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      Hear my cry, God;


      Listen to my prayer.


      From the end of the earth I call to you,


      When my heart is faint.


      Psalm 61:1-2
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      West Texas


      September 1873


       


      Vanessa, honey, why you crying?"


      Clayton! He stood in the doorway to the stables, his presence both a soothing balm and a source of panic.


      Vanessa gingerly leaned back against the wood behind her, willed herself to relax, but it was no good. It was going to be some time before she could calm down again. "I'm sorry I woke you."


      "You didn't." His eyes narrowed a he stepped closer. "It's midnight. Isn't it awfully late for you to be out of bed?"


      Yes. Yes, it was. It was too late for a lot of things now. Wiping her eyes with the side of her fist, she shook her head. "I'll go in soon."


      Clayton crouched beside her, his knees brushing her skirts. A puff of dust flew up, mixing with his scent, all bay rum and horses. "Care to tell me what happened?"


      She was thankful for the darkness. "No."


      He rocked back on his heels. "It might make you feel better." Just his presence made her feel better, but that was how it always had been. Though only twenty-nine, Clayton Proffitt was the foreman of her family's ranch, had been soon after her pa had hired him six years ago. When Pa had died, Clayton kept the place going for her mother.


      Now that Ma remarried, Clayton had proved to be the most upstanding man she'd ever met. The differences between him and her stepfather were like night and day.


      He'd always been patient and kind to her. Had always had time for her when no one else had. Even more importantly, he knew the Bible well, and often referred to it whenever she sought his advice. Consequently, his opinion mattered more to her than anyone else's.


      Which was exactly why she couldn't tell him what happened. Desperately, she breathed deep. Inhaled his scent, his goodness, before tucking her chin to her chest. "It's nothing. I'm . . . fine, Clay. I'll be out of your way in a minute. Sorry I disturbed you."


      She moved to get up, but his hand stilled her. "I didn't say you disturbed me. I don't think you ever could." Peering closer, his expression softened as one calloused finger touched her cheek. "Now. There's got to be a reason you're out here crying after midnight. What happened?"


      She wanted to tell him. But if she did, he'd just shoulder all her hurt and responsibility, making her wish that she was less of a burden.


      She hated being nineteen and unmarried. Too old to ask for help; too innocent to be self-sufficient.


      "Well, if you're not going to get up, I guess I'm just going to have to join you, hmm?" Clay sat beside her, stretched his legs out next to hers, making her feel petite and insignificant. With no small amount of humor in his eyes, he sighed dramatically. Just like he had when Delaney Brewster had teased her about having arms and legs like sticks. Back when she'd taken to praying every night for God to stop taking His time to make her a woman.


      "Looks like you're going to make me guess," he teased. "Let's see . . . George Law forgot to call on you today."


      Oh, Clay was so sweet to her. She hated to disappoint him. "It's not that."


      "Ben Forte didn't say how pretty you looked in that periwinkle gown you like so much."


      Periwinkle. Vanessa hiccupped. The only reason Clay knew such a word was that she'd corrected him when he said her purple dress was fetching. "I'm not crying about a boy."


      "Well then?" He folded an arm around her shoulder and was about to squeeze her tight when she winced.


      He turned, one knee facing her hip. "Vanessa?" he murmured. His voice turned concerned. There was no trace of humor lingering in his voice. "What happened?"


      How could she tell him? "It's nothing." It was everything.


      His eyes narrowed. "I don't think so." With one finger, he tilted her chin up, tilted her head so it moved into the lone ray of glimmering moonlight shimmering down from the loft's window.


      She knew the moment he saw the bruise on her cheek. "I'll be fine."


      Tender fingers, so gentle, brushed her hair back from her face. But his gaze had hardened. "You're bleeding."


      "My cheek is, too?"


      "Too?" Shifting again, he propped himself on one knee. Looking her over a little more closely. "Vanessa, what happened?"


      "I . . . I didn't realize . . . " Shame—and the lethal glare in his eyes—cut off her words. What would she do if he thought she was unworthy? Ever since her pa had died, she'd felt alone except for Clay. If he turned away from her, she'd have no one left.


      "Realize what?" His voice was hoarse. Urgent. Still he touched her, petting her hair, tracing the swelling on her cheek.


      Against her will, the tears flowed again. Frustrated, she mopped them with her sleeve, then winced as the action brushed fabric across her back. "I . . . I can't do this, Clay. I can't say it."


      Clayton changed to a near crouch. Gone were all the traces of brotherly affection. In its place was everything that had made him a brilliant soldier. Determination. Fortitude. Strength. "Let me see you. Let me see your back."


      Clay's voice was firm. It was the voice he used when ordering cowhands around. The tone he used when Lovey, Vanessa's shepherd, forgot she was supposed to be working and there were still twenty head of cattle to bring in.


      It was the tone Clay used with her brother Miles when Clay's patience was at its wit's end. He'd never spoken that way to her before. Ever.


      "Now, Vanessa."


      Obediently, she turned her shoulders, closing her eyes at his sharp intake of breath. As he very gently touched her torn gown, she stiffened, then exhaled in relief when his touch didn't hurt, it was so butterfly-quick.


      "Who did this to you? Price? Was it Price?"


      She turned back to face him, stunned to find him shaking. Stunned to see mist in his brown eyes. Almost roughly, he cradled her jaw with one of his hands. "Answer me, sweetheart."


      Sweetheart. He'd done that for years. Called her a whole host of endearments whenever they were alone. She supposed it was because a couple of months after they'd buried her daddy, she'd confided to Clayton how she missed the words. Her pa had been openly affectionate, her mother far less so.


      Clayton now called her "baby," "darlin'," "sweetheart," and "honey." Anything to make her smile. Anything to make her feel wanted.


      Never had the words seemed anything but teasing.


      Never had they sounded as heartfelt as they did this minute.


      "Vanessa, did your stepfather do this?"


      She couldn't lie. The truth hurt, almost as much as the belt had. Yet, lying to Clay would hurt worse. She nodded.


      Clayton looked at her for a good long moment, then, as if he made a decision, he stood up and carefully helped her to her feet. "Come here, honey." Taking her hand, he led her to his room.


