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  Angel In The Moonlight




  Callie Maxwell wants nothing more than to find the men responsible for the violence committed against her family and bring them to justice. She isn't about to let Austin Kincaide, the by-the-book U.S. Marshal sent to solve the murders stop her.




  Dedication




  To my husband, John, who will always be my hero. And to my critique partners who are more precious to me than they’ll ever know!




  Chapter 1




  Rock Springs Ranch, Texas




  1879




  “You need a woman, son.” Ryan Channing wiped at his mouth with the handkerchief he always carried. He spoke slowly, often softly, and struggled at times to find the right words, but not this time. Spenser wondered how many times he’d rehearsed his statement.




  The invitation to the Baldwin’s annual barbecue, rodeo, and horserace shook in Ryan’s palsied, almost useless hand. Spenser’s blatant refusal to attend and look for a wife among his neighbors had sparked this confrontation. Again. Irritation and frustration gnawed at him as he stood in front of his father in the main entrance to the homestead and rehashed the same argument one more time.




  “You need a woman,” Ryan repeated.




  Spenser’s hands curled into fists and his stomach twisted with annoyance. His shoulders tensed and his back stiffened. The desire to tell Ryan to go to hell built up in the back of his throat and yet, he couldn’t utter the words. He never could. Not when he was younger, and certainly not now.




  Not only did the fear Ryan would suffer another incident stop him from saying the words, but simple respect did as well. Though the robust, bigger than Texas father he’d known was but a shell of his former self and the startling resemblance between them had faded, Spenser still owed Ryan the respect he deserved—and earned.




  Spenser ran his fingers through his hair and shifted his weight from one leg to the other, uncomfortable, eager to end the conversation, but Ryan wasn’t done. He shoved the invitation toward his son. Spenser refused to take it. The gold embossed card floated to the hardwood floor. “You’re a great one to give advice, Colonel. After Mama died—”




  “Not talkin’ ’bout me.” Ryan’s voice rose an octave and his mouth moved as he fought to make his body obey his mind. “You’re hard, Spense. Need...woman to take...hardness from you.”




  Spenser sighed as he picked up the fallen invitation and tossed it on the table beside him. “In case you’ve forgotten... Never mind.” He looked into his father’s eyes, so much like his own, and his resolve softened. He knew how Ryan struggled with the limitations of the apoplexy, which had left him partially paralyzed. Ryan’s eye drooped though the sparkle remained and the corner of his mouth sagged. Spenser relented.




  No matter how much they argued, he loved his father. With an effort born of that love, he pushed away his growing aggravation. “I will consider it, but this is the last we’ll discuss it.”




  The old man nodded before he swiped at his mouth again.




  Spenser tilted his head. “You think you’ve won, don’t you, old man?”




  Ryan said nothing but his thin chest puffed out.




  “You may think it’s time, but I disagree. I have no desire to be put through hell again, nor do I have a desire to be put on display.”




  “Won’t be hell.”




  Spenser cocked an eyebrow. Despite his efforts to remain calm, suspicion grew in the pit of his stomach. He swallowed as a sour taste reached his mouth. “What are you planning, old man?”




  Ryan shrugged. His mouth moved but no words issued forth.




  Lips pressed into a thin line, Spenser tilted his head and stared at his father for a moment longer. He’d always prided himself on never backing down from anything but this was different. Without a word, he turned and walked away. Ryan chuckled lightly and Spenser stiffened in response to the sound but decided, for once, to ignore him.




  He needed to get away from his father’s presence, his father’s directives, before he finally did tell Ryan to go to hell. He needed time alone in the saddle. With Smoky by his side and his trusted mount, Bandit, beneath him, all his problems, even his father’s unreasonable demands to see him married again, seemed manageable. That’s where he needed to be right now—on the open range with nothing but the wind sighing through the tall prairie grass.




  “I’m going for a ride,” he said to Katya as he passed the front parlor. The woman he’d known almost all his life hovered near the doorway, a dust rag in her hand. The piece of cloth was just a ruse. The gypsy woman was no housekeeper. In truth, she ruled this house and the men inside, a fact everyone acknowledged and accepted.




  She’d no doubt heard the whole conversation. Is nothing private in my own home?




  “I’ll be home for dinner, but don’t hold it for me if I’m not.”




  “He loves you.” She touched his arm as she spoke and gazed into his face. Her normally dark eyes appeared softer as she silently pleaded for understanding and patience, an expression Spenser knew well. He’d seen it often enough.




  “He only wants the best for you.”




  “I know, Katya.”




  The woman gave a regal nod of her head and squeezed past him. She made her way to where Ryan stood, her hands upon her hips. “It’s time for a rest, old man.”




  Spenser detected the genuine warmth in her tone and sighed.




  As his father’s eyes lit up, he wondered, not for the first time, if Katya and Ryan were lovers. Perhaps, in the past, but certainly not now, not since his illness. Ryan grasped the woman’s hand. Perhaps they had reached a point where physical intimacy no longer mattered as much.




