rafe’s. Rafe had left the day of Ellie’s murder, never intending to wait for Ethan, who’d been gone nearly two weeks and was well aware of the substantial lead his brother had on him.

Why did I trust that conniving brother of mine? Why didn’t I realize that Rafe would go out for revenge? He was still unable to believe that Rafe had played him for a fool. And won.

For years Rafe and Ethan had ridden together as Texas Rangers. They’d been inseparable, until Rafe had gotten it in his head to quit the Rangers and settle down to a life of normalcy, as he called it.

Ethan had been devastated by Rafe’s decision to quit rangering and disappointed that his brother had chosen Ellie Masters to spend the rest of his life with. Ellie was a sweet girl, but she and Rafe had been more like brother and sister than husband and wife, and Ethan had thought the pairing unnatural. And unnecessary.


Rafe hadn’t needed a wife any more than Ethan needed or wanted one. It wasn’t normal for a man to go against his natural inclination, and Rafe was born to rangering, the same as Ethan. A woman, no matter how pretty or sweet, couldn’t provide the same feeling of camaraderie as a camp full of men bent on the same mission.

Ethan planned to remain a bachelor for the remainder of his days.

He glanced at his younger brother, Travis, who now stood next to their stepmother, and thought of how close the foolish young man had come to marrying that strong-willed daughter of Judge Barkley’s. Thank God the boy had come to his senses in time, Ethan thought, wishing that Rafe had done the same and spared them all this grief and concern.

“What do you intend to do, Ethan?” Ben Bodine’s voice was thick with emotion as he questioned his oldest son.

Ethan liked playing his cards close to his chest, and his face gave no clue as to his intention. Clasping his father’s arm, he led him out of earshot of his stepmother and brother, whose heads were bowed in prayer.

“I’m going after Rafe. I’ve got no other choice.”

“But he left many days ago. How will you find him now? He could be anywhere.”

Rafe was a good tracker, but Ethan was a damn sight better. He would find his brother eventually. “Rafe’s not just anywhere. He’s following the Slaughters. I’d bet my last dollar on it. It shouldn’t be hard to pick up his trail.”


“And when you find him, what then?”

Ethan shrugged, hating to answer the question that had been uppermost on his mind, hating to acknowledge the fear evident in his father’s voice. Ben Bodine had never been afraid of anything in his life.

The Ranger knew that having a family involved changed things, and that notion gave him pause to think before answering. “That depends on how foolish Rafe’s been. I’ve been sworn to uphold the law, and that’s what I intend to do.” And if he could prevent his brother from breaking that law—protect Rafe from himself—he would.

Ben’s eyes widened in disbelief as he stared at his son, unwilling to believe that Ethan would arrest his own brother. “Rafe has just cause to avenge his wife’s murder, and he’s your brother.”

Ethan stiffened. Not much had changed in the fifteen years since he’d left the ranch to join the Rangers to lessen the animosity between him and his father, and not much ever would. “No one knows that better’n me, Pa. But if Rafe gets the chance, he’s going to kill the Slaughters, and I can’t allow that to happen. It’s my duty to stop him. No one can take the law into their own hands and get away with it. Not even Rafe.”

Sadness deepened the age lines around Ben’s eyes and mouth, and in a rare display of affection he encircled his son’s shoulders with his arm, and his voice grew heavy with despair. “You are your brother’s keeper, Ethan.”

“I intend to remember that, Pa. Truly, I do.”

• • •


I am stranded. That was Emmaline St. Joseph’s first thought as she stared in disgust at the broken wagon wheel. Her second: that she should never have let her brother, Lucas, talk her into accompanying him on his journey to California. She should have stayed safe and secure in Boston in front of a roaring fire, where she would not have had to worry about the wildlife of New Mexico devouring her while she slept.

Strange noises echoed in the distance, and she shuddered to think of what might be out there.

Of course, it had been her idea to leave Las Vegas, New Mexico, one of the seamier, meaner frontier towns they had visited, for the impulsive sightseeing trip to the Sangre de Cristo Mountains. With the train delayed for repairs, and the children growing more restless by the minute, she’d foolishly thought that her charges, all Bostonian orphans, would benefit from a little adventure. And her brother, who was somewhat of a rock collector, and who had even less experience with children than she did, had jumped at the chance for a little exploration.

There were five orphans altogether, ranging in age from eighteen months to twelve years, and all were staring at her as if she held the answer to their present predicament. She and her brother were escorting them to Sacramento to the newly constructed orphanage Lucas had commissioned and would direct.

A philanthropist of some prominence, it had been Lucas St. Joseph’s dream to establish a home in the open spaces of the West, where eastern orphans might more easily be adopted than in the crowded cities of the East. The St. Joseph Home for Foundlings and Orphans was to be a temporary residence for these children until farm and ranch families could be found to adopt them.

