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  For my good friend, Olinda. May your own Parker West stroll through your door sometime soon.




  Chapter 1




  




  The sun cast lazy afternoon shadows, the heat rose from the earth like a palpable presence and a slight breeze carried the tang of sage and mesquite. The leaves in the cottonwoods rustled faintly in a hushed and subtle whisper of sound. Stepping out onto the wide front porch, Celia Evans shaded her eyes with one hand and saw the small plume of rising dust with a touch of curiosity.




  The rider coming up the long lane toward the ranch had his horse at a full gallop, she saw that much, and suddenly she wished her father and brothers hadn’t just left for town to purchase supplies. The ranch hands too, she realized with a small tremor of trepidation, were all out repairing fences or searching for missing cattle.




  “Who is it?” Rose, her older sister, came outside to join her, gazing at the approaching horseman with interest. “He’s moving right along.”




  “I can’t tell from here.” As she spoke, Celia registered the long-legged, signature gait of the black horse before she could recognize its rider. “I think it might be Parker. There can’t be two horses like that in Colorado. Surely that’s Diablo—look at him move.”




  Next to her, pretty in a simple gingham gown suitable for the hour and heat, Rose murmured, “He’s coming fast, I’ll grant that. Parker usually has a good reason for everything he does, so something must be going on.”




  “That’s the truth,” Celia said tartly. “He’s practical to a fault.”




  “You’re a little hard on him, aren’t you? I realize he didn’t quite propose to you in the romantic way a girl expects, but you lead that poor man a merry ride.” Rose shook her head, her blond hair shining in the afternoon sun. “He’s smart, good-looking and steady. He comes from a nice family that’s well off, and he’s been head over heels in love with you for years. When he finally gets up the nerve to ask you marry him, you up and turn him down. I don’t understand what you want.”




  Maybe a little excitement, Celia thought cynically. Parker West was the most practical, level-headed young man she’d ever met. His idea of courtship was damned boring because he was so infernally polite. In fact, all he’d ever done was steal one or two chaste kisses. It almost made matters worse that Rose was right. He was one of the best-looking men she had ever seen and Celia found him very attractive…physically, that is. She’d known him most of her life since they were neighbors and friends, but he seemed way too content with that platonic arrangement.




  Or if he wasn’t, he certainly kept that information to himself.




  In short, he was just a little too nice.




  The horse thundered forward and she could now see it was indeed Parker, his easy seat in the saddle recognizable. He was a fine horseman, whatever his other faults.




  “What I’d like is a little sentiment, Rose.” Celia lifted a brow in open derision. “When a man asks a woman to marry him, he shouldn’t first list the logical reasons why it would be a suitable match. For heaven’s sake, he shouldn’t even say the word logical at all.”




  Rose gave a small hiccup of a laugh. “It was probably a poor choice, I agree. Parker should have known better since you aren’t exactly strangers, but I expect he was nervous.”




  “He didn’t seem nervous.”




  “Does he ever? He’s been perfecting keeping his feelings under control around you for the past five years.”




  Was that true? Celia hadn’t seen him since she’d turned him down nearly a week ago. He hadn’t shown it, but she sensed her refusal had hurt him. She had the cowardly urge to go hide inside until he left, but she was also curious as to why he’d ride toward the house at such a breakneck pace.




  He didn’t slacken his speed until he thundered into the yard, pulling the horse up just a few feet from the porch where they stood. Diablo jerked restively at his reins as his rider slid off in one lithe movement. Parker controlled the stallion with a quick word and tightened grip, not even bothering to look at the animal.




  Tall, wearing worn jeans that hugged his long legs, dusty boots, and a light blue shirt that spanned his wide shoulders, he doffed his hat, revealing slightly tousled dark wavy hair. His features were finely modeled and classically handsome; high cheekbones, dark arched brows, a straight nose and sensual mouth. “Good afternoon, Rose.”




  Celia saw her sister dimple in a smile. “Hello, Parker. I hope nothing’s wrong. You certainly were coming right along.”




  “Nothing’s wrong,” he said coolly. “I’m just leaving on a little trip and anxious to get going.”




  “You sure must be.” Rose obviously noticed he hadn’t bothered to greet Celia, and the tone of her voice showed a shade of discomfort.




  “I am.” His eyes were a pale blue, like the sky at dawn, and when that light, intense gaze transferred to her, Celia felt a small quiver in her stomach. To her amazement, he said in the same unemotional tone, “You’re going with me, sweetheart.”