  Spenser wished he’d had that kind of love with Sable, but she hadn’t wanted that...or him. Though he wished to deny his father’s words, he couldn’t. Sable had changed him with her many betrayals and lies, hardened him. He had no room in his heart for softness now...or a woman.




  The sour taste filled his mouth again. Spenser swallowed and turned away, pushing all thoughts of the woman who had been his wife to the back of his mind.




  He grabbed his hat from the hook on the wall and his worn leather gloves from the table and walked out the front door. Smoky lay on the rag rug near the rocking chair, his muzzle resting on his front paws. His tail thumped the floorboards.




  Spenser tugged on his gloves as he stood on the front porch, his eyes scanning the dynasty Ryan had built with nothing but sweat and a dream. Pride swelled his chest. Rock Springs Ranch remained one of the top breeders of Quarter Horses in Texas. The responsibility for keeping it that way fell on Spenser’s shoulders as neither of his brothers had an interest in Quarter Horses. They preferred to raise the best beef this side of the Mississippi and they were good at it.




  He glanced at the dog as he stepped off the front porch. “Come on, Smoky. Let’s go for a ride.”




  The dog rose and jumped down the front steps. He pranced and yapped as his wet nose prodded Spenser’s hand. “All right, boy. Give me a minute.”




  He grinned as he adjusted his mount’s saddle. “How ’bout you, Bandit? You ready for a ride?” The horse pawed at the ground as Spenser filled a battered canteen with water. He corked the metal bottle and reattached it to Bandit’s pommel.




  Untying Bandit’s reins from the porch railing, Spenser hooked his foot into the stirrup and swung his leg over the saddle.




  “Where ya goin’?” Spenser’s youngest brother, Jared, stepped into the shade of the porch. No doubt he’d heard the argument as well.




  “The canyon.”




  “You shouldn’t let the old man rile you, Spense. You know he does it on purpose.”




  Spenser grunted in response then grinned. “I thought his infirmity would change him—make him softer, more understanding.”




  His brother chuckled with the absurdity of the idea. “You’re not serious, are you? It’d take more than an illness to make the Colonel soft.” Jared stepped off the porch and squinted into the blinding afternoon sunlight. “Ride it off like you always do.”




  “Plan to.” Spenser tugged his hat lower to block out the sun’s rays. “Let’s go, Bandit.” Nudging the stallion’s sides, he lightly tugged on the reins and headed south.




  As the homestead faded from sight, the tension eased in his shoulders, the sour taste left his mouth, and he smiled. He couldn’t help it. He’d been asserting his independence from his father for as long as he could remember, beginning when he first dared to go against Ryan’s wishes and joined the Army to fight in the Civil War. When the war ended, Spenser became a Texas Ranger, a job he relished, but a job Ryan thought beneath a Channing.




  His father’s sudden apoplexy had changed everything...and nothing. Though his body may have been ravaged, his mind remained as sharp as ever and Ryan Channing still tried to run every aspect of his children’s lives.




  His brothers, Luke and Jared, didn’t mind Ryan’s interference. They accepted it with good humor, appeasing the old man in order to avoid conflict. His sister, Sierra, didn’t mind either.




  I want the same things you want for me. I want a loving marriage and children. I thought I’d found that with Sable.




  He nudged Bandit into a faster trot to outrun the memories and headed toward the little box canyon with its fresh water spring. No other part of the United States rivaled Texas for its uniqueness. The sky seemed bluer here, the grass taller, the rivers wilder. Having left Rock Springs for almost ten years, Spenser appreciated the beauty of the countryside even more.




  Lost in thought, he didn’t notice the vultures flying high overhead until a shadow passed in front of him. He looked up, amazed as always by their incredible wingspan.




  Vultures were common on the ranch. They were nature’s way of cleaning up after herself. Still, he should check. Perhaps, he could help ease an animal’s suffering.




  “Find it, Smoky.”




  The dog obeyed. In an instant, all Spenser saw of the black and white mutt was his tail end and the dust plume behind him as the dog disappeared over the edge of the box canyon. He kept Bandit to a steady pace until he reached the rim of the ravine.




  Smoky stood over a sprawled figure at the bottom of the canyon, his frantic barks echoing off the walls.




  “Good Lord! Who is that?” Spenser climbed off Bandit’s back, grabbed the canteen from the horse’s pommel, and made his way down the steep embankment with caution. His feet slid out from under him and he landed on his backside—hard—causing a small cascade of pebbles to tumble down to the canyon’s floor. He carefully stood, dusted his clothes and continued. As he drew closer, details became clearer and he realized, by the clothing and the shape, a woman might have met her untimely end at the bottom of the ravine.




  “Good boy, Smoky. Now back off.”




  He knelt beside the woman, pulled off his gloves, and searched for a pulse beneath the high lace collar of her sapphire blue traveling suit. Alive, her heart beat slow but steady under his fingertips.




  He scanned the canyon wall and mumbled to himself, “Must have lost your footing.”




  But how had she gotten here?




