
        
            
                
            
        

    Dear Reader,
A Wanted Man is the story of two passionate people with secrets to keep. Rowdy Rhodes appeared very briefly in The Man from Stone Creek, and the first time he walked onto the stage of my mind, I knew he would have his own story. Rowdy is a fascinating enigma, an outlaw with honor, a fugitive with courage, a teller of truth whose whole life is basically a lie. Lark Morgan, the woman he didn't plan on meeting, let alone loving, is guarding dangerous secrets of her own. So come along with Rowdy, Lark and me on a journey to Stone Creek as it was in the turbulent early years of the last century.
I also wanted to write today to tell you about a special group of people with whom I've recently become involved. It is The Humane Society of the United States (HSUS), specifically their Pets for Life program.
The Pets for Life program is one of die best ways to help your local shelter—that is to help keep animals out of shelters in the first place. Something as basic as keeping a collar and tag on your pet all the time, so if he gets out and gets lost, he can be returned home. Being a responsible pet owner. Spaying or neutering your pet. And not giving up when things don't go perfectly. If your dog digs in the yard, or your cat scratches the furniture, know that these are problems that can be addressed. You can find all the information about these and many other common problems at www.petsforlife.org. This campaign is focused on keeping pets and their people together for a lifetime.
As many of you know, my own household includes two dogs, two cats and four horses, so this is a cause that is near and dear to my heart. I hope you'll get involved along with me.
May you be blessed.
With love,
Linda Lael Miller
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Stone Creek, Arizona Territory
January, 1905
Rowdy Rhodes leaned back in the whorehouse bathtub, a cheroot jutting from between his teeth, and sighed as he waited for the chill of a high-country winter to seep out of his bones.
Jolene, an aging madam with pockmarked skin, three visible teeth and a bustle the size of the Sonoran Desert, sloshed another bucketful of steaming water at his feet. "I done seen everything now," she told him, her eyes narrowed in lascivious speculation as she studied Rowdy's submerged frame. "Ain't nobody never brought a dog to my bathhouse before."
Pardner, the old yellow hound, sat soaked and bewildered in the tub next to Rowdy's. He'd gotten pretty scruffy on the long ride up from Haven, the dog had, and Rowdy meant to take him for barbering next. They could both do with a haircut, and Rowdy was itching for a shave.
Pardner was just plain itching.
"Always a first time," Rowdy said, drawing on the cheroot and then blowing a smoke ring.
Jolene lingered, probably hoping to do less-hygienic business, but willing to settle for whatever conversation might come her way. "It's one thing, you payin' for clean water for yourself, but I don't see how as it makes a difference to the dog."
Rowdy grinned and blew another smoke ring. "We'll be wanting steaks, soon as we're dried off and decent, if you can scare them up," he told Jolene. "Pardner likes his rare."
"If that don't beat all," Jolene said, pondering the hound. "I can get steaks, all right, but they'll cost you a pretty penny. And if you've a mind to pass the time upstairs with any of my girls, cowboy, your partner here will have to wait in the hall."
Given that he was naked, and in a prone position, Rowdy didn't see any profit in pointing out that he didn't have truck with whores. His .44 was within easy reach, as always, but shooting a woman, saint or sinner, was outside the boundaries of his personal code. Unless, of course, she drew first.
"No time for idling with the ladies," he said, feigning regret. He idled with plenty of ladies, whenever he got the chance, but he favored fine, upstanding widows.
"You lookin' for ranch work?" Jolene asked, in no apparent hurry to rustle up the steaks.
"Maybe," Rowdy answered. The truth was, he'd been summoned to Stone Creek by none other than Major John Blackstone and Sam O'Ballivan, an Arizona Ranger he'd chanced to encounter down south, a little over a year before, in the border town of Haven. He'd come partly because he and Pardner hadn't had anything better to do, and because he was curious. And there were a few other reasons, too.
He suspected his pa was somewhere in these parts, up to his old tricks, for one.
"Try Sam O'Ballivan's place," Jolene said helpfully. "Sam's a fair man, and he's always hirin' on hands to feed them cattle of his."
Rowdy nodded. "Obliged," he said.
"Not that you're hurtin' for money, if you can afford clean bathwater and a steak for a dog," Jolene added.
"A man can always use money," Rowdy allowed, wishing Jolene would order up the steaks, go back to riding herd over the drunks he'd seen out front in the saloon swilling whiskey, and leave him to bathe in peace.
Pardner gave a despairing whimper.
"Just bide there for a while," Rowdy told him quietly.
Pardner huffed out a sigh and hunkered down to endure. He was a faithful old fella, Pardner was. He'd trotted alongside Rowdy's horse for the first few miles out of Haven, but then he'd gotten footsore and come the rest of the way in the saddle. As they traveled north, the weather got colder, and they'd shared Rowdy's dusty old canvas coat.
Remembering the looks they'd gotten from the townsfolk, him and Pardner, riding into town barely an hour before, Rowdy smiled. Even with a new and modern century underway, the Arizona Territory was still wild and woolly, and odd sights were plentiful. He wouldn't have thought a man and a dog on the back of the same horse would attract so much notice.
"You run along and see to those steaks," Rowdy told Jolene. Even with the bucketful of hot water she'd just poured into his tub, the bath was lukewarm, and there was cold air coming up through the cracks between the ancient, warped floorboards. He wanted to scrub himself down with the harsh yellow soap provided, dry off, and get into the clean duds he'd saved for the purpose.
Of course, Pardner needed sudsing, too, and Rowdy didn't reckon even Jolene's services extended quite that far.
Jolene hadn't had her fill of visiting, that much was clear by her disgruntled aspect, but she lit out for the kitchen, just the same.
Rowdy finished his bath, dressed himself, then laundered Pardner as best he could. He was toweling the poor critter off with a burlap feed sack when he heard the sound of spurs chinking just outside the door.
Rowdy didn't hold with the use of spurs, branding irons or barbed wire. Whenever he encountered any one of those three things, he bristled on the inside.
Out of habit he touched the handle of his .44, just to make sure it was on his left hip, where it ought to be.
Pardner bared his teeth and snarled when two drifters strolled in.
"Easy," Rowdy told the animal, rising from a crouch to stand facing the strangers. One was short, and the other tall. Both were in sore need of a bath, not to mention the services of a dentist.
The short one looked Pardner over, scowling. His right hand eased toward the .45 in his holster.
Rowdy's own .44 was in his hand so fast he might have willed it there, instead of drawing. "I wouldn't," he said affably.
"It's a hell of a thing when a man's expected to bathe himself in a dog's water," the taller one observed. He had a long, narrow face, full of sorrow, and thin brown hair that clung to the shape of his head, as if afraid of blowing away in a high wind.
"For an extra nickel," Rowdy said, "you can have your own."
The short man took a step toward Rowdy, and it was the tall one who reached out an arm and stopped him. "Me and Willie, here, we don't want no trouble. We're just lookin' for hot water and women."
Willie subsided, but he didn't look too happy about it. Rowdy reckoned he'd have shot Pardner just for being there, if he'd had his druthers. Fortunately for him, his sidekick had interceded before it would have been necessary to put a bullet through his heart.
Pardner, who looked a sight with his fur all ruffled up and standing upright on his hide like quills on a porcupine, from the rubdown with a burlap sack, growled low and in earnest.
Yes, sir, Rowdy thought, looking down at him, he did want barbering.
"That dog bite?" Willie asked. A muscle twitched in the beard stubble along his right cheek. He carried himself like a man of little consequence determined to give another kind of impression.
"Only if provoked," Rowdy answered mildly, slipping the .44 back into its holster. He was hungry, but he tarried, for it was his habit to take careful note of everyone he encountered, be they friend or foe. Pappy had taught him that, and it had proved a useful skill.
Just then Jolene trundled in with the littlest Chinaman Rowdy had ever seen trotting behind her. The sight put him in mind of a loaded barge cutting through the muddy Mississippi with a rowboat bobbing in its wake.
"Ten cents if you want clean water," Jolene told the new arrivals, clearly relishing the prospect of ready commerce. "A nickel if you don't mind secondhand."
Willie and the sidekick didn't look as though they were in a position to be too picky.
"A dime for a tub of hot water?" Willie demanded, aggrieved. "It's plain robbery."
The tall man took a tobacco sack from the inside pocket of his coat and dumped a pile of change into a palm. After counting out the coins carefully, he handed them over to Jolene.
"We'll have the best of your services," he said formally.
The Chinaman, strong for his size, nodded at a go-ahead from Jolene and turned Pardner's tub over onto its side, so the water poured down through the gaps between the floorboards.
"I ain't bathin' in the same tub as no dog, Harlan," Willie told his friend stoutly.
Harlan sighed. "Willie, sometimes you are a trial to my spirit," he said. "That mutt was probably cleaner than you are before he even set foot in this place."
"Them steaks are about ready," Jolene informed Rowdy, giving Pardner a dark assessment. "I don't reckon the dog could eat out back, instead of in my dining room?"
"You 'don't reckon' right," Rowdy said pleasantly. With cordial nods to Harlan and Willie, he made for the bathhouse door, Pardner right on his heels.
Lark Morgan watched slantwise from an upstairs window of Mrs. Porter's Rooming House as the stranger strode across the road from Jolene Bell's establishment to the barbershop, the dog walking close by his side.
The man wore a trail coat that could have used a good shaking out, and his hair, long enough to curl at the back of his collar, gleamed pale gold in the afternoon sunlight. His hat was battered, but of good quality, and the same could be said of his boots. While not necessarily a person of means, he was no ordinary saddle bum, either.
And that worried Lark more than anything else— except maybe the bulge low on his left hip, indicating that he was wearing a sidearm.
She frowned. Drew back from the window when the stranger suddenly turned, his gaze slicing to the very window she was peering out of, as surely as if he'd felt her watching him. Her heart rose into her throat and fluttered there.
A hand coming to rest on her arm made her start.
Ellie Lou Porter, her landlady, stepped back, her eyes wide. Mrs. Porter was a doelike creature, tiny and frail and painfully plain. Behind that unremarkable face, however, lurked a shrewd and very busy brain.
"I'm so sorry, Lark," Mrs. Porter said, watching through the window as the stranger finally turned away and stepped into the barbershop, taking the dog with him. "I didn't mean to frighten you."
Lark willed her heart to settle back into its ordinary place and beat properly. "You didn't," she lied. "I was just—distracted, and you caught me off guard."
Mrs. Porter smiled knowingly. There wasn't much that went on in or around Stone Creek, Lark had quickly learned, that escaped the woman's scrutiny. "His name is Rowdy Rhodes," she said, evidently speaking of the stranger who had just entered the barbershop. "As you may know, my cook, Mai Lee, is married to Jolene's houseboy, and she carries a tale readily enough." She paused, shuddering, though whether over Jolene or the houseboy, Lark had no way of knowing. "It's got to be an alias, of course," Mrs. Porter finished.
Lark was not reassured. If it hadn't been against her better judgment, she'd have gone right down to the barbershop, a place where women were no more welcome than in her former husband's gentlemen's club in Denver, and demanded that the stranger explain himself and his presence in her hiding place.
"Do you think he's a gunslinger?" she asked, trying to sound merely interested. In her mind she was already packing her things, preparing to catch the first stagecoach out of Stone Creek, heading anywhere. Fast.
"Could be," Mrs. Porter said thoughtfully. "Or he might be a lawman."
"He's probably just passing through."
"I don't think so," Mrs. Porter replied, her face draped in the patterned shadow of the lace curtains covering the hallway window.
"What makes you say that?" Lark wanted to know.
Mrs. Porter smiled. "It's just a feeling I have," she said. "Whoever he is, he's got business around here. He moves like a man with a purpose he means to accomplish."
Lark was further discomforted. She barely knew her landlady, but she'd ascertained at their first meeting that Mrs. Porter was alarmingly perceptive. Although the other woman hadn't actually contradicted Lark's well-rehearsed story that she was a maiden schoolteacher, she'd taken pointed notice of her new boarder's velvet traveling suit, Parisian hat, costly trunk and matching reticules.
Stupid, Lark thought, remembering the day, a little over three months before, when she'd presented herself at Mrs. Porter's door and inquired after a room. I should have worn calico, or bombazine.
Now, in light of the stranger's arrival, she had more to worry about than her wardrobe, plainly more suited to the wife of a rich and powerful man than an underpaid schoolmarm. What if Autry had found her, at long last? What if he'd sent Rowdy Rhodes, or whoever he was, to drag her back to Denver or, worse yet, simply kill her?
Lark suppressed a shudder. Autry's reach was long, and so was his memory. He was a man of savage pride, and he wouldn't soon forget the humiliation she'd dealt him by the almost-unheard-of act of filing for a divorce. Denver society was probably still twittering over the scandal.
"Come downstairs, dear," Mrs. Porter said, with unexpected gentleness. "I'll brew us a nice pot of tea, and we'll chat."
Lark wanted to refuse the invitation—wished she'd said right away that she needed to work out lesson plans for the coming week, or shop for toiletries at the mercantile, or run some other Saturday errand, but she hadn't. And she'd surely aroused Mrs. Porter's assiduous curiosity by jumping at the touch of her hand.
"Thank you," she said, smiling determinedly and under no illusion that Mrs. Porter wanted to "chat." Lark knew she was a puzzle to her landlady, one the woman meant to solve. "That would be very nice. If I could just freshen up a little—"
Mrs. Porter nodded her acquiescence, returned Lark's smile and descended the back stairway, into the kitchen.
Lark hurried into her room, shut the door and leaned against it, staring at her own reflection in the bureau mirror directly opposite. She'd dyed her fair hair a dark shade of chestnut, in an effort to disguise herself, but her brown eyes, once her greatest vanity, were her most distinguishing feature, and there had, of course, been nothing she could do about them. She supposed she might have purchased dark glasses and pretended to be blind, but her funds had been nearly exhausted by the time she reached Stone Creek, and she'd needed immediate employment. Even in an isolated place like that one, where teachers were hard to come by, nobody would have hired someone with such a hindrance and, besides, the illusion of blindness would have been almost impossible to sustain.
Keeping her hair dyed was hard enough.
She laid a hand to her bosom and forced herself to breathe slowly and deeply. She mustn't panic. Most likely Mr. Rhodes was merely passing through, whatever Mrs. Porter's speculations to the contrary.
Lark smoothed her crisp black skirt, straightened the cameo at the throat of her white shirtwaist, patted her hair. She'd been reckless, keeping the clothes from her old life, and she should have changed her first name, too, as well as her last. Autry had taken everything else from her—her pride, her self-respect, her dignity. She'd fled with her favorite gowns, two weeks' allowance, and the money he kept hidden in the humidor in his study.
A few garments and the name her mother had given her at birth seemed little enough to claim as her own.
After steadying herself as best she could, Lark walked decorously to the top of the stairs, glided down them and swept into Mrs. Porter's spacious, homey kitchen. The huge black cookstove, with its shining chrome trim, radiated warmth, and the delicious scent of brewing tea filled the room.
"I've set out a plate of my lemon tarts," Mrs. Porter said, with a nod to the offering in the center of the round oak table. "Mr. Porter loved them, you know." She paused, sighed sadly. "Dear Mr. Porter."
Lark assumed Mr. Porter was deceased, since Mrs. Porter always referred to him in the past tense, but there were signs of his presence all over the house. His hat still hung on a brass hook in the front entry way, for instance, and books with his name inscribed on the flyleaf lay open, here and there, as though he'd just been perusing them. A half-smoked cigar lay in the ashtray on his desk in the study, and his birthday—January 28—was noted on the wall calendar next to the pantry door.
Not quite daring to inquire after him, Lark simply nodded and helped herself to one of the tarts.
"Sit down and make yourself comfortable, dear," Mrs. Porter urged. "One shouldn't eat standing up. It's bad for the digestion."
Circumspectly Lark took a chair, careful to avoid Mr. Porter's. Roomers came and went, but, as if by tacit agreement, no one ever sat in Mr. Porter's place. At present, Lark was the only permanent boarder, although a traveling dry goods salesman occasionally took the large room adjoining the kitchen.
Secretly Lark coveted that room, because it had its own entrance, a brick fireplace, a desk and a small sitting area, but the price of it was beyond her means. Ironic, she reflected, since her weekly budget for freshly cut flowers to grace her dining room table back in Denver would have covered a month's rent, with money to spare.
"Maybe he's come to work on the railroad," Mrs. Porter speculated suddenly.
Lark hoped the look on her face would pass for puzzlement, though it was actually apprehension. Had she realized the railroad was coming to Stone Creek, she wouldn't even have gotten off the stagecoach at all, let alone taken a room and applied for the recently vacated teaching position at the town's primitive little school. Indeed, she'd been settled in before she'd known, with the last of her funds spent to secure living quarters.
Mrs. Porter smiled brightly, setting two bone china teacups on the table with a merry little clatter. "I'm referring to Rowdy Rhodes, of course," she explained, her tone cheerful, her eyes alert. "Mr. Porter always complained that I just say things, out of the clear blue sky, with no sort of preamble whatsoever." She paused, frowning a little. "Yes, I'm sure he's here to help build the railroad."
"It's quite all right," Lark said. Everyone else in Stone Creek was excited at the prospect of train tracks and a depot linking them to such far-flung places as Flagstaff and Phoenix; the economic benefits were considerable. To Lark, however, the coming of the railroad meant disaster, because Autry owned it. By spring, the countryside would be crawling with his minions and henchmen—he might even show up himself.
Just the thought of that made her shiver.
Mrs. Porter sat down, then poured tea from the lovely pot, which matched the cups and saucers. Looking at the delicate objects, Lark was seized by a sudden and poignant yearning for the life she'd left behind. Unfortunately, that life had included Autry Whitman, and therefore been untenable.
"How are things going at school?" Mrs. Porter asked companionably, but the questions she really wanted to ask were visible in her eyes.
Who are you, really?
Where did you come from?
And why are you so frightened all the time?
A part of Lark would have loved to answer those questions with stark honesty. Her secrets were a very heavy burden indeed, and Mrs. Porter, while an obvious gossip, was a friendly woman with motherly ways.
"Little Lydia Fairmont is finally learning to write her letters properly," Lark said, glad of the change of subject. "She's a bright child, but she has a great deal of trouble with penmanship."
Mrs. Porter sighed and stared into her teacup. "Mr. Porter loved to read," she said. "And he wrote a very fine hand. Copperplate, you know. Quite elegant."
"I'm sure he did," Lark replied, saddened. Then, tentatively, she ventured, "You must miss him very much."
Mrs. Porter's spine straightened. "He's gone," she said, almost tersely, "and that's the end of it."
Feeling put in her place, Lark busied herself stirring more milk into her tea. "I'm sorry," she said. "I didn't mean to pry."
Mrs. Porter patted her hand, her touch light and cool. The house was large, and it was cold, except for the kitchen, since the fireplaces in the parlor and dining room were never lit. When she wasn't at school, where there was a potbellied stove and plenty of wood, Lark either shivered in her room, bundled in a quilt or read at the table where she was sitting now.
There had been no snow since before Christmas, but the weather was bitter, just the same. Would the winter never end? Though spring would surely bring trouble, Lark longed for it with helpless desperation.
"No need to apologize, dear," Mrs. Porter said graciously. "Have another lemon tart."
Lark, who had been hungry ever since she'd fled Denver, did not hesitate to accept the offered refreshment.
The back door opened, and Mai Lee, Mrs. Porter's cook, dashed in, a shawl pulled tightly around her head and shoulders. She carried a grocery basket over one arm, with a plucked chicken inside, its head lolling over one side.
"Make supper, chop-chop," Mai Lee said.
"Have some tea first," Mrs. Porter told the woman kindly. "You look chilled to the bone."
"No, no," Mai Lee answered, hanging up her shawl and setting the basket decisively on the worktable next to the stove. "Stand here. Be warm. Cook chicken."
Mrs. Porter rose from her chair, fetched another china cup and saucer from the breakfront, with its curvy glass doors, and poured tea, adding generous portions of sugar and milk. "Drink this," she told Mai Lee, "or you'll catch your death."
Dutifully Mai Lee accepted the tea, only to set it aside and grab the dead chicken by its neck. "I tell man at mercantile, chop off head," she announced. "But he no do." Her eyes glowed with excitement. "On way there, I see Rowdy Rhodes in barbershop. He getting haircut. Dog getting haircut, too. Horse at livery stable, plenty of grain."
Mrs. Porter sat down again, poured herself more tea and took a tart, nibbling delicately at the edge. "Mai Lee," she said appreciatively, "it will be the Lord's own wonder if I don't lose you to the newspaper one of these days. You'd be a very good reporter."
"I no read or write," Mai Lee lamented good-naturedly, spreading her hands wide for emphasis before slamming the chicken down on the chopping board to whack off its head with one sure stroke of the butcher knife. "Cannot be reporter."
"How did you know Mr. Rhodes's horse was at the livery stable, let alone how much grain it receives?" Mrs. Porter asked, both amused and avidly curious.
Mai Lee frowned as she worked her way through the intricacies of the question, put to her in a language that was not her own. "I hear man talking outside barbershop," she said finally. "He work at stable."
"Ah," Mrs. Porter said. "What else did you learn about Mr. Rhodes?"
Mai Lee giggled. She might have been sixteen—or sixty. Lark couldn't tell by her appearance, and it was the same with her husband, who joined her each night, late, to share a narrow bed in the nook beneath the main staircase, and was invariably gone by daylight. Both of them were ageless.
From the limited amount of information she'd been able to gather, Lark surmised that the couple was saving practically every cent they earned to buy a little plot of land and raise vegetables for sale to the growing community.
"He handsome," Mai Lee confided, when she'd recovered from her girlish mirth. "Eyes blue, like sky. Hair golden. Smile—" here, she laid a hand to her flat little chest "—make knees bend."
"He smiled at you?" Lark asked, and could have chewed up her tongue and swallowed it for revealing any interest at all.
Mrs. Porter looked at her, clearly intrigued.
Mai Lee began hacking the chicken into pieces and nodded. "Through window of barbershop. I look. He wink at me." She giggled again. "Not tell husband."
The pit of Lark's stomach did a peculiar little flip. She'd seen Mr. Rhodes only from a distance; he might have been handsome, as Mai Lee claimed, or ugly as the floor of a henhouse. And what did she care, either way, if he winked at women?
It only went to prove he was a rounder and a rascal.
With luck, he'd move on, and she'd never have to make his acquaintance at all.
Unless, of course, Autry had paid him to track her down.
Suddenly Lark was as cold as if she'd been sitting outside, under a bare-limbed oak tree, instead of smack in the middle of Mrs. Porter's cozy kitchen.
Mai Lee proceeded to build up the fire in the cook-stove, then placed a skillet on top and lobbed in a spoonful of lard. She peeled potatoes while the pan heated, a model of brisk efficiency, and politely spurned Lark's offer to help.
Mrs. Porter sat in companionable silence, sipping her tea and flipping through that week's copy of the Stone Creek Courier. Lark set the table for three, while the aroma of frying chicken filled the kitchen. Steam veiled the windows.
Lark picked up a book, a favorite she'd owned since childhood, and buried herself in the story. She'd read it countless times, but she never tired of the tale, in which a young woman, fallen upon hard and grievous times, offered herself up as a mail-order bride, married a taciturn farmer, slowly won his heart and bore his children.
The knock at the back door brought her sharply back to ordinary reality.
"Now who could that be?" Mrs. Porter mused, moving to answer.
A blast of frigid air rushed into the room.
And there in the open doorway stood Rowdy Rhodes, in his long, black coat, freshly shaven and barbered, holding his hat in one hand. Mai Lee had been right about his blue eyes and his smile.
Lark was glad she was sitting down.
"I heard you might have rooms to let," he said, and though he was addressing Mrs. Porter, his gaze strayed immediately to Lark. A slight frown creased the space between his brows. "Of course, you'd have to let my dog stay, too."
The yellow hound ambled past him as if it had lived in that house forever, sniffed the air, which was redolent with frying chicken, and marched himself over to the stove, where he lay down with a weary, grateful sigh.
Mrs. Porter, Lark thought, with frantic relief, was a fastidious housekeeper, and she would never allow a dog. She would surely turn Mr. Rhodes away.
"It's two dollars a week," Mrs. Porter said instead, casting a glance back at Lark. "Normal price is $ 1.50, but, with the dog—"
Rhodes smiled again, once he'd shifted his attention back to the landlady. "Sounds fair," he said. "Mr. Sam O'Ballivan will vouch for me, if there's any question of my character."
"Come in," Mrs. Porter fussed, fond as a mother welcoming home a prodigal son, heretofore despaired of. "Supper's just about ready."
No, Lark thought desperately.
The dog sighed again, very contentedly, and closed its eyes.
Mai Lee stepped over the animal to turn the chicken with a meat fork and then poke at the potatoes boiling in a kettle. She kept stealing glances at Rhodes.
"I'll show you your room and get a fire going in there," Mrs. Porter said, only then closing the door against the bite of a winter evening. "Land sakes, it's been cold lately. I do hope you haven't traveled far in this weather."
Lark stood up, meaning to express vigorous dissent, and sat down again when words failed her.
Mr. Rhodes, who had yet to extend the courtesy of offering his name, noted the standing and sitting, and responded with a slight and crooked grin.
