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One


ANNABEL LATHAM MCKEIGE’S RETURN TO PARABLE, Nevada, some twelve years after her scandalous departure, might have equaled the Second Coming for spectacle, if an angel or two had taken the trouble to show up.

In the misleading chill of that Independence Day morning, 1878, Annabel’s sky blue surrey, with its liveried driver and dancing fringe of gold, came trundling over the rise a quarter of a mile east of town, emblazoned like a living icon in the glorious aura of dawn. In attendance was a retinue that seemed to represent fully half the United States Cavalry—a noisy multitude of blue-coated soldiers with brass buttons gleaming and the hooves of their horses raising billows of sun-gilded dust. Two huge black hounds trotted along on either side of Miss Annabel’s rig, their fancy collars catching light.

Einar Grubb, who mucked out the Samhill Saloon on a daily basis and served as night guard at the town jail, on the rare occasions when there was a prisoner, claimed ever after that he’d been the first to take note of the Approach. There were others who disputed this contention—Miss Bethesda Deed, for one. An early riser by habit, she’d been standing at an upstairs window at the time, admiring the sunrise. She said the whole thing put her in mind of Hannibal crossing the Alps.

Marshal Jacob Swingler, returning from a tryst with a certain pretty widow, considered himself to be the first witness, but he was less vociferous in the matter, for reasons of chivalry as well as prudence.

In any event, it was Grubb who raised the alarm, sending the swinging doors of the saloon crashing inward and charging halfway up the staircase on the far side of the room before thinking better of the idea and stumbling to a halt on the first landing.

“Gabe!” he bellowed, sounding plaintive, like a cow up to its belly in a mudhole. “Gabe McKeige! Godamighty, get down here quick—she’s come back!”

A general racket erupted then, not only there in the gloom of the Samhill but all over that small cattle town, as if the fuse on some giant firecracker had finally burned down to the powder.

Whores with tumbledown hair and fading ruffled nightdresses lined the railing overhead like tawdry flowers of unlikely hue, fussing because they’d been awakened at such an unholy hour. A few of the regular patrons hopped and hobbled along the hallway behind them, like blind rabbits spilled out of a feed bag, wrenching on boots and fastening trousers as they bolted toward the back stairway, making damn near as much racket as the throng of soldiers outside.

Then Gabe McKeige himself appeared, fully dressed and in no apparent hurry to save his skin. He was a big man, lean but powerfully built in the arms and shoulders, and he shoved both hands through his straw-colored hair as he glowered down at Grubb.

“What the hell… ?”

In that moment Einar was sore glad he had just cause for rousting McKeige out of his mistress’s bed, because the look in Gabe’s blue eyes was fierce enough to back down the devil’s gatekeeper.

“It’s Miss Annabel—Mrs. McKeige, I mean,” Grubb sputtered, pointing in an easterly direction. “She’s come back to Parable, and she’s brought the army with her.”

Gabe swore under his breath and descended the stairs, pushing past Grubb and striding across the sawdust floor. When he reached the doors, he was momentarily dazzled by a storm of brass and new-minted sunshine.

He narrowed his eyes against the glare, and sure enough, right there in the center of the exhibition was Annabel, sitting primly on the cushioned-leather seat of that surrey and looking down at him with all the disdain of a queen come to conquer and redeem a backward people.

Something tucked far back in Gabe’s heart tightened briefly at the sight of her, but he put that down to annoyance. The clenching sensation in the pit of his belly defied explanation.

Annabel must have ridden a long while in that rig, and left in the dark of night to do it, since the nearest settlement, Fort Duffield, was nearly eight miles away. Still, she looked as fresh as a new bride. Her abundant red-brown hair gleamed in a tidy arrangement, beneath a prim little hat, and her sherry-colored eyes were bright with intelligence and disdain as she assessed him.

“I might have known I’d find you here, Gabriel McKeige,” she said, with a little sniff and an indignant motion of her chin, indicating the Samhill Saloon looming behind him.

Gabe wanted to grin, but did not indulge the urge. Dealing with Annabel required serious concentration, a difficult feat after a night spent drinking, arguing politics, and losing at cards. “Your judgment is as flawless as ever, Mrs. McKeige,” he allowed.

She flushed slightly—prettily—and one of the fancy hounds came whimpering to Gabe to nudge his thigh with a long muzzle. Idly, without looking down, Gabe acknowledged the dog’s greeting by wrestling its ears around a little.

“Champion!” Annabel scolded, giving her fringed parasol an irritated little spin against her shoulder. “Heel—at once!”

With a whine, the beast skulked back to its station beside Annabel’s ridiculous rig. The dust was still settling.

Gabe folded his arms and watched his wife in silence, wearing the faint smirk he knew would nettle her.

The soldiers, evidently come to town on business of their own, dismounted at the command of a cavalry captain, who, like the two dogs, kept what appeared to be an assigned place near Annabel.

“I have come to discuss a matter of grave importance,” Annabel said. Though she was perfectly controlled, as she almost always was, Gabe could tell that she wanted to close that fussy little umbrella and clout him over the head with it.

He counted the fact as a minor victory.

Smiling, he spread his hands in a gesture of cordial forbearance. “I’m listening,” he said.