  She lay on her stomach, as if she’d crawled to this spot and given up. Cool, life saving water sparkled in a pool ten feet from her, hidden behind dense brush, but she wouldn’t have known unless she’d lived here all her life.




  Carefully, Spenser turned her over and sucked in his breath. Her face glowed deep, dark red, burned by the sun. A gash on her forehead oozed a thin trickle of blood.




  Removing the fashionable but useless hat from her head, Spenser revealed a wealth of golden hair that rivaled the sun in its brilliance.




  “Who are you? How did you get here?”




  She didn’t answer. He hadn’t expected her to. She balanced on the edge between life and death, the harsh sun having sapped all the moisture from her. Her lips were cracked, white, and bleeding. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wet it from the canteen. Lightly, he dabbed her mouth.




  “How long have you been here?”




  Shredded in some spots, torn in others, the taffeta suit she wore could not be repaired. Heaven only knew what she had gone through before ending up here.




  He ran his hands along her body, feeling for broken bones and sighed with relief. He picked up her small, delicate hands. All her nails were broken and bloody scratches marred her white skin. He wondered where her gloves were—she looked like a woman who would wear gloves. And how many times had she tried to crawl up the steep embankment?




  He held her feet and shook his head. She only wore one shoe, the sole of which had a huge hole, the heel broken. The stocking on her other foot had torn and rolled up her ankle, exposing her delicate skin to the harshness of the Texas countryside. The bottom of her foot had blistered. One very deep cut oozed red.




  How far had she walked? And why?




  He tore a piece of her petticoat free and used it to wrap her foot as he looked around. The only tracks in the sand were his, Smoky’s, and hers. Dabbing her lips with the wet handkerchief again, he said, “Open your eyes, sunshine.”




  He smoothed the handkerchief over her face, carefully, so as not to hurt her. Small blisters fanned out from her eyes and spread around her mouth. Even her eyelids were sunburned.




  Her lashes fluttered on her burned cheeks and her eyes opened. Spenser inhaled. Her eyes were beautiful—the color of amber with a slightly darker tawny rim. In their golden depths, he saw confusion, pain, and deep-seated fear. He swallowed hard.




  “Don’t hurt me,” she whispered, her voice so soft he had to lower his head to hear her.




  “I won’t hurt you.”




  Her lashes lowered, covering those luminous golden orbs and she breathed more easily.




  As Spenser lifted her, a powerful surge of protectiveness coursed through him. He could only hold her closer, next to his heart, and gaze into her sunburned face. A jolt of recognition almost brought him to his knees and made his stomach quiver.




  It wasn’t the sight of her that brought this feeling of connection—it was the feel of her in his arms, as if he’d held her this way many times before. But how could that be? He’d never seen her before, and yet, the weight of her, the softness of her body next to his made him believe, in the deepest part of his heart where dreams still dared to take root, he had. “Don’t worry, sunshine. I’ll look after you.”




  He glanced at the dog. “Home, Smoky.”




  Smoky scrambled up the side of the canyon and waited at the top, tail wagging.




  Spenser thought about bringing Bandit down to the bottom of the ravine but decided against it. The sides were too steep. He couldn’t risk an injury to his horse, which would leave them stranded far from the homestead.




  Spenser picked the easiest path and started climbing, his progress impeded by the woman’s extra weight, although she weighed less than his fancy saddle. He couldn’t use his hands to help himself and still keep his hold on her. Relying solely on his sense of balance, he took carefully measured steps. Small pebbles slid beneath his feet, and twice, he almost tumbled to the canyon floor.




  His muscles cramped and perspiration stung his eyes, but Spenser managed to reach the edge of the canyon without killing either one of them. He panted from his efforts. “We made it.”




  He held the precious bundle as if she were made of fine glass and climbed into the saddle. “Let’s get you home.”




  Chapter 2




  Sweat stained his hat and made his shirt stick to his back by the time Spenser saw the homestead. He glanced at the woman in his arms. She hadn’t stirred, hadn’t opened her eyes, hadn’t uttered another word. His muscles throbbed with fatigue from holding her and guiding Bandit with his knees. A wicked cramp seized his thigh. “We’re almost there, sunshine.”




  Smoky raced ahead, his deep-throated barks alerting everyone to his presence.




  “Katya! Jared! Anyone!” Spenser yelled as he slid from Bandit’s back. “I need help here.”




  Jared appeared from around the corner of the house and stopped short. “Good Lord, Spense. You scared the hell outa me.” He came closer as Spenser bounded up the front steps, the injured woman held close to his heart. “Who you got there?”




  “She didn’t exactly introduce herself, Jared.” Spenser scowled at his brother. “Run up to Sierra’s room and pull down the bed covers.”




  Jared held the front door open so Spenser could pass through. “You certainly know how to follow orders.”




  “What are you talking about?”




  “You left here with the Colonel’s words about finding a woman ringing in your ears.” His mouth spread into a grin. “Three hours later, here you are. With her.” He ran up the main staircase, Smoky at his heels. “That’s what I call following orders,” he yelled over his shoulder with a chuckle.