      She'd seen it before. When Pa had gotten so sick, he'd asked Clay to build himself a nice suite of rooms in the back of the barn so their foreman could be within shouting distance of the house. Made up of two rooms, it had a bedroom and a small sitting area, complete with a stove. Her pa had insisted on that, since everyone knew Clayton Proffitt liked both his coffee and his privacy.


      Her brother Miles said Clayton was uncannily self-sufficient. He often chose to eat by himself instead of eating with the ranch hands or joining the family in the dining room.


      She'd knocked on his door a time or two. Or fifty. He'd always come out to help her with her horse or to listen when she had a problem. More than once he'd made her tea as he listened to her prattle on about anything and everything.


      But now, as they entered his bedroom, Vanessa hardly had time to do more than inhale the scent of tobacco and mint before he motioned for her to sit. She perched atop his quilt, a crazy quilt she'd made for him four Christmases ago.


      After checking to see that his curtains were drawn, Clay lit a kerosene lamp. Then he crouched in front of her again. When he spied her cheek in the better light a look of such concern crossed his face that Vanessa felt a fresh surge of tears struggle to come forth. She bit her lip and hoped for strength.


      "Van, honey . . . what happened? You've got to tell me the truth. At the moment, I'm thinking the worst."


      If she said the words out loud, it would mean it had really happened.


      And that was too hard to come to grips with. "I . . . I can't."


      "It would be best if you did."


      Those eyes of his, so gentle and soft brown, ended her struggle. Tears fell again. "Please, Clay. Not yet." When she saw her hands were trembling, she pushed them under a fold in her skirt.


      After a moment, he sat next to her, edging closer when he saw what she needed. "Come here, honey."


      With a sigh, Vanessa rested her head on his shoulder. She closed her eyes and breathed deep, taking in his scent, his warmth. Finding comfort in his powerful strength. Maybe he wouldn't leave her when he found out the truth. Maybe, just maybe, everything was going to be okay.


      [image: ]


      Clay didn't know where to put his hands. Vanessa's back was marred by two thick bloody welts, each one a good six inches long. The tender skin was bruised and mottled. Fabric from her dress looked to be embedded in each one.


      And that was what he could see.


      He was afraid she had other injuries, areas that hadn't drawn blood, hurts he couldn't see. Finally settling on her upper arms, he gently rubbed her, said all those nonsense words his mama had said to him a hundred times, back when he was small.


      Said those words Vanessa had always craved, loving words that showed she wasn't alone, that someone cared.


      "Hush now, sweetheart. It'll be okay, Van."


      Her crying continued, making his shoulder wet and his heart break. Figuring she needed to shed the tears and he needed time to control his anger, he held himself stiff and fought for patience.


      After another few minutes, she pulled back. "Oh, my! Clayton, I'm so sorry—I've made a mess of you. I'll just go and—"


      "You're not going anywhere." Tilting her chin up, he prayed she'd trust him. "Vanessa, please. Tell me. Now."


      She seemed to weigh her choices, then just as quickly, gave them up. "Price . . . hit me."


      Clayton swallowed hard.


      Oh, Price had done more than that. In the dim light he saw the swelling under the bruise on her cheek, the cut on her lip, the awareness in her eyes that a man's strength could hurt her badly.


      Clayton was also well aware of the damage a leather strap could do. "Why did he hit you?"


      "Because he . . . because I wouldn't . . . " She halted, swallowed hard. Met his gaze, looked back down.


      Oh, Lord, no. "Because you wouldn't . . . what?" Examining her closer, he spied a rip in her gingham near the collar. Caught sight of a fingertip bruise.


      "Because I wouldn't . . . because he wanted . . . me. Me?" She looked at Clayton, wonder in her eyes. "He said horrible things. I couldn't. I couldn't, Clayton." Her eyes turned wild.


      He sought to calm the memories. Rubbing her arms, still afraid to touch her anywhere else, he looked at her directly. "I know, honey."


      "Price grabbed me. Grabbed the collar of my dress. I screamed."


      "Then what happened?"


      "He blocked the door, and I . . . I ran to the window."


      She was shaking now, reliving the memory. Clayton linked his fingers through hers. When she gazed at their joined hands and drew a fortifying breath, he pushed her some more, just like he used to do with the young boys in his unit during the war. Sometimes, even the worst truths needed to be admitted. "And then?"


      "He went mad. He hit me. I tried to hit him back. And then . . . then he pulled off his belt." She shuddered. "I was so afraid."


      "I know." Clay had seen Price display acts of violence more and more throughout the past year.


      Her pretty green eyes, so luminous and desperate, stared at him in wonder. "I . . . I didn't understand, Clay. Why? Why now?"


      Because she was beautiful. Because she was untouched. "I don't know," he lied.


      "He struck me. I screamed and cried and tried to get away— but there was nowhere to go."


      "And then?"


      She paused. "And then Momma rushed in and pulled him away." With a ragged breath, she looked down at his quilt." Thank goodness she came."


      She'd come far too late, by his estimate. Carefully, Clay turned to look at her back again. "He struck you more than once."


      Back down went her chin. "I know."


      "Did he . . . Vanessa, tell me the truth. Did he . . . do more than that?"


      Alarmed, she shook her head.


      He was frightening her. Praying to the Lord for the right words, Clayton carefully spoke again. "Honey, you can tell me. You can tell me anything, remember?" he coaxed. "Did he . . . undress?" He gazed at her legs, curled tightly underneath her. "Did he force you to—" He couldn't say it. "Tell me the truth, sweetheart. I won't think—"


      She stopped him by putting two fingers across his lips. "When Momma came, he left. All Price did was hit me. I promise."


      Clayton glanced at her back again. The blood was drying, right in sync with how the skin had swelled. Most likely, she'd have scars across her upper back for the rest of her life.


      The thought of anyone hurting her so brought forth another wave of anger. "Where was your brother? Where was Miles?"


      "I don't know. Maybe in the hall? After Momma and Price left, I locked my door and turned off my lantern. But I got so scared, Clay. The room smelled like him. When things were quiet, I came out here." She looked at him, begged him with her eyes to understand. "I couldn't stay in the house any longer."


      "I understand."


      Wearily, she brushed a lock of hair away from her forehead." I . . . I don't know what I'm going to do in the morning."