But at the moment, Lucas’s dream had to wait. After a rigorous climb up the mountain path, he’d become incapacitated with chest pains and was sitting on a boulder looking paler than Emmaline had ever before seen him. Sweating profusely—something Lucas never allowed himself to do because he thought it unseemly—he looked to be in a great deal of pain. She realized now that she should never have allowed him to climb up the mountain to inspect rock formations. But hindsight always being better than foresight, she hadn’t voiced her objection.

Frau Muehler, the nurse they’d hired before leaving Boston, and a most disagreeable woman in Emmaline’s opinion, stared at her as if this whole wretched affair had been Emmaline’s doing. Which it had. But the old German battle-ax didn’t have to look so damned accusing.

“Vat are ve going to do, miss? Da wagon is broke. Ve have no food for da little ones to eat. I am hungry.” She crossed arms the size of tree trunks over an equally large bosom and heaved an indignant sigh.

Through slightly narrowed eyes, the Boston socialite stared at the three-hundred-pound nursemaid and thought ungraciously that she could probably live off her fat for the next hundred years if she needed to. She was certainly not in any danger of starvation.

“I’m not feeling too well, Emma my dear.” Lucas clasped his chest again. “I think I shall lie down for a bit.”


Emmaline rushed forward to help her older brother to recline on the blanket she’d spread out. Lucas’s health had always been a bit precarious, and she’d warned him about the vigor of this trek, but he’d been adamant in his plan to open the home on time.

“Careful, Lucas. You’ve overdone things a bit, that’s all. Remember the time you tried to haul that giant fir tree into the parlor for our Christmas party all by yourself and developed a severe asthma attack? Why, Mama was beside herself with worry, thinking you were going to wheeze yourself to death. I’m sure this is nothing more than that.”

Emmaline wasn’t quite certain whom she was reassuring—Lucas or herself—but she couldn’t bear the fear haunting her brother’s eyes. “Just rest while I try to figure out what to do.”

He patted her hand, and there was a wealth of regret in his voice when he spoke. “I’m sorry to be such a burden, Emma. We were having a delightful time until I had to spoil it.”

The love she felt for her brother shone in her eyes and gentled her voice. “It’s not your fault you took ill, Lucas.” She brushed the damp hairs from his forehead. “Nor is it anyone’s fault that our conveyance has a broken wheel.”

Just wait until she got her hands on the unscrupulous man at the livery, who had assured them that the rickety buckboard was “as sound as a dollar.” No doubt he’d been referring to Confederate money.

Her explanation seemed to comfort him, and he closed his eyes against the pain that continued to plague him.


Unfortunately, Frau Muehler was not buying the young woman’s explanation as readily. “You should not have made us come out here in da woods. Vat vill ve do now? The sun vill go down and it vill be cold. And da animals vill come and eat us. Ja. Dey vill eat us.”

Though Emmaline had had similar thoughts herself, she could see that the foolish woman had frightened the children. The toddler, Theodora, whom everyone called Pansy because she was so sweet-natured and possessed big, brown velvety eyes, started crying, as did the two sisters, Miriam and Miranda Stiles.

“There’s still some food in the picnic hamper, Miss Emmaline,” Danny offered. “And I think we’ve got a couple of canteens of water left.”

She smiled gratefully at the oldest boy. At twelve, Daniel Forbes was wise beyond his years. She supposed that living on the streets and having to take care of his younger brother, David, was the cause for his maturity.

David, who mimicked everything his older brother did and said, nodded sagely. “It’s true.” His blond head bobbed up and down. “I seen the canteens myself.”

She smiled at the child, but couldn’t resist correcting his grammar. “It’s ‘saw,’ David. You ‘saw’ the canteens.”

“Yes, ma’am. That’s what I said. I seen them in the wagon.”

Emmaline sighed deeply. “Frau Muehler, perhaps you could divide what food is left in the hamper between the children and yourself, while I attempt to get a fire going.”

“Vat does a city woman know of such things? Ve vill all be dead by morning,” the nurse predicted.


Emmaline hoped that if any of them had to die by morning, Frau Muehler would be the first one to go.

• • •

Later that evening, Emmaline stared into the flames of the pitiful fire she had managed to start with some twigs and the phosphorus matches she’d found in Lucas’s coat pocket.

That nasty habit of smoking cigars was probably what had landed Lucas flat on his back, as he was now, she thought, gazing at her brother with concern. He was sleeping, but it wasn’t a restful sleep, judging by the anguished sounds he’d been making off and on for most of the evening.

Frau Muehler and the children were asleep, too. The buckboard was serving as their hotel room, while Emmaline opted to lie by the fire to keep a watchful eye on her brother, in the event that he worsened during the night.

Lucas was such a dear man. A bit absentminded at times, boring to a fault in his quest for knowledge and things cerebral, but he possessed a heart as wide as this vast country in which they were now stranded.