Annabel’s color heightened again, but her gaze was unflinching. “You cannot think I would speak of personal matters in front of the entire town,” she replied coolly.

Gabe shifted his gaze to the army officer, a man he did not recognize, then back to Annabel. “I guess we could talk at the ranch,” he reasoned. “You do remember where that is, don’t you?”

Annabel glared. “Please do not speak to me as though I were stupid, Mr. McKeige. Of course I know.”

Gabe made a show of dragging out his pocket watch, flipping open the case, frowning at the time. “I’ll meet you there,” he said, ignoring her remark entirely, or at least pretending to ignore it. In truth, every word she said lodged itself in him somewhere, there to sting like a nettle. “In, say, an hour?”

Annabel cast a telling glance toward the uppermost story of the Samhill Saloon—where Miss Julia Sermon kept private rooms. “I would not like to inconvenience you,” she replied pointedly.

Gabe grinned widely. “Oh, you won’t,” he answered, with exaggerated charm. Then he turned his back on her, walked back into the saloon, and climbed the stairs, humming under his breath.

Julia’s girls watched open-mouthed as he passed, but the saloon was filling up with youthful soldiers bent on making good use of their free time. No one employed by the Samhill Saloon would be idle for long.

As Gabe entered Julia’s sitting room, he heard the first tiny chords of a spritely tune rise through the floorboards. Someone had resurrected the piano player.

The long couch where Gabe had passed the night was still a tangle of blankets, and Julia stood in the doorway of her bedroom, clad in a floaty silk dressing gown, her dark hair brushed and hanging free to her waist.

“Annabel has come home,” she said.

Gabe picked up his hat, tossed onto a chair the night before, then set it aside on a table. “No,” he said gruffly, avoiding Julia’s gaze while he tried in vain to work out what he felt and how he wanted it perceived. “No, she wants something, that’s all. Most likely this is about Nicholas. She probably has some silly idea about making a gentleman out of him.”

“Sit down,” Julia said quietly. “Get your wits about you. She’s got you rattled, Gabe, and if you don’t take the time to think, you might do or say something you’ll regret.”

He sat, stretching out his long legs and crossing his feet. He was silent for a long while, staring pensively at the scuffed toes of his boots, and then he gave a great ragged sigh. “Damn,” he said, without looking at Julia. “I didn’t expect this. Her coming back all of the sudden, without a word of warning, I mean.”

“I imagine that’s why she did it, at least partly,” Julia answered. She was as placid as a sheltered pond, as usual, taking a chair opposite his, all delicate and mannerly. She was probably the best friend he’d ever had, and not for the first time, he wished he could have loved her in another way. “Annabel is obviously a woman who puts great stock in the element of surprise”—she paused, struggled with a muted smile, and gave in graciously to defeat—“not to mention stagecraft.”

“It’s got to be about Nicholas,” he mused aloud. Their son, his and Annabel’s, was nineteen and full of the devil. Gabe wondered how the boy, off by himself in the foothills for the past ten days, would feel when he learned of his mama’s return. Annabel and Nicholas weren’t close, as far as Gabe knew, but they’d stayed in contact over the years, exchanging letters.

Nicholas never said much about Annabel or what passed between them; when a vellum envelope bearing her monogram came to the ranch, the boy would tuck it unopened into his shirt pocket and go off somewhere by himself to read it. Although Nicholas, as hardheaded at seven as he was now, had hated Boston from the first and promptly demanded to be sent home to Nevada, he had surely missed his mother. Gabriel knew better than most how hard it was to grow up without one, since his own had vanished into another world before he could lace up his shoes.

“Maybe she’s here about Nicholas,” Julia said, more out of politeness, Gabe thought, than true agreement. “Still, it seems to me she would have gone looking for him, if that were the case. Whatever Annabel’s business is, she’s nervous about it Otherwise she wouldn’t have needed the U.S. Cavalry for moral support.”

Gabe sighed again and shoved a hand through his hair. He hadn’t thought much about Annabel’s military escort, except to figure that she’d merely happened by Fort Duffield when there was a detail headed in the same direction. It wasn’t uncommon for the army to offer its protection to lone travelers, especially ladies of consequence, like Annabel.

“The last I heard,” Gabe said, still thinking aloud, “Annabel was in England, living high on the hog. I confess, I’m mighty curious to know what brought her all this way.”

“You’ve got to tell her the truth, Gabe,” Julia said. “About us, I mean.”

He glanced at her, the woman everyone in and around Parable believed to be his mistress. Her mother had been his father’s housekeeper and cook after his mother was carried away, living with her young daughter in the attic of the ranch house. Gabriel and Julia, two lonely children, misfits even in a land populated by mavericks and outcasts, had formed a bond truer and deeper than most. “Even if I thought the truth was any of her business—which I don’t—I wouldn’t waste my breath. Annabel wouldn’t believe a word I said. Hell, nobody would.”

Julia looked down at her elegant white hands. In its present state, the relationship served a different purpose for each of them, but she had never been comfortable with the situation, at least where Annabel was concerned.

“Mrs. McKeige is still very much your wife.”

“Mrs. McKeige abandoned me and our son a long time ago.”

Julia spoke firmly, though in her usual ladylike tones. In many ways she was like Annabel, though of course it would have infuriated his wife to know he held that opinion.