      He did. "I'm taking you away from here. You can't stay another night."


      "But—"


      "There's been rumors that Price has a disease," he said slowly, wondering how much to tell her about what the women in Camp Hope were saying about Price, "that it's affecting his mind. You're not safe." No way was he going to let Price get within ten feet of Vanessa again.


      "I can't leave. Then I'll have no one."


      "You'll have me." Once again, Clayton wished her family had done more than gone to church when time allowed it. Vanessa never seemed to realize that the Lord could be on her side—if she'd open her heart to Him.


      "But—"


      "If we don't leave, a locked door will never be enough to keep your stepfather away." He gripped her shoulders. "Do you understand, honey?"


      "I do." She winced as she shifted.


      Her pain brought him back to his responsibilities. He needed to take care of her. Taking care of her had always been his most important duty.


      "But before we do anything, we're going to have to fix you up, sugar." Grateful for the small stove he'd insisted on having, he stirred up the dying fire then poured a small amount of water into the kettle he kept nearby. As it heated up, he poured more water in a basin, then sorted through his trunk and found his softest broadcloth. The fabric was old and worn, too soft to wear on the range—but perfect for Vanessa's tender skin.


      Finally, he searched and found an old handkerchief, faded but clean. After pouring a liberal amount of hot water in the basin, he crouched in front of Vanessa again. Placing his hands on either side of her knees, he said, "We need to doctor your back. Will you trust me?"


      After a long moment, she nodded.


      Oh, he hated this! Swallowing hard, he said, "Your shirt— it needs to come off." Obediently, she fumbled with her top button. Clay watched her attempt loosen it but her hands shook so; tears of frustration pooled in her eyes again. "Let me," he whispered, moving her hands to one side.


      Still kneeling in front of her, he unbuttoned the next two, taking care not to brush her skin with his fingers. Finally, the top of her blouse was open, a white camisole peeking out underneath. A pair of dark bruises mottled the fair skin near her collarbone.


      He wanted to beat Price Venture.


      After moving to sit by her side, Clayton gently guided her arms out of the sleeves, then did his best to lift the fabric from her back.


      Vanessa winced as it stuck. "Oh, Clay."


      "Lie . . . lie down on your stomach, sugar," he said, giving her his pillow to cradle. After smoothing her long brown hair to one side, he dipped his bandanna in the warm water. "I'm going to dampen the fabric, see if I can remove the cloth easier. I'll try not to hurt you."


      "I'll be fine, Clay."


      Gingerly, he dabbed the top cut, heard her sharp intake of breath, but continued when Vanessa said nothing.


      After moistening it again, he loosened the fabric, gently pulled it away from her skin. Clay's hand shook as he made progress. Finally one welt was revealed, then a second. Under the second was evidence that Price had stuck her a third time, her skin was bruised and swollen.


      How could this have happened? What's more, how had he allowed it? How had he not heard her cries?


      "Clay? Are you done?"


      Her damaged shirt was wadded in his hands. Before him lay Vanessa's back, covered by a plain white cotton camisole. Swallowing hard, he gently traced the line of the top cut. To his eye, it was obvious cotton fibers were still embedded. Though he hated the thought of hurting her further, he knew he had no choice. If he didn't clean it well, infection would set in. "I'm going to have to wash out these cuts."


      "I . . . all right."


      She squeezed her eyes shut. He didn't blame her. During the war, men had whimpered over less. Gently squeezing the curve of her shoulder, he murmured, "It's okay if you cry."


      "I think I'm all cried out, Clay."


      Knowing nothing would get done if he didn't do it, Clay steeled himself to her pain. Systematically, he cleaned her injuries, doing his best to concentrate only on his duty, not her sounds of discomfort. Finally, he poured a liberal amount of hot water onto his bandana and dabbed.


      Vanessa's back arched in pain.


      "It's over, sugar." With shaking hands, he helped her sit up. Next, he handed her one of his old shirts then turned away so she could cover herself again in at least the illusion of privacy.


      "I'm dressed now."


      He tried to smile at the picture she made. She was indeed covered; his too-large shirt was wrapped around her securely, like a robe. But it was her face that held his attention. Her eyes were filled with tears, but she was valiantly doing her best to keep them at bay.


      "Some ointment would be a good idea, but it's in the back of the barn," he said, hardly recognizing the rasp in his voice, thick from worry over her. "I'll get it when I go inside to get your things."


      She moved to stand up. "I'll go with you, Clay."


      "No you won't. I won't let you go near Price again. Tell me what you need."


      "Dresses. Boots. Undergarments." After a brief pause, she said, "Clay, maybe we should talk about this, talk about your plans. I can't ask you to leave the Circle Z."


      "You didn't ask me."


      "This—what happened—it isn't your concern."


      How could she imagine it wasn't? He'd promised her father he'd take care of her. Had promised it with a hand on his Bible. The vow was irrevocable. "It is. You are my concern."


      "Maybe Miles—"


      Clayton cut her off. "Miles didn't look after you tonight. He won't protect you tomorrow. Neither will your mother. And this—" Able to look at her again now that she was covered, he added, "This will happen again."


      "Maybe—"


      "Honey, you know I'm right."


      After a long moment, she nodded. "What can I do?"


      On a peg was his mother's old carpetbag. "Put some coffee, beans, and bread in here." Remembering her tender skin, he pointed to a soft wool blanket. "Roll that up, it's cold out." He opened the door, whistled for Lovey. The pretty shepherd came running. "Stay," he ordered the dog. "Guard Vanessa."


      Unable to help himself, he turned to stare at Vanessa again. She was standing by his lone chair, doing her best to look brave but failing miserably. Lines of exhaustion rimmed her eyes. The knowledge that it would be some time before she could rest made his tone harsher than he meant it to be. "Lock this door behind me. Don't open it until I come back. Do you hear me?"


      Her eyes darted to the lock as if she wondered if it could really keep her safe. "I do."


      Her voice sounded unsure. Would she try to bolt? "Vanessa, promise me."


      His knot of fear dissipated as trust filled her gaze, gifting him with a present he could hardly bear to accept. "I promise. I won't open this door for anyone but you."


      "I'll be back within fifteen minutes."