They had inherited great wealth. But even before their parents’ untimely drowning while on a yachting holiday, they’d been taught that privilege had a price—that it was their Christian duty to help those less fortunate than themselves and to be civic-minded and caring of others. And whether it was funding a new wing for Boston Memorial Hospital or an endowment for the arts, the St. Joseph family took their responsibilities seriously.


Lucas, as head of the family, was determined to live up to his parents’ expectations and carry on the family tradition of service and goodwill to their fellow man, which is how the St. Joseph Home had come about.

Frau Muehler’s stentorian snores, as big as the woman herself, interrupted Emmaline’s thoughts. They seemed to drown out the nocturnal sounds surrounding them. Except for the coyotes. Their howls were persistent, and they were giving the nursemaid’s foghorn concerto some definite competition.

Why Lucas had hired such a difficult woman to accompany them on their trek west was still a mystery to Emmaline. She supposed the German woman possessed impeccable references—Lucas was a stickler for such things—but her domineering attitude was tiresome.

Emmaline shivered and tossed another branch onto the fire. If it had been left up to her, she would have dismissed Frau Muehler long ago. It hadn’t taken Emmaline long to weary of the woman’s unending complaints.

Of course, Emmaline would be the first to admit that she needed the woman. She didn’t know the first thing about caring for young children, and she didn’t particularly want to learn. She had no intention of marrying and was quite content to live out the remainder of her life as a spinster, in charge of her own money and her own destiny.

Emmaline had decided long ago that she didn’t need some foolish man telling her what to do. She was far too independent, opinionated, and set in her ways to take orders from a man, who would no doubt be far less sensible and considerably less intelligent than she.


The men she’d had occasion to keep company with had been shallow, fawning, and quite boring for the most part. Emmaline was smart enough to know that most of the men of her acquaintance found her money much more appealing than her person.

She had never considered herself particularly attractive. In fact, some men probably thought her homely. Her brown eyes were nondescript, her red hair too curly and unruly to be considered fashionable, and she was skinny by the day’s standards.

But she was strong. Her daily calisthenics, which she performed without fail, had given muscles to her arms and legs.

She squeezed her firm bicep and smiled ruefully. Unfortunately, muscles on a woman weren’t all that pleasing to a man’s eye.

Men, it seemed, were interested in the false flutter of eyelashes, the shape of a well-turned ankle, the size of a generous bosom—and she was sadly lacking in that department. They were vain creatures, more interested in beauty than brains. Well, she had more of the latter than the former, and she wasn’t about to lose sleep over it this night.


 

 


Chapter Three



EMMALINE AWOKE THE NEXT MORNING TO FIND Frau Muehler gone. The children’s nurse had sneaked away during the night after they were asleep and had taken one of the horses with her.


To compound her problems, Lucas’s condition had deteriorated, and it didn’t look as if he would survive another night in the wilderness. The chilly air made it more difficult for him to breathe, and the pains in his chest had grown more frequent and severe.

To make matters even worse, the younger children were crying from whatever it was that made young children cry. Emmaline hadn’t a clue. Theodora’s nappies needed changing. She hadn’t a clue about that, either. And there wasn’t a morsel of food left to eat.

All in all, things didn’t look hopeful at the moment.

“What are you gonna do about Pansy, Miss Emmaline?” Danny wanted to know. “She don’t smell too good.”

“Has she made a . . . a doodle in her pants?” Emmaline inquired, doing her best not to blush—an impossibility with her red hair and fair coloring.


“She’s crapped a pound, Miss Emmaline. And after she’s sat in it all night . . .”

“I understand, Danny. Thank you for bringing it to my attention. I don’t suppose you could . . .”

The boy shook his head vehemently. “No, ma’am. I ain’t changing no shitty diapers. That’s woman’s work.”

“Yes. Well, I suppose under ordinary circumstances it is, but the woman who’s supposed to do it has left, and—”

“You’re a woman, Miss Emmaline,” David pointed out. “You could do it, couldn’t ya?”

Emmaline wanted to ask why it was always “women’s work” when the task was dirty or disagreeable. She’d never understood the concept of men’s work versus women’s work. She supposed it was just another convenient way for men to get out of doing tasks they didn’t like, and no doubt had been conceived by a man for that very purpose.

But instead of asking, she merely stared at the pitiful child whom Miriam and Miranda held aloft between them, and who was now screaming at the top of her lungs, and replied, “I suppose I’ll have to.”

Taking the baby in her arms, Emmaline wrinkled her nose at the dreadful odor—the child smelled nothing like her namesake at the moment—ignored the laughter and teasing comments the other children made, and proceeded to the buckboard, where she hoped to find some of Pansy’s clean clothing and diapers.

Though she hated using what was left of their precious water, there was no help for it. Pansy stank to high heaven and needed a thorough washing. Just because they were stuck out in the wilds of New Mexico Territory was no reason they had to behave like animals.