  Rooted to the spot, all she could do was stare. Normally he was easygoing, with a quick, charming smile that she didn’t see nearly often enough, and a reserved air. At this moment, however, as he took a long stride toward the steps to the porch, he looked downright…dangerous. His gaze glittered as it locked with hers and his mouth was a tight line.




  Celia said incredulously, “I’m what?”




  “Going with me.” He looped his horse’s reins around the post.




  She took an involuntary step backwards as he bounded up the short stairs. “Are you out of your head?”




  “Absolutely.”




  Strong hands caught her shoulders and spun her around. She heard Rose gasp and in moments, to her utter shock, her hands were bound behind her back. He did it so neatly and deftly, she didn’t even have time to struggle. Being a working cowboy, he certainly knew how to tie a good knot and do it fast, and must have carried the rope in his pocket.




  He turned her back to face him and bent, heaving her effortlessly over one hard shoulder like a sack of grain, his arm coming around the back of her knees as he turned to walk back down the steps to his horse.




  “Tell your parents we’ll be back when we work things all out, Rose. I’ll keep her safe, they know that.” His tone was even, and his arm tightened as Celia began to squirm in real protest, her undignified position uncomfortable with her bottom in the air and his shoulder in her diaphragm.




  “Parker,” she gasped as she spoke, “let me go. What on earth are you doing?”




  “Stop struggling,” he said curtly. “I promise you Diablo won’t like it and will toss you on your sweet backside in the dirt.”




  In seconds she was perched in the saddle sideways, her bound hands making her seat precarious. Her outraged glare went from the man who put his booted foot in the stirrup and swung up behind her, to her sister watching from the porch with a look on her face that seemed a mixture of astonishment and laughter.




  “You can’t do this,” Celia said between her teeth as his arms came securely around her to take the reins.




  “The hell I can’t, Miss Evans,” he told her and touched the stallion with a heel so they jumped forward. “I believe I just did.”




  He’d expected her to be spitting mad, and he certainly wasn’t disappointed.




  After about twenty minutes of her furious protests, Parker finally decided to gag his beautiful prisoner, and if looks could kill, he would be stone cold in a grave somewhere.




  Jesus, he certainly hoped he knew what he was doing.




  Sitting in front of him, her back stiff with outrage, Celia’s gorgeous dark blue eyes flashed pure fire. He’d seen her mad before—considering her somewhat tempestuous disposition, that wasn’t new—but he wasn’t sure she’d ever been this mad.




  Damn, though, it might all be worth it—even if she ended up hating his guts—for the sensation of holding her in his arms. Her soft bottom bounced against his thighs as he urged Diablo into an easy canter, and he could smell the sweet scent from her hair. Her delicate features were flushed with anger, the smooth skin of her cheeks bright red, a bandana he’d brought for that purpose tied across her tempting mouth. She wore a light blue dress with tiny flowers patterned on the cotton material, and he could feel the voluptuous curves of her body through the thin cloth. Her hair was a lustrous gold touched with platinum glints in the light of the warm sun. It was tied back simply at her nape, and he couldn’t wait to slip that piece of ribbon free and watch it spill over the sheets of his bed.




  If his wild plan worked, in a few hours he’d find out if she was as spirited in bed as she was in every other way. His cock stiffened from his wayward thoughts and the slight sway of her breasts against his arm. Trying to ignore it before he got a full-blown erection with a long ride still ahead of them, he scanned the horizon periodically from habit.




  In less than two hours, rangeland gave way to small hills. Ridges of timber rose in front of them, dwarfed by the majestic peaks in the background. Aspens fluttered leaves in the dying afternoon breeze as they began to climb in elevation, and it was considerably cooler under the shadows of pine and spruce. Parker knew the way well and judged they’d get there just before dark, which was exactly what he’d expected.




  So far, so good.




  The gag, once she’d tired of making muffled protests, seemed to have the effect of calming Celia a little and he felt slightly guilty about it in the first place. After they splashed through a small stream and he slid off to let Diablo have a short rest and a cool drink, he lifted her from the saddle. “If you promise to not screech at me like an angry bluejay, I’ll take this off.”




  There was a moment of hesitation, her blue eyes defiant, but Celia finally nodded. He loosened the bandana and slipped it back into his pocket.




  “You can untie my hands as well,” she said in a voice that was only slightly uneven. “It’s pretty uncomfortable, Parker.”