“I remember it somewhat differently,” she said.

Gabe closed his eyes against an onslaught of recollections, which only gave them greater power, color, and impact. When their second child, a little girl named Susannah, had died suddenly of a fever, Annabel had gone into a deep and bitter melancholy. He’d been sad, too, of course—brokenhearted, in fact. God knew, if no one else did, how many times he’d gone off to some private place and given himself up to grief.

Still, there came a time when a person had to fetch up and go on.

Annabel had not been able to do that; sorrow had swamped and saturated her. In time, things had disintegrated to such a point that one day while he was away on a cattle drive, she’d packed her trunks and left. She’d taken Nicholas, then seven years old, and gone back east by train, leaving nothing personal behind except a terse note and the harp that Gabe had given her as a wedding gift.

Even after a dozen years the recollection of coming home after weeks on the trail and finding his family gone sent the old pain echoing through his gut.

He squeezed the bridge of his nose between a thumb and forefinger.

“Gabe,” Julia said. “Look at me.”

He wouldn’t. Or couldn’t.

“You love her,” she told him gently. There was compassion in her voice, in her bearing. “You always have and you always will.”

“No,” he said. The word scraped his throat as it passed, like some small clawed creature torn, unwilling, from its lair.

She sighed. “Go home, Gabriel McKeige,” Julia ordered quietly, and this time she sounded weary. “Whatever the good people of Parable may believe, I will not entertain a married man in my private chambers if there is the least chance of a reconciliation between him and his wife.”

Gabe stood, half hoisting, half thrusting himself out of the chair. It was the sturdiest one in the place and still too spindly for comfort. “Once again, Julia,” he growled, “Annabel is not here to mend matrimonial fences.”

“Whatever you say,” Julia chimed sweetly, examining her fingernails. “Don’t forget your hat, Mr. McKeige.”

Directly following the interview with Gabriel, Annabel dismissed her driver, Mr. Hilditch, for the day, with strict orders that he take care not to spoil his uniform. Then, after politely refusing Captain Sommervale’s offer of a further escort, she took up the reins of the surrey and set out for the ranch house. The hounds, Hercules and Champion, trotted obediently along beside the rig, pink tongues lolling.

The trip was two miles long and took a little over half an hour, to the best of Annabel’s recollection. Moments before the substantial three-story house came into view, she pulled a lace-trimmed handkerchief from the sleeve of her dress and dabbed furiously at her face. No one else needed to know that Gabriel McKeige—once again—had made her cry.

When Annabel was quite certain that any vestiges of her weeping could easily be ascribed to a sensitivity to dust and pollens or to the violent brightness of a July morning, she raised her chin, squared her shoulders, and with a flick of her wrists, urged the horses to a more resolute pace. With luck she would have a few minutes of privacy in which to prepare, both physically and mentally, for the coming confrontation.

The sight of the rambling log house brought a great lump to her throat. She and Gabriel had been so happy there, once.…

Annabel brought the surrey to a halt in the dusty driveway, secured the reins and brake lever, and climbed down with the dignity and grace she had cultivated from earliest memory.

The very private hope that Nicholas would appear in the doorway, smiling, to greet her, was quickly dashed. She had not written her son to forewarn him of her visit and her purpose. Had not had the courage.

Nicholas was nineteen; she had been a year younger than that when he was born. What a handsome, sturdy babe he’d been, substantial and stubborn from the very moment of his birth, as if he’d known his life’s purpose even then, and meant to pursue it straightaway. He had never seemed to need her very much, so independent was he. Not at all like sweet, fragile Susannah, his sister.

Nicholas had been so like his father then—and he was now, too, if his irregular letters were to be credited. Right down to his propensity for breaking her heart.

“Mrs. McKeige?”

The familiar voice startled Annabel out of a reflection dangerously akin to self-pity, and she looked up to see Charlie Gray Cloud standing a few feet away, on the porch. He was exactly as Annabel remembered him—squat and sturdy, with a cobbler’s apron around his middle and a cooking pot in his hands. There was only a trace of gray in his cropped black hair, and although she could not see his eyes and seek a welcome there, she had heard kindness in the timbre of his voice.

Her smile was genuine. “Hello, Charlie,” she said, approaching him. “It is so good to see you again.”

Charlie was clearly delighted; he moved quickly to open the front door for her. “We—I have missed you.”

Annabel stepped over the threshold and into the cool dimness of the house with an aplomb that was assumed rather than spontaneous. “Nicholas isn’t here?” she asked, holding her breath for the answer even as she scolded herself for expecting too much. They’d made headway over the years, she and Nicholas, but there was still a long way to go.

Charlie shook his head. “Darn fool boy—prowling around in the foothills all the time. Thinks he’s an Indian.”

Annabel subdued a rush of disappointment and reminded herself yet again that she had not told Nicholas she was coming and thus could not expect him to be there, waiting for her. “I wonder if I might have a basin of water,” she said, tugging off her kid gloves and stuffing them into her drawstring bag.

Charlie nodded toward the stairway. “I’ll bring a pitcher to your room, Mrs. McKeige,” he said, and was gone before Annabel could protest that she would prefer to perform her ablutions in the little washroom off the kitchen.

Out front, the hounds barked as a rider thundered into the yard.