Pansy giggled throughout most of her sponge bath, so Emmaline decided that she was doing an okay job. The diapers weren’t as snug as the previous ones the child had worn, but they were clean and pinned as tight as Emmaline could get them and would do for now.

Her first crisis mastered, Emmaline cast a worried look at her brother, who slept fitfully, then called the youngsters to her. “Children, we are having a bit of a problem. As you are well aware, Frau Muehler has decided to leave us.”

“She wasn’t no fun anyway,” Danny said, his upper lip curling in obvious dislike of the nurse.

Miranda nodded. “She smelled funny.”

“Yes, well, all that aside”—Emmaline wondered if they thought she smelled funny, too—“we are going to have to make the best of our present predicament.”

“What’s a predicament, Miss Emmaline?” David wanted to know, and Emmaline sighed at the young boy’s inquisitiveness. David always had a multitude of questions to fit any situation. And though she encouraged an inquiring mind, there were times when it all got a bit much to deal with. This was one of those times.

“I should have said our present circumstances. You know—the way things are at the moment.”

The children nodded in unison, then Danny asked, “Like Mr. Lucas being sick, and us not having any food to eat? Stuff like that?”


Just like that. “I’m not sure we’ll be able to procure foodstuffs . . . find something to eat, and I’m perfectly aware that all of you are hungry, because I am, too.”

“Shall I check the wagon again, Miss Emmaline? Maybe Frau Muehler missed some of the food. She sure ate a lot.”

Emmaline decided that was an excellent idea and told Daniel so, praying that the obese nurse had missed a morsel of food the children could share.

While the children went to search the wagon, Emmaline crossed to where her brother lay and knelt beside him. His color had turned from ash white to sickly gray, and every breath he took seemed a herculean effort. She stroked his cheek gently, and his eyes opened.

“Emma my dear, I’m so sorry to leave you like this.”

His words alarmed her, and her hand faltered momentarily. “Hush, Lucas. You mustn’t talk so. You’re not going anywhere.”

“I’m afraid I am, my dear.” He clutched her hand. “I’ve never been a man of strong constitution, but I was so hoping that I could endure this journey and fulfill my mission to open the St. Joseph Home. It’s so important to me.”

“Don’t talk nonsense. Of course you’re going to open the home.”

With feeble fingers he squeezed her hand. “I will not survive another night, Emma. You must face the facts as I have. I am dying.”

She choked back a sob and shook her head in denial. “No. I will not allow it.”

“You’re a strong, determined woman, sister, but even you cannot hold back the hand of the Almighty. He is coming for me, my dear, and I must go to meet him.”

“Lucas . . .” Emmaline’s tears fell freely, splashing onto her brother’s hand and hers. She wanted to repudiate Lucas’s dire prediction, but in her heart she knew it to be true.

“I need you to promise me something, Emma.”

“Anything, Lucas. You know you have only to ask.”

He breathed deeply, and she could see that the effort pained him. “You must see that the children arrive safely in Sacramento. You must take it upon yourself to act as guardian and go in my stead. Will you do that for me?”

Her brother’s look was so earnest, Emmaline didn’t have the heart to tell him that they would soon be following him to the Great Beyond. There was no way she’d be able to prevent their demise, with her limited knowledge of outdoor survival. If the weather didn’t get them, the animals surely would. She’d read in one of the guidebooks Lucas had purchased that bears could climb trees. It was a discomforting thought.

“I’ll do my best to fulfill your wishes, Lucas. I know how important the orphans and the orphanage are to you.”

He closed his eyes, and his labored breathing eased a bit. “I knew I could count on you, Emma. I’m so sorry that I have to leave you on your own. You will be all right, won’t you, my dear?”

She nodded, biting her lower lip so she wouldn’t blurt out the truth, and forced a small smile. “Of course, Lucas. We’ll be fine. I’ll see to it.”

“When you get to Sacramento, you will need to find a new director for the home. There’s a list of prospects in my travel bag, as well as a package of pemmican jerky and hardtack. I purchased them before setting out on our trip. The guidebooks caution travelers to be prepared, but I didn’t have the heart to worry you.”

The delighted cries of the children alerted Emmaline to the fact that they had already found Lucas’s hoard of goods. “You’ve always been so well prepared for any eventuality, Lucas. I wish I were more like you.”

“I’m as dull as tarnished silver, and you know it. You are the one who possesses the spirit to survive out here in the West, and I have no doubt you will.”

Feeling void of anything resembling spirit, all Emmaline could do was nod.

“Please bid my farewells to the children, Emma. I don’t want them to see me like this. It might frighten them.” His voice faded to a whisper, and she bent her head down to hear him. “I’ve cherished our time together.”

“I love you, Lucas. And someday we will meet again.”

“But not too soon, my dear. Not too soo . . .”