The pit of Lark's stomach fluttered.
Mrs. Porter led the new boarder straight to the room at the back, with its fireplace and outside door and lovely writing desk. The dog got up and lumbered after them.
For a moment, Lark was so stricken by jealousy that she forgot she might be in grave peril. Then, her native practicality emerged. Even presuming Mr. Rhodes was not in Autry's employ, he was a stranger, and he carried a gun. He could murder them all in their beds.
Mai Lee set another place at the table.
Voices sounded from the next room. Lark discerned that Mrs. Porter had undertaken to lay a fire, and Mr. Rhodes had promptly assumed the task.
Lark stood up, intending to dash upstairs and lock herself in her room until she had a chance to speak privately with Mrs. Porter, but Rhodes reappeared before she could make another move. She dropped back into her chair and was treated to second look of amusement from the lodger.
Indignant color surged into Lark's face.
Mrs. Porter prattled like a smitten schoolgirl, offering Mr. Rhodes a tart and running on about how it was good to have a man in the house again, what with poor, dear Mr. Porter gone and all. Why, the world was going straight to Hades, if he'd pardon her language, and on a greased track, too.
Rhodes crossed to the table, took one of the tarts and bit into it, studying Lark with his summer-blue eyes as he chewed. He'd left his coat behind in his room, and the gun belt with it, but Lark was scarcely comforted.
He could be a paid assassin.
He could be an outlaw, or a bank robber.
And whatever his name was, Lark would have bet a year's salary it wasn't Rowdy Rhodes.
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Payton Yarbro—Jack Payton to anybody who asked—sat with one booted foot braced against a win-dowsill, in the apartment back of Ruby's Saloon and Poker House in Flagstaff, smoking a cheroot and pondering the sorry state of the train robbing business in general and his feckless sons in particular.
He had six of them, at least that he knew of. Wyatt was the eldest—he'd be thirty-five on his next birthday, sometime in April, though Payton was damned if he could recall the exact date. Then came Nicholas, followed in short order by Ethan and Levi, who were twins, then Robert and, like a caboose, young Gideon, who'd just turned sixteen. He'd come along late, like an afterthought, and Miranda had died giving him life.
Payton tried not to hold it against boy—it purely wasn't his fault—but sometimes, when a melancholy mood struck, he couldn't help it.
She'd driven her ducks to a poor pond marrying up with Payton Yarbro, Miranda had. Five of her sons were wanted by the law, and the sixth, Gideon, was likely to get himself into trouble first chance he got. Like as not, that opportunity wouldn't be long in coming, for Gideon, like his brothers, was a spirited lad, half again too smart for his own good, hotheaded and reckless. By necessity the boy already lived, without knowing, under a partial alias—went by the surname of Payton.
Robert—he'd been Miranda's favorite, and she'd called him Rob, after some swashbuckling fellow in a book—used his nickname and a moniker meant to stick in Payton's craw.
There was no telling what the others had come to by now.
Maybe Miranda's prayers had been answered, and they'd all married and settled down to live upstanding, law-abiding lives.
Of course, the odds were better that they'd been hanged or gotten themselves killed in a gunfight over a woman or a game of cards, out behind some whiskey palace.
Payton sighed. At least he knew where Gideon was—sulking in the saloon, where Ruby had set him the task of raking the sawdust clean of cigar butts, peanut shells and spittle. Wyatt and the others, well, if they were alive at all, could be just about anyplace. Scattered to the winds, his boys.
Miranda, God rest her valiant soul, was probably rolling over in her grave. She'd been a good, church-going woman, hardworking and faithful—at least, so far as Payton knew—with a Bible verse at the ready to suit just about any situation. She'd never given up hope that her sons would find the straight-and-narrow path and follow it, despite all contradictory evidence.
She'd called it faith.
Payton called it foolish sentiment.
How she'd ever fallen in love with and married the likes of him—and borne him six sons into the bargain— was a mystery to be solved by better minds than his.
She'd stayed with him, too, Miranda had, even with another man ready to offer for her, if she'd been free. She'd died wearing his narrow gold wedding band and honoring the vows they'd made in front of a circuit preacher nine months and five minutes before Wyatt had come along.
Pity he hadn't lived up to her example.
He shifted in his chair, wished he could shut the window against the bitter chill of that Sunday afternoon, shut his mind against his thoughts, too, but Ruby was a stickler for fresh air, and the memories clung to him like stall muck to a boot heel.
Ruby didn't countenance pipes, cigars or cheroots in her private quarters, for all that the saloon and card room were always roiling with a blue-gray cloud of tobacco smoke. She was a complex woman, Ruby— she'd joined a brothel when she was Gideon's age, and now she was a former madam, retaining an interest in the sinful enterprises of gambling and the purveyance of strong spirits.
For all her hard history, she was still beautiful and, ironic as it seemed, as fine a woman, in her own way, as Miranda Wyatt Yarbro had ever been.
Both of them had had the remarkable misfortune of crossing paths with him. He and Ruby had never married, but she'd given him a child, too. Ten years back, she'd been delivered of a daughter. Little Rose.
Payton's throat tightened at the recollection of the child. Redheaded, like her mother, she'd been smart and energetic and sweet, too, for all her bent to mischief. She'd been run down by a wagon when she was just four, chasing a kitten into the street out in front of the saloon, and they'd had to bury her outside the churchyard fence, in unsanctified ground.
Innocent as the flower she was named for, Rose had, after all, been a whore's daughter.
Behind him the door creaked open. Instinctively Payton stiffened and went for his gun, though a part of him knew who was there. In the end, he didn't draw.
"I told you not to smoke in here, Jack Payton," Ruby said. "It makes the place smell like—"
He flipped the cheroot out through the window, stood and shoved down the sash. Turned, grinning, to face the second of the two women he'd loved in his fifty-seven years of life. "Like a saloon?" he finished for her.
She pulled a face. "Don't go wasting your charming smiles on me," she warned. "I see right through them. And besides, I know full well you'll light up again, as soon as I turn my back."
Come evening, Ruby would be resplendent in one of her trademark silk gowns, all of them some shade of crimson or scarlet. She'd paint up her face and deck herself out in jewels she'd earned the hard way. For now, though, she wore practical calico, and around her scrubbed face her dark-auburn hair billowed, soft and fragrant with the lilac water she always brushed through it before pinning it up in the morning.
Looking at her, Payton felt a familiar pinch in some deep, unexplored region of his heart. She deserved a better man than he was, just as Miranda had.
"There's a young fella out front, asking after you," Ruby said.
Pay ton raised an eyebrow, instantly wary. "He didn't offer his name?"
"Didn't have to," Ruby answered, with a slight sigh. "He's one of your boys. I knew that by looking at him."
Something quickened inside Payton, a combination of hope and alarm. "I reckon you'd better send him in," he said.
Ruby nodded, but she looked thoughtful. "How do you suppose he knew where to find you, Jack?"
Payton spread his hands. "No idea," he answered, wondering which one of his elder sons was about to walk through that doorway. "Did Gideon see him?"
"No," Ruby replied, still frowning. "I sent him to fetch the mail a little while ago. I could say you're not here—"
Payton shook his head. "No," he said.
Ruby took a last long, worried look at him, then opened the door and went out, closing it crisply behind her.
Payton drew a deep breath, let it out slow and easy, and straightened his string tie. Tugged at the bottom of his gray silk vest, too.
There was a light rap at the door, and then it swung inward on its hinges.
Payton squared his shoulders, regretted that he hadn't taken the time to throw back a slug of whiskey, just to steady himself.
"Well, Rob," he said, when his next-youngest son stood on the threshold, "it's good to see you again."
"I'll just bet it is," Rowdy replied dryly, setting his hat aside on a table just inside the room. "It's been a few years." He'd left Pardner back in Stone Creek, in Mrs. Porter's care, and bought new clothes for the occasion.
Fact was, though, he'd looked forward to several funerals more than he had to this meeting.
"Come in and sit down," Pay ton Yarbro said, as if he meant it. But his ice-blue eyes were shrewd and watchful, and a muscle ticked in his jaw, under the stubble of a new beard. He still cut a fine figure, Pa did. He must have been pushing sixty, but he looked younger, despite the gray in his hair and the meager promise of an expanding middle.
And he still wore a .45 on his right hip.
Rowdy hesitated a moment, then steeled himself and walked full into the room, waited until his pa sat down in one of the chairs facing the cold brick fireplace before taking the other.
"What are you doing in this part of the country?" Payton asked, settling back and resting the side of one foot on the opposite knee. "Last I knew, there was a price on your head. You still wanted?"
"Still wanted," Rowdy said. "Thanks to you."
"I didn't force you to help rob those trains," the old man argued, taking a cheroot from a silver box on a side table, clamping it between his teeth and striking a match on the sole of his boot to light it. "You were hell-bent to join up, as I recall."
Rowdy didn't reply.
"How'd you find me?" Payton wanted to know, and though he put the question casually, the look in his eyes belied his easy tone. Shaking out the match, he leaned forward to toss it into the grate.
"I had a letter from Wyatt while I was still down in Haven. That's—"
"I know where Haven is," Payton said, sounding exasperated. "Little shit hole of a place just this side of the Mexican border. And what the hell was Wyatt thinking, to put news like that down on paper for anybody to see?"
"He didn't use your real name, nor his. And he wrote to say he was in prison. He mentioned that someone he knew had seen you in Flagstaff, running a faro table at Ruby's Saloon." Rowdy paused, solemn at the mention of Wyatt. He'd been the brother Rowdy'd looked up to, the one he'd wanted to be like. "The letter must have been forwarded four or five times before it caught up to me."
"What were you doing in Haven?"
"Passing through," Rowdy said, reining in his temper. Whenever he got within shouting distance of his pa, he always wanted to fight.
"Wyatt's in prison?"
"Last I heard," Rowdy replied. "The letter was dated two years back, so he might be out by now."
"Or dead," Payton mused, and he had the decency to look troubled by the possibility, though he probably didn't give a rat's ass what happened to Wyatt or any of the rest of them. He'd never cared much about anybody but himself.
"If Wyatt was dead," Rowdy said evenly, "I'd know it."
"How?"
Rowdy's jaw was clenched. He released it by conscious effort. "I just would."
"You ever hear from Nick or Levi or Ethan?"
"No," Rowdy said. "I guess Gideon's still at home." He looked around. "If you can call the back end of a brothel home," he added.
"Don't you get smart with me, boy," Payton warned. "I can still whup you and three others like you without breaking a sweat. Anyhow, this ain't a brothel. Ruby and me, we're honest saloonkeepers."
An involuntary grin tilted one side of Rowdy's mouth. "Whatever you say, old man."
"You look fit," Payton allowed, though grudgingly. He was a stubborn old rooster, and sparing with his approval. "You ever get hitched? Sire me a grandbaby or two?"
Rowdy wanted to avert his eyes, but he didn't. He waited a moment or two, letting his silence serve as all the answer he was willing to give, then countered with a question of his own. "You still robbing trains, Pappy?"
Payton hated to be called Pappy, which was why Rowdy had addressed him that way, but he had to give the old bastard credit for self-control. The only reaction was a reddening above the collar of his tidy white shirt. "Now why would you make a rude inquiry like that?"
Rowdy thought before he spoke, even though he'd planned what he would say all during the two-hour ride over from Stone Creek. He'd left Haven, where he'd drifted into a job as town marshal, for two main reasons—first, because he'd gotten that cryptic telegram from Sam O'Ballivan and Major Blackstone, summoning him north for a meeting in the lobby of the Territorial Hotel, and second, because a Wanted poster had landed on his desk with his real name and description printed on it.
He was taking a chance, continuing his acquaintance with O'Ballivan. Rowdy believed in hiding in plain sight, moving on when his feet itched, with most folks none the wiser for knowing him.
Sam O'Ballivan wasn't most folks.
"I need to know if you're still robbing trains, Pa," Rowdy reiterated. "The railroad's laying tracks from here to Stone Creek, and then all the way down to Phoenix. I'm hoping it's a coincidence that you're here in Flagstaff and two trains have been boarded and looted, not ten miles from here, in the past six months."
Payton drew on his cheroot and blew a smoke ring. "You find religion or something?" he hedged. "Or maybe you're just looking to make an extra dollar or two by riding my coattails."
Rowdy leaned forward in his chair, lowered his voice. "Listen to me, Pa," he said. "I came to Stone Creek because I was asked to, by two Arizona Rangers. I don't know for sure what they want with me, but I've got a hunch it has to do with the railroad coming in. Most likely the territorial governor is putting some pressure on them to put an end to the robberies. If folks don't feel it's safe to settle and do business here, the men back in Washington might not be willing to grant statehood."
Payton's eyes widened slightly, then narrowed. "What the hell do you care if Arizona ever becomes a state? You're an outlaw. There's a price on your head, Rob. You can't afford to cozy up with rangers!"
"If Sam O'Ballivan had me figured for an outlaw, he'd have tried to arrest me by now."
Payton went pale as limestone in a creek-bed. "Sam O'Ballivan?"
"I see you know him," Rowdy observed.
"Hell, everybody in the territory knows him!"
"He's a good man," Rowdy said.
"He's a ranger," Payton returned. His hands tightened like talons on the arms of his chair, and he looked as though he might bolt out of it, crash through the window and hit the ground running. "First, last and always, Sam O'Ballivan is an Arizona Ranger. You have truck with him, and you're likely to find yourself dangling at the end of a rope!"
Rowdy looked around, spotted a decanter half-filled with liquor, and got up to pour a dose for the old man.
"Drink this," he ordered, holding out the squat glass. "And calm down. Otherwise, you're likely to bust a blood vessel or something."
Payton clutched the glass, and his hand shook a little as he raised it to his lips, closing his eyes almost reverently, like a man taking a sacrament. He swallowed, shuddered, opened his eyes again.
"You bring the rangers down on me, boy," Payton said, when he'd recovered enough to speak, "and I'll die in a jail cell. It'll be on your head."
"I came here to warn you," Rowdy replied, hooking his thumbs under his gun belt. "That's more than you would have done for me. From here on out, you're on your own—Pappy."
With that, Rowdy figured his business was concluded. He turned and made for the door. Took his hat from the fancy three-legged table, held it in one hand.
Payton hoisted himself out of his chair and turned to face Rowdy. "You don't owe me any favors, boy. I won't argue that you do. But if you have an honorable bone in your body, you'll ride out of here and keep on going, without a parting word to Sam O'Ballivan or anybody else."
Rowdy put his hat on, laid a hand on the fancy glass doorknob. "You're right, Pa. I don't owe you any favors. And I'm not going anyplace until I've heard Sam out. If you don't want him coming after you, don't rob any more trains."
"I gave that up a long time ago."
All of a sudden, the backs of Rowdy's eyes burned, and his throat drew in tight. He didn't know what he'd expected—it had been five years since he'd ridden with his pa's gang—but it wasn't this, whatever this was. "For your sake, I hope that's the gospel truth. At the same time, your word and two cents would buy me a cheap cigar."
"I guess we understand each other then."
Rowdy nodded glumly. "One more thing," he said, his voice coming out hoarse. He oughtn't to linger, he knew that, but he did it just the same. "Is Gideon all right?"
"He's fine."
"You haven't brought him into the family business, then?"
"He's only sixteen, Rob."
"I was fourteen, the first time I rode with you."
"I'm a different man than I was then," Payton said. Now that the whiskey had hit his bloodstream, he was his familiar, cocky self. "Older. Wiser. And one hell of a lot sadder."
Rowdy didn't reply to that. He simply nodded, opened the door and went out. He looked neither to the right nor the left as he strode through the saloon beyond. The swinging doors crashed against the outside walls when he struck them hard with the palms of both hands.
Gideon Payton crouched beside the small grave outside the picket fence surrounding the churchyard. The monument was white marble, the finest to be had, and there were no dates, no Bible verses or lines of mournful poetry—only two plain words, chiseled into Gideon's heart as well as the stone.
"Our Rose."
In the ten years since his sister had died, Gideon had visited this spot under the spreading limbs of an oak tree on all but a handful of days. He'd been a child himself when Rose was killed, only six, but the memory was as vivid as the town surrounding him now, the people coming and going in wagons and on horseback out there in the street, the bell tolling in the little steeple of yonder church.
In spring and summer he brought her flowers, usually stolen from someone's garden. In the fall the leaves of the great oak blanketed the long-since-sunken mound in glorious shades of crimson and russet and yellow and gold. In winter he offered trinkets—a bright bottle cap, a woman's ear bob found on a sidewalk, a colorful stone from the banks of Oak Creek. Sometimes he read to her out loud from a story book.
Rose had loved stories, but he hadn't known how to read yet when she was living.
He supposed he ought to have gotten over the loss of her by now, since he was sixteen and almost a man, but some wounds never heal, no matter what the preachers said.
Today Gideon laid a letter at the base of Rose's headstone.
"It's from a college back east," he told her quietly. "Pa went and signed me up for it." He paused, frowned. "I don't even like school that much, but I guess I'm good at it. Pa and Ruby say nothing worthwhile can come of my staying here, once I finish up my lesson-work this spring."
A flicker of motion at the edge of Gideon's vision interrupted his speech before he could get to the part that sorrowed him most—he knew he'd have to go, and that would mean he couldn't pay Rose any visits for a long time.
A rider sat watching him from the road. His horse was a gelded pinto, and his boots were good, probably handmade in Mexico. He wore a hat pulled down low over his brow, and a pistol, butt forward, showed where he'd pushed back one side of his long black coat, so it caught behind the holster.
Gideon took in all those things in the space of an instant, but they weren't what caught his attention. Something in the stranger's countenance sent a thrill through Gideon, made him rise slowly to his full height.
The man resettled his hat, briefly revealing a head of straw-colored hair. Then he nudged the horse into motion with the heels of his boots and rode along the length of the picket fence.
"Strange place for a grave," he said, drawing up close to where Gideon stood. His eyes were almost the same shade of blue as Pa's were, Gideon noted, and his mouth was like his ma's had been—still, but ready to smile. Not that Gideon rightly recollected his mother; she'd died when he was born, and he'd only seen one likeness of her, a faded old picture tucked between the pages of a Bible.
Gideon stiffened, gestured toward the cemetery flanking the small church. "Nobody in there's got a better marker than my sister, Rose," he told the rider. His heart was beating fast and, cold as it was, sweat tickled the skin between his shoulder blades.
"I didn't know you had a sister," the stranger said quietly.
Gideon straightened his spine. He wasn't afraid of the man. Standing on the ground, not sitting a horse, he'd be no taller than Gideon, but he was older, and seasoned, if the easy way he wore his gun was any indication. "I reckon there's a lot you don't know about me, mister," he said, intrigued.
The rider grinned. "I know a little more than you probably think I do," he said, shifting in the saddle, standing briefly in the stirrups as if to stretch his legs. "Your name is Gideon...Payton. You're sixteen years old. Ponder it a bit, and you'll realize that you've seen me before."
That little hesitation before he said "Payton"—what did that mean?
And Gideon did recall a previous encounter, a shadowy glimpse that teased at the edges of his memory but wouldn't show itself.
"Who are you?" he asked bluntly.
"I call myself Rowdy Rhodes," the man answered. "And I'm your brother."
Gideon had known he had brothers, but he hadn't been able to get much more than that out of his pa. They were all older than he was, but he couldn't have said how many of them there were, or recited their names with any certainty. Now one of them was sitting right in front of him.
"You call yourself Rowdy Rhodes? If you're my brother, you ought to be a Payton, not a Rhodes. And what the hell kind of name is Rowdy, anyhow?"
Rhodes chuckled and leaned forward in the saddle, resting one forearm on the pommel. "One that suits me just fine," he said. "Are you still in school, Gideon?"
Gideon glanced at the letter lying in front of Rose's gravestone, and wished he hadn't. Rhodes made him uneasy, with his watchful, knowing eyes, and yet Gideon wanted to know all about him. "I'll be going away to college, come autumn." He swallowed. "I mean to be an engineer. Maybe work for the railroad."
"Now, that's ironic," Rhodes said wryly.
Gideon was affronted, though he didn't know why. Felt like a rooster with its feathers ruffled. "I'm smart," he said.
"I don't doubt it," Rhodes replied. He looked down at Rose's grave, maybe noticed the letter, and the bottle caps, some of them rusting now, and the ear bobs and bits of frayed ribbon, with all the color weathered out of them. "How come they buried your sister out here, instead of in the churchyard, with the others?"
An old rage, all the worse for being helpless, surged up inside Gideon, stung the back of his throat like gall. "Because Ruby Hollister is her mother," he said.
Again, Rhodes adjusted his hat. "But not yours."
Gideon shook his head. "No, sir," he said. And he waited. If Rhodes was his brother, like he claimed, let him prove it. Let him say Ma's name.
He did, just as surely as if Gideon had demanded it of him aloud. "Your mother was Miranda Wyatt... Payton."
There it was again, that little hitch between words, subtle but sharp as a tug on reins already drawn tight.
Gideon wanted to ask about it, but his audacity didn't stretch quite that far. Rhodes's manner was kindly enough, yet there was an invisible fence line behind it, enclosing places where it wouldn't be wise to tread.
"You ever need any help," Rhodes went on, when Gideon didn't speak, "you'll find me boarding at Mrs. Porter's, over in Stone Creek."
Gideon nodded. Stone Creek was a fair distance from Flagstaff, and he didn't own a horse. Still, it was good knowing he could go there and expect some kind of welcome when he arrived.
Rhodes moved to rein his horse away, toward the road.
"Wait!" Gideon heard himself say.
The familiar stranger turned in the saddle, looked down at him.
"How many of you are there? Brothers, I mean?" Gideon blurted.
Rhodes smiled. "Five," he answered. "Wyatt, Nick, Ethan, Levi and me."
Gideon drew a step closer. "Are they Paytons?"
The answer was slow in coming. "No," Rhodes said.
Gideon frowned. It was bad enough that he hadn't known his own brothers' Christian names. Now he wasn't sure he knew who he was, either.
With a nod for a goodbye, Rhodes took to the road headed in the direction of Stone Creek.
Gideon watched him out of sight, half-sick with wondering. Then he bent, picked up the letter from the college in Pennsylvania, the only mail to come that day, and tucked it into his shirt pocket.
Without a fare-thee-well for Rose, he headed for Ruby's place.
The yellow dog lay in the doorway to Mr. Rhodes's quarters as though guarding them, looking utterly bereft.
Lark, alone in the house because Mrs. Porter had gone to an all-day meeting at church and Mai Lee was off somewhere with her husband, Hon Sing, set aside the lesson plans she'd been drawing up, in preparation for the week to come, and regarded the animal with compassionate concern.
"He hasn't left you—your master, I mean," she told the dog.
Pardner, muzzle resting on his forepaws, gave a tiny whimper.
"Perhaps you're hungry," Lark said, getting up from her chair. Mr. Rhodes had given the creature table scraps the night before, with Mrs. Porter's blessings, and he'd had leftover pancakes and a scrambled egg for breakfast.
While she certainly didn't have the run of her landlady's well-stocked larder, Lark had seen the heel of a ham in the pantry earlier, while seeking the tea canister.
But perhaps Mai Lee was saving the bit of ham for her hardworking husband. For all Lark knew, it might be the only thing Hon Sing had to eat.
No, she couldn't give such a morsel to a dog.
In the end, she cut a slice of bread and buttered it generously, then tore it into smaller pieces. She was approaching Pardner with this sustenance when the kitchen door suddenly swung open and Mr. Rhodes strode in.
Pardner gave an explosive bark of jubilance and nearly trampled Lark in his rush to greet his master.
Mr. Rhodes bent, ruffled the dog's ears, spoke gently to him and let him out the back door, following in his wake.
Lark, recognizing a prime opportunity to make herself scarce, stood frozen in the middle of Mrs. Porter's kitchen floor instead, one hand filled with chunks of buttered bread.
Mrs. Porter returned before Mr. Rhodes reappeared, her cheeks pink from the cold and religious conviction. Beaming, she untied the wide black ribbons of her Sunday bonnet. "You missed an excellent sermon," she told Lark. "All about the tortures of eternal damnation."
"Sounds delightful," Lark said mildly and with no trace of sarcasm, depositing Pardner's refreshments on a chipped saucer and setting it on the floor. Having lived two years under Autry's roof, she knew the highways and byways of hell, and had no desire to revisit the subject.
Mrs. Porter removed her woolen cloak and hung it on one of several pegs beside the door. "You really should consider the fate of your immortal soul," she said.
The door opened again, and Pardner bounded in, his master behind him.
"Wouldn't you say we should all consider the fate of our immortal souls, Mr. Rhodes?" Mrs. Porter inquired, looking for support.
"Rowdy," Mr. Rhodes said. He watched Lark as he took off his hat and coat and hung them next to Mrs. Porter's bonnet and cloak, probably noting the high color that burned in Lark's cheeks.
His perusal made her uncomfortable, and yet she could not look away.
"Yes, indeed," he told Mrs. Porter, in belated answer to her question. "I've run afoul of the devil myself, a time or two."
If Lark had said such an outrageous thing, Mrs. Porter would have taken her to task for flippancy. Because Mr. Rhodes—Rowdy—had been the one to say it, she simply twittered.
It was galling, Lark thought, the way some women pandered to men—especially attractive ones, like the new boarder.