Annabel scurried up the steps and along the wide corridor to the master bedroom. She paused at the door, assailed by memories that would have been easier to bear if they’d been bitter instead of sweet, then turned the knob and went in.

The great four-poster bed stood in the same place as before, between two windows. Her own armoire towered at one end of the room, and Gabriel’s bureau was at the other, just as she recalled. Beside the fieldstone fireplace was her harp, the beautiful instrument Gabriel had given her the day they were married.

An angel, he’d said, ought to have a harp to play… .

The bellow from downstairs startled Annabel so thoroughly that she cried out softly and pressed a hand to her throat.

“Charlie!” Gabriel shouted.

Annabel spun round and was startled again, for Charlie stood in the doorway, extending the promised pitcher of water, not releasing his grasp until her own hold on it was steady. The Indian’s innate quietness of spirit calmed Annabel; she nodded her gratitude.

Charlie went out, closing the door behind him.

Moments later she was splashing her face with blessedly cool water, silently rehearsing, for perhaps the thousandth time, the persuasive speech she would make to Gabriel.

His voice rose from belowstairs, countered by Charlie’s measured, even responses.

She’d probably been flattering herself, Annabel thought, by ever believing that persuasion would be necessary. Only one thing could be worse than Gabriel’s flat refusal of her request, and that was his ready acquiescence.

“Annabel Latham McKeige,” she muttered before Gabriel’s shaving mirror, as she dried her face, “you are indeed a fine fool.”

Gabriel was standing at the foot of the stairs, one leather-gloved hand dwarfing the newel post, when she came out of the bedroom, hair smoothed, face scrubbed clean of road dust and the traces of imprudent tears.

Annabel called upon every resource she possessed simply to descend in a graceful and unhurried way; actually, her heart was pounding and she could barely breathe. Gabriel was forty, and more attractive for the passing of time, damn him. The years had lent his patrician features a rugged cast, hardened his muscles, given him the lean, stealthy prowess of a mountain cat.

“Charlie was kind enough to offer me a place to refresh myself,” she said, eager to establish a mundane reason for being in the room she and Gabriel had shared so long ago.

“Charlie,” Gabriel drawled, peering at her with narrowed eyes, “is the soul of kindness.”

The barb reminded Annabel that Gabriel was an adversary, and a worthy one. Inwardly she braced herself for combat—and for devastating success.

“I see no reason to delay matters any further,” Annabel announced, meeting and holding Gabriel’s gaze. “Perhaps we might speak in your study?”

Gabriel executed a deep bow, meant to mock her love of all things gracious and civilized. “As you wish, my lady,” he answered.

Annabel was sustained by an upswell of righteous fury; she swept past Gabriel with her head high and her shoulders back. The hem of her heavy skirt made a whispering sound against the smooth pinewood floor.

Inside the study, she stood near Gabriel’s vast cluttered desk and watched as he closed the double doors and turned to look at her.

He folded his arms. “All right, Annabel. Speak your piece. I have work to do.”

She battled a dizzying need to hurl something heavy at his head and commanded herself to speak calmly. A few words, nothing more rigorous than that, and it would be over, done with, the task she had rehearsed and dreaded these many months.

“As you may know, I have been living in England in recent years.”

Gabriel said nothing, but only waited, revealing nothing of his feelings, if he had any in the first place.

“I should like to receive gentlemen callers,” Annabel rushed on. “As a married woman, I have not thought that proper, but I am thirty-seven years old, after all, and, well, time is passing.”

Gabriel arched one golden eyebrow. “And?”

Annabel’s cheeks stung smartly, as if he’d slapped her. She drew herself up and held her chin high. “And I have come to ask you for a divorce.”

He was silent and as still as stone, and Annabel suffered an agony of suspense, awaiting his answer. It was, for her, as though all the air had somehow been drawn from the room in one great inhalation.

“Absolutely not,” he said, precisely when Annabel thought she might swoon for lack of breath.

She was stunned and, at the same time, relieved, though there would be no confessing this latter emotion, of course. Gabriel was refusing the divorce out of sheer cussedness, not some tender sentiment.

Overcome, Annabel spread a hand over her bosom and eased to one side of the desk, there to fall into a leather-upholstered chair.

“What?” she whispered. “Gabriel—why? Why would you refuse now, after all this time?”

He crossed the room to bend over her, his hands resting on the arms of her chair, his face so near her own that she could feel his breath on her skin. “Why? Because we made a promise, you and I. We took a vow.”

Annabel’s heart fluttered painfully. She looked away from Gabriel’s hard, unreadable face, then back again, angry and wounded. “A promise you have plainly held in high regard these many years!” she gibed, too frustrated to maintain her composure, precious though it was.

“I have indeed,” Gabriel said quietly. “Have you?”

Annabel flushed. The world was different for women than for men; she could not take lovers with the same impunity as her husband, had not even wanted to do so. She had been faithful to Gabriel. “Yes,” she spat, still imprisoned in her chair, between his two arms. “Yes, Gabriel, I have honored our wedding pledges, believe it or not. But I am tired of living half a life. I want a husband, babies.”

“Babies?” He looked surprised, as though he couldn’t imagine such an ancient and dried-up creature bearing children. He straightened and retreated a step. “Babies?”