      "I'll be waiting."
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      Clay knew where her room was. After letting himself in through the back door, he climbed the stairs, then strode toward her room. He hadn't bothered to remove his boots; he supposed half of him was itching for a fight.


      When he heard nothing, he searched Vanessa's room, pulling out sturdy boots, undergarments, and calicos with the ease of a lady's maid. He silently thanked his sister Corrine for being such a ninny. From the time she'd been eight, he'd had the misfortune and experience of serving as her dresser, thanks to their mother passing soon after their little brother Scout had been born.


      The silly chit had been blessed with a penchant for numerous buttons and the sore inability to fasten them easily.


      The memories of Corrine's vanity reminded him to grab Vanessa's silver-backed brush and combs. He was just gazing at the pale ivory wool shawl she wore on Sundays, remembering how pretty she looked with it wrapped around her shoulders on her way to church, when Miles stepped in.


      "Clayton? What are you doing in here?"


      Miles was one year older than Vanessa. At twenty, he was more than old enough to be a man. Unfortunately, no one had seen him that way.


      His father had ignored Miles's assertions that he was ready to manage the ranch, leaving it firmly in Clayton's hands.


      When Price had come along, he too had kept a firm grip on the boy, ignoring his ideas, tamping down his efforts to accept responsibility. Now, few on the ranch thought much of Miles. The twenty year old seemed destined to falter forever on the brink of manhood—old enough to be responsible but too green to be of use.


      His somewhat tentative, almost lazy disposition had driven Clayton to distraction more than a time or two.


      And now the boy had the audacity to ask why he was gathering Vanessa's things in the middle of the night. "I think you have a fair idea why I'm here. It's obvious your sister can't stay near Price a moment longer."


      Miles's eyes bugged. "You can't just take her."


      Clay felt like he was speaking to a child. "I can, and I will."


      Twin spots of color splashed across his face. "You've got to keep her here. You don't know what Price will do if she's gone missing."


      A sharp image of Vanessa's back, damaged and hurting, struck him hard. "I believe I do."


      "Clayton, you need to stop and listen. Price . . . he didn't mean to get out of hand."


      "Out of hand?" His patience snapped. Gripping Miles by the shoulders, Clay pinned him in place. "He hit your sister with a leather strap. He tried to do far worse."


      "I know." Miles's skin turned a pasty white. "But—"


      Disgusted, Clayton dropped his hands, shoved Miles to one side. "If you intend to talk some more, do it outside. Your sister's waiting." Clay scooped up Vanessa's clothes and brushes, stuffed them into a pillowcase. At the last minute, he added her shawl, her diary, and her ivory fountain pen. There'd hardly been a day go by that he hadn't seen her writing.


      He strode out the room, pausing as Marilyn peeked out from the master suite. A cheek was bruised and swollen, accentuating the lack of color in her face.


      Gesturing to the stuffed pillowcase, she whispered, "You taking Vanessa, Clay?"


      "I am."


      Overwhelming relief flooded her features. "Good. Price drank almost a bottle of whiskey. He won't wake for some time. I'll do my best to keep her disappearance quiet for as long as possible."


      Clay struggled for control. "Yes, ma'am."


      She stepped forward and gripped his arm with a shaking hand. "Tell Van I love her. I did my best—"


      Clay couldn't bear to hear anymore. To his way of thinking, Marilyn's best had been a poor effort. "I will," he said, cutting her off.


      He felt sorry for Marilyn, but not enough to give her comfort. The woman should have known better. They'd all known Price had only courted and married Marilyn for the Circle Z. The man had never been anything but a drunkard and a schemer.


      Marilyn should have cared about that. She should have done more for her daughter. Didn't she remember what the Bible said about taking care of God's children?


      With a start, Clayton realized Miles was still by his side. "I need to go," he said to the boy before quickly sprinting down the stairs as Marilyn disappeared back into her room.


      Miles padded after him. "Where will you take her?" he asked as they walked through the kitchen and out the back door. "What will you do with Vanessa?"


      The night was still dark but already a mockingbird cried in the distance. He needed to saddle up Lee and get going. "You don't need to know."


      "How will I find her?"


      "She'll find you—if she ever cares to." Miles's soft face went slack. "There was nothing I could do, Clay," he whined. "Price was going crazy. You should've heard him."


      "I should have heard him?" All the anger Clayton had held at bay from the moment he'd seen Vanessa's back burgeoned forth. Violently, he grabbed Miles by the neck and slammed him against the barn door. "You make me sick, huddling in the hallway while your stepfather did his best with your sister. Listening to her screams. Allowing him to lay a hand on her. To touch her."


      "But Clay—"


      "Don't."


      "Clay! Price is gonna be so angry when he finds out. He's going to send for the sheriff. Form a posse."


      Clay knew that to be true. What he was doing was a hanging offense, and no one would say different no matter how many scars decorated Vanessa's back or face.


      He was about to thrust Miles away from him when he spied something new in his expression. Determination? Bravery?


      Clay dropped his hand. Gave him one last chance. "You're at a crossroads, Miles. You can tell Price what I did and help him get your sister back or you can be a man and protect her. I will keep her safe, you have my word."


      Miles straightened his thin shoulders. "I know you will. I'll . . . do my best to help you."


      Clay shook his head. His best wasn't good enough.


      Miles darted out a hand, stilling him. "Clay—stop. I will protect her. The posse will be called, but I'll send them north. Clay. You . . . you have my word. My vow."


      His vow.


      Clay looked at the horizon. Dawn would be breaking in three hours and they had a long way to go.


      But perhaps tonight Miles had finally decided to become a man. "Don't disappointment me."


      Miles reached in his vest and pulled out a wad of cash. "You'll need this. Vanessa's got some money at the bank in her name, but this should tide you over."


      Clay took the money. He, too, had some funds, but not enough for an extended length of time. "Thank you."


      As he slipped it into his pocket, Miles called out, "Should I pray? You said Jesus answers prayers."


      Clayton paused, memories of leading boys to battle flashing before his eyes. "Jesus does," he said quietly.


      "Then how come this happened? How come Price came into our lives?"


      "We let him."


      "But his being here, it's not right. Now Van's got no one."