"You're personally acquainted with the devil, Mr. Rhodes?" Lark asked archly, when Mrs. Porter went into the pantry for the makings of supper.
"He's my pa," Rowdy answered.
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Rowdy rarely looked at Lark Morgan during the Sunday supper of hash, deftly made by Mrs. Porter since it was Mai Lee's night off, but that didn't mean he wasn't aware of her.
He should have been thinking about his pa or about Gideon or about the meeting with Sam O'Ballivan and Major Blackstone coming up the next morning.
Instead the mysterious woman sitting directly across the table from him, intermittently pushing her food around on her plate with the tines of her fork and eating as though she was half-starved, filled his mind.
She hadn't told him anything about herself. What Rowdy knew, he'd gleaned from Mrs. Porter's eager chatter.
Lark was a schoolteacher, never married, popular with her students.
She'd been in Stone Creek for three months, during which time she'd never sent or received a letter or a telegram, as far as Mrs. Porter could determine. And Mrs. Porter, Rowdy reckoned, could determine plenty.
Lark Morgan's clothes gave the lie to a part of her story—they were costly, beyond the means of any schoolmarm Rowdy had ever heard of. He wasn't convinced, either, that she'd never been married; there was a worldliness about her, as though she'd seen the seamy side of life, but an innocence, too. She'd been a witness to sin, he would have bet, but somehow she'd managed to hold her expensive skirts aside to avoid stepping in it.
Mentally Rowdy cataloged his other observations.
She'd dyed her hair—there was a slight dusting of gold at the roots.
Her dark eyes were luminous with secrets.
She was unquestionably brave.
And she was just as surely afraid. Even terrified at times.
He'd joshed her a little earlier, claiming the devil was his pa, and she'd flinched before she caught herself.
Could be she was a preacher's daughter, and the devil was serious business to her. Some folks, Rowdy reckoned, paid so much mind to old Scratch and his doings that they never got past a nodding acquaintance with God.
Mrs. Porter finished her meal, setting her plate on the floor so Pardner could have at the leftovers, and set about brewing up a pot of coffee. A lot of people didn't drink the stuff at night—said it kept them awake—but Rowdy thrived on it. Could consume a pot on his own and sleep like a pure-hearted saint until the dawn light pried at his eyelids.
Lark hesitated, then took a second helping of hash. She was a small thing, with a womanly shape, but Rowdy had seen ranch hands with a lesser appetite. He wondered what kind of hole she was trying to fill up with all that food.
His own hunger appeased, he excused himself from the table, noting the look of relief that flickered briefly in Lark's eyes, and scraped what was left of his supper onto Pardner's plate. When he returned to his chair, the pretty schoolmarm was clearly startled, bristling a little.
"I'll clear away the dishes," Rowdy said to Mrs. Porter, once she'd gotten the coffee started and showed signs of lingering to fuss and fiddle.
Mrs. Porter looked uncertain.
"It was a fine supper," Rowdy told her. "And I'm obliged for it."
The landlady's eyes shone with pleasure. "I am a little weary," she confessed girlishly, sparing nary a glance for Lark, who seemed torn between tarrying and rushing headlong for the back stairs. "Perhaps I shall retire a little early, leave you and Miss Morgan to get acquainted. Mai Lee and the mister ought to be home soon. I always leave the back door unlocked for them."
Lark rankled visibly at the prospect of being alone with him, but she didn't rise from the table. She'd put down her fork, and her hands were out of sight. Rowdy was pretty sure, from the tense set of her shoulders, that she was gripping the sides of her chair with all ten fingers.
Rowdy stood, out of deference to the older woman. "A good night to you, Mrs. Porter," he said, gravely polite. "I'll wait up for Mai Lee and her man and see that the door is locked before I turn in."
Mrs. Porter nodded, flustered, mumbled a good-evening to Lark, and departed, pausing once on the stairs to look back, naked curiosity glittering in her eyes. Like as not, she'd wait in the upper hallway for a spell, eavesdropping.
Rowdy smiled at the idea. Sat down again.
Lark stared into her plate.
"I guess I'll take Pardner out for a walk," Rowdy said. "Maybe you'd do me the kindness of keeping us company, Miss Morgan?"
Lark's gaze flew to his face. She bit her lower lip, then nodded reluctantly and got to her feet. He'd been right to suppose there was something she was itching to find out, but it was clearly a private matter, and she knew as well as he did that Mrs. Porter had an ear bent in their direction.
Together they cleared the table, setting the dishes and silverware in the cast-iron sink. Rowdy pushed the coffeepot to the back of the stove, so it wouldn't boil over while they were out, and watched out of the corner of his eye as Lark took a cloak from the peg by the door and draped it around her shoulders. Pardner, eager for an outing, dashed from Rowdy to Lark to the door, exuberant at his good fortune.
Lark smiled and leaned to give the dog's head a tentative pat.
Something stirred in Rowdy at the sight.
"Does he have a leash?" Lark asked, as Rowdy crossed the room to stand as close to her as convention allowed, donning his own hat and coat.
He smiled. A leash? She was from a city, then, and probably a large one, where respectable folks didn't allow their dogs to run loose. "No, ma'am," he said. "Pardner sticks pretty close to me, wherever we go. Wouldn't even chase a rabbit unless I gave him leave, and I never have."
Rowdy opened the door, braced himself against the chill of the night air, and went out first, so if there was trouble, he'd be a barrier between it and Lark Morgan.
Pardner slipped past them both but waited in the yard, turning in a circle or two in his impatience to be gone, until they caught up.
"Your name isn't Rowdy Rhodes," Lark said, in a rush of whispered words, the moment they all reached the wooden sidewalk.
Pardner proceeded to lift his leg against a lamppost up ahead, while Rowdy adjusted his hat. "And yours isn't Lark Morgan," he replied easily.
Lark reddened slightly under her high cheekbones. Lord, she was a beauty. Wasted as a small-town schoolmarm. She ought to be the queen of some country, he reckoned, or appear on a stage. "Lark is my name," she argued.
"Maybe so," he answered. "But 'Morgan' isn't. You're running from something—or somebody—aren't you?"
She hesitated just long enough to convince Rowdy that his hunch was correct. "Why are you here, Mr. Rhodes?" she asked. "What brings you to a place like Stone Creek?"
"Business," he said.
She stopped, right in the middle of the sidewalk, forcing Rowdy to stop, too, and look back at her. "Am I that business, Mr. Rhodes? If.. .if someone hired you to find me—"
"Find you?" Rowdy asked, momentarily baffled. In the next moment it all came clear. "You think I came here looking for you?"
She gazed at him, at once stricken and defiant. She had the look of a woman fixing to lift her skirts, spin on one dainty heel and run for her life. At the same time, her chin jutted out, bespeaking stubbornness and pride and a fierce desire to mark out some ground for herself and hold it against all comers. "Did you?"
Rowdy shook his head. "No, ma'am," he said quietly. "I did not."
Lark still didn't move. "How do I know you're telling the truth?"
"You don't," Rowdy answered, keeping a little distance between them, so she wouldn't spook. "But consider this. If I'd come to Stone Creek to fetch you away, Miss Morgan, you and me and Pardner, we'd be a ways down the trail by now, whether you wanted to go along or not."
Her eyes flashed with indignation, but the slackening in her shoulders and the slight lowering of her chin said she was relieved, too. "You are insufferably confident, Mr. Rhodes," she said.
He grinned, tugged at the brim of his hat. "Call me Rowdy," he said. "I don't commonly answer to 'Mr. Rhodes.'"
"I'd wager that you don't," Lark said. "Because it isn't your name. I'm sure of that much, at least."
"You're sure of a lot of things, I reckon," Rowdy countered. "Miss Morgan."
"Very well," she retorted. "I'll address you as Rowdy. It probably suits you. You've fooled Mrs. Porter with your fine manners and your flattery, that's obvious, but you do not fool me."
"You don't fool me, either—Lark." He waited for her to protest his use of her given name—it was a bold familiarity, according to convention—but she didn't.
She came to walk at his side, between him and Mrs. Porter's next-door neighbor's picket fence. The glow of the streetlamps fell softly over her. catching in her hair. resting in the graceful folds of her cloak, fading as they passed into the pools of darkness in between light posts.
"Did your mother call you Rowdy?" she asked casually, while Pardner sniffed at a spot on the sidewalk.
"Yes," Rowdy said, remembering. Miranda Yarbro had always used his nickname—except when she was angry. On those rare occasions, her lips would tighten, and she'd address him as Robert. When she was proud of him, she'd call him Rob.
"Bless my boy, Rob," she'd prayed, beside his bed, every night until he left home with his pa, at fourteen. "Make a godly man of him."
Guilt ambushed him. He reckoned the good Lord had attempted to answer that gentle woman's prayer, but he, Rowdy, hadn't cooperated.
"Where do you hail from, Mr.—Rowdy?"
Grateful for the reprieve from his regrets, Rowdy smiled. "A farm in Iowa," he said. "Where do you hail from, Lark?"
She didn't reply right away.
"Fair is fair," Rowdy prompted. "You asked me a question and I gave you an answer."
"St. Louis," she said. "I grew up in St. Louis."
And you've been a lot of places since, Rowdy thought, but he kept the observation to himself. After all, he'd covered considerable territory himself, in the years between here and that faraway farm.
Pardner trotted back to them. Nuzzled Rowdy's hand, then Lark's.
To his surprise she gave a soft laugh.
"You are a dear," she said fondly.
Rowdy was both amused and disturbed to realize he wished she'd been talking to him instead of the dog.
Lark watched from the steps of the schoolhouse that Monday morning as Maddie O'Ballivan, carrying her infant son in one arm and steering his reluctant older brother, Terran, forward with the other, marched through the gate. Ben Blackstone, the major's adopted child, followed glumly, his blond hair shining in the morning sunlight.
Behind the little procession sat a wagon with two familiar horses tied behind. It had been the sound of its approach that had caused Lark to interrupt the second-grade reading lesson and come out to investigate.
Class had begun an hour earlier, promptly at eight o'clock.
Lark had missed Ben and Terran right away, when she'd taken the daily attendance, and hoped they were merely late. It was a long ride in from the large cattle ranch Sam and Major Blackstone ran in partnership, and for all that those worthy men must have deemed the journey safe, there were perils that could befall a pair of youths along the way.
Wolves, driven down out of the hills by hunger, for one.
Outlaws and drifters for another.
"Go inside, both of you," Maddie told the boys, when she reached the base of the steps. Samuel, the baby, had begun to fuss inside his thick blanket, and Maddie bounced him a little, smiling up at Lark when Terran and Ben had slipped past her, on either side, to take their seats in the schoolroom.
"Rascals," Maddie said, shaking her head and smiling a little. "They were planning to spend the day riding in the hills—I guess they didn't figure on Sam and the major heading into town for a meeting half an hour after they left, and me following behind in the buckboard, meaning to lay in supplies at the mercantile."
Maddie was a pretty woman, probably near to Lark's own age, with thick chestnut hair tending to unruliness and eyes almost exactly the same color as fine brandy. Until the winter before, according to Mrs. Porter, Maddie had run a general store and post office in a wild place down south called Haven. She'd married Sam O'Ballivan after the whole town burned to the ground, and borne him a son last summer. Lark's landlady claimed the ranger's bride could render notes from a spinet that would make an angel weep, but she'd politely refused to play on Sunday mornings at Stone Creek Congregational. Said it was too far to travel, and she had her own ways of honoring the Lord 's Day.
Lark liked Maddie O'Ballivan, though they were little more than acquaintances, but she also envied her—envied her home, her obviously happy marriage and her children. Once, she'd fully expected to have all those things, too.
What a naive little twit she'd been, with a head full of silly dreams and foolish hopes.
"No harm done," Lark said quietly, smiling back at Maddie. "I'll give them each an essay to write."
Maddie laughed, a rich, quiet sound born of some profound and private joy, patting the baby with a gloved hand as she looked up at Lark, her eyes kind but thoughtful. "You're cold, standing out here. I'll just untie Ben and Terran's horses, so they'll have a way home after school, and be on about my business."
"I'll send the boys out to do that," Lark said, hugging herself against the chill. She hated to see Maddie go— she'd been lonely with only Mrs. Porter and Mai Lee for friends—but she had work to do, and she was shivering.
"Miss Morgan?" Maddie said, when Lark turned to summon Terran and Ben to see to their horses.
"Please," Lark replied shyly, turning back. "Call me Lark."
"I will," Maddie said, pleased. "And of course you'll call me Maddie. I was wondering if you might like to join Sam and me for supper on Friday evening. You could ride out to the ranch with the boys, after school's out, or Sam could come and get you in the wagon."
Lark flushed with pleasure: in Denver, as the wife of a powerful and wealthy man, she'd enjoyed an active social life. In Stone Creek, she was a spinster school-marm, and she probably roused plenty of speculation behind closed doors. Since she was a stranger and had all the wrong clothes for her station in life, folks seemed reticent around her. No one invited her anywhere, and she hadn't thought it proper to attend community dances; she didn't want the parents of her students thinking she was forward or looking for a husband.
"I'd like that," she said. "But I don't ride."
Maddie smiled. "I'll send Sam, then. Go inside now, before you freeze."
Lark nodded and went back into the schoolhouse. She told Terran and Ben to go out and unhitch their horses, and they scrambled to obey.
"Miss Morgan?" A small hand tugged at the side of her skirt, and she looked down to see Lydia Fairmont holding up a page torn from her writing tablet. "I copied the words off the blackboard. Will you tell me if all my letters are headed whence they ought to go, please?"
As agreed, Rowdy met Sam and the major in the lobby of the small, rustic Territorial Hotel, the only such establishment in Stone Creek, just before nine o'clock that morning. He'd walked over with Pardner from Mrs. Porter's, having left his horse at the livery stable the night before after returning from Flagstaff.
Both men stood when he entered, Sam looking fit and a little grim, though he had the peaceful eyes of a happily married man. Rowdy had never met the major, only seen him briefly when he'd come to Haven on sad business over a year before.
"Thanks for making the ride up here," Sam said, sparing a slight smile for Pardner as he and Rowdy shook hands. "Good to know your sidekick is still with you."
Rowdy nodded, then turned to the major, a tall, broad-shouldered man with a full head of white hair and a face like a Scottish banker.
"Major Blackstone," Rowdy said respectfully.
"Call me John," the major said, his voice deep and gruff.
"That would be an honor, sir," Rowdy replied. Blackstone was a legend in the Arizona Territory and beyond—before signing on with the Rangers, he'd led cavalry troops at Fort Yuma. In his spare time, he'd founded one of the biggest spreads that side of Texas, fit to rival the McKettrick ranch over near Indian Rock, and served two terms in the United States Senate.
Sam had told Rowdy some of these things back in Haven. Rowdy had made a point of finding out more after receiving the telegram.
They all sat down in straight-backed leather chairs pulled up close to the crackling blaze on the hearth of a large natural rock fireplace. The lobby was otherwise empty and silent except for the ticking of a long-case clock. Pardner stuck close to Rowdy and lay down near his feet.
Rowdy saw Sam sit back, clearly taking his measure, and Pappy's anxious words came back to him with an unexpected wallop. First, last and always, Sam O 'Ballivan is an Arizona Ranger. You have truck with him, and you're likely to find yourself dangling at the end of a rope.
"I guess you know the railroad is headed this way from Flagstaff," the major ventured, after clearing his throat like a man preparing to make a speech.
Rowdy felt a quiver in the pit of his stomach. It wasn't fear, just a common sense warning. "So I've heard," he said moderately.
Sam finally spoke. "Maybe you know there's been some trouble. A couple of train robberies out of Flagstaff."
With just about anyone else, Rowdy might have feigned surprise. With Sam O'Ballivan the trick probably wouldn't work. "Heard that, too," he said.
"According to Sam here," the major went on, "you made a pretty fair lawman, down there in Haven. Stayed on after the fire, and all that trouble with that gang of outlaws. Shows you've got some gumption."
Rowdy did not respond. Blackstone and O'Ballivan had issued a summons, and he'd honored it. It was up to them to do the talking.
"We need your help," Sam said forthrightly. "The major's getting on in years, and I've got a wife and family to look after, along with a sizable herd of cattle."
"What kind of help?" Rowdy asked.
"Rangering," John Blackstone said.
Wait till Pappy hears this, Rowdy thought. Not that he'd get a chance to share the information in the immediate future. "Rangering," he repeated.
"I can swear you in right now," the major announced. '"Course, that part of things will have to be our secret. Pete Quincy, the town marshal, up and quit a month ago, and you'd be filling his job, far as the good people of Stone Creek are concerned. The job doesn't pay worth a hill of beans, but it comes with a decent house and a lean-to barn behind the jail, and you can take your meals at Mrs. Porter's if you aren't disposed to cook."
Rowdy swept the room with his gaze. The hotel seemed as empty as a carpetbagger's heart, but if they looked around a few corners or behind the curtains, they'd probably find Mrs. Porter, or someone of her ilk, with ears sticking out like the doors of a stagecoach fixing to take on passengers.
Sam interpreted the glance correctly. "There's nobody here," he said.
"You seem mighty sure of that," Rowdy replied easily.
"Cleared the place myself," Sam answered.
Rowdy tried to imagine anybody staying when Sam O'Ballivan said "go," and smiled. "All right, then," he said. "If I understand this correctly, I'm to pose as the marshal, but I'll really be working for the major, here."
"John," the major said firmly.
"John," Rowdy repeated.
"You've got the right of it," Sam said. "All the while, of course, you'll be keeping your ear to the ground, same as John and I will, for anything that might lead us to this train-robbing outfit."
Rowdy chose his words carefully. "Might not be an outfit," he offered. "Could be random—drifters, or drunked-up cowpokes looking to get a grub stake."
John and Sam exchanged glances, then Sam shook his head.
"No," he said. "It's not random. Both robberies were carefully planned, and carried out with an expertise that can only come with long experience. These men aren't drifters—they're too sophisticated for that. The first robbery was peaceable. They felled a couple of trees across the track, in a place where the engineer would be sure to see the obstruction soon enough to put the brakes on. But there was a railroad agent aboard the second train, and the robbers seemed to know him. Singled him out right away, and relieved him of his weapons. A passenger tried to intercede, and he was shot for his trouble. Might never regain the use of his right arm."
"You suspect anybody in particular?" Rowdy asked lightly.
"All we've got is a hunch," John said. "My gut tells me, this is Payton Yarbro and his boys."
Rowdy did not react visibly to the name—he'd had too much practice at hiding his identity for that—but on the inside, things commenced to churning. "I haven't heard anything about the Yarbros in a long time," he said. "I guess I figured they'd scattered by now. Even gone out of business. The old man's got to be getting pretty long in the tooth—might even be dead."
Both Sam and John were silent, and the speculation in their eyes unnerved Rowdy. He realized that if he'd followed his first impulse, which was to pretend he'd never heard of the Yarbros, they'd have been suspicious. Not to know of the Yarbros would have been the same as not knowing who the James brothers were, or the Earps.
"It's only fair to tell you," Rowdy went on, "that I've got no experience tracking train robbers. I sort of stumbled into that marshaling job down in Haven, and just did what was there to do. I've been a ranch hand, mostly."
Sam watched him for a long moment, and with an intensity that would have made anybody but a Yarbro squirm in his chair. On the off chance Sam knew that, Rowdy shifted slightly.
"Sam tells me you're a good hand in a gunfight," John said. "You could have lit out when things got rough in Haven, but you stayed on. Even helped with some of the rebuilding, along with wearing a badge. You've got the kind of grit we're looking for."
Rowdy's hat rested in his lap. He turned it idly by the crown. "I'm not inclined to settle down permanently," he said.
The major nodded once, decisively. "That's your prerogative. Run the Yarbros to ground and ride out, if that's what you want to do. We'd be glad to have you stay on in Stone Creek, though."
Rowdy studied John Blackstone. "You sure do seem to think highly of me," he remarked, "given that I'm a stranger to you, and all you've got to go on is my reputation."
For the first time since the palaver had begun, Blackstone smiled. "I'd stake my life and everything I own on Sam O'Ballivan's assessment of anybody's character. I might not know you from Adam, but I sure as hell know Sam."
Rowdy knew Sam, too, and that was what made him wary. He was a fast gun, maybe as fast as Rowdy was, and he had a fortitude rarely seen, even in the wild Arizona Territory. Of course, it was possible, too, that Sam had already pegged Rowdy for a Yarbro, and meant for him to lead them right to Pappy's den.
A more prudent man would have taken his pa's advice and ridden out, put as much distance between himself and Stone Creek as he could, pronto. Rowdy was a gambler at heart; he wanted to stay and see how the cards would fall, but that wasn't his main reason for sitting in on this particular game.
He had another, even more intriguing puzzle to solve, and that was Lark Morgan, though there was no telling when she'd strike out for parts unknown.
Sam and the major sat waiting for him to announce his decision, though they probably already knew what it would be.
"I'll see what I can do," he said.
"Good," John replied, with the air of a man completing important business. "I'll swear you in as marshal, and Sam's got a badge in his pocket. You just remember, the rangering part is between us."
"I might need a posse, if I'm going after a bunch of train robbers," Rowdy said. Whatever his private differences with his pa, he had no intention of rounding the old man up for a stretch in the prison down in Yuma, or even a hangman's noose, but he'd put on a show until he knew what was what.
There was an off chance, of course, that Payton had been telling the truth when he claimed he'd had no part in robbing those trains. Should time and some investigation bear him out, Rowdy would find the real culprits and bring them in.
"If a posse is called for," Sam said, handing Rowdy a star-shaped badge, "we'll get one up."
When the major produced a battered copy of the New Testament, Rowdy didn't hesitate to lay a hand on it. He wasn't a believer—at least, not the usual kind—but his mother had been, and that made the oath a solemn matter.
Fortunately, there was nothing in it about handcuffing his own pa, or any of his brothers, not specifically, anyhow. He swore to uphold the law, and he'd do that— up to a certain point.
After the swearing in, the major went off on some errand over at the Stone Creek Bank, while Sam, Rowdy and Pardner headed for the jailhouse, down at the far end of the street.
Would have made more sense to put the marshal's office in the center of town, where the saloons were and trouble was most likely to break out. Rowdy figured folks wanted a lawman around, but at a little distance, too.
The jailhouse was about like the old one in Haven, before it burned. One cell, a potbelly stove with a coffeepot on top, somebody's old table to serve as a desk.
It was the cabin out back that surprised Rowdy a little. It had three rooms, a good fireplace and a cook-stove to rival the one in Mrs. Porter's kitchen. The floors were hardwood and the windows were sound, with no cracks around them to let in the winter wind. The bed had a good feather mattress and plenty of blankets, and there was a sink with a working pump. An indoor toilet and a stationary bathtub with a copper hot water tank and a wood-burning boiler under it raised the place to an unexpected level of luxury.
"The last marshal had a wife," Sam explained simply. "Come on. I'll show you the barn."
Rowdy grinned. "I'd probably feel more at home out there," he said. Back in Haven he'd slept on a cell cot, when there were no prisoners, and with a certain accommodating widow when there were.
"Maybe you'll take a wife," Sam said, making for the back door.
"Not likely," Rowdy replied.
Sam chuckled. "I thought the same way once," he said. "Then I met up with Maddie Chancelor."

-4-
Lark awakened with a start, heart pounding, afraid to open her eyes. She was certain she would see Autry Whitman looming over her bed if she did.
The room was frigid, and the fine sweat that had broken out all over her body in the midst of her nightmare exacerbated the chill stinging the marrow of her bones. She forced herself to breathe slowly and deeply, and raised one eyelid, every muscle in her body tensed to roll off the side of the mattress and grab for something, anything, to use as a weapon.
Autry wasn't there.
Tears of relief clogged her throat and burned on her cheeks.
Autry wasn't there.
She sat up, fumbled with the globe of the painted glass lamp on her bedside table, struck a match to the wick. Shadows rimmed in faint moonlight receded and then dissolved. According to the little porcelain clock she'd brought with her from St. Louis, it was after three in the morning.
Inwardly Lark groaned. She wasn't going back to sleep.
After summoning all her inner fortitude, she swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood. The wooden floor felt frosty under her bare feet, and, shivering, she thought with longing of the wood cookstove downstairs.
She would go down there, build up the fire, if it hadn't gone out after Rowdy banked it for the night. Light another lamp and wait, as stalwartly as she could, for morning to come.
Lark grabbed up her wrapper—it was a thin silk, and therefore useless against the cold—and went out into the corridor, feeling her way along it in the gloom. She would have brought the lamp from her room, but it was heavy, and an heirloom Mrs. Porter prized. Breaking it might even be grounds for eviction, and Lark had nowhere to go.
She descended the back stairs as quietly as she could and gasped when she saw a man-shaped shadow over by the cookstove.
Autry?
Rowdy Rhodes stepped out of the darkness, moonlight from the window over the sink catching in his fair hair. He moved to the center of the room and lit the simple kerosene lantern on the table.
Lark laid a hand to her heart, which had seized like a broken gear in some machine, and silently commanded it to beat again.
"I've put some wood on the fire," Rowdy said quietly, offering no apology for startling her. "Go on over and stand next to the stove."
Lark dashed past him, huddled in the first reaching fingers of warmth, dancing a little, because the kitchen floor, like the one above stairs, was coated with a fine layer of frost.