Annabel glared at him defiantly. “Yes!” she cried. “Is that so difficult to believe? I am not a crone, Gabriel. Women my age have children all the time.”

He thrust himself away, moved to the liquor cabinet on the other side of the room, drew the lid from a crystal decanter, and splashed brandy into a snifter, heedless of the fact that breakfast had yet to be served.

“You have a husband, Annabel,” Gabriel said, taking a sip and then raising the glass in a toast. “And like it or not, for better or for worse, you’re stuck with me.”

Annabel closed her eyes in a desperate bid for self-control. “Will you force me to return to England and live in scandal?” she asked in exasperation.

Gabriel regarded her thoughtfully. “I don’t see how taking lovers would be any worse than presenting yourself to society as a divorced woman—that pretty much means ruin out here. But then, maybe that’s accepted in your more sophisticated circles.”

The words stung, as they were no doubt meant to do. Although divorce was common enough in certain sets, Annabel was at heart a traditional person. For her, ending the marriage before taking callers and proceeding with her life was a matter of honor.

“Damn you, Gabriel—why must you make this difficult?”

Gabriel set the brandy aside, barely touched. “Difficult? I think I’ve been pretty patient with you, Annabel. You left me while I was on the trail, and you took my son with you. A lot of men would have followed you back east and dragged you home by the hair.”

She looked away for a moment, backward through time, remembering how she had waited for him during those first awful months away, how she had prayed he would come back east to collect her and Nicholas. But no, he hadn’t cared about anything but his damnable ranch, his cattle, his mines and timber.

And Julia Sermon, of course. Oh, yes, he’d cared about her.

“Please, Gabriel, do not play the wronged husband. You were probably glad to be rid of me.”

Gabriel went to the door, laid a hand on the brass knob. “There will be no divorce,” he said. And then he was gone, leaving her sitting alone in that rustic study and very much at a loss. She had simply never troubled herself to plan beyond an initial refusal, convinced as she had been that Gabriel wished to be free.

It seemed she’d been mistaken. More than freedom, he wanted revenge.

Gabriel went outside to stand on the porch with one upraised arm braced against a support beam. In the distance he heard the first Independence Day firecrackers shattering the early morning peace. Annabel’s silly-looking hounds lay nearby, in the fragrant, dark purple shade of an overgrown lilac bush, curled up close together, their muzzles resting on their paws. They looked up at Gabe with baleful eyes.

The surrey was gone. He had personally ordered it moved before he entered the house to confront Annabel; the team had already been unhitched, watered, fed, and curried. At present, though, he wished he’d reserved the task for himself, for he was in profound need of distraction.

Annabel wanted a husband, a home, babies.

Their son had survived, if not their daughter. He’d given her a fine house, a bank account, all the clothes and trinkets and gewgaws a woman could ask for or expect. He’d loved her with all his being, damn it, and if she’d troubled herself to stay, there would surely have been more children after Nicholas and Susannah.

If Annabel had wanted a family, why had she left in the first place? It made no damned sense.

“I sent Ben and Jimmy to bring Nicholas back.”

Gabriel stiffened at the sound of Charlie’s voice, embarrassed, as if his thoughts and regrets and private injuries were outside his skin, for anybody to look at. “Damned Indian,” he muttered. “When are you going to stop sneaking up on me that way?”

“No time soon,” Charlie answered easily. “Got to admit, though, there’s not much challenge in it anymore. You’re getting old.”

“Annabel wants a divorce,” Gabe said, without planning to speak at all.

“So she claims,” Charlie replied, showing scant interest. “You’d better wash up, boss. Breakfast’s on the table, and my guess is you’ll be needing your strength.”



Two


NICHOLAS MCKEIGE WAS BARELY A MILE FROM HOME, his mind on one of Charlie’s home-cooked meals and the forthcoming Independence Day celebrations in Parable, when he came upon Ben Evans and Jimmy Conroy. They were riding hard, but when they saw him, they both drew up fast, which indicated to Nicholas that he’d been the object of their hurry.

He greeted the ranch hands with a grin but did not rein in his own gelding, a bay named Homebrew. Ben and Jimmy were both younger than Nicholas, yet they’d been working for his father for several years—people grew up fast out west, or else they didn’t grow up at all. They fell in on either side of him.

“It’s a lucky thing we found you,” Jimmy blurted. He was a good hand, but he would never change the world.

Nicholas pushed his hat to the back of his head and waited. Despite the smile he sustained, as impudent as he could make it, as usual, he was worried. For two of Gabe McKeige’s men to come looking for him in such an almighty rush was not a good sign—something had to be wrong at the ranch. His father took life seriously, and he wanted all of the men on the place doing their part, all the time. It was one of the reasons they fell out so often, the two of them.

“It’s your ma,” Ben put in eagerly, his little eyes wide in his pockmarked face, and right then Nicholas’s whole gut tightened up like a fist.

The grin fell off his face like a rock skittering down a cliffside. “What about her?” he demanded, drawing the trotting bay to a stop and thus forcing Ben and Jimmy to hold up, forming a two-man, two-horse half-circle in front of him.

The young ranch hands looked at each other in silent consultation.

“She’s back,” Jimmy said, after due deliberation.

Nicholas stared, at once relieved and stunned. “What?”