  Spenser ignored his brother’s comments, but couldn’t stop the frown tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Everything will be fine,” he whispered to his burden. “You’re safe now.”




  The hallway seemed to stretch forever as he carried her to his sister’s old room. He gently laid her on the bed then smoothed her sun-kissed hair away from her face.




  “She’s a mess, Spense.” Jared’s grin disappeared as he came closer. “I haven’t seen sunburn that bad since—well, since I can’t remember. Where did you find her?”




  “The canyon. She must have walked for days.” He lifted her foot, the one without the shoe, and moved the makeshift bandage to expose the long gash on her heel.




  Jared winced. “Do you think she’ll need stitches?”




  “I’m not sure.”




  “What happened to her?”




  Spenser cocked an eyebrow at his brother. “Now, how the hell would I know? She didn’t say much, just begged me not to hurt her.”




  “Just asking, Spense. No need to bite my head off.”




  Jared shrugged his shoulders but not before Spenser caught the flash of hurt in his eyes.




  “Sorry. Get Katya for me, will you?” he ordered as he pressed his handkerchief to the gash on her forehead.




  Jared disappeared down the hall, calling for Katya. Spenser listened for a moment then focused on the woman. He shook his head. “Just relax, little one. We’ll have you fixed up in no time. Katya will know what to do.”




  He heard voices—his father’s slow, halting speech and Jared’s lighter responses. Impatience colored his father’s tone as the old man traversed the staircase one step at a time.




  “What...happened?” Ryan entered the room, leaning heavily on Jared’s arm, his face red from climbing the stairs. “Who you got, Spense?”




  “Spense brought home another one.” Jared chuckled as he teased his brother. “He can’t go anywhere without finding someone or something in need. She looks worse than Smoky did.”




  The dog yapped in response to his name and nudged the woman on the bed with his nose.




  “Down, Smoky,” Ryan ordered. The dog obeyed and found a comfortable spot near the cold fireplace.




  Spenser glared at Jared, his mouth set in a firm line. His patience, thin at best, disappeared as he stared at the grin on his brother’s face. Somewhat of the family joke, Spenser acknowledged the woman on the bed was not the first soul he’d brought home, nor would she be the last. “Can’t you be serious for once? Is everything amusing to you?”




  “I can see the humor in just about anything, whereas you, Spense,” Jared shrugged, hooked his thumbs into the pockets of his trousers and rocked on his heels, “you’re humorless and serious enough for everyone. When did that happen? You used to laugh with us.”




  Jared spoke the truth and Spenser couldn’t deny it. He stared at his brother for a moment longer then asked with a sigh, “Would you please help me?”




  Jared grabbed the woman’s ankle and yanked off what remained of her shoe.




  “Gently. She isn’t a barn yard animal to be treated so roughly. She’s been hurt enough.”




  His face flushed a bright red as Jared backed away.




  Ryan shook his head as he stood at the bottom of the bed, his focus on the woman’s face. His mouth moved several times before he mumbled, “Looks bad.”




  “I know, Pa. Poor thing must have walked for days in the sun, judging by her condition.” Spenser began to unbutton the row of tiny buttons along the woman’s jacket when he heard quick footsteps on the stairs.




  * * * *




  Katya entered the room and stopped short. Jared had only told her Spenser needed her help. She didn’t expect to see a severely sunburned unconscious young woman. Nor did she expect to see Spenser attempt to manipulate the tiny buttons on the woman’s jacket with his big, blunt fingers. Hands on her hips, she demanded, “Spenser Channing, what do you think you’re doing?”




  Spenser flushed to the tips of his ears and pulled his hands away from the woman’s jacket. “Trying to help her.”




  “Don’t you think she deserves a little privacy? Let me take care of her.” Katya walked around the bed and gave him a gentle nudge out of the way. “Get out. All of you.”




  One by one, including Smoky with his tail tucked between his legs, they left, and closed the door, but they didn’t move away. She heard them in the hallway, talking amongst themselves, their voices loud in the quiet house.




  Incorrigible. Every last one of them. She threw her hands up in a mixture of disgust and humor, a gesture she’d made many times since coming to Rock Springs some twenty years ago.




  Her quick steps brought her across the room. She flung the door open. Their startled faces made her want to smile, but she didn’t. Schooling her features into an expression they all knew well, she said firmly, “I will call you when I’m ready. Jared, please get me a basin of warm water and a washcloth. Bring me a jar of my special salve, too. You two—shoo!”




  She watched everyone walk away except Spenser. Her eyes met his. “She’ll be all right, Spense. Trust me.”




  “Always have.” He slowly retreated, but only made it as far as the stairway, his hands thrust deep in his pockets. He sat on the top step. Smoky sat beside him and rested his head on Spenser’s arm.




  Katya closed the door and leaned against it. She recognized the look on his face. She’d seen it after Ryan’s illness struck. Spenser had raced home from San Antonio as soon as he received the news, then sat at Ryan’s bedside for days, not daring to leave lest his father need him. Those first critical days were the beginning of a nightmare—then Sable made a rare, unexpected appearance at the homestead and the nightmare turned Spenser’s life to pure hell.