Rowdy was fully clothed, right down to his boots.
"I th-thought you'd moved out," Lark said. "Gone to live in the cottage behind the marshal's office." He'd told them about his new job at supper that evening, said he'd still be taking his evening meals at Mrs. Porter's most nights.
He didn't answer right away, but instead ducked into his quarters behind the kitchen and came out with a woolen blanket, which he draped around Lark's shoulders. "I paid Mrs. Porter for a week's lodging," he said. "Since it wouldn't be gentlemanly to ask for my two dollars back, I decided to stay on till I'd used it up."
Pardner came, stretching and yawning, out of the back room. Nuzzled Lark's right thigh with his nose and lay down close to the stove.
Rowdy dragged a chair over and eased Lark into it. Crouched to take her bare feet in his hands and chafe some warmth into them.
Lark knew she ought to pull away—it was unseemly to let a man touch her that way—but she couldn't. It felt too good, and Rowdy's callused fingers kindled a scary, blessed heat inside her, one she wouldn't have wanted to explain to the school board.
"What are you doing up in the middle of the night?" Rowdy asked, leaving off the rubbing to tuck the blanket snugly beneath her feet. While he waited for Lark's reply, he took a chunk of wood from the box, opened the stove door, and fed the growing blaze. Then he pulled the coffeepot over the heat.
"I sometimes have trouble sleeping," Lark admitted, sounding a little choked. Her throat felt raw, and she wanted, for some unaccountable reason, to break down and weep. The man had done her a simple kindness, that was all. She was making far too much of it.
"Me, too," Rowdy confessed, with good-natured resignation.
Heat began to surge audibly through the coffeepot. The stuff would be stout since the grounds had been steeping for hours, ever since supper.
Taking care not to make too much noise, Rowdy drew up another chair, placed it next to Lark's.
"Makes a man wish for the south country," he said. "It never gets this cold down around Phoenix and Tucson."
Lark swallowed, nodded. The scent of very strong coffee laced the chilly air. "I ought to be used to it, after Denver," she said, and then drew in a quick breath, as if to pull the words back into her mouth, hold them prisoner there, so they could never be said.
"Denver," Rowdy mused, smiling a little. "I thought you said you came from St. Louis."
"I did," Lark said, her cheeks burning. What was the matter with her? She'd allowed this man to caress her bare feet. Then she'd slipped and mentioned Denver, a potentially disastrous revelation. "I was born there. In St. Louis, I mean."
"Tell me about your folks," Rowdy said. He left his chair, went to fetch two cups, and poured coffee for them both. Handed a cup to Lark.
She had all that time to plan her answer, but it still came out bristly. "My mother was widowed when I was seven. She and I moved in with my grandfather." Lark locked her hands around her cup of coffee, savoring the warmth and the pungent aroma.
"Were you happy?"
Lark blinked. "Happy?"
Rowdy grinned. Took a sip of his coffee. Waited.
"I guess so," Lark said, suddenly and profoundly aware that no one had ever asked her that question before. She hadn't even asked it of herself, as far as she recollected. "We had a roof over our heads, and plenty to eat. Mama had a lot to do, running Grandfather's house—he was a doctor and saw patients in a back room—but she loved me."
"She never remarried?" Rowdy asked easily. At Lark's puzzled expression, he prompted, "Your mother?"
Lark shook her head, telling herself to be wary but wanting to let words spill out of her, topsy-turvy, at the same time. "She was too busy to look for another husband. Men came courting at first, but I don't think Mama ever encouraged any of them."
"Is she still living?"
Lark swallowed again, even though she'd yet to drink any of her coffee. "No," she said sadly. "She took a fever—probably caught it from one of Grandfather's patients—and died when I was fourteen."
"Did you stay on with your grandfather after that?"
Lark resented Rowdy's questions and whatever it was inside her that seemed to compel her to answer them. "No. He sent me away to boarding school."
"That sounds lonesome."
Emotion welled up inside Lark unbidden. Made her sinuses ache and her voice come out sounding scraped and bruised. "It wasn't," she lied.
Rowdy sighed, spent some time meandering through his own thoughts.
Lark snuggled deeper into her blanket and tried not to remember boarding school. She'd loved the lessons and the plenitude of books and hated everything else about the place.
Pardner, slumbering at their feet, snored contentedly.
Rowdy chuckled at the sound. "At least he has a clear conscience," he said easily.
"Don't you?" Lark asked, feeling prickly again now that she was warming up a little. If Rowdy Rhodes was impugning her conscience, he had even more nerve than she'd already credited him with.
Rowdy leaned and added more wood to the fire. "I've done some things in my life that I wish I hadn't," he said.
Lark sighed. Why did he have to be so darn likable? She'd been a lot more comfortable around Rowdy Rhodes before he'd warmed her feet with his hands. "So have I," she heard herself say.
They sat for a long time in a companionable, if slightly uncomfortable, silence.
"Maybe I'll go someplace warm when I leave here," Rowdy said presently.
So he was just passing through, as she'd suspected. And devoutly hoped.
Why, then, did the news fill her with sudden, poignant sorrow?
"Mrs. Porter will certainly be disappointed when you leave," Lark said.
"But you'll be relieved, won't you, Lark?"
"Yes," she replied quickly but without enough conviction.
Rowdy smiled to himself. "Why don't you tell me what—or who—you're so afraid of? Maybe I could help."
"Why should you?"
"Because I'm the marshal, for one thing. And because I'm a human being, for another."
Lark swallowed. "I don't trust you," she said.
"Well," Rowdy sighed, taking up the poker, opening the stove door and stirring the fire inside, "that much is true, anyway."
"Are you calling me a liar?"
"In a word, yes."
Lark felt an inexplicable need to convince him. "I did grow up in St. Louis, in my grandfather's home. I went to boarding school, too."
"And you lived in Denver. Beyond those things, though, you've been lying through your pretty teeth."
Lark was indignant, and she forcibly suppressed the little thrill that rose inside her at the compliment couched in his accusation, as she had the delicious, strangely urgent languor she'd felt when he touched her feet. "I cannot think why you're interested in my personal affairs," she said, as haughtily as she could.
"You'd have been better off not to be so secretive," Rowdy observed. "When somebody presents a puzzle, I have to figure it out. It's part of my nature, I guess."
"Maybe you're just nosy."
He laughed, low and soft. Something quivered in resonance, low in Lark's belly, like a piano string vibrating because the one next to it had been struck. "Maybe I am," he agreed. "Nevertheless, there will come a day—or perhaps a night—when I know everything there is to know about you, Lark Morgan, and a few things you don't even know about yourself."
The implication, though subtle, was unmistakable. Lark was suddenly too warm, and would have thrown off the blanket if it hadn't meant sitting in close proximity to Rowdy in a gossamer nightgown and a woefully inadequate matching wrapper.
An achy heat suffused her as she imagined herself— the images flooded her mind and body, quite against her will—naked beneath Rowdy Rhodes's strong, agile frame.
Worse, he knew what she was thinking. She could tell by the look in his eyes and the amused way he quirked up one side of his mouth, not quite but almost grinning.
"You are the most audacious man I have ever encountered," she said.
"I'm a few other things you've never encountered, too," he drawled.
She stood up, swayed, flinched when Rowdy steadied her with one hand.
"Sit down," he said, "before you trip over that blanket and take a header into the stove."
"I don't have to listen to—"
He tugged on the blanket, and she landed, not in her own chair, but square on his lap. For a moment she was too stunned to struggle. She simply stared at him.
"Just let me hold you," he said.
If he'd made a move to kiss her, or touched her in any inappropriate place, she'd have had some way of defending herself. As it was, he simply wrapped his arms loosely around her and pressed her head to his shoulder with one gentle hand.
She was helpless against him.
He propped his chin on top of her head. "There, now," he said soothingly.
Lark closed her eyes, bit her lower lip and fought back tears. Other men had held her, particularly Autry, but never in that undemanding way. No, never once in all her twenty-seven years.
Perhaps Rowdy knew that had he risen to his feet, carried her to his bed and made love to her, she wouldn't have resisted him. Perhaps he didn't.
Lark finally stopped shivering, relaxed against his hard chest, cosseted inside the blanket, and promptly fell asleep.
He woke her at dawn, figuring Mai Lee would be up and around soon, or Mrs. Porter.
It wouldn't do for either of them to come upon such a scene.
Lark yawned and stretched, wreaking havoc with Rowdy's senses—he hadn't so much as closed his eyes since she'd landed on his lap, all soft and warm and woman scented.
He'd felt acquiescence in her, and been sorely tempted to bed her.
He knew she'd be responsive, give herself up to him with shy fervor. He knew precisely where to touch her, where to kiss her, how to set her ablaze with need.
He'd been a fool not to, and he'd suffered for his restraint.
She'd surely been with a man before.
And yet there was that troublesome, contradictory innocence about her.
With an inward sigh, he set her on her feet, held her firmly by the waist until, blinking and sleepy, she found her balance.
"Go," he said hoarsely. "They'll be awake soon, Mrs. Porter and the others."
Lark bit her lower lip, hesitated, then hiked up the blanket and hot-footed it for the back stairs.
Rowdy stood up, groaned. He was hard as tamarack, and it would be a while before the raw wanting slackened.
Pardner got to his feet, went to the door and whimpered to be let out.
Rowdy didn't bother to put on his coat and hat. He just worked the latch and opened the door, welcoming a rush of wind so cold that it made his eyes water.
Yes, sir.
A little fresh air was just what he needed.
Upstairs, in the safety of her room, Lark washed hastily and donned her primmest dress, the modest, high-collared black wool she'd been wearing when she'd fled Denver during a funeral. She'd feigned a headache, knowing Autry wouldn't flaut convention by leaving the huge, stuffy church before the service was over, and asked his carriage driver to take her home.
Once there, she'd packed in a desperate rush and prevailed upon that same driver to deliver her to the railroad depot, claiming she'd just gotten word, by telegram, that her sister had taken gravely ill.
She'd been anxious all the way to the station. She knew the train schedules by heart, and if she missed the two-o'clock, she'd never escape. Moreover, Autry would realize she'd deceived him, and the consequences of that didn't bear considering.
The carriage driver, the oldest retainer on Autry's large household staff, might have been suspicious, but he hadn't questioned her orders. He'd simply taken the most direct route to the depot, unloaded her belongings onto a porter's cart, tipped his hat to her, and wished her Godspeed.
Now, standing in a boardinghouse room, trembling with cold and the fear stirred up by remembering, Lark considered filling a single reticule and running away again.
There wouldn't be a stagecoach through town until Thursday morning, and she didn't have the fare, but perhaps she could prevail upon someone, a freight driver or a peddler, for instance, to give her a ride to— where?
Flagstaff?
She sat down heavily on the edge of her bed. What would she do when she got to Flagstaff?
Perhaps she could pawn her cameo brooch there and buy passage on a train—
No, not a train.
Autry might have agents aboard, because of the recent robberies, to protect his financial interests. And any one of them might recognize her as the upstart wife who'd dared to fly the coop and add insult to injury by having divorce papers served upon her outraged husband only ten days after her departure.
Tears filled Lark's eyes. She pinned the cherished cameo brooch, her mother's most precious treasure, to the bodice of her dress. How could she part with it?
Besides, she didn't want to run. She loved her pupils, loved seeing the light of understanding in their eyes when they suddenly grasped some new concept or idea, mastered some elusive skill. She loved Stone Creek, damnably cold though it was in winter and, anyway, she'd been invited to the O'Ballivans' home for supper on Friday night.
She bit down hard on her lower lip. She'd behaved like a hussy, down there in the kitchen. Sat in Rowdy's lap, like some...dancehall girl. And, dear God, at the slightest encouragement from him, she'd have gone willingly, even eagerly, to his bed.
He'd been so tender.
He'd been so strong.
And he'd as much as said, outright, that he'd have her.
Nevertheless, there will come a day—or perhaps a night—when I know everything there is to know about you, Lark Morgan, and a few things you don't even know about yourself.
She blushed at the memory of his words and the way he'd said them.
He meant to seduce her, sooner or later, and he'd taken the first step in the process the night before, in Mrs. Porter's kitchen.
What would be next?
A kiss? A caress?
Rowdy Rhodes was a patient man, that much was obvious. One by one, he would strip away her defenses, like garments.
If she stayed in Stone Creek, her downfall was inevitable.
She'd barely resisted him the night before, barely kept herself from lifting her head from his shoulder, finding his mouth with her own, kissing him, like some brazen trollop, some tramp—
Some saloon singer.
Lark gave an involuntary whimper.
Even now, at what should have been a safe distance, with Mrs. Porter and Mai Lee up and about, she wanted him.
Wanted his hands on her breasts, her hips, her thighs.
"Stop it!" she said aloud, squeezing her eyes shut.
After several minutes of deep, slow breathing, Lark regained some semblance of self-control.
A light rap sounded at her door. "Mai Lee has breakfast ready, dear," Mrs. Porter called cheerfully. "And if you don't hurry, you'll be late for school."
"Coming," Lark called back, with an effort at equal good cheer. But her voice quavered a little.
The creaking of the front gate sent her scurrying to her window. She tugged aside the curtain and looked out.
Rowdy was just stepping onto the sidewalk, Pardner cavorting at his side.
She let out a long breath. At least she wouldn't have to sit across the table from him, choking down her breakfast, pretending she hadn't let him rub her feet the night before, hadn't sat in his lap and felt so foolishly safe that she'd fallen asleep.
She watched from the window until she was sure Rowdy wouldn't double back, then hurried downstairs with as much dignity as she could manage. Their two chairs, she was glad to see, were back in their usual places at the table, and there was no indication that either of them had been in the kitchen at all during the wee, scandalous hours of the morning.
Except for the two coffeecups sitting beside the sink.
Mai Lee looked at them curiously, then glanced at Lark, frowning a little.
Thankfully, Mrs. Porter didn't seem to notice the stray cups. She took Lark's cloak from the peg by the door, carried it over to the stove and draped it over a wooden rack alongside, so it would be warm when she wore it to the schoolhouse.
Lark's eyes burned again.
"Rowdy suggested it," Mrs. Porter explained brightly, smiling at Lark. "He said you're uncommonly sensitive to the cold. He even said you might want to move into his room—once he's gone to live in the new place, of course." Here, she paused to blush girlishly. "I don't know why I didn't think of that before. There's no reason you couldn't use the best quarters when they're not rented."
Lark straightened her spine. "Th-thank you," she said.
"No reason at all," Mrs. Porter prattled on, still caught up in her musings. Then, with a pointed glance at the clock, she added, "Hurry up, now. You'll have to gobble your food and practically run to the school-house as it is, if you're going to ring the bell at eight o'clock."
Lark nodded gratefully. She consumed a fried egg and a slice of toasted bread and drank her coffee so quickly that she burned her tongue. Mai Lee had packed her lunch in a lard tin, as she did every weekday morning, and set it on the counter nearest the back door. Mrs. Porter had made special arrangements with the school board, soon after Lark's arrival in Stone Creek, when she realized her boarder was going without food between breakfast and the evening meal.
"I'll be having supper with Maddie and Sam O'Ballivan this Friday night," Lark said, out of courtesy and because she was a little proud of the invitation.
Mrs. Porter went still.
So did Mai Lee.
"Is something wrong?" Lark asked, carrying her plate and silverware to the sink, setting them on the drain board next to the cups she and Rowdy had used earlier. She was putting on her cloak before either of them answered.
"It's just that nobody's been invited out there since Sam brought Maddie home as his bride," Mrs. Porter said, trying to smile but not quite succeeding.
"I'm sure they mean to entertain more once they've settled in," Lark was quick to offer.
"It's been over a year since Maddie came," Mrs. Porter said uncertainly.
Lark assumed a confidential tone. "Terran and Ben tried to skip school yesterday," she said, as though imparting a secret that must be guarded at all costs. "Maddie probably wants to speak to me about—disciplinary measures."
Mrs. Porter brightened immediately. "I'm sure that's it," she said.
"Of course it is," Lark replied briskly, grabbing up her lunch pail and reaching for the doorknob. "Naturally, I'd like you to keep this in strictest confidence."
"Naturally," Mrs. Porter said eagerly.
By the time school let out for the day, Lark figured, the news would probably be all over town.
Rowdy stopped off at the mercantile to order supplies, like coffee and sugar, and then picked up the pinto, who'd come with the name Paint, and installed him in the barn behind the marshal's house. A supply of hay had already been laid in; probably Sam and the major's doing.
Polishing his badge with the sleeve of his trail coat, Rowdy surveyed the yard, enclosed by chicken-wire fencing, and the land beyond it. There was a house back there, if it could be called that, since it leaned to one side and probably didn't measure more than eight-by-eight. A cardboard sign, crudely lettered and attached to the door frame, proclaimed the place was for sale, with some scribbling underneath.
Rowdy decided to investigate, and Pardner went along, like he always did. If Rowdy 'd gone through the gates of hell itself, he figured the dog probably would have followed.
The inside of that shack looked even worse than the outside. The stone fireplace was crumbling, and half the floorboards were missing. Those that remained were probably rotten.
He paused on the threshold, stopped Pardner with a movement of his knee when he would have ventured inside.
Rowdy stepped back, walked around the perimeter of the place, noted the overgrown vegetable garden, the teetering privy and the well. Returning to examine the cardboard For Sale sign, he noted from a scribbled addition that the whole place, a little under an acre, could be had for fifty dollars in back taxes.
He rubbed his chin, thinking about becoming a landowner.
He'd saved most of his pay while he was in Haven, so he was flush, and he'd developed a penchant for carpentry, helping to rebuild the burned-out town. He liked the smell of freshly planed lumber and the release of swinging a hammer or wielding a saw.
It was a fool's notion, of course.
What could he do with an acre of ground?
And, anyhow, he planned to move on, once he'd gotten the truth of the train-robbing situation and unraveled the secrets behind Lark Morgan's brown eyes.
Still, with the railroad headed in that direction, the land might make a good investment. He'd need something to fill his free time, since Stone Creek didn't appear to be a hotbed of crime or social activity, and putting that shack to rights seemed like a sensible occupation.
Resolved, he went back to the jailhouse and built a fire in the potbelly stove. By the time he'd adjusted the damper and shifted the chimney pipe to close the gaps issuing little scallops of dusty smoke, the supplies had arrived from the general store.
He put a pot of coffee on to brew.
Pardner, meanwhile, padded into the single jail cell, jumped up on the cot inside and settled himself for a snooze.
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Jolene Bell showed up before the coffee was through perking.
"I hope you'll be a better lawman than old Pete Quincy was," she said.
"I guess that remains to be seen," Rowdy replied. He'd have offered her some of the coffee, but it was still raw and he only had one cup.
"I run a clean place," Jolene told him, after working up her mettle for a few seconds. "My girls are all of legal age, and my whiskey ain't watered down, neither."
Rowdy bit the inside of his lip, so he wouldn't grin. Obviously, Jolene was there on serious business. He'd learned a long time ago that if a woman had something to say, it was best to listen, whether she was the preacher's wife or the local madam.
"Am I gonna have trouble with you?" she asked, frowning.
Rowdy hooked his thumbs in his gun belt. "Not unless any of your 'girls' are there against their will," he said. "And I'll be by to collect pistols, if I see more than a dozen horses tied up at your hitching rail."
Jolene's gaze slipped to the .44 on his left hip. "Might be some as protest a rule like that one," she asserted.
"I don't give a damn whether they protest or not," Rowdy replied.
"Since when is there a law on the books that says cowboys got to surrender their sidearms afore they can do any drinkin'?"
"Since now," Rowdy said. "They'll get the guns back when they're ready to ride out, sober."
"I'd be interested to see how you plan to make that stick," Jolene told him. 'There's a lot of big spreads around here. The cowboys work long, hard hours, and when they get paid, they like to come into town and have themselves a good time. They get pretty lively, sometimes—especially if there's a dance down at the Cattleman's Meeting Hall, like there is next Saturday night."
"All the more reason," Rowdy said, "to enforce the Rhodes Ordinance."
"The Rhodes Ordinance? I ain't never heard of it." Her tiny eyes widened as revelation struck. "Say— that's your name, ain't it? Rhodes?"
"Yep," Rowdy said.
"You can't just go around makin' laws and expectin' the rest of us to abide by 'em," Jolene protested, drawing herself up in righteous indignation.
"I imagine the town council will support it," Rowdy replied.
"If that don't beat all," Jolene marveled. "Ol' Quincy was a piece of work—I had to pay him fifty cents a week just to stay clear of my place—but I figure you just might be worse."
Rowdy smiled. "I won't be staying clear of your place," he said. "I might even sit in on a hand of poker now and then."
Jolene narrowed her eyes. "You gonna put any kind of nick in my pocketbook, Mr. Rowdy Rhodes-Ordinance?"
"Nope," Rowdy said.
A slow grin spread across Jolene's pockmarked, sallow face. "Well, now," she said. "Looks like we're all in for a time of it."
"Looks that way," Rowdy agreed affably. He cocked a thumb over his right shoulder. "Who do I talk to about buying the place on the other side of the back fence?"
Jolene told him, and half an hour later, he was a man of property.

-5-
Pa'd saddled up and gone off someplace, in the middle of the night. Bent over a book at his desk in the back of the big schoolroom, Gideon couldn't take in the words he was supposed to be reading. He just kept remembering.
He'd awakened out of a sound sleep, hearing noises he thought were coming from the shed out behind the saloon, gotten up out of his bed, pulled on his clothes and boots, and headed out there to investigate.
And there was Pa, dressed to ride a distance, fastening his rifle scabbard to the saddle. His gelding, Samson, snorted and tossed his big head, eager to be away.
"You go on back inside, Gideon," Pa'd said. He wore his round-brimmed hat, and there was a bandana tied loosely around his neck. Under his long coat, he wore a gun belt, with a holster on either side. The pearl handle of one of his .45s flashed in the gloom as he swung up onto the horse.
"Let me go along, Pa," Gideon had said, at the edge of pleading. "I can get a horse over at the livery stable—"
"You stay here and look after Ruby," Pa replied. He'd clamped an unlit cheroot between his strong, white teeth, and he shifted it from one side of his mouth to the other, looking as though he might ride Gideon down if he didn't get out of the way.
If there'd ever been a woman who didn't need looking after, it was Ruby Hollister. She kept a loaded shotgun behind the bar, and everybody in Flagstaff knew she wouldn't hesitate to use it. No, sir. She would not be requiring Gideon's protection.
"At least tell me where you're off to, Pa," Gideon had argued.
"That's none of your never-mind," Pa had answered, narrowing his chilly blue eyes with impatience. "Now, step aside."
Gideon stood his ground for a long moment, but in the end, he couldn't prevail against his pa's hard stare. "When'll you be back?" he'd asked.
Pa hadn't said anything in response. He'd just nudged the gelding into motion with the heels of his boots—not the fancy ones he usually wore, Gideon noticed, but the light, supple kind, made for moving fast, but soled for hard going.
Gideon had moved out of the shed doorway, lest he be trampled, and Pa had bent low over the saddle to avoid knocking his head as he passed through.
He'd vanished into the darkness, the hooves of his horse beating on the hard dirt, the sound growing fainter as he gained the road.
When the cold of that winter night finally penetrated Gideon's awareness, he'd gone inside. Shed his boots and lay down on top of his bed in his clothes, staring up at the ceiling, knowing he wasn't going to sleep.
At breakfast, Ruby had been pale and unusually fidgety.
Gideon had been bursting with questions, but he hadn't dared put a one of them to her. When Ruby didn't want to talk, the devil and ten red-hot pitchforks couldn't make her do it.
Now, sitting in the schoolroom, he felt restless, as though there were something else he ought to be doing, and wasn't.
He thought about Rowdy, the brother he barely knew.
You ever need any help, you '11 find me boarding at Mrs. Porter's, over in Stone Creek.
A hand came to rest on Gideon's shoulder just as he was recalling that conversation for the hundredth time, nearly scaring him right out of his hide. He wasn't commonly the jumpy sort, and it embarrassed him mightily, the way he'd started. He felt his neck and face go warm.
"You're not concentrating, Gideon," Miss Langston said good-naturedly, smiling down at him. She was about a thousand years old, short and square of build, a phenomenon that had confounded him until Ruby had explained the mysteries of a lady's corset. "It's too early for spring fever, but I'll vow, you're already afflicted."
Gideon tried to smile, because he liked Miss Langston. She was briskly cordial, and never made sly remarks about Ruby or his pa, like a lot of folks did. And she'd attended Rose's funeral, too, he remembered. Cried into a starched hanky with lace trim around the edges.
"I've got some trouble at home," he confided, keeping his voice down so he wouldn't have to fight later, out in the schoolyard. He'd never lost a one of those battles, but, as his pa liked to say, there was no shortage of idiots in the world. There was always somebody ready to take him on.
Pa'd had things to say about that, too.
Pa.
"You'd best go and see to things there, then," Miss Langston said, kindly and quietly. When he hesitated, she prodded him with, "You're excused, Gideon."
He fairly knocked his chair over backwards, getting to his feet.
You ever need help—
Did he need help? He didn't know.
He couldn't have explained why he felt so nervous and scared. Something was bad wrong, though. He was sure of it. The knowledge stung in his blood and buzzed in his brain.