      A sense of calm rushed over Clayton, thankful to Miles for reminding him of who was in charge of all of them—who always was, who always had been. "You're forgetting that God brought me here to the Circle Z. I'm here to take care of her. Maybe I've been here all along for that reason. Good-bye, Miles."


      When Miles slipped back into his house, Clayton stepped quickly back into the barn. When he reached the locked door, Clayton did his best to make his voice tender once more. "I'm back, Vanessa."


      She opened the door immediately. "Clay."


      He couldn't help but stare. She'd pulled back her hair and had tied his shirt in a knot at her waist. She looked young and beautiful. She looked like Vanessa.


      Then the shadows shifted and the bruise on her cheek came to life. Unable to help himself, he brushed her cheek with one finger. "You okay, honey?"


      She closed her eyes at his touch. "I will be. Now."


      Clayton closed his eyes for a brief moment as well. How in the world was he going to last being her savior when all he wanted to do was hold her close and never let her go?

    

  


  
    
      2


      After examining the contents of the pillowcase, Vanessa held up her diary. "Thank you for remembering this," she said softly, fingering the worn red leather with her name embossed in the lower left-hand corner. "I would have missed it."


      "You're welcome." Clay stood at the door. "I need to get some things from the barn. Will you be okay?"


      Vanessa nodded. "I'll be out in a few minutes."


      When she was alone again, Vanessa released a ragged breath. The past fifteen minutes had been hard, knowing Clay was packing her things, seeing both his shadow and Miles's slighter one in her window.


      Now that her back didn't sting quite so badly, visions of Price's actions flew back in a rush, frightening her all over again. The look in his eyes had scared her terribly, like nothing ever had before. She'd felt completely helpless under his grip. Shocked at his violence.


      Mortified at the way he'd grabbed at her.


      Embarrassed about having to tell Clayton about it. Devastated that Clayton Proffitt was willing to leave the first home he known in years to keep her safe.


      How could she live with that? Yet, what else could she do? If her mother hadn't entered the room the moment that she had, Vanessa feared far worse things would have happened at the hands of her stepfather. If she stayed, it would happen again. She knew that.


      And well, Clayton had always been everything to her. She wanted to depend on him. She needed him in her life— had always dreamed something special and wonderful would happen between them.


      Though he'd always tried to make their relationship brotherly, Vanessa was enough of a woman to know that she'd never felt toward him the way she'd felt toward Miles.


      Clayton was good and solid—and dare she admit it?—so very handsome. His neatly trimmed hair was the exact shade of the pecans that grew in the north pasture. His posture was as erect as any soldier's stance she'd ever seen.


      But it was his calm way that drew her so close. Clayton was mature and dependable and never ruffled. And once, when she'd been all dressed up for her very first dance, she'd spied true appreciation in his eyes.


      It wasn't like Price's oily gaze. No, Clay's was respectful but admiring. She'd spent many a night dreaming about being held close in his arms—not for comfort, but for love.


      Clayton Proffitt was the reason she'd let many boys court her but few do more than quietly tell her good night.


      She'd been waiting for him. Waiting for him to realize that she'd grown up. Waiting for Clayton to realize that she— Vanessa Grant—would be the perfect partner for him, the perfect woman to give him comfort and love. His ideal wife.


      But she'd never wanted their relationship to be like this. Now Clayton saw her as a burden, something to be taken care of. A needy, frightened girl.


      And now, well, all those dreams of hugs and sweet kisses had faded to black. Now whenever she thought of being close to a man, she could only imagine pain.


      And the images made her feel more alone than ever before.


      Clay's boots scuffed the floor when he entered again. "Did you pack some food?"


      She looked to the neat pile she made on the table. "Yes. I packed a blanket and some clothes for you, too. Will these work?"


      Clayton picked up the pair of denims and three shirts, then looked her way and smiled. "Thank you. They'll do just fine." As if from nowhere, Clayton pulled out a satchel and packed it with other supplies.


      Lastly, Vanessa watched him holster his six-shooter, then pull out a Winchester. Bullets for both were stowed in the satchel as well. Finally, he crossed to his bed and picked up the worn Bible she'd seen him read time and again.


      Almost reverently, he tucked it into his satchel.


      After glancing out the window with a frown, he said, "Dawn's on its way. We need to go. See to your needs then meet me outside. I'm going to saddle the horses."


      Quickly, she made a trip to the outhouse, then went to the back of the barn. Lee and Coco were already saddled. Lovey pranced around the horses' hooves, silently asking for attention. Vanessa leaned down and petted the dog, sad to be leaving her. Her pa had gifted her with Lovey just a few years ago. Vanessa had carried the shepherd pup around like a doll, then had gotten quite used to her company. Later, Clayton had trained the shepherd to help with the cattle. Her place was at the Circle Z.


      With a worried frown, Clayton looked out toward the horizon. "Daybreak's coming. It's time we left, Van."


      "I know."


      His gaze ran over her, making her pulse jump and her expectations rise. Oh, how she'd adored Clayton from the moment he'd appeared at the Circle Z, looking so upright and proper. Looking so hungry for a kind word and a good meal.


      Her father had given him both, and in return had received Clayton's high moral standards and unflagging work ethic.


      Yes, for the past six years he'd been her benchmark, raising her expectations so high she feared no other man could come close in estimation.


      Cupping her elbow, he looked at her in concern. "Sweetheart, you going to be able to ride?"


      She nodded. "I'll be fine."


      He easily lifted her into the saddle like he had so many times before. "If you need help—"


      "I won't. I'll be fine, Clayton." And even if she wasn't, she'd never tell him. Not when he was leaving so much for her.


      With ease, he mounted Lee. "Stay, Lovey," he ordered before guiding his horse toward the south pasture. As usual, the wind was blowing, kicking up red dust, making the tall grass rustle underneath.


      Vanessa followed easily, giving Coco free rein to follow Lee at her own pace.


      Within minutes, the stable and homestead faded into the distance. Now, only the far-reaching West Texas plains surrounded them, the horizon bare except for thickets of short, squat mesquite trees.


      Vanessa didn't dare look back. It would do no good to wave to Lovey or scan the windows for Miles's shadow.


      She didn't dare search for her daddy's grave with the gray stone cross above it when they rode past the cemetery. It did no good to remember the swimming hole or her mother's hugs or the wide stone fireplace she used to sit near in the winter and play with her dolls.