  She breathed deeply to push the memory away, walked around the bed, and smoothed the woman’s hair away from her face, only to pull her hand back quickly, as if burned. An image flashed through her mind, an image blinding with fierce light.




  Shaking her head to clear the sudden vision, Katya whispered, “Rest easy, little one. You are safe now.”




  The woman in the bed sighed. Her lashes fluttered on her cheek and her body relaxed but she did not awaken.




  As Katya grabbed the woman’s hand to unbutton the jacket’s cuff, a tinkling sound made her stop. Again, ghostly shadows of the past and the future assailed her. Katya closed her eyes and willed the visions to become clearer. Colors flashed behind her eyelids but refused to coalesce into a sharp picture. She groaned and cursed the gift, which sometimes only hinted of what had passed and what was to come.




  Katya removed the ruined jacket to expose a beautiful bracelet around the young woman’s wrist. Her eyes widened in surprise. Small, perfect diamonds reflected the sunlight coming in from the window and danced on the wall.




  A heart shaped pendant hung from the delicate gold links. She read the name engraved in the middle of the heart. “Is that your name? Reesa? Very pretty. That’s what I’ll call you.”




  As she inspected the jacket, the excellent workmanship did not escape her notice nor did a small, embroidered label, which had been sewn along the neckline of the garment. Giselle’s. New Orleans.




  “You’re a long way from home.” She tossed the ruined jacket on the floor. “How did you get here? Well, we’ll find out soon enough. You won’t be able to keep many secrets from me, child.”




  A knock on the door pulled her away from her ministrations. “Come in.”




  “I brought what you asked for.” Jared entered the room and placed a tray on the bedside table. “How is she?”




  “She’ll be fine.”




  He stood next to the bed, his hands in his pockets, as if unsure what to do next. Katya stared at him until Jared made a hasty exit, mumbling his apologies.




  Alone once again, she smiled and continued removing Reesa’s clothing. The corset cover beneath her jacket was made of the finest lawn, embroidered with tiny, delicate flowers. Katya tossed the garment on the floor, making a separate pile of clothes that could be washed and repaired.




  Her nimble fingers made quick work of unbuttoning the skirt. A flash of burgundy against the white of Reesa’s corset made her stop. Tied around her waist, hidden from prying eyes, was a velvet pouch.




  “This must have been important for you to hide it,” Katya murmured as she untied the bag and felt its weight. Opening the bag, she shook the contents into her hand. The glittering cascade of diamonds nestled in her palm took her breath away.




  She looked at the precious stones then at Reesa. “You are certainly full of surprises.”




  The bag still had some weight and Katya shook it again. The largest diamond she ever saw fell into her hand. Unlike the smaller ones, this one had a slightly pink hue to it with a darker middle. She held it up to the light and squinted as she turned the stone around. Sunlight twinkled off the jewel’s many facets.




  Seeing something in the middle, she strained her eyes and caught the image. There, where the stone grew darker, she saw it—a flame, a darker pink burst of fire, held captive in the ice.




  “Where did you get this?”




  No response came from Reesa. Katya put all the diamonds back in the bag and drew the drawstring tight. She stuffed the pouch in her apron pocket.




  After removing the rest of Reesa’s clothing, Katya wrung out the washcloth and bathed her as gently as she would a newborn. Dark bruises and deep scratches marred Reesa’s pale skin, more evidence of her battle against the rough Texas countryside.




  “Heaven help us,” she murmured when she saw the tiny birthmark on Reesa’s hip. She tried to draw a deep breath but her lungs felt seared. Her eyes closed as she concentrated on just breathing.




  The birthmark, strawberry in color, held the distorted shape of a flame as it danced on a candle’s wick. The mark almost matched the one burning in the middle of the diamond.




  Katya crossed herself and whispered a silent prayer in her native Romany. She had seen this mark before, many times, since she had first touched Spenser Channing’s hand.




  She wasn’t afraid—just startled. She shouldn’t have been. Now she knew why touching this woman had brought phantom visions into her head.




  “You are the one, aren’t you?” A smile touched her lips as she slipped a cotton and lace nightgown over Reesa’s head and shoulders. “He’s been waiting for you. Shall we tell him? Or should we let him find out for himself?”




  Grabbing the jar of salve from the tray Jared had brought, Katya dipped her fingers into the fragrant concoction and applied it liberally to Reesa’s feet. She pulled on a pair of thick woolen socks to keep the healing cream against the worst of Reesa’s wounds, especially the long gash that still oozed.




  She used the same salve on the young woman’s hands before wrapping them loosely in strips of soft cotton sheeting. Lastly, she applied more of the powerful mixture to Reesa’s sunburned face then covered her with a light sheet.




  She crossed the room and opened the door.




  “How is she?” Spenser rose from the top step where he’d been waiting and came toward her, Smoky right behind him. “Will she be all right?”