He ignored the quizzical stares of the other pupils— they ranged from tiny girls in pigtails to farm boys strong as the mules they rode to town—and shot out of the schoolhouse, down the steps, across the yard. He vaulted over the picket fence and sprinted for the livery stable four streets over.
Rowdy placed an order down at the sawmill, bought a hammer, a keg of nails, and some other tools at the mercantile, paid extra to have them delivered, Pardner tagging along behind him. Then, figuring he ought to do some marshaling, since he was getting paid for it, he walked the length of Center Street, speaking quietly to folks as he passed, touching the brim of his hat to the ladies.
He looked in at the bank and the telegraph office, introduced himself and Pardner.
He counted the horses in front of the town's three saloons, and went inside the last one, which happened to be Jolene Bell's place.
"That your deputy?" a grizzled old-timer asked, leaning against the bar and grinning sparse-toothed down at Pardner, who was sniffing at the spittoon.
"Leave it," Rowdy told the dog.
Pardner sighed and sat down in the filthy sawdust.
"Don't see no badge on him," quipped another of the local wits.
Rowdy smiled. "This is Pardner," he said. "Guess he is my deputy."
"He bite?" asked the skinny piano player, looking worried.
"Not unless he has just cause," Rowdy answered.
The old-timer's gaze went to Rowdy's badge, then shifted to his .44. "You a southpaw, Marshal?"
"Nope," Rowdy said, looking straight at the old man, but noticing everything and everybody at the far edges of his vision, too.
Always know what's going on around you, boy. Ignorance ain't bliss. It can be fatal. He'd been raised on those words of Pappy's, drilled on them, the way some kids were made to learn verses from the Good Book.
"Gun's backward in the holster," the piano player pointed out helpfully.
Rowdy glanced down at it, as if surprised to find it such. In the same moment, he drew.
The old-timer whistled.
The piano player spun around on his seat and pounded out the first bars of a funeral march.
Rowdy shoved his .44 back in the holster.
"Come, dog," he told Pardner, and they went back out, into the bright, silvery cold of the morning.
From there, Rowdy and Pardner proceeded to the Stone Creek schoolhouse. He didn't have any official business there, but he thought he ought to familiarize himself with the place, just the same.
And he wouldn't be averse to a glimpse of Lark, either.
The kids were out for recess, running in every direction and screaming their heads off in a frenzy of brief freedom, while Lark watched from the step, wrapped tightly in her cloak, her cheeks and the end of her nose red in the bitter weather.
She didn't see Rowdy right away, so he took his time sizing things up.
The building itself was painted bright red, and it had a belfry with a heavy bronze bell inside, sending out the occasional faint metallic vibration as it contracted in the cold. There was a well near the front door, and an outhouse off to one side. A few horses and mules foraged at what was left of last summer's grass—come the end of the school day, they'd be carrying Lark's students back home to farms and ranches scattered hither and yon.
Pardner lifted himself onto his hind legs and put his forepaws against the whitewashed fence, probably wishing he could join in a running game or two.
"Sit," Rowdy told him quietly.
He sat.
The dog's movement must have caught Lark's attention, because she spotted them then. Made an awning of one hand to shade her eyes from the bright, cool sun.
Rowdy grinned, waited there, on the outside of the fence, while she hesitated, made up her mind and swept toward him, her heavy black skirts trailing over the winter-bitten grass.
"Good morning, Marshal Rhodes," she said formally.
Marshal Rhodes? The woman had sat in his lap the night before, wrapped in a blanket and not much else, and settled herself against him with a little sigh of resigned surrender that still echoed in his bloodstream.
Rowdy remembered their present whereabouts—a schoolyard, in the bright light of day—and touched the brim of his hat respectfully. "Miss Morgan," he said. He let the look in his eyes say the rest.
Lark blushed, so he figured she'd understood.
"Surely you don't have business here," she said, taking in the shiny star-shaped badge pinned to his coat.
"No, ma'am," he replied. "Pardner and I, we were just making our rounds. Keeping the peace, you might say."
Lark tried mightily to smile, but she didn't quite succeed.
He realized, with a start, that she'd expected him to deliver some kind of dire news or maybe even arrest her.
Damnation. He'd figured she was running from a man, but now it struck him that he might have been wrong. Could be she was wanted by the law.
The thought of that gave Rowdy serious pause.
He recalled the way she'd glanced at his badge, and he searched the recollection, as well as her face, for any sign of anxiety.
Meanwhile, a little girl with blond pigtails approached the fence, stuck a hand through to stroke Pardner's head.
"Lydia," Lark said immediately, "you should not touch strange dogs." Her gaze moved briefly to Rowdy's face. "Some of them bite."
Reluctantly Lydia withdrew her hand.
"Does he?" the child asked, looking solemnly up at Rowdy. "Bite, I mean?"
Pardner tried to force his head between the fence pickets, looking for another pat.
"Sit," Rowdy told him.
Pardner sat, but he looked as forlorn as a martyr in a piece of bad religious art.
"No," Rowdy said to Lydia. "Pardner doesn't bite. He's a good dog."
"I wish I had a dog," Lydia said. "If I did, he could walk me home, and Beaver Franks wouldn't chase after me and pull my hair."
Rowdy crouched, well aware that Lark was watching him, and looked through the fence at Lydia. "My name is Mr. Rhodes," he said. "I'm the new marshal. Which one of those yahoos is Beaver Franks?"
"That's him over there, in the overalls and the plaid shirt," Lydia answered, in a whisper, not willing to risk pointing. "With the freckles and the red hair and the big front teeth."
Hence the nickname, Rowdy thought. He spotted Franks and narrowed his gaze on him before shifting his gaze back to Lydia. "You want me to talk to him?"
Lydia shook her head. "I only live just a little ways from here," she said, pointing out the general direction of home. "And, anyhow, I can outrun Beaver Franks."
"Lydia," Lark said mildly, "go and tell the others recess is over. It's time for arithmetic."
Rowdy raised himself off his haunches.
Lydia stood still for a moment, then reached through the fence again to give Pardner a parting pat on the noggin before turning to scamper away.
Rowdy watched the child join the others, gesturing importantly as she explained, no doubt, that the fun was over and arithmetic was about to descend on them all like a plague. Beaver Franks, meanwhile, watched Rowdy, his broad face reddening a little, his fists tightening at his sides.
Rowdy felt his hackles rise.
Franks might be a schoolboy, but he had the body of a man.
"I can manage Roland Franks," Lark said, apparently reading Rowdy's thoughts as clearly as if they'd been written on her blackboard in big letters.
"Can you?" Rowdy asked. "How old is he, anyway?"
"Twenty-two," Lark answered crisply. "He might not be so troublesome of the children wouldn't call him 'Beaver.'"
"Twenty-two?" Rowdy echoed.
"He's in third grade," Lark said, with a strange combination of pride and defensive conviction.
Rowdy stared at her, at a loss for words.
"He's been working on his father's ranch since he was a little boy," Lark explained. "He didn't get a chance to attend school until this year."
Rowdy opened his mouth, then closed it.
Lark smiled, plainly enjoying his consternation. "Roland's best subject is reading, believe it or not. He's really quite intelligent."
"Twenty-two?" Rowdy repeated.
Lark folded her arms, tapped one foot on the frozen ground. Waited for Rowdy to take the hint and leave.
Pardner gave a sad moan as all the kids trooped back inside the schoolhouse, with Roland "Beaver" Franks bringing up the rear and casting sour looks back at Rowdy over one meaty shoulder.
"It doesn't bother you that he chases Lydia home and pulls her hair?" Rowdy asked, shoving his hat to the back of his head, peeved.
"I spoke to him about it," Lark said. "And he stopped immediately."
"Not according to Lydia, he didn't," Rowdy said. He took his grandfather Wyatt's watch out of his inside coat pocket, popped the lid with a practiced motion of one thumb and checked the hour. Ten forty-five. "What time does school let out?"
"Three o'clock," Lark answered, already turning to go. "Why?"
Rowdy didn't answer. He just looked down at Pardner and said, "Three o'clock."
Lark sighed and walked swiftly away.
When she got inside, she shut the door hard behind her.
Rowdy stayed where he was for a minute or so, pondering the presence of a twenty-two-year-old man in a schoolhouse.
Mentally he added one more item to the list of things he knew about Lark Morgan.
She was dangerously naive.
Promptly at three, Lark opened the schoolhouse door to dismiss her students, and was taken aback to see Rowdy's dog sitting patiently outside the gate.
Baffled, she descended the three narrow steps to the ground and looked down the road, first toward town, then, seeing no sign of the marshal, she scanned the countryside.
Apparently, Pardner had come alone.
Children streamed past Lark.
Terran O'Ballivan and Ben Blackstone mounted their horses, bareback, and made for the ranch. Roland lumbered by, muttering a goodbye to Lark as he went, a McGuffy 's Reader clasped in one big hand. The others left, too, the older girls, slates and tablets and school-books clutched to their chests, prattling and giggling about the dance to be held at the Cattleman's Meeting Hall on Saturday night.
Pardner watched the human parade go by, panting now.
Lydia, as usual, was the last to file out of the schoolhouse.
Pardner gave a welcoming yelp when he saw her, and rose to all four feet.
"He came to see me home, Miss Morgan!" Lydia marveled, in a whisper of high excitement, when she caught sight of the dog.
Troubled, Lark hastily banked the fire in the potbelly stove, gathered up her cloak, lunch pail and lesson books. By the time she'd locked the schoolhouse door, Pardner and Lydia were already well on their way.
In the brief time Lark had known Rowdy Rhodes, she'd seldom seen him parted from that dog, but he was nowhere around now.
Was he sick?
Injured perhaps?
Lark hurried to catch up with Lydia and her canine escort.
"Maybe Mabel will let me give him a bone," the little girl told Lark eagerly, as she joined the procession. "We had one in our soup last night, at supper."
Mabel, Lydia's very young stepmother, was "no better than she should be," by Mrs. Porter's assessment. Lydia's father, the only doctor in Stone Creek, was a lithe, delicately built man with almost womanly features and—also according to Mrs. Porter—did not wear the pants in his family. Lark had observed, upon making the doctor's acquaintance, that he seemed dreamy, and somehow detached from the world around him. She'd wondered if he took a tipple now and then, or had a habit of dosing himself with laudanum.
Still a little breathless from hurrying and at once worried about Rowdy and feeling eminently silly for doing so, Lark summoned up a smile.
They crossed the road, woman, child and dog, headed for the row of tiny clapboard houses lining Second Street. The homes were set at some distance from each other, and several had small barns. Milk cows watched their passage, from barren, postage-stamp pastures, with interest.
"You don't have to walk me home, Miss Morgan," Lydia said. "I've got this dog for company." She frowned. "Do you know his name?"
"Pardner," Lark said, feeling ridiculously proud to be the possessor of this information. "Like partner, only with a d. The way cowboys pronounce it."
"Oh," Lydia said. "I think Rover would suit him better."
"I don't think he's much of a rover," Lark answered, still glancing anxiously this way and that, expecting, even hoping, to see Rowdy somewhere close by. "Marshal Rhodes says he doesn't wander."
Pardner sticks pretty close to me, wherever we go. Wouldn 't even chase a rabbit, unless I gave him leave....
"Are you worried about something, Miss Morgan?" Lydia asked, looking up at her in concern.
"No," Lark lied. "I was just thinking about tomorrow's spelling bee."
"I guess you don't have to know which way letters are supposed to face to say what words they make," Lydia mused. She was such a serious child, desperate to do everything right.
Lark smiled and touched the little girl's shoulder gently. "You're making very good progress with your letters, Lydia," she said quietly. "You got most of them right today."
Lydia patted Pardner's back thoughtfully as they walked.
Soon they reached the Fairmont house, a modest place built close to the road. The yard was rocky dirt, and there were no trees close by. There was no barn, either—no fence and no milk cow.
It made, Lark thought, a bleak visage.
Pardner stopped when Lydia started up the foot-hardened path leading to her front door.
"I'm going to ask Mabel for that soup bone," the child called from the threshold.
Pardner and Lark waited.
"Where's Rowdy?" Lark whispered to Pardner.
Of course he didn't answer, he just looked up at her with warm, trusting brown eyes.
A moment later Lydia reappeared, her small face creased with disappointment. "Mabel won't give me the soup bone," she reported.
Lark smiled, anxious to reassure the child. "I don't think Pardner is disposed to eat right now," she said, before turning to go. "I'll see you at school tomorrow, Lydia."
She felt Lydia watching her and Pardner with a sort of clutching hunger as they walked away.
Lark fretted over Lydia, but her attention soon turned to Rowdy. It was silly to be concerned about him, she scolded herself silently, as she and the dog made their way toward the marshal's office. He was a grown man—a marshal, for heaven's sake.
He could take care of himself.
Nevertheless, Lark followed Pardner, who seemed to know precisely where he was going. Mrs. Porter would be waiting at home, with tea and gossip, and Lark knew she shouldn't be tardy.
Still, she stuck right with Pardner, instead of turning toward the boardinghouse. Her shoes pinched and she was cold and she wanted that tea with a powerful yen. What in the world was she doing, tramping through town behind a dog?
Pardner bypassed the jailhouse, trotting around back.
Lark trekked on.
They passed the little lean-to barn, and Rowdy's horse was inside.
The sound of a hammer cracked in the brittle air.
Pardner woofed once, happily, and broke into a run.
Lark hurried along behind, hoping no one had noticed her.
Rowdy appeared in the doorway of the tumbledown house on the property behind the jail, grinning. A stack of lumber stood on the ground nearby, and Pardner streaked past it to hurl himself at Rowdy, who laughed and crouched to greet the dog with an ear-ruffling and a few words of welcome.
Lark stopped, dizzy with an incomprehensible degree of relief at the sight of him.
"Afternoon, Miss Morgan," Rowdy said, standing again. He'd set the hammer down on the threshold to pet Pardner, and now he braced one shoulder against the framework of the shack's doorway.
"Good afternoon, Mr. Rhodes," Lark replied, feeling all the more foolish for the blush that burned in her cheeks. She wanted to walk away, but something held her rooted to the spot, like some venerable old tree.
"Anything wrong?" Rowdy asked, still leaning against the doorjamb, though his arms were folded now.
"I was just—I was worried when—"
He waited, damn him, enjoying her misery.
Lark tried again. She must complete her errand here, such as it was, and leave. Just leave. "It's only that Pardner came to the schoolhouse alone, and—"
"You were worried about me?"
"I didn't say that."
"Yes, you did. And why else would you follow Pardner all the way back here?"
Lark sighed. "All right. I was worried. Are you satisfied now?"
"Yes," Rowdy said, with a sudden and dazzling grin. "Flattered, too."
Lark finally worked up the will to turn away, only to turn back again. "What are you doing with all this lumber?" she asked.
"Replacing the floor in this old house," Rowdy said. "I'd invite you in, but you'd probably fall through and break a leg."
Lark instantly bristled. "If you didn't fall through, I probably won't, either," she argued, even though she had no desire whatsoever to set foot inside that tilting hovel. There were probably rats and insects in there. Cobwebs, too.
Rowdy's grin flashed again. He straightened, made a be-my-guest gesture with one hand. His blue eyes twinkled with challenge.
"I don't have time to dally," Lark replied, tacitly refusing. Why wasn't she moving? Heading home to Mrs. Porter's, for tea and news and a seat near the fire?
"Let me see if I understand this correctly," Rowdy said. "You were insulted when I said you oughtn't to come in. Then I invited you, and you balked." He paused for a long, strangely charged moment. "And when we 'dally,' Miss Morgan," he went on at last, "it won't be in a cold, dirty shack with the wind blowing through cracks in the walls."
Lark took three furious steps toward him. "We are not going to dally!" she replied, in a bursting whisper.
He threw back his head and laughed. When he looked at her again, though, the twinkle was gone from his eyes. They smoldered like the banked embers of a blue fire.
She waited for him to speak, which was her second mistake. Coming here at all had been her first, and she had only herself to blame for the consequences.
He was standing in front of her before she actually saw him move.
He rested his hands on her shoulders, searched her wind-chapped face and kissed her.
Lark made a startled "mmmm" sound, when their mouths collided, and then he was really kissing her. His tongue moved against hers, and his lips—well, his lips—
Drunken heat flashed through Lark. She trembled, and stood on tiptoe, and kissed Rowdy Rhodes right back.
When they finally broke apart, Rowdy looked stunned.
"Oh, shit," he muttered. Hatless, he shoved a hand through his hair.
"Well, that was a gallant thing to say," Lark retorted.
He laughed again, quietly this time, but the baffled expression lingered in his eyes. "Go home, Lark," he said. "Go back to Mrs. Porter's place, right now. If you don't, I can't promise I won't take you inside my nice, warm marshal's house, kiss you until your clothes melt, and have you like you've never been had before."
Lark started to speak, then stopped herself, because she had no idea what she'd say. Her cheeks ached, and so did every inch of flesh beneath her somber black woolen frock, her camisole and petticoats, and her bloomers.
Mortification gave her the impetus to turn on one heel and start to walk away. Fury made her turn back again, though, with a hand shooting up to slap Mr. Rowdy Rhodes for his outrageous impudence.
Kiss-you-until-your-clothes-melt, indeed.
He caught her by the wrist, easily stayed the blow she'd fully intended to deliver, and with all her might, too.
"Go home," he said.
"Let go of my hand," Lark replied tartly, breathless.
Slowly, staring into her eyes, Rowdy opened his fingers and released her.
Lark's hand fell to her side.
There was nothing to do but go home.
Feet as heavy as if they'd suddenly turned to bedrock, Lark straightened her cloak, patted her hair, pivoted smartly on one heel and walked away with all the dignity she could muster.
She'd only covered a few yards when he halted her with a single hoarse word.
"Lark?"
She stiffened her spine. Did not turn around.
He chuckled, and she actually felt the sound, ruffling the fine hairs at her nape. "I'll see you at supper," he said.
She made a strangled sound of pure fury and left.
Pardner followed her as far as the street, gazing up at her in piteous concern.
She paused, sighed and patted the dog's head. "Thank you for walking Lydia home," she told him. "Unlike your master, you are a gentleman."
Once Lark was out of sight, Rowdy let out his breath and muttered a curse. He shouldn't have kissed her like that. Shouldn't have said the things he'd said.
Oh, he'd meant them, all right.
Meant the kiss, too.
But now, because he'd said what he had, it was all going to happen. He would make love to Lark Morgan. And then his pa would rob a train, or a Wanted poster would come in the mail, with a sketch of his own face on it, and he'd have to hit the trail.
It had happened before.
It would happen again.
Rowdy thrust a hand through his hair. He was fed up with running, and in that moment, if Sam O'Ballivan had been standing in front of him, he probably would have turned himself in, just to be done with it.
But what would happen to Pardner if he did that?
What would happen to Lark?
He was asking himself those things when an old white horse trotted around the side of the jailhouse with Gideon on its back.
Seeing Rowdy, Gideon visibly gathered his resolve, reined in the horse and swung down out of the saddle. There was some gear tied on behind, wrapped in an ungainly bundle, and the boy wore an old wool coat and a brown hat pulled low over his face.
Pardner approached to sniff at his hand, and Gideon grinned at the dog and mussed Pardner's ears, but when he turned to Rowdy again, his expression was serious as an undertaker's.
"This where you live?" he asked.
"This is where I live," Rowdy confirmed. "I guess somebody at Mrs. Porter's must have told you where to find me."
Gideon nodded. Swallowed once. "You said to come if I had trouble."
Rowdy approached his younger brother, laid a hand on his shoulder. "What happened, Gideon?" he asked.
Gideon flushed. Chewed a while on what he wanted to say, maybe figuring how to put it. Finally, he said, "Pa took off last night, in a big hurry. Wouldn't say where he was going, and wouldn't let me go with him."
Rowdy closed his eyes. No, he thought fiercely.
I'm not ready to run again.
I'm not ready to leave Lark.
Damn you, Pappy.
Damn you.
"Did I do right to come?" Gideon asked warily.
Rowdy nodded. Smiled. "Come on along with me," he said. "I reckon you could do with some supper."
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Mai Lee was alone in the kitchen when Lark arrived at Mrs. Porter's and divested herself of the lunch pail and lesson books, which she'd nearly dropped when Rowdy'd kissed her—in front of God and everybody. Hanging up her cloak, she frowned, immediately sensing something out of the ordinary, an uncomfortable shift in the atmosphere.
The Chinese woman stood at the sink, peeling potatoes, her back to Lark. Her child-size shoulders were stooped, and she didn't say a word, or turn to offer her usual smile of welcome.
Lark put aside disturbing thoughts of Rowdy Rhodes and her concern for Lydia Fairmont, renewed when she'd walked the little girl home from school, a nameless fretting that came and went.
"Mai Lee?" Lark ventured, looking toward the stairs and the inside doorways, expecting Mrs. Porter to appear. "Is something the matter?"
Mai Lee did not respond. Usually she chattered, in her oddly cobbled English, full of news.
Still frowning, Lark took the teakettle, which would already have been singing on the stove on any other afternoon, and stood beside Mai Lee to pump cold water into it. Once again she repeated the woman's name.
A tear slipped down Mai Lee's cheek. "He buy house," she lamented. "He buy garden."
"What house?" Lark asked, setting the kettle back on the stove to heat, her voice gentle. "What garden? And who is 'he'?"
Mai Lee sniffled, but she still wouldn't look at Lark. "I save for house," she said. "Save for garden." A shiver went through her. "Now, is gone."
Tentatively Lark touched her friend's shoulder. Mai Lee and her husband had undergone staggering hardship and privation before leaving China, by Mrs. Porter's account. Even now, they slept under a staircase, in a bed hardly big enough for one person, let alone two. They both worked long hours, never shirking, and while they seemed to consider themselves fortunate, given their cheerful spirits and quick smiles, glad of having ample food to eat and shelter, they nevertheless lived with a bare-bones simplicity that would have been difficult for other people—Lark included—to endure.
Lark was singularly alarmed by Mai Lee's obvious upset, and still confused by her attempt at an explanation.
"Mai Lee," she said quietly, "please, help me to understand. What house? What garden?"
"House behind jail," Mai Lee said, her face a mask of wretched sorrow, even in profile. "Me save to buy. Have almost enough. Now gone."
Suddenly it was all clear to Lark. Her heart sank.
Mai Lee and her husband had hoped to purchase the tiny place where she had seen Rowdy last, replacing floorboards. The homestead, one of the first in the area, had been abandoned years ago, and stood empty since then. The town of Stone Creek had held title to it, offering it for sale to anyone who would pay the back taxes.
And Rowdy had bought it. That answered a question she'd hadn't thought to ask. She'd been too flustered to ask what he was doing there, pulling up floorboards and driving nails.
Lark stiffened. She couldn't assume he'd known he was destroying a dream—he hadn't been in town long enough to be privy to things she was still garnering after three months' residence—but he was the source of Mai Lee's despair, nevertheless.
"Oh, Mai Lee," she said, "I'm so sorry." Sympathy seemed a poor offering, in the face of the other woman's sorrow.
Mai Lee nodded once, tersely, and went on peeling potatoes, rubbery from their long tenure in a wooden barrel in Mrs. Porter's root cellar.
Knowing nothing else to do, and certainly nothing helpful to say, Lark went about brewing her tea. Presently, a noise at the door and a sweep of chilly air brought Mrs. Porter bustling in, carrying a shopping basket.
"I saw Mr. Rhodes on my way here," she announced. "He's got a young man with him, too—came by here earlier, while you were at school. The boy had a horse when he came, but they're both on foot now."
Mai Lee promptly flung down her paring knife. The potato she'd been skinning landed in the kettle with a splashy plunk. She turned and scurried from the room, and the door to the little nook under the main stairs closed audibly.
"Merciful heavens," Mrs. Porter marveled. "What's gotten into Mai Lee?"
Before Lark could reply, the door swung open again, and Pardner pranced in, closely followed by Rowdy and a handsome lad of sixteen or seventeen years. The resemblance between man and boy was so strong that Lark blinked once, certain she was seeing things.
Rowdy was taller than the youth, more muscled, graceful where his companion was awkward. The newcomer had yet to grow into his strength, and his hair was a few shades darker than Rowdy's, a butternut color, but Lark knew that in high summer, it would be fair as corn silk.
Despite these differences, they had the same blue eyes. The same expressive mouths, on the verge of a wicked grin, though the boy's was set in a wary line at the moment.
The youth stood shyly just inside the door. At a nudge from Rowdy, he removed his ancient brown hat, held it with a diffidence that was not reflected in his taut jaw or watchful eyes.
Pardner lay down heavily, to one side of the cook-stove.
Rowdy, meanwhile, made the introductions. "Mrs. Porter," he said, "Miss Morgan, this is my brother Gideon."
Gideon nodded politely, first to Mrs. Porter, then to Lark, though he didn't smile. "Pleased," he said, and blushed crimson.
Mrs. Porter, evidently over that morning's chagrin at not being included in Maddie O'Ballivan's invitation to Friday-night supper, fussed happily. "Come on in, Gideon," she said. "Let me take your hat and coat. I'm sure Mai Lee—" She paused, realizing her cook was not present. "Where is Mai Lee?"