      It wasn't the time to think about what could have been or what used to be. Time and circumstances had marked her life and had ultimately changed her future.


      Their future.


      Clayton picked up speed. After an hour they were off Circle Z's land and in the outskirts of Camp Hope, the old Confederate outpost during the war. Now only renegades and outcasts visited there to congregate and drink.


      Vanessa had never been allowed to visit after the age of seven. But Miles had spoken fondly of the saloon there, and, of course, of the women who plied their trades.


      To her knowledge, Clayton had never shown the slightest interest in such a place, though she doubted he would ever say a word to her about it even if he frequented it weekly.


      He'd always taken care to shield her from men's darker ways, never speaking of such things or cursing in front of her. He continually reprimanded hands who forgot themselves when she was nearby.


      Once she'd heard Clayton giving a new ranch worker a thorough dressing down because he hadn't tipped his hat and stood up when she entered the room. He chewed on another ranch hand when he'd dared to call her "Vanessa" instead of "Miss Grant."


      After another hour, the pounding sense of panic she'd felt from the moment Price had entered her bedroom eased. A terrible feeling of loneliness took its place as she realized that everything she'd known before was now gone.


      It was unlikely she'd ever see her friends or her mother or Lovey again. Her future was completely in Clayton's hands, and though she would have done the same for him, she ached for reassurance—anything to fend off the feeling of complete and utter loss.


      "Clay, we going to town?"


      Clayton looked surprised. "To Camp Hope? No. You know that's no place for a lady."


      "Well, where are we going then? You haven't said."


      "There's a trail coming up that cuts into an old ravine. We'll take it and then head west toward the river."


      River? "Where do you have in mind, Clay?"


      "I've been thinking about my sister, Corrine. I thought we'd go to her spread. You'll be safe there."


      Clay had spoken his sister's name often with extreme fondness. Years ago, Vanessa had been plenty jealous of the elusive sister, sure that Clay missed her more than he'd ever miss herself. Now Vanessa also recalled that Corrine lived far away. "Isn't Corrine out in Colorado Territory?"


      "She is." With a twitch of his lips, Clayton said, "She has a spread two or three days ride from Denver. I fought with her husband Merritt in the war. He's a good man."


      "You'll be safe there," he said again.


      Colorado! She'd never been farther than Camp Hope. Never dreamed she'd ever leave Texas. Questions about the trip, about their travels, popped up like fresh hot corn. She ached to pepper him with them, but didn't dare. Clayton never had cared much for being questioned. Already he was changing his entire life for her. No way was she going to have him deal with her worries and inexperience, too.


      She was going to keep her mouth shut and follow his lead. Sure enough, the trail he'd mentioned appeared and he guided her through a steep incline before veering northwest once more. Vanessa was glad she'd had so much experience in the saddle. A less experienced rider would surely find the steep trail something of a challenge.


      Around them, the September sky was awakening. Blue jays cried sharp greetings from the pines as she and Clayton passed underneath. Dawn had come, bringing with it morning and all its heavenly glory—and the fresh batch of heat.


      He circled back to her side. "You all right?"


      "Yes. Of course, Clayton."


      He looked doubtful but continued. "I'm hoping to make it thirty miles or so by nightfall, then with luck, we'll make it to Lubbock the following evening. It's a hard ride, but then we'll be far enough to set up camp and sleep."


      She'd innocently assumed they'd rest in a hotel. Sleeping out in the elements sounded new and unfamiliar, and terribly uncomfortable. But she wouldn't complain. No way did she want to have him see her as young or inexperienced. Again. Things had changed that night. She was different now. Stronger. "That sounds fine."


      "When we cross the border, into Arizona Territory, we can stay somewhere near other people," he promised, his voice holding an unfamiliar tentativeness. "Do you think you'll be all right?"


      "Of course."


      He glanced over his shoulder, the brim of his hat shading his brown eyes. "Promise me you'll tell me to stop if we're traveling too fast."


      She knew he would, too. Even if they were in Indian territory. Even if he was anxious to water the horses. He would always put her needs before his own.


      That knowledge gave her comfort, and a heavy band of responsibility—more than anything, she wanted Clayton to see her as a partner, not a child. "Clayton, I'm beholden to you. I promise I'll do my best not to complain." She smiled. "Just point Coco in the right direction and I'll go."


      His lips didn't curve in response. "Don't say that. You aren't beholden."


      "I know better. I'm grateful. You saved me, Clayton."


      For an instant, one hand reached for her, as if he was about to caress her cheek. "How . . . how are you feeling?"


      "I'll be all right."


      "Vanessa, the truth, please. Is your back too painful? Do you need to stop?"


      "No." Her back was sweaty. The sores stung and swelled and burned like fire. She would've given just about anything to take her shirt off and ride without any fabric touching her back. "Don't worry so."


      Clayton pushed back the brim of his hat. Once again, coffee-colored eyes skimmed over her face, caressing her with unspoken concern. "Sweetheart—"


      "I promise I'll let you know if I'm not okay," she whispered.


      "Fine," he mumbled before reluctantly turning away, taking the lead again.


      They rode for four more hours.


      Finally, he stopped next to an embankment near a goodsized river. "Let's stop here for a time."


      Ever the gentleman, he helped her dismount, held her elbows firmly as her knees threatened to give way.


      With a faint nicker, Coco followed Lee to the river and drank deeply.


      When Vanessa's legs found their bearing, she made her way to the river as well, finally bending down to splash cool water across her face and drink her share. When she saw Clayton do the same, she sat down on the grassy slope. "This feels good."


      He pulled out a knapsack and handed her some bread and cheese. "It does. Eat something."


      The sharp cheddar awoke her senses, just as the soft bread soothed her hunger. Glad for the bonnet that shaded her eyes, she examined him more closely.


      Clayton was rubbing down the horses, stopping only to eat a few bites of bread and to fill their canteens up river. Throughout it all, he barely spoke, hardly looked at her at all. A little more distant.


      What was happening to the two of them?


      "We best get going."


      "All right," she said, letting him help her into the saddle once more. She was just about to straighten her skirts when she realized he was still there, standing close. Comforting. "Clay?" she asked, bending down to catch his eye.