  Tying her hands had been both to make a point and to make sure she didn’t scratch his eyes out or try to pull his gun and shoot him during the actual abduction. Celia was more than capable of doing both. Parker lifted a brow sardonically. “I value life and limb. I don’t think so. We’re getting close to our destination. I’ll free you then.”




  The expression on her lovely face was a mixture of surprise and fury. He’d never denied her anything—few men would. “You don’t care my arms are half-numb?”




  “Nope.” It was a lie, for his first inclination was to untie her at once and abjectly apologize, but being a perfect gentleman around the very tempting, very spoiled Miss Evans hadn’t ever gotten him anywhere. She was almost twenty, and he’d been in love with her for years. Hell, he’d known her most of his life, he’d probably fallen for her when he was about five and he saw her right after she was born.




  Lush lashes lowered slightly over the dark blue of her midnight eyes. She asked tightly, “What’s gotten into you?”




  Ignoring the question, he pointed at the bubbling stream. “Are you thirsty? I’ll get you some water.”




  “No thanks,” she replied in a scathing, bitter tone.




  “Suit yourself.” He shrugged and got out a flask from his pocket, uncorking it and taking a theatrical swig.




  “You’re drinking?” Celia’s delicate features registered slight shock.




  “Sure am.” He stuffed the bottle back in his pocket and gave her a deliberately wicked grin. It wasn’t that he didn’t ever drink whiskey—he did in moderation—but never in front of her. With her father owning a big ranch, she saw plenty of drunken cowboys, and he’d never wanted her to think of him in that way.




  “Maybe you’d better tell me just where we’re going and what the purpose of this is. If you want to talk to me, we could do that at home. You don’t have to drag me off like some barbarian.”




  “Talk? It doesn’t work. I tried it. You were pretty lukewarm over talking about us. I have a better idea.” Parker lifted a brow and deliberately ran his gaze over her slender form in a suggestive inspection, lingering on the full curve of her breasts. “I think you can guess what I have in mind, Celia.”




  Her lips parted and a small flush crept up her neck and into her face. She half-whispered in outraged protest, “Parker.”




  Catching her by the waist, he lifted her back on to the horse and swung up behind her. “Don’t worry, sweetheart, we’ll talk afterwards if that’s what you want.”




  The man had gone insane.




  That’s the only thing that could account for the transformation. Parker West was not a whiskey-drinking, high-handed wild cowboy. She’d met plenty of those in her life. He was a hard-working, sober young man who helped run a very prosperous cattle business, respected his parents, and was kind to children and little old ladies. Around Tijeras and the entire area, he was considered, in short, a paragon. A saint. A gentleman.




  Thank goodness Rose had seen him grab her, tie her hands and ride off with her. Otherwise no one would believe it. Celia was pretty sure she still couldn’t believe it herself.




  The cabin stood in a small clearing, the location away from any semblance to a path. The small structure wasn’t recently built by any means but seemed well kept even in the gloom of descending dusk, and there was a neat stack of firewood by the front door. The roof looked solid and next to it there was a small corral and a lean-to big enough for one horse. When they rode up, Parker dismounted and reached for her, lifting her in his arms instead of setting her on her feet. Cradled against his broad chest, Celia felt a small thrill in the pit of her stomach she wasn’t sure was alarmed panic or furtive excitement. He was strong—she’d seen him work before and knew it, but he carried her as if she weighed nothing at all. Whatever his intentions might be, she needed to face the fact she was at a pretty severe disadvantage. Normally, Parker would do anything to please her, but in his current unprecedented mood, she just wasn’t sure if he hadn’t meant exactly what he’d insinuated earlier.




  Her face heated as she remembered how he’d looked at her. There had been a dark sensual promise in his eyes she’d never seen before.




  Shouldering his way through the door, he effortlessly carried her inside. The interior was dark, but she got an impression of simplicity in the plain small table with two chairs, stone fireplace and of course the bed that took up one corner of the room. That was where he put her, setting her down and saying curtly, “Stay put. After I see to Diablo, I’ll come back and untie you.” He pointed a finger at where she sat. “If you aren’t right there, your hands stay tied, got it, Miss Evans?”




  “I’ve got it,” she said sarcastically, giving him a level stare. “And for God’s sake, stop calling me Miss Evans. We’ve only known each other for about twenty years and you’ve never called me that before.”




  There was a flicker of something in his light eyes. One ebony brow edged up. “I can do whatever I want,” he said pleasantly enough. You might just keep it in mind.”