  Katya grabbed his hand, drew him into the room, and closed the door. “Yes.”




  Spenser moved closer to the bed and noticed the bracelet shimmering around the woman’s wrist. He raised her arm and inspected the piece carefully. A frown creased the smooth skin of his forehead. He glanced at Katya. “Is that her name?”




  “Perhaps. It’s what I’ve been calling her.”




  “Reesa.” Spenser breathed the name on a sigh. “A beautiful name.”




  “There is more, Spenser,” Katya said as she joined him by the bed. She removed the pouch from her pocket. “I found this hidden beneath her clothing.”




  He pulled on the drawstring and tipped the pouch to release a torrent of brilliant diamonds into his hand. A soft whistle escaped him as he picked up the largest stone. “Good Lord. Where did these come from?”




  Katya said nothing as his gaze went to the woman on the bed. She caught his look of puzzlement then watched, fascinated, as his face became devoid of all expression, something she’d seen him do for as long as she’d known him.




  He put the diamonds back in the pouch and stuffed them deep into his pocket without once taking his eyes from Reesa. “Don’t say a word about this. Not even to her,” he ordered. “How old do you think she is? Seventeen? Eighteen?”




  “Twenty. Maybe twenty-two. She needs to put some food in her belly. She’s much too thin. I could see her ribs clearly when I undressed her.” Taking his hand, Katya blurted out, “She is the one.”




  Spenser stared at her, his eyes narrow, his expression guarded. “What are you talking about?”




  Squeezing his hand tighter, Katya asked, “Do you remember the first time we met?”




  “Of course. The look in your eyes when you held my hand scared the hell out of me.” He chuckled. “I was only eight. I thought you were a witch.”




  The gypsy woman ignored his comment. “Do you remember what I said to you?”




  “That nonsense you spouted? Yes, I remember. Every word. As if it were yesterday.” He shook his head. “You said ‘A woman with the rays of the sun in her hair will touch you with her flame’.” He looked away from her. His gaze fell on Reesa. “I didn’t understand at the time, but I know I didn’t believe you. I still don’t.”




  Katya gently took his face in her hands, so she could see into his eyes. “I know you do not believe me, but ask yourself—have I ever been wrong? Did I not tell you the truth when your mother died? Or about your father’s illness? What about Sable? Did I not tell you she was not the one for you? Did I not say she would break your heart?”




  Spenser remained silent. He couldn’t argue against her words and she knew it. She had been right too many times. She lowered her hands to her side. “You should listen to this old gypsy woman. She is your destiny, Spenser. She is your salvation. Look at her.”




  Obeying her as he’d done most of his life, Spenser gave his full attention to the woman on the bed.




  “Does she not have the rays of the sun in her hair?”




  He didn’t answer for a very long time. When he finally did speak, it was to ask, “What else can you tell me about her? And don’t tell me she’s ‘the one’ again. I’m not in the mood for rubbish.”




  Frustrated, Katya sighed but bowed to his wishes—for now. “The label on her jacket is from a dressmaker in New Orleans.” She shrugged her shoulders. “That is all I can tell you. The rest you’ll have to figure out for yourself.” She sat by the bed, dismissing him. “I’ll stay with her.”




  Spenser nodded. He walked to the door, opened it, then turned and looked at Katya. “Call me if you need me or if she wakes up.”




  “Of course.” She looked at him and smiled. She is the one. The words were on the tip of her tongue but she kept silent. Spenser wouldn’t have listened but perhaps, with time, he would see and hear what his heart would feel.




  * * * *




  Spenser turned in his bed and kicked the sheet off. He couldn’t sleep. His thoughts kept drifting back to the mystery woman in the other room and the words Katya had uttered.




  She is the one, he repeated in his head and scoffed. He couldn’t believe it. Or could he?




  Could she be the woman meant for him and him alone?




  He’d never admit it to anyone, certainly not Katya, but he’d been looking for that woman all his life. In his opinion, the search was a futile gesture. Such a woman did not exist.




  Could she?




  He would never admit to anyone the emotions that had come over him when he first held Reesa, either. With one look at her face, he felt the fierce need to protect her from the demons that chased her. He felt recognition, too, a sense he’d known her—perhaps in another life, another time, as Katya believed.




  He shook his head, dismissing such thoughts, but the little voice in his head kept intruding.




  Katya was right about Mama. And the Colonel’s apoplexy. God knows, she couldn’t have been more right about Sable.




  He faced the French doors. The draperies had been left open and the moon’s smiling face mocked him. Disgusted with himself, he flipped his pillow over to the cool side, sighed as he rested his head on the down-filled cushion, and forced his eyes closed.




  He thought about the diamonds and couldn’t help wondering—were they Reesa’s? Had she stolen them? Was the woman he’d found a thief?




  His eyes flew open. She hadn’t looked like a thief. Her hands, though injured at the moment, were small and delicate, except for a bump on the middle finger of her right hand. She could have been a pickpocket but he didn’t think so. She looked too much like a lady and a lady would never be a pickpocket.