He was gone. Emmaline stared down at her brother’s still chest, then laid her head across it and wept. She would have given all her worldly possessions to have him back—her own life, if need be. But she suspected that God in his wisdom had another destiny for her.

Perhaps it was getting the children safely to California, or perhaps something else she couldn’t quite fathom at the moment. Emmaline just didn’t understand why God thought it necessary to take everyone she loved from her—first her parents, now Lucas.


She was truly alone for the first time in her life, and she didn’t know how she would cope.

Pushing aside her morbid thoughts and her grief, she covered Lucas with a blanket. The children would have to be told of his demise, and that would be difficult.

In the short time they’d been together, the orphans had formed an unlikely attachment to her stodgy older brother. Lucas’s kindness and generosity had drawn them like a beacon of warmth. Now he was gone, and they were stuck with her. Emmaline pitied the poor little tykes, and heaved a dispirited sigh.

She had managed to survive the second crisis. But could she survive another?

• • •

Survival was something Rafe Bodine had gotten very good at during his lifetime, and he wasn’t about to let the vagaries of nature get to him. Or the fact that Buck had thrown a shoe and he’d lost a day because of it.

Forced to spend the night in Las Vegas, New Mexico, Rafe had been able to gather some additional information about the Slaughters while there, so it hadn’t been a total waste of time, which was something he couldn’t afford to waste.

Rafe knew without a doubt that Ethan would be coming after him. And once the Ranger learned of Bobby Slaughter’s death, he would know who had done the deed, and Rafe would be a wanted man, not only by the Texas authorities but by bounty hunters out to collect the price that would be put on his head.


It was doubtful that Bobby’s whore would admit that Rafe had fired and killed her lover in self-defense. She had an ax to grind, as big an ax as Rafe had. She’d been in love with Slaughter, no matter that he was a thief and a murderer. Love blinded people to others’ shortcomings.

It blinded Ellie to mine.

Rafe couldn’t fault Ethan’s sense of justice in coming after him. It was what made him such a great Texas Ranger. He possessed all the traits of leadership: intelligence, unerring judgment, and absence of fear. He was a man who didn’t direct his men, but led them to victory.

A Ranger was a man who stood between society and its enemies, and Rafe was now one of its enemies.

Pulling his Stetson low on his head to ward off the heavy rain, he wrapped his long canvas duster securely about him and rode with the knowledge that Hank and the others were heading north toward Colorado and eventually Wyoming.

Bobby’s whore hadn’t sent him on a wild goose chase after all. Luther’s tongue had loosened after a few drinks at the local saloon, and he’d bragged about what he and the others had done to Ellie; he’d also revealed the fact that they were heading to their hideout. Apparently, Luther had been showing off a long braid of blond hair, and Rafe knew he would take great satisfaction in strangling the ruthless outlaw with it.

A couple of the cowboys Rafe questioned had been only too happy to spill their guts about what they had overheard. Killing a woman was tantamount to stealing a horse in their opinion, going against the code they lived by. They’d told him as much.


Too bad men like Hank Slaughter had no code, no decency, no morals. Like rabid dogs that infected everyone they came in contact with, they were violent, furious individuals who cared not for human life, male or female.

There was only one way to handle a rabid animal, and that was to shoot it dead. And there was nothing that would keep Rafe from that goal.

• • •

Emmaline had never been an overly religious woman, but she was praying with all her heart and soul at the moment, and she had instructed the children to do the same. They needed a miracle, a savior to help them, and the only way she knew how to accomplish that feat was good old-fashioned down-on-your-knees prayer.

Rafe spotted the buckboard as soon as he rode into the clearing. A group of children were huddled beneath it, all screaming and chanting in some kind of strange prayer ritual, and he wondered if he’d happened across one of those weird religious sects he was always hearing about—“fanatics,” Ethan called them.

He rode into their camp, noting the vultures circling overhead and the inert body lying beside the drowned campfire. Dismounting, he squatted before the buckboard to get a better look at what he was up against. Six frightened children stared back at him through the veil of rain. The oldest, the one with the strange red hair, crossed herself and prayed silently.

“Where’re your parents?” he demanded in a voice used to command. “How’d you get stuck out here in the middle of nowhere all by yourselves, little lady?”

The two dark-haired girls giggled, seeming to find Rafe’s questions amusing.

Emmaline’s jaw slackened, and she rose in indignation, knocking her head against the underside of the wagon, and stared at the stranger as if he were addled.

As if by divine providence, the rain stopped as quickly as it had started, and the sun peeked cautiously through the clouds, stealing Emmaline’s words and making her wonder if the man before her had some kind of heavenly influence on his surroundings.