Ben gave a high, delighted giggle, like an old maid imparting scandal with tea and cookies. “She’s here, yes, sir, right here on this ranch. You ought to see the rig she showed up in—fancy as a circus wagon. And she’s got two dogs with her, near big as ponies.” He reached out to poke his smaller companion in the ribs. “Jimmy here could ride one of ’em.”

Nicholas spurred Homebrew forward, breaking through the crescent of horses and men like Moses parting the Red Sea, but he held the reins taut, let the gelding walk. Leaning forward to brace one forearm against the pommel of his saddle, he pondered the state of affairs awaiting him at the ranch house.

“Was my father around when she arrived?”

The boys tossed another happy grin back and forth between them.



“Yup,” said Jimmy. “Word spread clear out to the ranch in no time. She found him at the Samhill Saloon, bunkin’ in with Miss Julia Sermon.”

“Jesus,” Nicholas breathed. Just imagining the scene made the back of his neck prickle with sweat. “Was there bloodshed?” Nobody laughed, which was just as well. He hadn’t meant the inquiry as a joke.

A few minutes later he was home. He handed Homebrew over to his companions to be taken care of, a responsibility he had been strictly trained never to shirk, and, after one rueful glance down at his dirty clothes, entered the house by the kitchen door.

Charlie was washing dishes at the big metal sink. He gave Nicholas a look of quiet assessment, taking in his wind-tangled shoulder-length hair and otherwise generally sorry appearance. “You’ll never make an Indian, boy, if you don’t learn to spruce up once in a while.”

Nicholas chuckled, but in the next instant he was sober again. “Is it true? That Miss Annabel’s come back?” He couldn’t think of her as “Mother,” even in the privacy of his own mind. Where she was concerned, he had a lot of contrary feelings, and though he’d often tried, he’d never been able to sort them out. Not with so much ground and water getting in the way.

Charlie nodded, never pausing in the scouring of a pan. “It’s true, but the peace in this place is mighty delicate right now. Your pa ate his breakfast here in the kitchen, while Mrs. McKeige took her meal at the dining room table, as a lady could be expected to do.”

Nicholas got a mug down from a shelf and poured himself a dose of coffee from the pot on the stove. “Where are they?” he asked warily, after a bracing sip. Charlie’s brew tasted like corral mud, but it could be depended upon to give a man a sudden sort of stamina, if he didn’t mind the vertigo.

“Mrs. McKeige is upstairs, resting. I imagine your pa is outside someplace, gnawing down a tree with his teeth.”

Nicholas grinned. Nearly twenty, he was a man grown, with his own interests, his own money, his own women, but it still pleased him to have both his parents under one roof, figuratively at least. The situation put him in mind of two barn cats sealed up in the same five-gallon lard can.

Yes, sir, things were bound to be interesting around the homeplace, at least for a while.

“What do you want first?” Charlie asked, drying his hands on that ever-present apron of his and turning to face Nicholas straight on. “Breakfast or water for a bath?”

“Breakfast,” Nicholas said, after another gulp of the poisonous coffee. “I’ll go down to the spring to wash up.”

“Well, get yourself outside and scrub off the top layer of dirt anyhow,” Charlie demanded. “You aren’t clean enough to eat at my table.”

Obediently—and because he was hungry and damn tired of his own cooking—Nicholas set aside the mug, pumped a bucketful of water at the sink, and carried it outside to the wash bench. Charlie had a clean shirt and a towel ready by the time he was through lathering the upper half of his body and splashing off the suds.

He was seated at the table, tucking into a plate of eggs and venison hash, when his father appeared, making a noisy entrance through the back door.



“There you are,” he said to Nicholas, as he poured coffee for himself.

Charlie quietly vanished. He was probably the smartest person on the ranch.

“Here I am,” Nicholas replied, with the faintest hint of insolence in his tone. He supposed he loved Gabe as much as any man had ever loved his father, but that didn’t mean they got along well. They were too much alike, too bullheaded and fractious, bent on having things their own way, an insight Nicholas had come to at a fairly tender age.

Gabe brought his coffee to the table and sat down on the bench across from Nicholas. “You might want to move out to the bunkhouse for a while,” he said.

Nicholas widened his eyes for a moment. “Why?” He couldn’t remember ever seeing his father look so bewildered; in a man like Gabe McKeige, one of the most powerful ranchers in Nevada, the quality was entertaining indeed. “Is there going to be a reconciliation?”

Gabe gave him a warning look that took some of the grease off his wheels. “No,” he replied. “There’s going to be a war.”

“I wouldn’t want to miss that.”

Gabe glowered. “Too bad. It’s private.”

Nicholas finished off the last of his hash and downed what remained of his coffee. He wouldn’t have to worry about falling asleep before the Independence Day celebration got under way in town that night; thanks to Charlie’s paint remover, he’d probably be wide awake for a week.

Not, he thought to himself, that he’d miss the fireworks by staying home.

Nicholas made the charitable decision to let up on Gabe, since the man looked as if he’d been dragged over rough ground behind a horse weaned on Charlie’s coffee. “How is Miss Annabel? She’s well, isn’t she?”

Gabe looked rueful. “Annabel appears to be in fine health.”

“What brings her all the way out here? Last letter I had, she was in England, riding to the hounds and all that.”