      Slowly he traced a finger along her cheek, frowning at the bruise marring her skin. "Your cheek is swollen. This heat and wind isn't doing that cut any favors. You sure you're all right?"


      "Yes." And she was. Her back hurt, more than she dared to admit. She was exhausted and sore from riding for hours. She was worried and still numb about everything that had happened the night before. But she could make do.


      "Do you need a bandanna? This red dust is merciless."


      She pulled a fresh cloth from her skirt pocket. "Don't fuss, Clayton."


      After a measured look, he swung onto his saddle, then motioned Lee onward.


      Both Lee and Coco were a little frisky; the break had done them good. Vanessa gripped the horn on her saddle as Coco clipped along the trail, eagerly trailing Lee.


      Vanessa couldn't help but notice just how well Clayton rode. It was as if he and Lee were one. She knew there were many reasons for that. Clayton had served in the cavalry at the end of the war. Once she heard a couple of hands discussing how he'd lied about his age so he could both fight for the Confederacy and ride his palomino.


      The rumors weren't surprising. After all, his natural leadership skills had earned him the position at the Circle Z. After four weeks, her father had appointed him foreman when Absalom Graves had decided to head down south and spend his last years with his only surviving son.


      Though the appointment had bothered Miles mightily, Clayton had shouldered the responsibility with ease. If anything, it had seemed like he'd relished the position, obviously finding it easier to lead than to be led. In a remarkably short while, everyone started looking to him for directives, sometimes even her father.


      Price's appearance had changed little. Even her stepfather knew he was no match for Clayton's abilities. So instead of working, he'd concentrated on spending the ranch's money as quickly as possible.


      Now, as she left her family and placed every ounce of her trust in Clayton, Vanessa knew she'd follow him to the ends of the earth.


      After all, she had nowhere else to go.
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      By sundown, Clayton estimated that they'd reached his goal of covering forty miles. He recalled the trail they were taking. More than once he'd followed Major Merritt along this way in last-ditch efforts to outwit the Yankees. Merritt's ingenuity had served Clayton well. Merritt was married to his sister, and he was still alive—far better off than the majority of the men who'd fought next to them.


      Clayton breathed a blessed sigh of relief when they came to the ravine he'd recalled, this one with an abandoned cabin on its banks. Maybe they could finally stop for the day. He knew Vanessa desperately needed some rest. Though she hadn't said a word, he was sure the stress of the past twenty-four hours was taking its toll.


      "Vanessa, hold up. I'm going to take a closer look."


      Obediently, she reined in Coco and waited patiently, though she looked to be holding herself upright out of sheer willpower.


      After dismounting, he pulled out his Colt and scanned the area, looking closely for any signs that it had been occupied recently. Nothing was evident.


      The door, hanging precariously on its hinges, creaked an awkward greeting, but all that lay inside was a dirt floor littered with debris and the dank smell of mildew. Most likely the ravine had flooded recently.


      As Lee nosed the ground for stubs of grass, Clayton eyed the tangle of woods surrounding them. All was still, only whippoorwill cried out in the distance.


      Finally satisfied, he approached Vanessa. "This will serve for tonight." Curving his hands around her waist, he swung her out of the saddle, inhaling her scent against his will, as she leaned closer than usual, practically sliding herself against him until she reached the ground. He held her steady until she got her bearings. Worried she might collapse, he didn't release his grip. "Vanessa?"


      She shook her head as if to clear it. "I'm sorry, Clay." With a faint blush, she said, "I think my backside must have fallen asleep. How may I help you?"


      "Only one thing. Sit down before you fall down."


      "I can't let you do everything. I'll help with the saddles."


      He stilled her. "Darlin', don't take this the wrong way, but I can do this faster and easier without you. Once more, I'd feel better knowing you were resting."


      "But—"


      "Another time you can help me all you want. I promise."


      Whether she was too tired to argue, or because she knew he was right, she sat. "Yes, Clayton."
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      They were close enough to other homesteads to make a fire without causing undue notice. By nightfall, the temperature would drop. The last thing Clayton wanted was for Vanessa to take a chill.


      After settling the horses, he built a small fire a few feet from the abandoned cabin. The cabin would help shield them from the wind and help Vanessa warm up. Next he set to boiling coffee.


      Against his advice, Vanessa pulled out two mugs from their saddlebags and placed the apples, cheese, and bread out on a clean bandanna. Clayton knew they both were too tired to cook beans or fish, even if he had been of the mind to catch something.


      Finally, after washing up with some of the water he'd gotten from a creek they'd passed hours ago, Clayton murmured a brief prayer of thanksgiving and then they ate. As their stomachs filled, a strained silence rose between them. As well as he knew Vanessa, he'd never been alone with her for such a length of time.


      His experience on the trail had been solely in the company of men, with himself in charge. He was used to giving orders, assigning watch. He had no supply of easy conversation or amusing stories suitable for feminine ears.


      But as he saw her hugging her knees close, and a pained expression visiting her eyes, he knew something had to be said. As his reality sank in, Clayton found himself wondering just how to calm Vanessa, what to say.


      Unfortunately, no sweet promises came to mind. Everything he used to tease her about—her vast number of pretty dresses, the curls of her hair, the endless boys who tried so hard to receive a smile from her—all that was gone now.


      As if she, too, felt the tension, she unfolded her legs. "I think I'll go lie down, Clayton."


      As he watched her stand up stiffly, he remembered the ointment he'd pulled from the barn just before they left. If her swollen cheek was any indication, her back was sure to be in a bad way. He stood up, too. "I better check on your back."


      Vanessa swallowed hard. "There's no need."


      Clayton felt her same discomfort. Now that blinding anger no longer guided his thoughts, he was far more conscious of their isolation—and of the uncomfortable new awareness he felt in her presence.


      During their ride, he'd taken notice of all the things he usually tried so hard to ignore. Her purely feminine form, the smooth line of her jaw. As the hours passed, he'd found himself thinking about the calluses that were sure to be forming on her soft palms. Had they blistered? "I'm afraid there is every need. The cuts on your back need to be cleaned," he explained. "I have balm that will help with the scarring, too."


      "Oh. I . . . I hadn't thought about that."