  “This is ridiculous,” he murmured, confused by his own musings. He turned over again and punched his pillow then settled his head into the hole he’d made. Eyes wide open, not the least bit sleepy, he stared at the mirror over the bureau.




  He concentrated on the soothing sounds of the ranch to force Reesa’s image from his mind. The house creaked and groaned, as it always had, reassuring him. He heard the horses in the stable and the lonely howl of a coyote in the distance. And yet, the vision of Reesa flared brightly in his mind.




  “The hell with it.” He slipped out of bed, pulled on a pair of trousers, and pushed his arms into the sleeves of his robe.




  Her room was at the end of the hallway, an endless distance yet much too close as his bare feet padded over carpeted floor. The door was open a crack. Light flickered on the walls from the brass sconces.




  Opening the door a little more, he peeked inside. “Is she awake?”




  Katya didn’t look up. Her gaze remained on the slipper she crocheted. Her hands moved swiftly as the hook caught the yarn over and over again, creating row after row of tightly woven wool. “No, but she is sleeping peacefully now,” she answered softly. “It’s late, Spenser. You should be in bed.”




  He grinned. “I couldn’t sleep.” He entered the room, took the slipper from her hands, and pulled her from the chair beside the bed. “But that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t. You’ve been with her all day. You need your rest.”




  “She might need me,” Katya protested.




  He escorted her to the door. “I’ll call you.”




  Katya opened her mouth as if to say something then closed it and shook her head.




  Spenser watched her progress down the hall. She paused at the top of the stairs. Her mouth opened and closed once again but she said nothing. He wondered what she had been about to say then decided he didn’t want to know. She probably would have mentioned her prediction again.




  He sat in the chair she’d vacated, propped his feet up on the edge of the bed, and gazed at the sleeping woman. She barely made a bulge beneath the sheet.




  “Who are you, Reesa?” he whispered as her lashes fluttered on her cheek. “Where did you come from? Are you my salvation, as Katya believes? Or my hell?”




  Reesa said nothing. Her chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm; bandaged hands lay limply at her sides. Her hair had been washed and spread out on the pillow, the sun-kissed golden strands shimmering in the lamplight. Spenser leaned forward, grabbed a curling lock and rubbed the silkiness between his fingers. Such softness felt alien against his callused skin and he released it. Fascinated, he watched the thick tress curl as if it had life of its own.




  “You are quite lovely, even with your face all sun-burned.”




  Mesmerized by the rise and fall of her chest, the sweet curve of her cheek, the soft juncture where her shoulder met her neck, he just watched her.




  A slight noise drew his attention and he looked around the room. Smoky lay in front of the cold fireplace, his body moving as he chased cattle in his dreams. He let out a muffled woof.




  “Man’s best friend, my foot,” Spenser said. The dog’s ears twitched. Smoky had, at some point during the day, snuck back into the room and hadn’t left. “You have no loyalty, Smoky.”




  The dog opened his eyes briefly and lifted his head. His gaze went from Spenser to Reesa then back to Spenser. He sighed deeply, rested his muzzle on his feet, and went back to sleep.




  “I wish I could sleep,” Spenser whispered then turned his attention back to Reesa.




  She had opened her eyes only once since he’d found her, when she begged him not to hurt her. The fear he’d seen in their golden depths haunted him still.




  She had been running. He knew it as surely as he sat here. Her condition when he found her had suggested a precarious flight. But running from what? Or whom?




  Did it have something to do with those damned diamonds he couldn’t seem to get out of his mind? Had she robbed someone, only to be caught? Had they given chase?




  Spenser didn’t know much about diamonds except women coveted them. Men killed for them. Those in the velvet bag certainly looked worthy of murder, especially the largest one. He’d never seen a diamond with a pink hue before and assumed it must be very valuable.




  He shook his head. Whatever happened didn’t matter, Spenser decided. She was here and here she would stay. As the surge of protectiveness he’d felt when he held her grew, the heaviness in his heart lifted. “Nothing and no one will hurt you here, little one. You have my word.”




  Chapter 3




  Bright sunlight filtered in through the space where the heavy draperies didn’t quite meet across the French doors. She squeezed her eyes tightly against the offending light and turned her face away.




  The pillow cradling her head smelled faintly of soap and brought a slight smile to her lips. Opening her eyes, she saw brilliant butterflies on the canopy above her head.




  Her eyes widened. So did her smile. She turned her head and looked at the French doors. The same butterfly pattern as the canopy repeated itself on the draperies.




  Without moving, she let her gaze sweep the room. Butterflies made of crystal and glass, wood and ceramic sat on shelves lining the walls. A mobile of stained glass butterflies hung from the ceiling and cast glimmering lights on everything.




  Soft, butter yellow paper covered the walls and here, too, she saw butterflies, painted in oils and colored pastels. The effect stunned, yet soothed her.




  Her surroundings were comfortable, yet something wasn’t quite right. With certainty, she knew this was not her room.