Lark pinned Rowdy with a brief but sharp glance. "Mai Lee," she replied, "has retired to her quarters. She's suffered a keen blow to her hopes."
Rowdy frowned as he took off his coat and hat and hung them in their places.
In the interim, Mrs. Porter fairly tore the hat from Gideon's hand. "I can't imagine what would be troubling Mai Lee," she chattered giddily. "The girl is the very soul of good cheer most of the time."
Lark fixed her gaze on Rowdy. "It seems," she said carefully, "that Mai Lee and her husband were hoping to purchase the property behind the jailhouse."
Rowdy sighed, clearly registering the gravity of the situation.
Mrs. Porter, however, made to peel Gideon's short wool coat off his shoulders, and he shrugged out of the garment with some haste, probably to avoid her fussing. "What a ridiculous idea," the landlady prattled, with a wave of one hand. "Why, that house is barely fit to serve as a woodshed, and the well's fallen in, too. There isn't enough land there to do anything with, either. Mr. Porter always favored burning it clear and letting the weeds take it." She tugged at Gideon's arm. "Do sit down, Mr. Rhodes," she urged.
"Payton," Gideon said, casting a glance at his brother that was both beleaguered and stubbornly defiant. "My name is Payton, not Rhodes."
Lark's attention quickened at this. She watched Rowdy even more closely than before.
"Sit down, Gideon," Rowdy told his brother.
Gideon sat, somewhat grudgingly.
"I'd like to speak with Mai Lee," Rowdy said, neatly sidestepping Mrs. Porter, who appeared ready to herd him toward the table where young Gideon waited, looking uneasy, as though he might spring up and dash for the back door at any moment, not even stopping to retrieve his hat and coat from the pegs.
"I'm afraid that's impossible," Lark told him, and her stiff countenance had more to do with the kiss they'd exchanged earlier than any personal judgments regarding his buying the property Mai Lee had wanted so much. "She has taken refuge in her private quarters."
Rowdy leaned in, spoke gruffly, as though they were alone in the room, he and Lark. "Then perhaps you will be so kind, Miss Morgan," he said, "as to roust her?"
"I'll do it," Mrs. Porter chimed, ever-helpful. Her lack of sympathy for Mai Lee's position chafed at something in Lark, like sandpaper against raw flesh.
She glared at Rowdy as Mrs. Porter rushed out of the kitchen, so anxious to do the man's bidding that she was breathless just calling Mai Lee's name. "You might have given the poor woman a little time to get over the shock," she said coolly.
His blue gaze moved over her face, came to rest, with exquisite focus, on her mouth. Her flesh tingled; she relived the kiss as surely as if he'd hauled off and done it again, right there in Mrs. Porter's kitchen.
"I like to deal with situations directly," Rowdy told her. He seemed to be implying that seducing her was one of those "situations," but of course Lark couldn't be certain. When she was around Rowdy, she seemed incapable of rational thought.
She colored up, incensed that it should be so.
He merely grinned.
Mai Lee appeared in the kitchen, following puffy-eyed and sullen in the wide, invisible path Mrs. Porter cut for her.
Rowdy studied Mai Lee, his gaze pensive, and then dismissed Mrs. Porter, Gideon and Lark from the room as grandly as if he were the owner of that house, and not merely a temporary boarder.
They all adjourned, at Mrs. Porter's behest, to Mr. Porter's study.
There, Gideon stood in the center of the room, looking as uncomfortable and anxious as he had in the kitchen.
Mrs. Porter straightened Mr. Porter's desk, but did not, of course, throw away the cigar stub resting in the ashtray.
Lark paced, wondering what Rowdy was saying to Mai Lee.
She had her answer when Mai Lee suddenly sprang up in the study doorway, beaming.
"I quitting cook!" she cried triumphantly.
In his thoughts Rowdy reviewed the events leading up to the present prickly situation.
He'd offered to rent the ramshackle place behind his own temporary residence to Mai Lee and her husband, and she'd accepted immediately.
In her enthusiasm she'd flown the coop, dashed right out of the house, no doubt to find her husband and bend his ear with the news.
Mrs. Porter had promptly developed a sick headache and repaired to her bed.
He and Gideon and Lark had eaten, after Rowdy patched together a half-made supper from Mai Lee's beginnings.
"What is Mrs. Porter supposed to do without a housekeeper and cook?" Lark demanded the moment Gideon had finished his meal, dutifully carried his plate and utensils to the sink and taken Pardner outside so he could attend to the customary dog business.
Rowdy sighed. Lark was clearing the table, doing a lot of bustling as she went about the task, while he ladled hot water from the stove reservoir into a pair of dented dishpans. "I don't think Mai Lee meant she was quitting tonight," he said, hoping he was right. "She and her man can't plant anything for a couple of months, anyway, and the shack isn't fit to live in. She just got a little excited when I told her I'd rent her the property for a dollar down and a dollar a month, that's all."
Out of the corner of his eye, Rowdy noted with some satisfaction that Lark had softened a mite. She'd been huffy before. Had about glared a hole through him when Mrs. Porter practically swooned at the news of her servant's imminent departure and had to be escorted upstairs to her room.
Lark had undertaken that duty, because the situation was delicately female, and when she returned, she'd been narrow-eyed and tight around the mouth.
She sank into a chair at the table, evidently accustomed to letting other people do the dishes without offering to help.
Rowdy added the observation to the list he kept in his head.
It didn't mean she was selfish or lazy, he reflected. Lark was neither of those things. She simply wasn't used to housework, a fact that tallied with her too-fine clothes and a certain elegance in her manners.
She could kiss, though.
Damnation, she could kiss.
"Some people," he said easily, "would think it was a kindly gesture, my offering the use of that place to Mai Lee on terms I knew she could manage."
Looking back at Lark, he saw that she'd propped an elbow on the tabletop and rested her chin in her palm. "Why is Gideon's last name Payton, when yours is Rhodes?" she asked. That was another thing he'd noticed about her—that she had a way of switching horses in the middle of the stream, conversationally speaking. "Did you have different fathers?"
It was a tricky question.
The honest answer was no—Payton Yarbro had sired both Gideon and him. Still, with the fourteen-year gap between their ages, and the disparate ways they'd grown up—Rowdy on the home place in Iowa, Gideon in the back of Ruby's Saloon and Poker House in Flagstaff—it would be just as true to say they'd come from separate families.
He was about to say yes, even though it went sorely against his grain to mislead Lark—which was an odd thing in itself because she hadn't exactly been lavish with the truth herself—when she saved him the whole conundrum.
"I shouldn't have asked you that," she said, appearing at his elbow and taking up a dish towel. "It was far too personal an inquiry."
He grinned at her. "Do you always talk like that?"
She frowned, puzzled, and swabbed a plate dry after he set it in the second basin, full of clear water. "Like what?"
"Like you're reading aloud from a page torn out of an etiquette book," he said.
"I don't!" she protested.
"Maybe it's because you're a schoolmarm," he teased.
"I'm not—"
"A schoolmarm?"
She turned pink. "I am a schoolteacher," she insisted.
"And what else?"
"Nothing else."
He let his gaze drift over her face, taking care not to venture further south than her chin. Even the hollow of her throat was dangerous territory, covered, though it was, by that high-collared dress of hers. "Well," he drawled, "there does seem to be every indication that you're a woman, as well as a schoolm—teacher."
Her blush deepened. "You are deliberately baiting me," she accused.
"If I gave you that impression," he said with exaggerated sincerity, "I certainly apologize."
"You're not one bit sorry!"
He chuckled. "Guess not," he said. "It's a pleasant thing, riling you."
She stopped all pretense of drying dishes and stared at him. "Why?"
"Your eyes flash, and you get all warm and pink. The way you would if I laid you down and proved to your complete...satisfaction that you surely are a woman before anything else."
She blinked. For a moment he thought she'd move to slap him, the way she'd tried to in the yard in front of the shack. This time, since he had a plate in one hand and a dishtowel in the other, she might succeed.
Fortunately—or unfortunately, given that he might have enjoyed even that kind of physical contact with Lark Morgan—Gideon chose then to open the door and come back into the house, Pardner with him.
"You can bed down in that room back there," Rowdy told his brother, with a nod toward the doorway nearby, after a brief interval spent adjusting to the intrusion. "I'll sleep over at the new place."
"I'd rather stay with you," Gideon said. "I've got a bedroll. I can bunk on the floor."
"Whatever suits you," Rowdy told him. Gideon was still a kid, for all that he probably believed himself to be a man, and he'd ridden some distance to get to Stone Creek. It wasn't surprising that he'd be a little skittish about staying at Mrs. Porter's and being fussed over by a pack of women.
Lark looked from Gideon to Rowdy and back again. "How old are you, Gideon?" she asked.
"Sixteen," Gideon said, as though that were an august age, worthy of some awe.
Lark smiled at him, laying aside the dish towel. "Well then, if you're staying in Stone Creek a while, you'd best come to school in the morning. We start at eight."
Gideon's blue eyes goggled, then narrowed a little. "I'm not going to school," he said flatly.
"Yes," Rowdy said, "you are."
A thick silence fell.
"Miss Morgan," Rowdy went on, after watching Gideon try to gulp down his Adam's apple three or four times, "is your teacher."
Gideon's eyes widened.
"I'll see you tomorrow, Gideon," Lark said pleasantly.
And then she left.
Nothing about seeing him tomorrow, Rowdy thought, with a private grin.
But she would. He'd make sure of that—put himself square in her path at least once.
"I don't want to go to school," Gideon said stoutly. "I thought maybe I could be your deputy or something. Both of us could go looking for Pa."
Rowdy dried his hands, the dishwashing job finished at last, "I'm going looking for Pa," he said. ''You're going to school."
Gideon had the Yarbro temper, all right. It glittered in his eyes and bunched a certain muscle in his jaw. "Does it matter a whoop to you that I just said I didn't want to?" he snapped.
Rowdy grinned. "Not even that much," he said. Then he summoned Pardner, who was lounging by the stove again, and fetched down his hat and coat from the pegs by the door. They had a warm, comfortable place to sleep right there at Mrs. Porter's, but Gideon's horse was over behind the jailhouse, and so was his bedroll.
Might as well make the move, though the truth was, Rowdy didn't much like doing it. Lark was here, under this roof, after all, and he wasn't real keen on the idea of leaving her unprotected from whoever she was so scared of.
He wished he'd told her to wait up and lock the door behind them, but Mai Lee was still out, and she might not have a key.
Maybe he'd just come by later, in his capacity as the marshal of Stone Creek, and make sure the lock was turned.
Gideon plunked his hat on his head and jammed his arms into his coat sleeves as he came down the back steps behind Rowdy and Pardner.
"I think you're sweet on that schoolteacher woman," he said.
"Stop thinking," Rowdy replied. "You might hurt yourself."
"I reckon you meant that to be funny," Gideon scowled, clearly not amused. "It wasn't."
"Does Ruby know you're here, Gideon?" Rowdy asked, as they gained the sidewalk, "or is she out knocking on doors all over Flagstaff, looking for you?"
"I left her a note," Gideon said. "Anyhow, I didn't come here so I could go to school. I came because you said I ought to, if I needed help, and I need help to find Pa."
"I've been thinking I might require a deputy," Rowdy said.
Gideon looked at him with new, and slightly less hostile, interest. Rowdy wondered if the kid was always this testy, or if it was just because he was so worried about Pappy. "I could do it," the boy said, squaring his shoulders. "Be your deputy, I mean."
"You might want to hear me out before you agree," Rowdy told him. "It's night work, and it pays next to nothing. You'd have to sit in the jailhouse while I'm making my rounds. In case somebody came by, looking for help. That would leave you free to go to school in the daytime."
"When am I supposed to sleep?" Gideon demanded.
"You can rest in the cell, as long as there aren't any prisoners," Rowdy answered, holding back a grin.
"Do I get a gun?"
"No," Rowdy said. "You do not get a gun."
"Suppose there's trouble?"
"A gun would only complicate matters."
"You carry one," Gideon argued. He was Payton Yarbro's baby boy, all right. He'd probably stand flat-footed and argue with an angel sent from Almighty God, just for the sport of it.
"I'm the marshal," Rowdy reminded him.
"I've never heard of a deputy who didn't even have a gun," Gideon said. "It's wrong. It's just wrong."
"That's my offer," Rowdy said. "Take it or leave it."
"Do I at least get a badge?"
Rowdy chuckled, raised the collar of his coat against a chilly wind. "I think I can scrounge up one of those," he said. He'd seen an old tin star, partially rusted and with the pin bent, under a stack of musty papers at the jailhouse. "It might need a little polishing and fixing, though."
They'd reached Center Street by then.
Rowdy counted the horses in front of all three saloons, found the number to his liking and headed for the jailhouse. Opened the door, went inside, lit a lamp on the table he'd be using as a desk.
"You go on around back and see to your horse," he told Gideon, after finding the badge and tossing it to him. "Then you'd better turn in for the night. You've got school in the morning and there'll be your deputy duties to see to tomorrow evening."
Gideon frowned, probably wondering if he was being hornswoggled, but when he looked down at the battered old badge in his palm, he finally smiled. It was the first time he'd shown the slightest inclination toward good humor.
"If you've got any ideas on where I might start looking for Pa," Rowdy said, "I would appreciate your sharing them."
Gideon's hand closed around the tarnished star, and he looked serious again. "You meaning to saddle up and ride out, once I'm asleep?" he asked suspiciously.
"No," Rowdy said. "Like I said before, I've got rounds to make."
He intended to visit all three saloons and make sure everybody was minding their manners, and he might walk the side streets, too. After all, there were only two of them—probably not more than twenty houses in the whole town.
Once he knew the place was buttoned down tight, he'd try Mrs. Porter's back door. If he found it locked, then he'd head on home and maybe try out that fancy copper bathtub.
Gideon tucked his badge into his coat pocket and left.
Pardner started to follow him, stopped, looked back at Rowdy.
"Go on," Rowdy said to the dog, feeling a strange tightening in his throat. "You go on with Gideon and rest up. You've already put in a good day's work."
Pardner stood stock-still for another few moments, then he turned and followed Gideon outside.
It was better this way, Rowdy told himself. Pardner was getting old, and though he'd been a stalwart traveler on the trip up from Haven, he wouldn't be able to keep up on the trail, especially if a fast pace was required.
Tracking Pappy down would take some doing as it was.
No, sir, he did not need a dog to make it harder.
Despite this conclusion, a somber mood settled over Rowdy as he walked the streets of Stone Creek. When he'd done that, he checked the saloons.
Business was slow and, while Jolene and the other owners might not have agreed, he saw that as a good thing.
He tried Mrs. Porter's kitchen door last.
It was locked, and all the lights were out.
Rowdy's melancholy deepened a little.
He secured the jailhouse last, laying kindling and newspaper for a morning fire, emptying the coffeepot and pumping water out in front, by the horse trough, to rinse out the grounds.
His horse and Gideon's were settled in the lean-to barn.
Rowdy went inside the house, wondering what it would be like to have a wife waiting for him. Not just any wife, either.
It was Lark Morgan he imagined greeting him with a warm smile.
He tried to shake off the images, but they stayed with him.
Gideon lay in front of the fireplace, where he'd built himself a blaze, asleep in his bedroll. Pardner had settled right up alongside him, and he lifted his head and looked closely at Rowdy, awaiting a command.
Rowdy sighed. "Good night, Pardner," he said.
Pardner rested his muzzle on his forepaws, let out a weary breath and closed his eyes.
Damnation, Rowdy thought glumly, it was purely a hard thing to give up a dog, even if the process was gradual.
The boiler in the bathtub room was fed by a pipe leading to a tank on the roof, and it was full of fresh water. Rowdy lit a fire under it, wiped the copper tub out, and got soap and a towel from the box of supplies he'd had sent over that morning from the mercantile.
The water was a long time getting hot, but he didn't mind that. He used the time to shake out the bedding and check the mattress for cooties.
The bath was worth waiting for.
Rowdy soaked for a while, then scrubbed. It sure beat using one of the public tubs over at Jolene's.
As soon as the sun came up, he decided, he'd saddle his horse and ride toward Flagstaff. Follow the railroad tracks for a while, and see if he came across his pa.
He leaned back in the tub and closed his eyes.
It wasn't much of a plan, he reckoned, but he had to start someplace. If Pappy had ridden out in the middle of the night, as Gideon said, and with some haste, he'd probably gone to meet up with his gang.
There were plenty of places in the rugged countryside for outlaws to roost.
The old man had asked about Wyatt and the others when Rowdy paid him a call in Flagstaff, acting like he didn't know where any of them were. That didn't mean, of course, that the Yarbro boys weren't around, waiting to rob a train.
Rowdy swore.
What if it wasn't just Pappy he had to find? What if Wyatt and Nick and Ethan and Levi were out there, too?
Pappy liked to conduct "peaceable" robberies, back in the old days, but he was nothing if not unpredictable. There'd been two holdups out of Flagstaff in the recent past, and one of them had ended in gunplay. A man had been shot in the arm and maimed.
There was a distinct possibility that Pappy had changed the way he did things. Age mellowed most folks, but it might not have had that effect on Payton Yarbro. The man was a law unto himself.
He had to find Pappy. That was all there was to it.
Rowdy closed his eyes, drifted off to sleep.
Woke to cold bathwater and what sounded like a hard kick to the side of the copper tub.
Cursing himself for not leaving the .44 within reach like he always did, Rowdy slammed into wakefulness, every muscle tense, ready to fight.
A pistol cocked, and the barrel pressed into the end of his nose.
"Stay right there in that water," Pappy warned. "Don't you move a muscle, you little badge-wearing bastard."
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Payton sat down heavily on the lid of the commode in Rowdy's bathing room. His hands, with one of his .45s clasped in them by its fancy butt, inlaid with mother-of-pearl, dangled between his knees.
"I'm not little," Rowdy said gravely, "and given my mama's reputation, with absolutely no credit to you, old man, I'm not a bastard, either." He grabbed the towel off the side of the tub, stood and wrapped it around his middle. As his head cleared, he realized he hadn't heard a sound out of Pardner. "You better not have done anything to my dog," he warned.
"Worthless mutt just lifted his head and looked at me as I went by him," Payton said. "He knows I ain't dangerous."
"Tell that to the man on that train, the one with half his right arm shot off," Rowdy said, keeping his voice down on the off chance that Gideon might wake up.
Payton's expression was pained. He needed a shave, not to mention a scrubdown with a wire-bristled brush, and his hair poked out wildly under the edges of his hat.
Given the state of his clothes, he might have been dragged five miles behind a manure wagon.
"I didn't shoot that damn fool," Pappy said, indignant at the suggestion.
Rowdy picked his pants up off the floor, pulled them on, fastened the buttons. "Who did, Pappy?"
"Don't call me 'Pappy.' Makes me sound like some old fart with a hitch in his get-along."
"You are an old fart," Rowdy maintained furiously, "and if you don't quit robbing trains, you're going to have more than a hitch in your get-along."
"How many times do I have to tell you I've given up robbing trains?"
"You rob trains?" Gideon asked, looming sleepily in the doorway, with a sight more admiration than Rowdy would have liked.
"Shit," Rowdy said.
Payton looked at his youngest son and sighed as he labored slowly up off the lid of the commode. "That was a long time ago, boy," he told Gideon. "I have changed my ways."
Gideon's eyes glowed. "You're an outlaw?"
"I was an outlaw," Pappy said, giving Rowdy a baleful glance as he spoke. "Though, sadly, there are those who won't let me live it down."
Rowdy snorted at that. Pushed his way past Gideon and almost fell ass-over-teakettle over Pardner, who'd stretched out crossways behind the boy.
"I never heard of any outlaw by the name of Jack Payton," Gideon mused. Evidently, he followed the doings of such men. Probably read dime novels and penny-dreadfuls. Maybe he even admired coldblooded, pimply little killers like Billy the Kid.
"It's about time you knew the truth about me," Payton told his younger boy, as they all progressed to the center of the house.
"Hell," Rowdy mocked, grabbing the coffeepot off the stove to pump water into it at the sink, "you probably don't know the truth about yourself."
"He's got a self-righteous streak in him," Payton told Gideon, jabbing a thumb in Rowdy's direction. "Just like your mama did. Good woman. She could pray the angels right down out of heaven to fetch and carry for her, but she didn't have much patience with lesser folks like me."
Rowdy glared at the old man. "What are you doing here?"
"At least he saved us the trouble of turning the countryside over looking for him," Gideon said, determined, evidently, to fix his attention on the bright side of things.
Figuring there wasn't a bright side, Rowdy banged the pot down on top of the stove and scooped coffee into it. Remembered that the brew wasn't going to boil without a fire under it, cursed, and yanked open the door to jam in newspaper and kindling, then light a match to the works.
Pappy sank into one of the three chairs at the table, long-suffering. Yes, sir, he was misunderstood, mistreated and generally a pity to behold—to hear him tell it, anyhow.
A muscle twitched in Rowdy's jaw.
"If my own son won't grant me refuge in my time of trial and tribulation," Pappy murmured, every line of his face and body bemoaning his sorry lot and wrongly inflicted sorrows, "I don't know what I'm going to do."
He was a regular Job. All he lacked was the boils and a pile of dust to sit in.
"I'm your son, too, Pa," Gideon pointed out. "I'll help you."
"Shut up," Rowdy told him. "Go out and put Pappy's horse away, before somebody sees it."
Gideon's face went hard, but he did as he was told.
Pardner didn't make a move to follow him but stuck close to Rowdy, like a burr snagged on his pant leg. It lifted Rowdy's spirits a little, when the dog stayed.
"I asked you not to call me Pappy," Payton said.
"I asked you not to rob trains," Rowdy countered. "I reckon we're even."
"You're not the least bit glad to see me, are you?" Pappy asked, pulling a long face. Then, half under his breath, he scoffed, "Town marshal."
"If you're not going to tell me what the hell you're doing here in the middle of the night, then shut the hell up," Rowdy said, banging the stove door closed now that he knew the blaze had caught under the wood he'd added.
"I'm in trouble," Pappy said, all wheedling charm now. "Shovel another spoonful of grounds into that coffeepot. I like it strong."
"What kind of trouble?" Rowdy asked. As if he didn't know.
"There's been a train looted," Pappy said with a shake of his head, as if to marvel that the world had come to such a state. "Twenty miles or so the other side of Flagstaff. The law is sure to blame me for it."
"Pappy," Rowdy said, keeping his voice down in case Gideon came back before time, "I am the law— I'm the marshal of Stone Creek. Did it occur to you that I might just throw your worthless ass in the hoosegow and let things take their course from there?"
"No," Pappy said, with certainty. "Because if you did that, I'd naturally have to tell whoever might be inclined to listen that you're my own precious boy, Rob Yarbro, and you showed an early talent for getting in the way of the occasional train yourself."
Behind Rowdy's agitation, which was considerable, trembled a new and fragile hope that he'd be able to stay on in Stone Creek a little longer. All he had to do was get rid of Pappy.
"Don't say that name again," Rowdy ordered, hauling back a second chair and sitting down hard at the table, across from his pa.
"What name?" Pappy asked innocently. "Rob Yarbro?"
Rowdy set his back molars and glanced uneasily toward the door.
"You don't call me Pappy," Pappy bargained craftily, "and I won't call you Rob Yarbro."
Rowdy was silent.
Pappy grinned. "Deal?"
"Deal," Rowdy growled, after a long struggle to release his jaw.
"I came here because I didn't know where else to go," Pa said. "I guess I got spooked when I heard about that train."
"You just heard about it? Or you were there?"
"All right," Pa admitted. "I was there. Saw the whole thing. Six riders, all carrying rifles, with their faces covered. They felled a tree across the tracks and piled some brush on it, then lit the whole shebang on fire." He paused and smiled in rueful reflection. "Works every time," he went on. "But, damn it, that's my trick. My trademark."
"When did this happen?"
"Today, a little before noon. I had to ride like the devil to get here, and my poor horse is all but done in."
"And there was shooting?"
"One of the riders was wounded." Payton's expression was bleak, recalling the scene. "The way the bullets flew, I'd say some of the passengers must have been hit, too. Nobody fought back, far as I could tell, when the bandits went in to get the strongbox, and they were in there a long time, too. Came out whooping like a bunch of cowpokes on a binge, and one of them was wearing the contents of some lady's jewelry box. Reminded me of some of the Indian raids, back in the old days."
Rowdy swore.
The coffeepot began to rattle on the stove.
"Did you recognize any of the outlaws?" Rowdy asked, and held his breath for the answer.
Not Wyatt, he prayed silently. Not Nick or Ethan or Levi. Please, not them.
"Not a Yarbro in the bunch," Pa said confidently. "Is that coffee about ready?"
"You said the robbers had their faces covered," Rowdy persisted. "How can you be sure it wasn't a family reunion?"
"I know my own boys when I see them," Pa insisted, a little affronted. "Bare-faced or with a bandanna hiding their features. Anyhow, none of your brothers would shoot anybody."
"But they would build a fire to stop the train," Rowdy reminded him.
"I remember when that was your job," Pa said, smiling fondly. Some men recalled going fishing with their sons, or teaching them to ride or whittle. Payton Yarbro had taught his boys—except, mercifully, for Gideon—to carry out a holdup with finesse, and subsequently evade some of the best lawmen in the country.