      Mentally, Clayton chastised himself. He should have known better than to give her something else to worry about. He motioned to the large rock in front of the fire. "Sit down, now. This won't take long."


      He stood behind her, giving her at least the illusion of privacy. Once she'd finished unbuttoning his shirt, he carefully knelt down behind her, his knees creaking with the motion. Lord, he felt old.


      Luckily, the wounds hadn't festered too terribly and he was able to slip the shirt off her shoulders without causing her discomfort. But still, her back looked no better in the waning daylight. Bruised and swollen, the skin puckered around the sores, cracking as scabs attempted to form.


      She held herself motionless as he washed off the day's sweat and grime, knowing the fresh air would do her injuries good.


      Until that minute, he'd never wanted to be anything other than the man he was. However, as he eyed the glob of salve on his hands, he wished he had softer fingers, skin that wasn't quite so rough.


      Vanessa turned her head, her eyes widening as she witnessed him eyeing her back, his right hand raised in uncertainty. "It'll be okay, Clay," she whispered. "They really don't hurt too bad."


      Too bad? Slowly, he dabbed the salve along her cuts, taking care to reach each part but not hurt her in the process. Inadvertently, he rubbed the smooth silkiness of her back as well.


      Vanessa had the type of skin that only years of coddled living could give a woman. Pale, creamy-soft. Covering the gentle mix of muscles and bones that made men go into battle.


      Even hurt and cut, Vanessa was beautiful. And he wasn't unaware that he was the first man to spy her bare back, to caress her at all.


      His hand jerked at the direction of his thoughts. Was he no better than Price?


      Vanessa exhaled roughly, bringing him back to the present. "All done?"


      After one more pass, he dropped his hand. "All done."


      She moved to pull his shirt back up, but he stilled her. "I think it'd be best to try and sleep in just your camisole, if you can. The cuts might heal better in the air."


      She winced at his tone. Once again, his efforts to remain detached had made his voice rougher than usual.


      Curving her arms over her chest, she looked like she was a lost soul. "Where . . . where will we sleep? In there?" She motioned to the abandoned cabin.


      "No." He rolled out two bedrolls, pulled out the blanket she'd packed as well. "We'll sleep here, by the fire. Come lie down, Vanessa."


      She unlaced her boots, then stretched out on her side. Gently, he covered her, like he would a child.


      Except she was far from that. Her bare shoulders glowed in the moonlight, reminding Clayton that Vanessa had become a beautiful woman before his eyes. He needed to be man enough to acknowledge the fact as well as the fact that she was off limits to him. He'd promised her father to watch over her, not dream of things that could never be possible.


      As the fire crackled, illuminating their area and casting a warm glow over their sorry circumstances, Clayton stretched out his legs and sipped his coffee. He'd sleep in a little while. For now, all he wanted was a few minutes' silence.


      But Vanessa had other ideas.


      "Clay?"


      "Hmm?"


      "Remember when I went to that barn dance two years ago?"


      "I do." Vanessa had worn a mossy-colored satin that had brought out the green in her eyes.


      "Remember how I'd had such a crush on Teddy?"


      The question elicited a chuckle. "No one could forget your crush, sweetheart." Teddy West had worked for Circle Z for one interminable season. Clayton had breathed a sigh of relief when they'd made it through those five months without having to dismiss the randy cowboy, he'd flirted so outrageously with Vanessa.


      "I never told you this, but Teddy kissed me that night."


      Maybe he should have done some damage. "I never knew that."


      "I'd been so excited. We danced, and then Teddy suggested we go out where it was cooler. It was warm in that barn. Remember?"


      She was far too trusting. "Vanessa, honey, it wasn't all that warm. It was March."


      "Don't fuss. This was years ago. Anyway, there we were, dancing and twirling, when all of the sudden, he dipped me, then held me close."


      Clayton gritted his teeth. "And then?"


      "He kissed me." Vanessa said it dreamily.


      She was waiting for a response. He couldn't think of one that wouldn't betray his feelings.


      "I thought that night was just about the most exciting moment of my life, Clayton. A dance, a kiss . . . "


      He couldn't help but interrupt. "It was only one kiss?"


      "Oh my goodness, yes." She turned her head to face him. "What did you think I did?"


      "I didn't think anything." Suddenly, he was extremely glad for the darkness surrounding them. He was afraid he was blushing.


      "Well, after that first one, we danced some more, and then Teddy wanted another kiss."


      He really should have sent that boy out on his ear like he'd wanted to. "You should have called for me. I would have made sure he didn't try for more." Ever.


      "Oh, Clayton. I couldn't do that. You were dancing with Charlotte Fleet—and she'd been dying to dance with you forever." Propping herself on her elbows, she stared at him, eyes all sparkling and full of mirth. "Did you kiss her?"


      "I did not. Not that it's any of your business. So . . . what did you do to Teddy, since you foolishly decided that you didn't need me?"


      "I gave him a good hard push and told him no, thank you, then hightailed it back inside."


      No, thank you? She should have kneed him hard enough to making walking difficult. For a month. "I'm glad he listened."


      "Clayton? Right this minute I feel the same way."


      Only Vanessa could say so much and still not make a lick of sense. "How so?"


      "That night I felt like I'd crossed a line. A cowboy thought of me as a woman. I stood up to him, all by myself. I went to bed that night feeling a whole year older."


      She turned to her side to catch his eye, a sweet, sad smile flickering in the fading sparks of their campfire. "I feel older tonight, too."


      Her words shamed him. She should have never felt like that. He should have known to keep an eye on Price. He should have heard her cries, gotten there sooner. Noticed that things were getting dangerous for her. "Van—"


      "Let me finish, Clayton. If someone had told me two days ago that I was going to have to leave my home in the middle of the night, ride with you all day, then go sleep next to a fire, I would have told them I wasn't strong enough. But maybe I am, after all."


      Clayton swallowed hard. "Yes, you are. The Lord provides.'For now we live, if ye stand fast in the Lord,' " he quoted.


      After another moment, she murmured sleepily, "I think . . . I think I'm gonna be all right."


      Only hours later, when the blazing fire had turned to glowing embers and the winds had died down enough to hear even a twig break in the distance, did Clayton dare answer. "You will be all right, sweetheart. I promise on my life."
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