Rafe rose to his feet. “You’d best come on out from beneath that wagon now. Can’t believe anyone would be stupid enough to travel the mountains in a buckboard. Didn’t your parents have a lick of sense about them?” He shook his head in disgust. “Can’t believe—”

Pansy started screaming loud enough to wake the dead and held out her arms to be picked up. The other children followed suit and began shouting all at once, save for Danny, who had a wary look on his face and remained still. Emmaline, too, kept silent, unsure whether to trust the unkempt man before her.

Rafe stared at the bunch in disbelief, then at the redheaded girl, who appeared to be simpleminded, mute, or both. “You’d best tell your brothers and sisters to shut up,” he said. When there was no response from her, he shouted to be heard above the din, “Shut up! All of you, shut your mouths and get out from beneath that wagon on the double.”


Maybe it was the harsh tone of his voice, or the fact that he was a rather large man, but one by one they quieted and emerged to stand before him. A more bedraggled-looking group he’d yet to meet.

“You,” he pointed at Emmaline. “Take charge of that baby. She looks half froze. Then tell me what happened to your parents.”

Emmaline picked up Pansy to quiet her and faced the stranger with a look of pure outrage. “Stop shouting, sir. We are not deaf, merely stranded. And I’d appreciate it if you would not refer to me as if I were a child. I am twenty-eight years old, and I happen to be in charge of this group.”

Emmaline and Rafe stared, as if seeing each other for the very first time, sizing each other up, neither overly impressed by what they saw.

Rafe clamped his mouth shut, looked into the woman’s cocoa-colored eyes, and saw the maturity there, though her face was youthful for a woman of twenty-eight, as was her body. She was as skinny as the young boy standing next to her, no bosoms to speak of, and that curly red hair, flying every which way about her head, appeared to be as unruly as her mouth, now that she’d finally found her voice. But she had spunk, he’d give her that.

Some savior, Emmaline thought. The man had a few years on him, as evidenced by the crinkly lines around his eyes and mouth—not laugh lines, she was sure—and by the leathery texture of his tanned complexion. He was a good five or six inches taller than she, and Emmaline had never been considered a short woman. She hated the fact that she had to look up to him to speak; it put her at a definite disadvantage.

Dressed like many other men she’d seen since coming west, he wore his clothing, like his gun, with casual indifference, as if it had always been part of him, as if he had better, more important things to think about than his appearance.

In a word, he was virile.

Emmaline shuddered at the thought. She absolutely despised virile, conceited men who thought a woman’s place was at home and in bed—men like her father, who had treated women as ornaments and helpless creatures instead of intelligent helpmates. Though she had loved her father and missed him still, he had not been an easy man to live with. His attitude toward women was archaic, his principles were unbending, and he’d never had the time or the inclination to indulge his children in whimsy or childish things. She and Lucas had been treated like adults from the time Emmaline could remember.

Rafe noticed the way the woman’s body shook and asked, “You’re not comin’ down sick, are you? Because I don’t have time to be tending sick folks. I’ve got business to take care of.”

“As do I, Mister . . .”

“Bodine’s the name. Rafe Bodine.”

“I’m Emmaline St. Joseph, of the Boston St. Josephs. My brother,” she cast a saddened look at the body by the campfire, “Lucas and I were escorting this group of children to California. They’re orphans, you see, and Lucas has established a home for them there.”


“Are you planning on adopting all these kids?” His incredulous look said clearly that he thought she was out of her mind.

“The home I’m referring to, Mr. Bodine, is the St. Joseph Home for Foundlings and Orphans. Lucas was to be the director of it, before his heart failed and he succumbed to his illness. I will have to find a new director, but first I need to get these children settled in Sacramento—”

Suddenly Miranda tugged on the skirt of Emmaline’s sodden velvet gown. “Miss Emmaline, Miriam has to go . . .” she rolled her eyes, “you know . . . or she’s going to wet her drawers.”

“Well, take her into the trees, Miranda, and help her.”

The child’s blue eyes filled with tears. “But there might be a bear who’ll eat us. Frau Muehler said that the animals would eat us all.”

“There’s no bear around here, little girl,” Rafe assured the child, though he didn’t know for certain. Black bears inhabited this mountain range and had been known to attack humans when provoked, but he suspected that most were hibernating by now.

“See that your sister gets her business done before she pees her pants,” he ordered.

“Mr. Bodine!” Emmaline shot him a censorious look. “That is hardly the proper way for a gentleman to speak to a young lady.”

Uncertain that he had heard her correctly, Rafe asked, “You mean that kid? Listen, ma’am, I’m a far cry from a gentleman, but I’m smart enough to know that kids who have to answer nature’s call don’t usually have time to ponder things.”

Pansy, who thought the whole discussion pretty amusing, began to laugh and clap her hands. She bestowed upon Rafe the widest, cutest smile he had seen in a long, long time, and he chucked the baby under the chin. “You’re a heartbreaker, ain’t ya?”

“The child’s name is Theodora, Mr. Bodine. But we call her Pansy. Usually she smells better than she does at the moment.” Apparently the toddler had made another deposit in her diaper.