  Where am I?




  Confused, her thoughts muddled as if wet cotton filled her head, she studied the canopy, the heavy furniture, the pictures on the wall. Nothing sparked a memory.




  She stretched, raising her arms over her head. Every muscle in her body hurt. The light sheet covering her fell away to reveal a nightgown embroidered with small, dainty flowers. The material floated around her frame, and she knew it didn’t belong to her. The lace strap slipped down her arm and she pushed it back into place, noticing the bandages on her hands and the bracelet around her wrist.




  The jewels glittered in the sunlight. She brought her arm closer and inspected the lovely piece. A thin, delicate chain encircled her wrist. Every other link contained a diamond, held in place by a band of gold. The charm hanging from the chain was shaped like a heart and it, too, had diamonds glistening around the outer edge. Engraved in the middle of the heart in flowing script was the name Reesa.




  She rolled the name around in her mind. Is that who I am? I must be. Why else would I be wearing this bracelet? The barrage of questions would not cease. Why don’t I know? Why can’t I remember? Why are my hands bandaged? Why do I hurt?




  She blinked away the sudden tears which stung her eyes. Her brows drew together in a deep frown and she winced when the slight movement brought discomfort. Her face felt tight, her skin dry.




  This isn’t right.




  Murky images flitted through her mind then scattered like leaves in a windstorm, leaving nothing in their wake except more questions. Her head began to pound as she searched her foggy brain for an explanation, a memory, anything to tell her who she was, why she was here in this unfamiliar room and why she couldn’t remember.




  Lifting her head slightly, she looked around. She saw more butterflies...and a man.




  He slept in a chair at the end of the bed, bare feet propped on the mattress, arms folded across his chest which rose and fell with each breath he took. Dark lashes lay on his cheeks.




  A nice face. Boyishly charming. Handsome. A face that inspires trust. Small wrinkles fanned out from his eyes, even in sleep, as if he had squinted into the sun for many years. Yet, he seemed young, maybe thirty or so.




  She noticed the curve of his mouth—his bottom lip full and sensual. She wondered what his kiss would feel like, and she was surprised by her own question.




  Shouldn’t I know?




  Scruffy whiskers covered his jaw, upper lip, and cheeks. Light brown hair had been finger combed back from his forehead and pushed behind his ears.




  Does he not own a brush or a razor? Who is he? Why is he sleeping in a chair by my bed?




  He didn’t look comfortable at all. His long muscular frame dwarfed the chair. His shoulders were broad and looked strong enough to bear the weight of any problem, yet soft enough to offer comfort. For an insane moment, she wanted to curl up in his lap and lay her head upon those shoulders.




  Why would I want to do that? I don’t know him. Do I? What is wrong with me? Why can’t I remember?




  She sat up quickly, beset by a shudder of panic. Her first instinct was to run before the sleeping man woke.




  “Well, good morning, sunshine.” The man swung his feet to the floor and stood to tower over the bed. Well over six feet, his muscular body made her afraid, yet at the same time, his presence made her feel safe.




  She burrowed deeper into the soft bed and pulled the sheet closer to her, tucking her bandaged hands under her chin.




  “Don’t be afraid.” He possessed a lovely voice—deep and rich, which rumbled up from his wide chest to flow over her like soft rain. “How are you feeling?” He sat on the edge of the bed and smoothed her hair away from her forehead then leaned forward and barely brushed his lips where his fingers had been.




  “You’re still a touch feverish,” he murmured against her head.




  His touch was unfamiliar, too, but very pleasant. His lips were cool on her forehead, before he pulled away quickly, as if touching her had caused him pain. A frown creased his brow. “Sorry. I’ve been worried about you.”




  “Sore,” she whispered hoarsely and cleared her throat. How long has it been since I’ve spoken? “Tired.”




  He smiled, showing white teeth, and she sucked in her breath. Such a beautiful smile. The fine lines radiating from the corners of his heavenly blue eyes grew deeper and a small dimple appeared in his cheek.




  “I’m sure you have some questions, as do I, but that can wait until later.” He stood and moved to the door. “I’ll be back in a moment.”




  The door closed behind him. Alone, she became even more confused, torn between wanting to stay with the handsome man with the delightful smile and running as fast and as far as she could.




  She lifted the light sheet and slid to the edge of the bed. A wave of dizziness made her head spin. Her stomach turned with nausea and her mouth filled with a metallic taste. She swallowed hard and concentrated on breathing slowly.




  The moment her feet touched the floor, she knew she couldn’t escape. Pain, white hot and agonizing, shot through her. Perspiration beaded on her forehead.




  She groaned. Running was out of the question. She couldn’t even stand. She sat on the edge of the bed and willed the nausea away.




  A knock sounded on the door. “Come in.”




  “Good morning, Miss,” a young woman greeted as she entered the room. Her smile quickly turned to a worried frown. “Oh, Miss, you shouldn’t be up. You’ve been very ill.”




  The woman approached her. She seemed harmless enough with her bouncy dark curls and sprite-like features.
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