Gabe’s face tightened into hard lines and sharp angles. “You’ll have to ask her about that.” He stared into his coffee for a few pensive moments, then met Nicholas’s gaze squarely. “Annabel’s real eager to see you, and she’s come a long way. You be kind to her, or you’ll give an accounting. Do I make myself understood?”

Charitably, Nicholas sloughed off a rush of resentment that Gabe thought he had to be told how to treat his mother; after all, it was barely ten in the morning, and the old man had already been through a full day’s misery. “Miss Annabel and I worked out our differences long ago,” he said, though in fact he often thought of how she’d dragged him away from everyone and everything he loved, all those years ago. And the memory still burned like the touch of a branding iron.

Gabe rose somewhat awkwardly from the bench—despite his size, he was an agile man, still limber even at his advanced age. “We’ve had a lot of strays lately,” he said, keeping his broad back to Nicholas while he set his cup in the sink. “Too many for coincidence. I’d like you to ride fence with some of the boys tomorrow and see if you can find the leak.”

Nicholas nodded, even though Gabe wasn’t looking at him. “You taking Miss Annabel to the picnic and the Independence Day dance?”

Gabe stiffened visibly but didn’t turn around. Nicholas recalled what Ben and Jimmy had told him—there’d been a scene when Miss Annabel showed up that morning. A public one, likely to live on in local legend. “I have work to do,” he said.

Nicholas shrugged. “I don’t reckon she’ll lack for dancing partners,” he remarked lightly. “I remember her as a mighty handsome woman.”

Gabe crossed the room in a few strides and went outside, slamming the door behind him with such force that Charlie’s tin dishes rattled on the shelves.

Nicholas smiled to himself as he carried his plate and silverware to the sink. It looked like the fourth of July would last a lot longer than one day that year. At least in terms of loud explosions.

Annabel awakened, refreshed, after a brief catnap. She was not a woman to sleep when the sun was up, even at the end of a long journey. The familiar sounds of a working ranch made a strange, rustic music, and she hummed as she dressed, donning a cheerful blue gown over her camisole and petticoats.

Before the full-length beveled mirror, which had belonged to Gabriel’s beautiful mother before the tragedy of her abduction, Annabel brushed her hair vigorously, plaited it into one long braid, and wound that loosely at the nape of her neck. Bending close to the glass to pin the soft coronet in place, she looked for gray hairs and found nary a one.

That morning’s conversation with Gabriel came back to her—indeed, it had never truly gone, having haunted her like a specter even while she dozed—and her recollections brought a rush of color to her cheeks. Why had it surprised him so, the news that she longed for love, for more children, for a real home?

Annabel turned sideways, inspecting her reflection in the looking glass. Never one to indulge in false humility, she knew she was a beautiful woman, with far more to offer than any mere girl. She’d been barely seventeen when she and Gabriel were married, and though she’d loved her husband wildly, she had been woefully ignorant in many ways.

They had learned lovemaking together, she and Gabriel, and they had taught each other well. They had built the ranch from a homestead Gabriel inherited from his father, one of the earliest settlers in the area, and, most importantly, they had created Nicholas.

Annabel turned and looked sadly at the big bed that dominated the room. Their son had been conceived there, born there, and so had their daughter. When Nicholas was very small, only two, and stricken with scarlet fever, she and Gabriel had tucked him in between them every night, as if to shelter him from death itself.

He’d rallied, and a few years later Susannah had fallen ill, and they’d done the same. The loss pierced Annabel’s heart afresh, old as it was.

Why, she wondered, had that tragedy driven her away from Gabriel, when it should have propelled her into his arms? He’d tried to console her, there was no denying that, but her grief had been consuming, all-encompassing, trapping her in an airless place, like a firefly in a jar.

She went to the window, pulled aside the gauzy curtain, gazed out over the land. Off by itself, on a small hillside, she could see Susannah’s monument, a stone angel, standing guard over the tiny grave.

Julia Sermon had been part of the problem, of course—Annabel had always been jealous of her odd closeness with Gabriel—but it wasn’t as simple as that. Sure, he’d spent a lot more time with Miss Sermon after Susannah’s death, but now, after more than a dozen years, Annabel was ready to take at least part of the blame upon herself.

In her sorrow she had not been a real wife to him. She had not been unwilling to respond to his attempts to reach her; indeed she had never drawn a breath without loving him since the first day they met—she fifteen, he sixteen—in the churchyard in Parable. No, she had been unable to respond.

The illegitimate child of a handsome disinherited Englishman with a penchant for gambling, drinking, and wandering, Annabel had no recollection of her American mother, though she’d known her maiden aunt, Beatrice, well enough to flee to her, in later years, with a young son in tow.

Ellery Latham, Annabel’s father, had been a remittance man, the ne’er-do-well second son of a prominent family, with a past so infamous that even as an adult, having spent much time in England, Annabel did not know the full extent of his youthful sins. Nor did she wish to be enlightened.

In the end, what mattered was that Ellery had been paid, by his grandfather, to stay out of England forever, and denied all access to the family home, a spectacular place called Evanwood, within hailing distance of Warwick Castle.

All the while she was growing up, being dragged from one city to another, and finally, when her father had made too many enemies, from one town to another, Annabel had heard stories of the family home. And she had ached to go there, to be received as a member of the dwindling Latham clan, before it was too late to be accepted.