“I’ll take her, Miss Emmaline,” Danny offered, clutching the small girl to him. “But just this once. I ain’t no nursemaid.” He stared belligerently at Rafe, daring the man to deny it.

But Rafe, who had brothers, was smarter than that. “That’s right good of you, boy. I was beginning to get a bit lightheaded from the smell of that little flowerpot. The kid smells worse than hell on housecleaning day.”

Danny couldn’t help the grin that split his face, and Rafe answered in kind, watching the boy walk away.

“It appears you’ve got your hands full, Miss St. Joseph.” A hoity name for a hoity woman, he deduced. Emmaline St. Joseph had money. He could smell it on her, sense it in her bossy, independent demeanor, see it in the richness of her city-bought gown, and he loathed her for it. Rich folks always bought their way out of trouble, and he had no doubt that this one wouldn’t be any different.

She directed him to the campfire, out of earshot of the children, and seated herself on a boulder, while he straddled a rotting, downed tree trunk.

Emmaline St. Joseph looked rather regal sitting there in her velvets, dripping wet though they were, like a princess holding court for her subjects. Rafe figured she’d had a lot of practice, being obviously well bred and prominent in society. She was pretty, in an unusual sort of way. Not beautiful by any stretch of the imagination, but attractive just the same. Her eyes were large and doelike, her skin as smooth and white as churned cream, with just a sprinkling of freckles across the bridge of her pert nose. The word impish came to mind.

“I can’t deny that I’m in a bit of a predicament, Mr. Bodine. Though I’m a capable individual, I confess that when it comes to children I’m a bit out of my element.”

His eyebrow shot up. “You’re a woman.”

It was the kind of statement she had expected from a man of his ilk, and her eyes narrowed. “How kind of you to notice. But that doesn’t make me a mother or a nursemaid. We hired a woman to care for the children, but Frau Muehler absconded with one of the horses and disappeared to parts unknown.”

“I guess I could help you get back to Las Vegas, though I don’t relish wasting the time. I’ve got business to tend to.” He removed his hat and scratched his head, and Emmaline noted that his hair was the color of obsidian and just as shiny; it hung down to just brush the collar of his shirt. He was a handsome man, despite his unkempt appearance. His eyes were the same color as her mother’s Wedgwood dishes. His shoulders were broad and well developed, as were his legs, which fit snugly into his trousers, giving evidence to the fact that he was solidly muscled. If one were interested in that sort of thing.

She drew a deep breath. “So you said, Mr. Bodine.”

“Why would a bunch of city folk stay in a town like Las Vegas anyway? The place is full of lawless vermin.” Vigilantes had hanged so many outlaws from the windmill in the plaza that the owner of it had been forced to dismantle it. “And whose bright idea was it to leave town and journey to the mountains unprotected? Didn’t you give any thought to mountain lions or outlaws?” He said the last word haltingly, realizing he was speaking of himself now.

“We discovered, Mr. Bodine, that the guidebooks we purchased weren’t entirely truthful about various locales. I think your description of the place is too kind. And we had little choice of towns, as the train broke down and we were stranded and left to our own devices.”

“Thought you’d have a little adventure, right?” City folk, especially easterners and foreigners, weren’t known for their smarts. One had only to think of the English aristocrats who’d hunted the buffalo from the trains to realize that.

She blushed but said nothing, and he almost smiled. “I don’t know what else to suggest, ma’am, besides taking you back to Las Vegas.”

Emmaline had already made up her mind that she couldn’t take the children back to that lawless town. “I have a suggestion, Mr. Bodine, if you’ll permit me to make it.” She saw the thinning of his lips, the narrowing of his eyes, and knew that Rafe Bodine was as put off with her as she was with him. But she was a good judge of character, and he seemed an honest, caring individual—when he’d looked at Pansy, there’d been something in his eyes that had moved her—and she wasn’t in a position to be too particular at the moment. She needed help, and he was it.

“I ain’t looking for work,” he said, as if he could read her mind, and she gritted her teeth. Actually, she was sorely tempted to sink her teeth into his thick hide.

There were times when Emmaline absolutely detested being a woman, and this was one of them. She hated having to ask this self-assured cowboy for help, but she had responsibilities to the children, to Lucas’s dream of establishing a haven for orphans, and so she swallowed her pride. “Mr. Bodine, I am appealing to the goodness of your heart and asking you to help me get these poor, unfortunate children to California.”

She might as well have asked him to lasso the moon, the way he stared at her: as if she’d lost her mind.

“Are you deaf? Hell no, I ain’t taking you and this bunch to California. I’d rather be skinned alive and boiled in oil. And I’ve got important business to attend to.”

Emmaline counted silently to ten, then counted to ten again, trying to keep her temper in check. Having been told on numerous occasions that she was as tenacious as a Boston bulldog, she wasn’t about to take no for an answer. She couldn’t. Her life and the lives of the children depended on this man’s help.