  Celia watched him stalk off in his loose-limbed graceful stride, not certain if she wanted to laugh or scream in outrage. However, though she fibbed earlier about her arms being numb, they had begun to ache in earnest now. Both curious and apprehensive to see what happened next, she sat in uncharacteristic meekness on the edge of the bed and waited.




  The slow, melodic jingle of a spur signaled his return in what seemed like forever, but was probably only a few minutes. Coming inside, he carried a load of firewood, which he took to the hearth and deposited. It had been hot down in the valley, but once the sun went down, the air began to cool rapidly. Deftly, he stacked the logs and used a bit of tinder to ignite a small flame, fanning the kindling. Celia watched the way the flickering light played over the planes and hollows of his handsome face and felt the same betraying thrill twist inside her. “I thought you were going to untie me.”




  He glanced up. “In a minute. Are you hungry?”




  “No,” she said truthfully. The odd sensation in the pit of her stomach was definitely not hunger.




  “Good,” he responded. He stood and came toward her, tall and seeming to fill the small space. When he was next to the bed, he bent and slipped a knife from his boot and with one quick movement, cut the bonds around her wrists.




  “It’s about time,” she muttered irritably, rubbing her wrists. “For future reference, Mr. West, having a man tie me up doesn’t particularly endear him to me.”




  “It’s kind of hard to figure out just what does endear a man to you, so I guess I won’t worry about it.” The corner of his mouth quirked and he moved to drop into one of the chairs at the table, facing her. As she watched, he pulled out the flask again and took a drink, stretching out his long legs. “Now then, since your hands are free, you can put them to good use. Take your clothes off.”




  She stared, unable to believe he’d actually just issued that instruction. Frostily, she said, “I beg your pardon?”




  “Take off your clothes.” Sprawled in the chair, his booted feet crossed at the ankle, he gave her a lazy smile. He had taken off his hat, and his glossy dark hair was disheveled attractively, unfairly long lashes veiling his blue eyes. “It’s a pretty simple order as far as I can tell, sweetheart. And by the way, it is an order. In case you haven’t noticed, I hold all the cards here.”




  “If you think I’m going to strip naked in front of you, Parker West, you’re insane.” Celia took a trembling breath. It was hard to tell just how serious he was, but the way his gaze glittered, she was afraid he was dead serious.




  “You are going to strip naked one way or the other, and if I’m insane, you’ve damn well made me that way. Now, are you going to do it yourself, or shall I help?” The question was spoken very softly, barely audible above the growing crackle of the fire.




  The threat in his voice was real, even if the situation felt as if it were part of some bizarre dream. Her pulse beat rapidly, but she wasn’t sure if it was fear or something else entirely. “I don’t want your help, don’t worry.” Her voice was embarrassingly unsteady. “Maybe you could tell me the purpose of your request.”




  He laughed and it was a genuine sound of mirth. “Jesus, Celia, you must be joking. Surely you can’t be that naïve. But if you’d like, I’ll spell it right out for you. I want you to take off all of your clothes. Then I am going to take off all of mine. Then the convenient bed you are sitting on is going to be put to good use.”




  “What if I’m not willing?” She simply couldn’t believe her ears. Had Parker said—steady Parker West—actually just said that to her?




  “That doesn’t matter much to me right now.” The answer was swift and flat. He held the flask and gazed at her with no hint of remorse in his azure eyes as he lifted it to his lips.




  Good God, did I do this to him? Celia knew she’d teased and flirted with him unmercifully the past few years, ever since she realized the depth of his interest in her. Parker was not the kind of man to compromise a woman’s reputation, so he’d let her tantalize and string him along with his usual good-natured equanimity. Her family had scolded her over it often enough, and she had ignored their warnings that some day he might just get darned sick and tired of it.




  Apparently that was exactly what had happened. This was all her fault. She had two options. If he was serious, and he sure looked it, she could resist and make a decent, nice man into a rapist and a kidnapper.




  Or she could give herself freely. Actually, she’d always assumed one day she would marry Parker, and if he hadn’t waited so long to ask and bungled his proposal so badly, she would have said yes. When she turned him down, it wasn’t like she didn’t expect him to ask again. She’d counted on it, once he’d thought it all over in his practical way and realized she needed a declaration of his feelings, not a stupid list of why they suited each other.




  For most of her life, she’d been more than a little bit in love with him. However, she’d taken him for granted, that was for sure.




  Maybe right now, she could make amends. In fact, the idea was intriguing down deep if she admitted it, because she’d always wondered what it would be like when they finally did make love.
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