To her, faraway Evanwood had seemed almost magical. There, the child Annabel had dreamed, she would not be the child of a penniless, if charming, vagabond. There she would be a member of some respectable group, a person who belonged.

That fantasy of mending the breach and fitting in had never come true, despite Annabel’s efforts, though it had consumed her youth and practically obsessed her. She had often been a guest at Evan-wood, now the property of her sickly, suspicious and snobbish cousin Peers, but she was still a stranger.

These days she kept a manor house nearby, thanks to a generous allowance from Gabriel, complete with liveried footmen and inside servants, and she had a circle of amusing friends. Evanwood and the life that should have been hers were as elusive as ever; indeed, she had long since stopped wanting them.

Annabel set her jaw. She wasn’t ready to give up on the things she did want, however. She was constitutionally incapable of that.

After another quick glance in the mirror, Annabel left the room, with its great, empty bed and its multitude of sweet and bitter memories, and progressed along the corridor and down the stairs with studied grace.

Charlie was in the entryway, presenting an incongruous picture as he swiped at a massive coat tree with a feather duster. His smile was gracious, genuine. Would that Gabriel might have met her with even that much civility. Would that he had been anywhere but at the Samhill Saloon, having just passed the night in the arms of Miss Julia Sermon, his devoted comforter.

“Feeling better, Mrs. McKeige?” Charlie asked.

Annabel smoothed her hair, even though she knew it was perfect, had taken care that it should be. “Much better, thank you,” she replied.

Charlie went right on dusting, having progressed to the long, slim marble-topped table where Gabriel always tossed his hat when he came in. “Might be somebody you want to see out at the corral,” he suggested, twinkling a little.

She felt a rush of sweet tension. Gabriel? Perhaps he had relented, realized how unreasonable he was being about the divorce. The thought left her oddly deflated.

“Nicholas is home from the hills,” Charlie prompted gently. Annabel had forgotten his unnerving knack for guessing what people were thinking.

“Nicholas!” Annabel’s joy was sudden and ferocious. She had not expected to see her son for days, since he had not been present upon her arrival, and now, suddenly, blessedly, the reunion she had so long anticipated, and rehearsed over and over in her thoughts, was at hand.

“Take that little umbrella of yours along,” Charlie suggested, ever practical. “Sun’s hot.”

Annabel was too anxious to see Nicholas to bother with retrieving her parasol. She nodded at Charlie in insincere compliance and dashed out of the house and across the porch. Her dogs, waiting faithfully in the shade of the lilac bush, got to their feet and trotted after her.



Holding her skirts at ankle height, Annabel hurried across the sweet grass in the side yard, past a line of men’s clothing drying in the breathlessly warm air.

Rounding the corner of the house, Annabel spotted the corral in the distance, and the fine figure of a youthful man leaning against the high fence, looking on with interest as one of the ranch hands broke a horse to ride.

Annabel stopped, filled with a wild and instant fear. When she’d last seen Nicholas, he’d been a small, recalcitrant boy, Gabriel in miniature, solemnly informing her that if she didn’t send him back to Nevada, he’d run off and find some way to get there on his own. She’d never questioned the fact that he’d been entirely serious about the threat. Nicholas had never really been a child at all, except physically.

Now he was grown up, almost as tall as Gabriel. His hair was fair, like his father’s, but longer, and tied back with some kind of narrow cord. He wore black trousers, boots, and a loose-fitting shirt, but no hat.

Annabel’s heart pounded with anticipation and a terrible anxiety. Despite the letters and one or two photographic likenesses that she and Nicholas had exchanged over the years, she was not well acquainted with the man he had become. She couldn’t guess how he would receive her, for though his letters had been cordial enough, he had said little or nothing about his feelings and had pointedly ignored her every reference to the past. Not one of her hundreds, possibly thousands, of explanations and apologies had ever drawn a response from him. He’d written about a succession of horses and dogs, hunting trips and cattle drives, and passed on a lot of innocuous information about his father and his beloved aunt Jessie. In recent years he had mentioned numerous young women, though always with a forbearance that had made her smile.

Now, as if he sensed her presence, Nicholas turned to look in her direction.

Annabel stopped, frozen in midstride, wanting desperately to approach him, take him into her arms, tell him how dearly she loved him, but afraid. Dear God, if he rejected her, she did not know how she would bear it.

He started slowly toward her, and that enabled Annabel to take one tentative step, follow it up with another, and another.

They met exactly halfway between the corral and the house.

“Miss Annabel,” Nicholas said, with a polite nod. His blue eyes, so like Gabriel’s, betrayed no expression other than simple civility.

“Nicholas,” Annabel marveled, and the name came out as a hoarse whisper. “Oh, Nicholas.” Where she could not move before, now she could not hold herself back. She stepped forward and put her arms around her son. Her child.

Although Nicholas did not embrace Annabel, neither did he resist. He simply stood there, within the tight grasp of her arms, betraying nothing—no tension, no anger, no love.

She stepped back, her eyes clouded with happy tears, and cupped his clean-shaven face in her hands. Although beards and sideburns and mustaches were very much in fashion, neither Nicholas nor Gabriel wore them, and Annabel was glad.
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