The hinges of Rowdy's jaw ached. "Now what, Pa?"
"I need to rest. Lay low a few days. Then I'll require money and a fresh horse. You go to Ruby, after the dust of my hasty departure settles, and she'll make good on whatever you have to spend. Tell her I'll send for her when I get where I'm going."
"What makes you think I have money?"
Pa grinned. "You always had the damnedest knack for turning fifty cents into a five-dollar gold piece, even since you were that high." He raised his grimy hand, palm down, about level with the tabletop. "You've got money."
Just then Gideon banged in from outside.
"That horse," he said, "is fair run down to a nubbin. Somebody been chasing you, Pa? Due to your being an outlaw and all?"
"For the last time, Gideon," Payton said, drawing his trail-worn self up with a scruffy kind of dignity, "I am retired from that life. You think Ruby Hollister would take up with a common outlaw?"
"I think Ruby Hollister might be an outlaw," Gideon speculated cheerfully, helping himself to the third chair at the table. "I reckon I might like to be one, too."
Rowdy hadn't had time to develop a particular attachment to the boy, but he knew what it meant to live outside the clear boundaries of the law, and he wasn't about to let Gideon take that path if he could help it. "Like hell you will—"
Pa's words ran right over the top of Rowdy's, like a bunch of thirsty cattle stampeding for a water hole. "You're staying right here with your brother!"
Both Gideon and Rowdy turned to stare at Payton.
"Staying here?" Gideon echoed.
"With me?" Rowdy asked.
"Safest place there is," Pa said, rocking a little in his chair and looking satisfied with his own brilliance.
"I don't see how you figure that," Rowdy said. When he'd told Gideon to come to Stone Creek if he ever needed help, he'd meant what he said, straight up and solid. He just hadn't expected it to be any kind of long-term deal, that was all.
"By now," Pa explained, with exaggerated patience, "the telegraph wires are buzzing with the news of that train robbery. Come tomorrow morning, Flagstaff will be crawling with railroad agents and rangers—" He halted, smiling, perhaps relishing the image of all that fuss being raised on his account. "And they're all going to think I'm behind it. Ruby and me, we've lived real quiet, on purpose, all these years, but somebody's bound to pick up the trail at least as far as her saloon." Again Pa stopped talking, and he had the good grace to frown at what came next. "I don't want Gideon dragged into this."
There was a flaw in Payton's logic—Rowdy was a Yarbro, and if anybody figured that out, like Sam O'Ballivan, for instance, the trail wouldn't end at Ruby's Saloon. It would lead right to the marshal's office at Stone Creek.
"Maybe you ought to go back east early," Rowdy said to Gideon.
"Doesn't anybody want me around?" Gideon demanded.
Pardner whimpered, raised himself onto his haunches and laid his muzzle on Gideon's thigh.
Gideon stroked the dog's head.
Rowdy felt another pang, one that had nothing to do with the topic under discussion.
"You'll stay right here," Pa said to Gideon, though his blue gaze drilled into Rowdy's as he spoke, "and that's the end of it."
When Lark came down for breakfast the next morning, Mai Lee was at the stove, as if nothing had happened, frying eggs and humming a tune. Mrs. Porter was there, too, looking much restored, and busily brushing copious dust from a gentleman's suit coat.
"Mr. Porter's birthday is coming up on Saturday," she said. "He always liked to make an occasion of it."
Lark glanced at Mai Lee, hoping for enlightenment, but the cook kept her small back to the room and hummed a little more loudly.
"And of course I'll have to bake a rum cake. Mr. Porter did favor my rum cake over anything else."
Don't ask, Lark instructed herself firmly, glancing at the calendar, with the red circle marking Saturday's date.
"Thank heaven Mai Lee will be here to help me with the preparations," Mrs. Porter rattled on. "She and Hon Sing won't be moving until the ground thaws out enough to plant vegetables."
Relieved, Lark smiled and helped herself to a cup of hot coffee. "I was wondering if I might put some of my things in Mr. Rhodes's room, after school lets out," she said. Then, at Mrs. Porter's quick glance, she blushed and added, "Since he's going to be occupying other quarters from now on."
"He's paid up to the first of the week," Mrs. Porter said.
Lark went to the doorway of the spacious room, looked with longing at the fireplace and the feather bed and the writing desk and the small table with two chairs. It would be almost like having her own home again, what with the separate entrance, and she'd be warm.
"I suppose it would be all right if you used the room," Mrs. Porter mused, sounding less uncertain than before. She was right at Lark's elbow, but for once, Lark had heard her approaching, so she wasn't startled. "Of course, if another renter comes along, you'll have to give it up. I can't have gentlemen sleeping upstairs, you know. It just wouldn't be proper."
Lark smiled down at Mrs. Porter. "I won't bring everything down," she promised. "Just my nightdress and my hairbrush."
Mrs. Porter patted her arm. "That's fine, dear," she said.
A loud knock at the kitchen door made both women turn.
Rowdy, Lark thought, with a little rise of her heart.
But it wasn't Rowdy, she discovered, when Mai Lee answered the door. Roland Franks stood on the step, looking earnest and shy.
"I come to drive you to school, Miss Morgan," he said, blushing. His ears were red with the cold, and with the embarrassment of presenting himself at a town woman's door. "Pa said it was all right, so I brung the buckboard."
Lark could think of no gracious way to refuse. She did not want to give Roland the wrong idea, but she didn't want to hurt his feelings, either. Lord only knew how long he'd been working up his courage to do her this kindness.
"That's very considerate of you, Roland," she said.
Mrs. Porter, meanwhile, stared at Roland in what might have been alarm. He made even her big kitchen seem small and cramped, and there was a sense that if he moved suddenly, he might send every dish in the room crashing to the floor.
Roland went even redder. Fidgeted with his worn hat, clasped tightly in both hands. "I'll just wait in the buck-board until you're ready," he said, and turned to go out.
Mrs. Porter looked as though she might rush over and lock the door behind him. "Merciful heavens, Lark," she whispered urgently, "that bear of a man is courting you!"
"He's only offering me a ride to school," Lark said.
"I kept my opinions to myself when Beaver Franks signed up for third grade," Mrs. Porter insisted, "but this—"
Lark reached for her cloak, the lunch Mai Lee had prepared for her, and her lesson and attendance books.
"In the unlikely event that Roland has...hopes where I'm concerned, I will tell him as gently as possible that I'm not interested," she assured her landlady.
"I tell you, he's looking to take himself a wife," Mrs. Porter fretted. "And he's got you in mind for a bride!"
"Don't be silly," Lark said. "I'm his teacher."
"He's a grown man and you're an unmarried woman—"
"Please don't worry," Lark said.
"But you haven't even had breakfast!"
In point of fact, Lark was ravenously hungry, but she knew that the longer Roland's team and buckboard stood in front of the rooming house, the quicker word would spread. With luck she could persuade him to take the back way to school, along Second Street, and they would not be noticed.
"I'll be fine," Lark said.
Stepping outside, she saw that the sky was overcast, the clouds heavy with the possibility of snow. Roland sat rigidly upright in the box of his father's buckboard, his bare red hands clasping the reins.
Seeing Lark, he flushed again, jumped down from the wagon and waited to help her up into the seat.
She had, foolishly, not anticipated this part—the necessity of Roland touching her in the process of assisting her into the conveyance. The seat of the buckboard was on a level with her head, and there was no step or rung, as a carriage would have had.
She was still deliberating on the logistics of the problem when Roland suddenly grabbed her by the waist and swung her up. She landed on the hard seat with a thump that practically cracked her tailbone.
"Oh, my," she said.
Roland rounded the wagon and climbed up next to her, tilting the rig on its axles with his weight. The ancient team, a pair of shaggy gray farm horses, shifted within their worn harnesses, as if bracing themselves to pull again.
They lurched into motion with a great clattering of wheels and wagon fittings and hooves over rutted ground, and Lark might have been thrown clear if she hadn't gripped the edges of the seat in both hands.
Roland cleared his throat and then shouted over the din, "I reckon you know there's a dance at the Cattleman's Hall this Saturday night!"
Lark barely refrained from squeezing her eyes shut. Oh, no, she thought.
Instead of taking the wide path leading to the school-house, Roland steered straight for the main street of town.
"I'm not much of a dancer," Roland yelled, making Lark want to cover her ears with both hands. She might have, too, if she hadn't needed to hold on so tightly to the wagon seat. "But I'd admire to escort you, Miss Morgan!"
They were almost to the jailhouse, and several people passing by on the sidewalks turned to stare at the spectacle of the schoolmarm and the twenty-two-year-old third-grader in the wagon seat beside her, booming out that he wanted to take her to the Saturday-night dance.
Desperate, Lark laid a hand on Roland's arm. "Roland," she called, "please stop this wagon."
Instantly abashed, he drew up directly in front of Rowdy's office.
"I didn't mean here," she said, flustered.
Rowdy should have been off marshaling, rounding up miscreants or something, but instead he came strolling out of the jailhouse, a little grin curving one side of his mouth. His gaze, resting briefly on Roland, was as icy as the creek the town was named for.
"I can't go to the dance with you, Roland," Lark said miserably, figuring she might as well get the refusal over with. After all, she'd asked him to stop the wagon.
"Why not?" Roland asked, his face darkening and his hands tightening on the reins.
"Because she's going with me," Rowdy said mildly, setting aside the coffeepot he was carrying and coming to stand next to the wagon, looking up at Lark.
He was the first man she'd ever encountered who could communicate with his eyes. They clearly asked, Are you all right?
She felt her face go warm. "Yes," she said, with a gulp. "That's right. I've already promised to go to the dance with Marshal Rhodes."
"And anyway," Rowdy put in helpfully, "it wouldn't do for a teacher to keep company with one of her students."
"It ain't against no laws!" Roland protested. All his shyness was gone, replaced by venomous ire. His small eyes bulged, and even his dull red hair seemed to stand a little on end.
"I'd like a word with you before school starts, Miss Morgan," Rowdy said pointedly, raising his hands to help her down. Waiting. "About my brother Gideon."
Lark leaned toward him, fretful and distracted. She should have listened to Mrs. Porter and made up some polite excuse for not riding in Roland's wagon. She had indeed given the poor man the wrong impression by agreeing in the first place, and now she was in an uncomfortable situation because of it.
Rowdy's hands felt blessedly strong as he set them on either side of her waist and lifted her easily down from the wagon box. It was odd, how different one man's touch could feel from another's; Roland's grip had an aspect of clutching to it, where Rowdy's was light and easy.
Despite that, Lark was shaken, placing herself in Rowdy's hands that way. They were making a scene folks would probably gossip about for weeks.
Did you see that schoolteacher, riding right through the middle of town with Beaver Franks, bold as you please ?
She's from someplace else, you know. Just turned up here one day in her big-city clothes, and took over the schoolhouse like she owned it.
She's no better than she should be.
'This ain't right," Roland said, glowering, trembling all over like a mountain with a geyser about to shoot off its top from the inside.
"Move along," Rowdy told him quietly.
"I'll see you at school, Roland," Lark said warmly, trying to pretend she hadn't just made a complete and utter fool of herself in front of all of Stone Creek proper and half the countryside.
Pardner came out of the jailhouse and nudged at the back of her right hand with the cold, wet end of his nose.
Rowdy left Lark standing on the sidewalk with Pardner to round the team.
Roland lifted the reins slightly, as though tempted to run him down.
"I asked you to move along," Rowdy said from the other side of the wagon.
Roland hawked and spat, missing Rowdy by inches. "She's mine," he snarled. "I saw her first!"
Lark blinked. The whole wagon shook, and then Roland was toppling sideways out of the wagon. She rushed around the back only to see her student lying on his back in the road, with his arms and legs spread wide.
By now spectators had gathered.
Roland's face contorted with hatred, but he was a moment getting his breath—a moment Lark used to pray frantically, albeit silently, that he wouldn't get up and tear Rowdy limb from bloody limb.
"Roland Franks," she said, summoning all her authority as a schoolteacher, "you behave yourself!"
He eased himself up onto his elbows, dazed. "You had no call to drag me out of my own wagon that way," he said to Rowdy, wheezing a little. "I could have got hurt."
"You will get hurt," Rowdy said, "if you ever try to spit on me again."
"You think you can take me—Marshal?" Roland shook himself, but he didn't get up off the ground. He'd gone a muddy shade of crimson and, despite the cold, he was sweating.
"I know I can," Rowdy replied, with such cold certainty that a little chill ran down Lark's spine. He unbuckled his gun belt and handed it off to Gideon, who had been a mere flicker at the edge of Lark's vision a moment before but had now solidified at Rowdy's side. "If you'd like to settle the question once and for all, just get up."
Roland sat cross-legged in the dirt. "I could be injured," he said. "It wouldn't be right to hit a man who's injured." His gaze swung, resentful, to Lark. "I ain't comin' to school no more," he added. "I got my pride."
Rowdy stepped back so Roland could stand.
Roland lumbered to his feet, swayed and then climbed up into his buckboard. He released the brake lever with a screech, slapped the reins down on the horses' backs, turned the wagon in a wide loop in the middle of the street and headed the other way.
Lark closed her eyes, mortified.
Now, thanks to her, Roland would never read beyond a third-grade level.
"It's over, folks," Rowdy told the gawking townspeople, startling Lark by taking hold of her arm and propelling her in the direction of his office. "Go on about your business."
He all but flung her over the threshold.
"Gideon," he told his brother, gesturing, "you go over to the schoolhouse—it's around the next bend and down the hill—and tell the kids today's a holiday."
Gideon scrambled to obey.
Lark sputtered. After several false starts, she said, "You have no right to cancel an entire day of school!"
"Miss Morgan," Rowdy said, grim-jawed, "I just did."
"By what authority?" How was she going to explain this to the parents? Some of those children traveled miles to attend class.
"By the authority of the Rhodes Ordinance," Rowdy replied.
"The Rhodes—"
"Ordinance," Rowdy finished for her. "When I need a law, I usually just make one up." He gestured toward the open doorway of the jailhouse. "There's bad weather coming. Like as not, you'd have had an empty classroom anyhow."
Narrow-eyed, Lark looked past him and saw flat, lazy flakes of snow drifting down, thickening fast to fury.
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Payton Yarbro settled himself contentedly in Rowdy's fancy copper bathtub, up to his chin in water hot enough to scald the hide off a boar. He took a swig from his flask, then set it aside, clamped a cheroot between his teeth and lit it with a match, after making two tries because of the heavy steam.
There was a special softness to the air, a certain muffled purity like the silent chime of some celestial bell. Payton knew, even without a window to look through, that the snow had finally come.
He sighed, thankful he'd made it to Rowdy's before the ground was blanketed in white. He'd have left a clear trail then, and probably frozen his ass off into the bargain.
He wished he could send Ruby a telegram, since she'd surely have heard about the train robbery by now, and let her know he was all right. He didn't dare contact her so directly, of course, because the law would be keeping track of whatever came and went over the wire. He'd stay right where he was until he'd rested up a little. Once Rowdy got him a horse and staked him to some traveling money, he meant to head straight for the Mexican border.
A bang from the main part of the house made him stiffen, then reach over the side of the tub to grab one of his .45s off the floor. He cocked the pistol and waited.
The door of the bathing room swung open, and Payton nearly shot the damn dog.
"Dern fool critter, sneaking up on a man like that," he scolded. "I almost blew a hole right through you."
Pardner approached and stuck his nose over the side of the bathtub, shoved it right into the side of Payton's bare arm. It made for an unpleasant contrast to the luxurious heat of the bathwater, and he flinched.
"Get out of here," he grumbled, but not too forcefully. He wasn't much for keeping useless critters around a place, but this one made quiet and undemanding company.
The dog sat down on his hind end and panted, in no recognizable hurry to get lost.
"Pa?"
It was Gideon's voice, coming from outside the door.
Payton set the .45 down and reached for the flask again. "Can't a man bathe in peace around this place?" he grumbled. "What do you want, boy?"
"Rowdy's in the marshal's office, sparking the schoolmarm," Gideon answered. "I figured while he's busy, I'd come and talk to you about letting me ride out with you when you go."
"You'd slow me down," Payton answered. "You don't know shit about horses or shooting, and I'd have to wet-nurse you all the way to Juarez." He winced. He hadn't meant to give away his intended destination.
"Is that where you're going? Juarez?"
"No," Payton lied and, to his exasperating credit, Gideon did not believe him.
"You wouldn't have to worry about me at all, Pa. I could keep up. I swear I could. And I could help, too—"
"You'll stay right here in Stone Creek, like I told you," Payton answered sternly, though it bruised him a little, hearing the plea in Gideon's voice, having to refuse his companionship. Of all his sons, he was closest to this one, the youngest, the one he'd had a daily hand in raising. Unlike his brothers, Gideon wasn't an outlaw—yet—and Payton still had hopes for him. "You aren't wanted for anything," he said more gently. "And I'd like to keep it that way. You ride with me, the law will have business with you from that day forward."
Gideon's sigh was audible even through the half-closed door. "You want me to ride over to Flagstaff and see about Ruby? I've got to return that livery stable horse anyhow. And I have a little money stashed in the shed back home. I could buy myself another mount and get you one, too."
Payton pondered the offer, decided it had merit.
"You come back here with two horses, folks will be suspicious," he said. "Still, I am concerned about Ruby. You go there, boy, and you return that horse and tell her I said to get you another one and take a thousand dollars out of the safe. She's not to go near the bank to make a withdrawal—you make that real clear. And you don't say anything to anybody else. Ruby will give you some grief about the money. You just stand your ground until she gives over, though, because this could mean your old pa's life, boy. You understand that?"
"Yes, sir," Gideon said gravely. "I reckon I ought to go right now."
"No," Payton answered. "You do that, and Rowdy'll be right on you. Wait till tonight, after he's gone to sleep." He leaned forward and turned a spigot, so more hot water flowed into the tub. "Leave me to my bath, now, boy. And call this dog. He's staring at me like I just sprouted a pair of horns or something."
"Pardner," Gideon said, sounding glum, "come along."
The dog got up, turned a half circle, and left, slinking past the edge of the partially open door.
When the last of the hot water was gone, Payton got out of the tub, dried himself off, and donned the clean clothes he'd borrowed from the marshal of Stone Creek.
The marshal of Stone Creek. Payton smiled at that august title.
Miranda would have been real proud, sure that her darling boy had finally seen the light. Rowdy had been, for all practical intents and purposes, the baby of her brood, since she hadn't lived long enough even to hold Gideon in her arms, let alone get to know him. He'd been a particular favorite with her, Rowdy had.
Poor, naive Miranda. In that moment Payton missed her with a swift ferocity that fairly took his breath away. It came when he least expected it, this keen sense of loss, brutal and sharp-edged.
He leaned across the slowly emptying tub to retrieve the .45 and the flask.
Right then he couldn't have said which one he needed more.
Lark refused Rowdy's offer to walk her home to Mrs. Porter's place, even though the snowstorm was already working itself up to a fine frenzy. If it kept this up, it would be a blizzard before nightfall.
"Some of the children may have come to school," she fretted.
Rowdy supposed there was some substance to her concern. He'd seen this storm coming before dawn, felt it in his bones as he sat up through the night. He'd had no place to sleep, with his pa sprawled facedown across his bed like he was gut-shot. It seemed unlikely that farm and ranch people wouldn't have seen the signs, and kept their kids home from school, but it was surely possible. The weather hadn't stopped Franks from driving to town, after all.
Rowdy had sent Gideon to the schoolhouse earlier, but he hadn't seen him since, so he didn't know whether any of the kids had showed up there or not. And there might have been a few stragglers, arriving after Gideon left.
"All right," Rowdy said, strapping on the gun belt he'd taken off earlier, thinking he might get the satisfaction of pounding the hell out of Franks, and reaching for his hat and coat. "We'll go down there and make sure."
"I can get to the schoolhouse on my own," Lark protested, but she didn't look as though she really wanted to try it.
"I reckon you can," Rowdy agreed, opening the door. "But I'm going with you, just the same." He was worried that Franks might still be around, waiting for a chance to press his case with Lark, and there was always the possibility that the storm would suddenly get a lot worse.
He'd known folks to freeze to death in this kind of weather, rounding up cows in their own pastures, and even in the short distance between the house and the woodshed.
Lark double-stepped to keep up when he took her arm and strode in the direction of the schoolhouse. Pardner joined them, snapping at the occasional snow-flake like a pup, and his presence eased Rowdy's tension a little.
He'd been all wound up, ever since his pa had chosen his place as a rabbit hole.
"About the dance on Saturday night," Lark began, her breath huffing white in the snowy air as she hurried along at his side.
Rowdy gave her a sidelong glance, reluctantly let go of her once they'd crossed the road. "You're not about to back out on me, are you?"
She looked at him in quick surprise. "I assumed you were only trying to help me out of a—situation."
He smiled to himself, but he knew by the flare of color in her cheeks that she'd seen his amusement. "Roland Franks is a 'situation,' all right," he agreed. "If you care anything for his pride, you'll be at the dance, just like you said you would be. And you'll be with me."
"I can't see how that would appease his pride."
"You don't see a lot of things, Miss Morgan. What possessed you to let a full-grown man come to school?"
"He wanted to learn!"
"You can't possibly be that innocent."
She stared at him, angry, but worried, too. "He said—"
"He said, Miss Morgan, what he knew you wanted to hear."
"Stop calling me 'Miss Morgan.' I don't like the way you say it—like you're mocking me."
"I am mocking you—Lark. When are you going to tell me your real name?"
"When you tell me yours," Lark retorted. "Perhaps."
He was tired and, blizzard or none, he expected news of the train robbery his pa had told him about to arrive at any moment. Most likely there would be a telegram sent to Sam O'Ballivan or the major, and once it had been delivered to the ranch, they'd be riding in to demand some rangering of him.
In the meantime, he had to pretend he didn't know anything about it.
The combination of circumstances made him prickly.
"I do not have the time," he said, "to keep you out of trouble, Lark, so I would appreciate it if you would use your head for something other than a decoration. Franks didn't come to school so he could learn the three Rs."
She blushed. "You have no responsibility to keep me out of trouble," she blustered. "And I would appreciate it if you didn't make disparaging remarks about my intelligence. I have read Shakespeare, Mr. Rhodes, and all the Greek and Roman myths—"
"So have I," he said, enjoying the look of surprise that sprang into her eyes. "And I've got to say, I haven't found that accomplishment real handy, out here at the tail end of noplace."
Lark bit her lower lip. "Knowledge," she said firmly, blowing out the words because the wind was against her, "is valuable everywhere."
"Not if you don't use it," Rowdy argued.
She fell silent, and he hoped he hadn't hurt her feelings. Somebody else had done plenty of that, in some other time and place, and he didn't want to add to it.
"I'm sorry, Lark," he said, as they reached the hill above the schoolhouse. Even with its belfry and bright red walls, it barely showed through the swirling snow. "I've got some things on my mind, but I shouldn't have taken that out on you."
She blinked, then smiled. Snowflakes gathered on her thick lashes, and she raised the hood of her cloak in a graceful motion of both hands.
"That was a very nice apology," she said.
He grinned at her.
They descended the hill and rounded the edge of the schoolyard, the tops of the fence posts already mounded with snow, and there, on the front step, sure as death and taxes, huddled Pardner's little friend, shivering.
"Lydia!" Lark cried, horrified.
Rowdy barely managed to get the gate open before she would have vaulted over it in her haste to reach the child.
Lydia smiled at them through the tumbling, blowing snow.
Lark sat down beside the little girl, opened her cloak to enclose her inside it, then rummaged in her pocket for the key. Rowdy took that from her, stepped past them to unlock the door and open it.
Lark got to her feet and hurried Lydia into the schoolhouse.
Rowdy went straight to the stove and got a fire started.
"Lydia," Lark said, chafing the child's bare hands between her own, "why didn't you go home when you arrived and no one was here? And where are your mittens?"
"I lost one of them." Lydia batted her eyelashes, on the verge of tears. "Did I do wrong coming to school, Miss Morgan?"
Lark hugged her, and the sight made Rowdy's throat hurt, the same way it did when he thought of riding out and leaving Pardner behind with Gideon.
"No, sweetheart," she said quickly, glancing once at Rowdy, in a silent I-told-you-so kind of way. "No, you didn't do a single thing wrong."
Rowdy felt knee-high to a bedbug. Lydia probably would have sat there on that step until she iced up solid if Lark hadn't insisted on making sure none of her charges had come to school.
He got the fire going, then took off his coat and wrapped it gently around Lydia's tiny form. She looked lost in the dark folds, and smiled up out of the garment with beatific trust.
"Lydia," Lark repeated, sitting down beside the child on one of the long benches students normally occupied, "why did you stay?"
Lydia's lower lip wobbled. "Mabel's feeling poorly," she said, her voice very small, even for somebody the size of a newly hatched barn sparrow. "She told me not to come home until I could be quiet, and I don't reckon I'm ever going to be able to do that."
Lark raised her eyes to Rowdy's face, and something passed between them, though neither of them spoke right away.
"Lydia," Lark asked presently, "where is your father?"
"Papa's way out to the Bennington ranch," Lydia answered. "He went yesterday, in his buggy. They're having a baby out there." Her small face brightened. "It's the first one, so they wanted a doctor to come. Papa helped them pull a stuck calf out of a cow last spring, and they gave him a whole bag of sweet potatoes."