“Mr. Bodine, I am willing to pay you the very generous sum of five thousand dollars to escort me and the children to Sacramento.” There wasn’t a man alive who could refuse such a large sum of money.

But Rafe Bodine did, without batting so much as an eyelash. “Goddammit, woman!” He shook his head. “Do you rich folks think you can buy every damn thing on the face of this earth? I told you, and I’m telling you again, I ain’t for hire.”

Tears filled her eyes, and she hated herself for using womanly wiles. They were as alien to her as this creature who didn’t want her money. In her experience, all men wanted her money.

“Mr. Bodine, if you don’t help us, I don’t know what I’ll do. I promised my dying brother that I would get the children to California. I—” Emmaline covered her face and wept, not for Rafe Bodine’s benefit this time, but for everything she’d had to face the last few days.

He sighed, rose, and began to pace back and forth, kicking up mud in his wake. He’d never been a lick of good with a weeping woman. And this woman’s tears seemed genuine. And then there was the matter of the children, who had come forward and were staring at him with huge, watery eyes that begged for his help.

It was on the tip of his tongue to deny the woman and ride away, when she looked up at him with those big, tear-filled eyes and said, “I’m sorry, Mr. Bodine. It wasn’t fair of me to put you in such an awkward position. I’m sure the older children and I will be just fine on our own. It’s Pansy I’m worried about. Perhaps if you could see your way to take her with you, find her a warm, safe place to stay—”

“Shit! God damn! Son of a bitch!” He faced Emmaline again, ignoring the sudden stiffness of her posture. “There ain’t no way I’m taking you all the way to California. But since I can’t be leaving a bunch of little kids and young lady out here in the wilderness, I’ll help you get to the next town.”

The children let loose with a cheer, and Emmaline swallowed with relief, feeling just a tiny bit triumphant.

“The next large town, Mr. Bodine. We’ll need to find a train heading west, and we’ll need to purchase additional supplies.” Her sweet smile only irritated Rafe further.

“Don’t press your luck, little lady. I’m a man with a short temper and a long memory.”

“I’ll try to remember that, Mr. Bodine.”

“See that you do.”

“Oh, Mr. Bodine?” she called as he walked toward his horse.

He stopped, turned, and glared at her. “What now? I’ve got to unsaddle Buck.”

“Thank you. I forgot to say thank you.”

“Son of a bitch,” was all he replied.


 

 


Chapter Four



THE LIGHT OF DAY FOUND RAFE BENT OVER LUCAS St. Joseph’s freshly dug grave. The previous day’s rain had cleansed the air and rendered the ground soft, making it relatively easy to churn up the earth with the small spade he always carried behind his saddle.


Emmaline watched as he fashioned a small cross from two bent twigs and secured them with a length of rawhide, and her heart softened a bit to know that this hard-edged man had gone to the trouble of giving her brother a proper burial.

She crossed the short distance to where he stood and handed him a tin cup filled with hot coffee, which he had prepared upon arising. Since her cooking skills left a lot to be desired, she’d been grateful for that.

“Thank you, Mr. Bodine. I wouldn’t have been able to do such a fine job by myself.” She stared at the soft mound of earth and choked back the lump in her throat.

“The man needed buryin’, that’s all there is to it. You can’t leave a man to be picked over by vultures. It just wouldn’t be right.”

“I’m saddened by the fact that Lucas never got to accomplish his life’s work.”


“The only place some folks make a name for themselves is on a tombstone. I guess that was his destiny.”

Emmaline found the words harsh, but instead of arguing with Rafe Bodine, which she’d found produced little results, she opted for another tack. “I believe you said that you wanted to leave at first light, Mr. Bodine. The children are dressed and ready, and their tummies are full, thanks to those three delicious jackrabbits you prepared last evening.”

Emmaline had never eaten wild game before, but she thought she would have eaten boiled shoe leather, she had been so hungry. And the fact that Rafe Bodine could not only hunt but cook as well had been quite a pleasant surprise.

“You’re not like most men, are you, Mr. Bodine?”

He shrugged and cast her a quizzical look. “I don’t know what most men are supposed to be like, ma’am.”

“Where I come from, men don’t perform menial tasks and fend for themselves.” Actually, from what Emmaline had observed, men in her social class did little except go to their private clubs, indulge in frivolous activities, and attend to their investments.

Even her socially responsible father had never stooped to perform tasks that he could hire someone to do for a day’s wages. He’d always thought labor of any type beneath him.

Being raised a St. Joseph had come with a stringent set of rules and regulations. Like her father, Emmaline had come from wealth and been a product of a privileged environment. But, unlike her father, she sought to make a difference with what God, her parents, and great-grandfather Ezekiel St. Joseph had bequeathed her.
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