Lark blushed, probably because of the stuck-calf image. "Let's sit a little closer to the fire," she told Lydia, "now that Marshal Rhodes has been so kind as to start it."
Lydia allowed herself to be steered to another seat, but her eyes were wide and suddenly pensive as she looked up at Rowdy. "Marshal, do you suppose my papa will be able to get home, with all this snow?"
"Tell you what," Rowdy said. "If he's not back in the next little while, I'll go out looking for him."
Lark spared him a grateful look, unwrapped Lydia from his coat and replaced it with her cloak. "We'll stay here for a little while," she said. "But I think Marshal Rhodes has things to do."
Rowdy didn't want to leave them, but Lark was right. He did have things to do, and searching the road between Stone Creek and the Bennington ranch, wherever that was, would be one of them, if the doc didn't show up pretty soon.
"Lock the door when I'm gone," he said, resigned, as he put the coat back on. He checked the wood supply and found it adequate.
"We never lock the schoolhouse," Lydia said, earnestly helpful. "Not when there's somebody inside."
"Just this once," Lark told her softly. "Later, when you're warm, we'll go to Mrs. Porter's and sit in her kitchen by the stove and drink tea."
Lydia's small, thin face went luminous at the prospect.
Rowdy headed for the door, and Lark followed.
"Perhaps you ought to stay," she whispered. "I know I said you had work to do, but the weather—"
"I'll be fine," Rowdy answered, wanting to touch her. Maybe brush her cheek lightly with the backs of his fingers. He didn't, of course, because they were in a schoolhouse, and Lydia was there, and both those things made it more than improper. "You've got plenty of firewood, and I could send Gideon to get you in a wagon from the livery stable. I'll come myself, if I don't have to leave town to look for the doctor."
Lark moved a little closer to him, lowered her voice another notch, until it was barely more than a breath. "You might stop at Dr. Fairmont's house and see about Mabel," she suggested.
Rowdy's jaw tightened. "Oh, I'll speak to Mabel, all right," he promised.
Lark nodded. "If she answers the door, and she might not, tell her I will keep Lydia with me overnight."
"I'll tell her," Rowdy confirmed. Then he cleared his throat and said quietly, "Lock this door, Lark. Franks is probably home, sitting close by the fire, but if he's not—"
"I'll lock the door," Lark promised. She touched his face, her fingertips light and smooth and still cold from outside. Then she pulled them back, as though she'd done something inexcusably bold.
He wanted to kiss her. Wanted to but didn't, for the same reasons he hadn't caressed her cheek moments before.
"About Gideon and the wagon—" 
"We'll be fine on our own, Rowdy. Really." 
He nodded, opened the door, careful not to let the bitter wind sweep inside the schoolhouse, and went outside. 
Waited until he heard her key turn in the lock. 
Then, not wanting to leave, he did anyway.
Lydia, still snuggled in Lark's cloak, yawned, lay down on the long bench closest to the stove and went to sleep. Lark straightened all the books and dusted all the shelves and desks, and watched through the windows as the snow spun against the glass.
The big clock behind her desk ticked ponderously.
Lark checked the level of water in the drinking pail and found it nearly empty. She had tea leaves and a kettle on hand, but Lydia was swaddled in her cloak, and she knew the cold air would bite into her flesh if she went out without it to the well.
She was hungry, too, and she'd left her lunch in Roland's wagon, along with her lesson books. Remembering the morning's incident, she cringed.
Then she felt ashamed.
She was making too much of this.
Roland would probably show up for school tomorrow and bring back the things she'd left behind in his wagon. He would surely apologize, and Lark, keeping in mind that she had contributed to the misunderstanding by accepting a ride to school in his buck-board, would accept graciously.
Franks didn't come to school so he could learn the three Rs, she heard Rowdy say.
A momentary disquiet rose up in Lark, and she frowned.
Rowdy didn't understand, that was all. He couldn't put himself in Roland's place, imagine what it would be like to be full grown and still unable to read. It was a dreadful hardship, and Roland, instead of pretending to be literate, as other people did, had had the courage to come to school and ask for help.
No, Rowdy simply didn't understand.
Feeling much better now that she'd reasoned things through, Lark decided to brew a pot of tea. There was still a little water in the pail, after all, and she could put on her cloak and go outside for more after Lydia woke up.
Lydia did not wake up when the tea was ready.
Lark added wood to the fire, sat down at her desk and sipped from the cup she'd found on a shelf in the storeroom the day she'd undertaken her duties as Stone Creek's one and only schoolteacher.
Darkness began to gather at the windows.
Lark bent over Lydia, frowning, and touched a hand to the child's forehead. Her flesh was so hot that Lark actually flinched.
"Lydia?" she said softly, not wanting to frighten the little girl.
Lydia moaned, opened her eyes halfway. The whites glittered eerily in the dimness.
Hastily Lark found the lanterns she kept on hand for dark winter afternoons and lit one.
"Lydia?" she repeated, drawing closer to the child. "Sweetheart, wake up. I've made you some tea."
Lydia's eyelids fluttered, and she made a slight whimpering sound, but she didn't respond in any other way.
Lark set the lantern aside and cupped Lydia's face in the palms of both hands. Dear God, the child was ablaze with fever.
Lark took her gently by the shoulders. "Lydia!" she whispered hoarsely, "Lydia, please—"
"Water," Lydia pleaded, her voice so small and raw and dry that Lark's panic deepened with a lurch.
She'd used the last of the water to prepare her tea.
"Just a minute," she told Lydia, as calmly as she could. "I'll get you some water right away."
Lydia began to shiver violently, even though her flesh was hot to the touch. Lark wrapped the cloak more closely around the child, who flailed weakly against it, then rushed to fetch the bucket. She'd never drawn water from a well—she'd always sent one of the bigger boys out to do that.
What if she couldn't make the mechanism work?
What if the well was already frozen over?
She paused on the schoolhouse threshold, braced by the rush of wind that slammed into her the instant she opened the door.
Rowdy. Where was Rowdy?
Why hadn't he come back, or sent Gideon?
Because she'd told him she and Lydia would be all right, and he'd believed her. By now he was probably out in this awful storm himself, looking for Dr. Fairmont.
Lark pulled the door closed against the heavy force of the wind, and dashed to the well. Dropped the bucket and grabbed the handle attached to the crank.
It wouldn't turn.
She struggled.
The handle wouldn't budge.
Panic seized her again—she wanted to scream, but who would hear her? The storm muffled all sound, and she could barely see the schoolhouse, near as it was. The town beyond was cloaked in darkness and snow.
Snow.
Desperately exultant, Lark began gathering up handfuls of the stuff, plopping them into the bucket she'd brought from inside. When she had it half-full, she hoisted it—it was heavy in her numb hands—and hurried back toward the door.
Collided with a huge form on the steps.
Roland.
For all her high-minded attitude earlier, when she'd decided to accept Roland's apology, should he offer one, and go on with his education as if nothing had happened, fear scalded through her like venom.
"Miss Morgan?"
But it wasn't Roland.
It was Gideon, looming there, barely discernible.
A sob escaped Lark, tore itself painfully from her throat. "Gideon," she wept. "Oh, Gideon—"
He took the bucket from her hand, opened the door and steered her inside, much as his older brother had done, when they'd come to the schoolhouse together and found Lydia sitting on the step.
"Lydia—she's one of my students. She's sick."
Gideon looked into the bucket. "What do you want snow for?"
"Water. Lydia needs water, and I couldn't make the well handle turn. When it melts..."
"I'll get the water," Gideon said. "You go stand by the stove. You shouldn't have been out there without a coat or anything."
Lark nodded. Sat down and gathered Lydia in her arms, cloak and all.
Gideon returned quickly with the water.
"There's a ladle on the bench," Lark told him, rocking the child. Lydia's clothes were drenched in perspiration. Even if Gideon had a wagon, they wouldn't be able to take her out in this cold.
He fetched the ladle.
Her hand shaking, Lark dunked it into the bucket, lifted it to Lydia's mouth so she could take a sip. She lay immobile in Lark's arms, though, her eyes still partially open, beyond the ability to drink.
Frantic, Lark dipped her index finger into the ladle, and placed it on Lydia's tongue. The child stirred. Lark dunked her finger again. If she had to give Lydia that whole bucket of water, drop by drop, she'd do it.
"I'd fetch Rowdy, but he's gone," Gideon said uncertainly. "I was just passing by, on my way to Flagstaff, and I saw the lantern light and wondered what you were doing here so late—"
"I'm thankful that you came, Gideon," Lark said, trying the ladle again, because Lydia seemed to be rallying, though only slightly. "Do you happen to know if Dr. Fairmont has returned to town?"
"I think that's who Rowdy went looking for," Gideon answered, after shaking his head once. His eyes widened as he watched Lydia struggle to take even a sip of the water she needed so desperately. "That's why I—"
"That's why you were traveling to Flagstaff in this terrible weather," Lark observed. "Gideon, I can't tell you how foolish I think that is. What if you got lost along the way, or your horse went lame? You would die of exposure, that's what."
"Tell me what I ought to do," he said, visibly shouldering her gentle rebuke. He was Rowdy's brother. Likely he was stubborn. He was also brave, and he'd stopped by the schoolhouse to look in on her when he might have gone on. "Snow's deep. I could get a wagon down the hill all right, but back up, that would be another matter."
Lark was trying hard not to imagine the very same perils she'd described to Gideon happening to Rowdy—perhaps at that moment he was lost, or simply so paralyzed by the cold that he couldn't sit his horse any longer. "Go to Mrs. Porter's, Gideon. Tell her what the situation is, and bring back as many blankets as she has to spare. We'll wrap Lydia up warm and you can take her back to the rooming house on your horse."
"What about you, Miss Morgan? You can't stay here by yourself."
"I'll be perfectly fine until you've gotten Lydia safely to Mrs. Porter's. You can come back for me then, if you're not too cold to ride." She paused, looking up at this sturdy young man, little more than a boy, really. "You can find your way to the rooming house, can't you, Gideon?"
He pushed back his shoulders. "Of course I can," he said.
"Go, then. And Gideon—be careful."
Gideon hesitated, touched Lydia's fevered head with a curiously gentle gesture. "Don't you die, little girl," he murmured, his eyes haunted. "Don't you die."
And then he was gone.
He returned twenty long minutes later, his arms full of folded quilts.
Lydia had taken more water during his absence, but she was half-delirious and followed his movements with large, frightened eyes. Lark stripped the child to the skin while Gideon stood with his back turned, then wrapped Lydia in several of Mrs. Porter's quilts, swaddling her like an infant.
"Gideon is Marshal Rhodes's brother," Lark explained, when Lydia shrank from him. "He's going to take you to Mrs. Porter's house."
"I'm Pardner's friend, too," Gideon said, taking Lydia from Lark's arms. "You know Pardner, don't you?"
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Rowdy couldn't feel his feet—took it on trust that they were still at the end of his legs and in the stirrups where they belonged—and it was a fortunate thing he'd borrowed an old dray horse at the livery, instead of riding Paint. The nag was slower than cold honey in the bottom of a flat pan, but it plodded stolidly through the ever-deepening snow and seemed to know where the trail was, which was more than Rowdy could claim.
He kept his hat brim pulled down low over his face and wore a bandanna to keep from getting frostbite, but the truth was, his clothes were suited more to Haven's temperate climate than the high country.
And he kept riding.
Rounding a bend, he came on the buggy, little more than a distinctive shape in the stinging gloom, though the odd stray moonbeam got through somehow. The horse was still upright, and so was the rig, but that was about all Rowdy could discern, until he got closer.
The doctor sat upright in the buggy seat, the reins still in his hands.
And he was dead.
Rowdy's first thought was of the little girl back at the schoolhouse, though by now she was surely at Mrs. Porter's with Lark, trying to worry her papa home safe. His second was that he was likely to end up in the same fix as the doctor if he didn't find a way to keep warm till morning.
He swore, got stiffly down from the livery-stable horse, and stomped his feet in the vain hope of getting his circulation going again. Just to be sure his original assessment was correct, and the doc was indeed dead, he tugged off one glove, using his teeth because his other hand was too stiff, and pressed his fingers to a pulse point in the man's neck.
Cold as a graveyard statue.
Yep. Fairmont had gone to his Maker way too soon, and left his frozen carcass behind for good.
Rowdy swore again. There was a lantern fixed to the front of the buggy, though it had long since gone out. Praying it had guttered when the wind picked up, instead of burning the kerosene down to fumes, he fumbled to examine it, got a match from his coat pocket and struck it, shielding it with an unsteady hand as he held the flame to the wick. The mingled scents of oil and sulfur stung the insides of his nostrils.
The fire caught, and Rowdy was careful to shut the lantern again before letting out his breath in relief.
In the light of that lantern, the doctor looked even more bizarre than he had in the relative gloom. He'd turned blue-gray, and icicles dangled from the brim of his eastern hat, and from his chin and ears and eyebrows, too.
For the time being, Rowdy had no choice but to leave the man right where he was. There was no saving the doc. Rowdy had his own survival to manage, and that of the two horses.
Recalling his pa's taunts that he'd had a talent for starting fires on the railroad tracks, Rowdy pulled his glove back on, took the lantern by its handle, and examined the horse hitched to the front of the rig.
It nickered at him, ice clinging to its shaggy hide.
Rowdy freed it from the harness and waded into the snow, now nearly to his knees, looking for dead branches. The work warmed him a little, and he was encouraged by the fierce ache in his feet. His blood was moving again, anyhow.
He laid the blaze right there in the road, and stood by it a while. The horses drew up close to each other, sharing their body heat.
When he'd thawed out a little, Rowdy gathered more deadwood and fed it to the fire, but he knew it wouldn't last. He'd been lucky up to now, but a good blast of wind would put out the flames, and he couldn't search for more wood without going too far off the trail.
He hadn't even considered bringing Pardner along on this jaunt, but he surely wouldn't have minded his company now—a good dog had kept more than one man alive in a blizzard.
He paced, clapping his gloved hands. Wished he could lie down and sleep, right there in the middle of that old trail. The temptation wooed him, sweet and warm as a willing woman, but he knew if he gave in to it, he'd never get up off the ground again.
So he kept pacing.
Kept the fire going as long as he could.
When it was finally quelled, there was no getting it going again.
Rowdy wedged himself between the two horses, leaning against one or the other of them when his legs needed a rest, and waited for morning.
Gideon was gone for such a long time that Lark began to despair of him. Mrs. Porter's house wasn't far away, maybe three-quarters of a mile, but in this storm, it might as well have been in Kansas.
Was he lost, with Lydia, blinded by the vicious fury of the snow?
And what was happening to Rowdy? Had he found Dr. Fairmont?
Or had they both perished?
Lark paced, sat down, got up again and paced some more.
And then Gideon returned, with a man's coat for Lark to wear in lieu of her cloak, which was still damp with Lydia's perspiration.
"Mrs. Porter and that Chinese woman are in a fair tizzy," Gideon reported, handing Lark the coat and opening the stove door to bank the fire. "Fixing to make soup from a bunch of dried weeds." He paused, watching as Lark buttoned up the coat. "I'll ride my horse up close to the steps, if you're ready to go, and you can get on behind me."
Just as Lark had never drawn water from a well, she had never ridden a horse, either. She felt suddenly and woefully inadequate for life in Stone Creek, or anywhere beyond her parlor in Autry's mansion, and even indulged in a brief, distracted regret that she'd ever left Denver.
She'd had plenty of comforts there, and people to do for her.
Water from a tap. Gas lights. A coal furnace. Hot drinks served to her by a maid whose name she couldn't remember.
And she'd taken it all for granted.
"Very well," she told Gideon staunchly. "I'll ride behind you."
The leap from the top of the steps onto the back of Gideon's horse proved awkward, because of her long skirts. The cold stung her legs, even through her thick woolen stockings, and she covered them as best she could, clutching at Gideon's coat with both hands when the horse moved forward with a sudden, slogging jolt.
Lark buried her face between Gideon's shoulder blades and prayed the ride to Mrs. Porter's could be accomplished quickly.
It wasn't.
The snow was so deep that the horse could only move through it by bunching its haunches and springing ahead in a crow-hopping motion that sent Lark's stomach surging up her windpipe. Once, she nearly bit off her tongue.
What seemed like an hour passed in this jostling fashion, before the lights of Mrs. Porter's house came into view, faintly golden and snow-muted, like the flames flickering in the streetlamps.
As he had done at the schoolhouse, Gideon rode up beside the back porch and waited while Lark dismounted. Her legs almost crumbled beneath her, and pain shot through the balls of her feet, but she managed to land without falling.
"Best rest this horse awhile," Gideon said, raising his voice to be heard over the low howl of the wind. Then he swung a leg over the animal's neck and joined Lark on the little porch.
The door opened behind Lark, and Mrs. Porter grabbed her by a handful of coat and hauled her over the threshold with surprising strength, considering her diminutive size.
Gideon followed, after politely stomping the snow off his boots first. "I need one of those quilts for the horse," he said. "A length of twine, too, if you have it."
Mrs. Porter gave him several quilts, plucked from the pile Lydia had been wrapped in, and Mai Lee provided the string. After adjusting his coat collar and pulling his hat down a little, he went out again, ostensibly to blanket the horse and secure the covering with twine.
Lark's attention was all for Lydia.
The child lay on a cot set up in the middle of the kitchen, within the radius of blessed warmth from the cookstove, but not too close. Hon Sing, Mai Lee's husband, sat beside her, straight-shouldered, unrolling a small length of embroidered silk on his lap.
Lark drew closer, divesting herself of the borrowed coat, which Mrs. Porter hastened to take from her.
"How is Lydia?" Lark asked, terrified of the answer.
Needles, long and very fine, glimmered in the piece of silk Hon Sing was holding. His hands were poised gracefully over the sewing kit, if that was what it was, fingers spread, like those of a pianist preparing to play a concerto.
"Bad sick," Hon Sing said.
Lark touched Lydia's forehead and found it only slightly cooler than when they'd parted at the school-house. The child's skin felt dry now, but it was still very warm, and her eyes, though open, seemed glazed, even sightless.
Lark glanced curiously at the needles.
Hon Sing and Mai Lee exchanged a few quiet words in their own language. Then Mai Lee brought a chair from the table and urged Lark to sit in it.
"Hon Sing doctor in China," she said. "Give girl medicine. She not better."
Gideon returned and noticed the needles immediately.
"What's he mean to do with those?" he asked.
"Some heathen thing," Mrs. Porter fretted, pressing a cup of hot tea into Lark's unfeeling hands and then hovering at a little distance, wringing her own.
If Hon Sing had heard Mrs. Porter's remark, he gave no sign of it. He took one of the needles carefully from the cloth case, examined it, looking pleased at the way it winked in the lamplight, and poked the sharp end into the top of his own wrist.
Lark flinched, and felt Gideon, now standing near her chair, do the same.
"Not hurt," Hon Sing assured them.
"Like hell," Gideon argued.
Hon Sing plucked the needle from his flesh and put it in another part of the case. Then he took Lydia's hand and inserted the needle with a deft, skilled motion of his fingers.
Lark gasped.
Gideon yelped in protest.
But Lydia didn't make a sound.
'Take that needle out of her right now," Gideon commanded, and moved to intercede.
Lark stopped him with a motion of her arm.
Hon Sing gave Gideon a placid, measuring look, then proceeded to place another needle in Lydia's opposite wrist. Soon, she was bristling with little silvery spines. After a few tense minutes had passed, she suddenly sighed, as though relieved of some burden that had been crushing her, and then her breathing, ragged and shallow before, began to deepen and slow.
"Yes," Hon Sing said quietly. "Breathe now."
Behind Lark, a little thump sounded. Mai Lee gasped, and Lark spun backward off her chair.
Mrs. Porter lay in a heap on the floor.
Before either Mai Lee or Lark could reach the poor woman, Gideon had hooked his hands under her arms from behind and hoisted her onto her feet.
Dazed, Mrs. Porter blinked and sagged into the chair Lark placed behind her.
"Needles," the landlady explained, fluttery.
No one spoke in response.
Hon Sing remained where he was, watching over Lydia, occasionally moving a needle from one part of her anatomy to another.
Lark was at once horrified and fascinated. She'd heard of strange Chinese healing practices, but she'd never actually witnessed anything like this.
When Hon Sing ceased rearranging the needles and simply sat silently, with his hands resting on his thighs, Lark approached him. Tentatively extended her hand.
Hon Sing looked at her face, smiled the barest semblance of a smile, and took another needle from the case.
Lark stiffened, biting her lower lip, but when the tip of the needle penetrated the skin on top of her wrist, there was no painful prick. She stared, amazed, and slowly became aware of a pooling sensation surrounding the needle, rapidly coalescing into a heavy ache.
Watching, Hon Sing nodded sagely, as though in response to some private question he'd seen no reason to voice aloud.
Lark's eyes widened with chagrin. To her, Hon Sing had always been Mai Lee's husband, an odd, foreign little man who swept and fetched and carried for Jolene Bell at her saloon and slept in the bed under the main staircase in Mrs. Porter's house.
She would never have credited him with the wisdom he exuded now. In fact, she hadn't seen him as anything more than a peripheral figure, moving like a shadow at the perimeters of her awareness.
Shame burned in her cheeks, and she swallowed hard. What an ignorant, complacent dolt she'd been.
Without speaking, Hon Sing removed the needle from Lark's hand, and instantly the ache began to fade.
And so did a lot of Lark's assumptions about what was true.
The snow had stopped a little before dawn, and the sky was clear, though it was still cold enough to turn a man's breath solid in midair.
The doc looked worse in the daylight than he had in the spooky glow of his road-lantern the night before—and that, Rowdy thought, was saying something. There was no hope of moving the buggy, even with two horses to draw, since it was mired above the wheel hubs in ice-crusted snow. Anyhow, what passed as a road was under at least eighteen hard-crusted inches of yesterday's weather.
Rowdy pried the corpse out of the buggy seat and carried it, bent double over his right shoulder like a rolled rug. He laid Dr. Fairmont's remains over the back of his own borrowed horse, since he knew the animal to be of patient temperament, and secured the rigid body with rope.
That done, he mounted the doc's buggy horse and waited to see if the critter would buck. When it didn't, Rowdy urged it in the direction of Stone Creek.
With the snow so deep, it was slow traveling.
He had to stop and rest the horses every fifteen or twenty minutes, and he wished he had a blanket or something to cover the doc. It wasn't that he minded looking at him, but it was an undignified way for a man to make his last ride, and Rowdy would have spared him that, spared the little girl, too, but there was no means of doing so.
Having plenty of time to think, if not much else, Rowdy considered Mabel, the doctor's wife. He'd met her the night before, when he stopped by to ask if her husband had returned from the Bennington place and pass on Lark's message that she'd look after the child until morning. She was a piece of work, Mabel Fairmont was. She'd come to the door half-dressed and sloe-eyed and smelling of medicine—probably laudanum.
The doctor wasn't back, she'd said, with a whining note in her voice, and Lark could keep Lydia forever, as far as she was concerned. The kid was pesky, anyway. She'd asked if Rowdy wanted to come in and visit for a spell.
He'd refused politely, said he had a long ride to make. Tipped his hat to her out of habit, not respect. It galled him to remember it, and he spat.
What would become of Lydia, with her pa gone, and only that woman to offer solace?
Rowdy's throat ached at the prospect. The child would probably wind up in an orphanage, if she was that lucky. From what he'd seen of her stepmama, it was more likely she'd simply be left behind.
He glanced back at the corpse, bouncing behind him on the second horse, for all that he'd tied the ropes down tight. "Not to speak ill of the dead," he said aloud, "but you ought to have looked after your daughter a little better than you did."
That said, Rowdy turned his attention to the hard trail ahead, and his thoughts strayed, as they liked to do, to Lark Morgan.
She would want to take the child in, he knew she would.
But she was a schoolmarm, and on the run from somebody mean enough to spark fear in her eyes whenever her past was mentioned. She wasn't in a position to raise a little girl, any more than he was.
Rowdy frowned and pulled his hat down lower over his eyes.
Thought about his own mother, and what she would have done in his place. She'd always wanted a girl-child, but rambunctious boys were all she got.
She'd been left on a hardscrabble farm, often and for long stretches, while Pappy was off robbing stagecoaches, then trains, though he always told her he had mining shares, someplace in Oklahoma. She'd had five boys to feed and clothe, and no help doing it—until John T. Rhodes bought the neighboring place, right around Rowdy's eighth birthday.
John T. was probably still a sore spot with Pappy, even after all these years. He'd been everything Pappy wasn't, a hardworking, respectable man, with a penchant for books and the fine thoughts they contained.
A book's like a chariot with wings, Rowdy. It can take you anyplace.
He'd loved Miranda Yarbro, John T. had. But he'd done it honorably. A widower himself, he'd never asked anything of Rowdy's mother except the pleasure of her company. He'd chopped wood and carried water. He'd shared his corn crops, since the ones Ma and the older boys planted always seemed to fail, and when he butchered a hog or a steer, there was meat in Miranda's larder, as well as his own.
Whenever Pappy came home from one of his sprees, his pockets heavy with money and his stories taller than the highest building in New York City, John T. stayed clear.
It wasn't that he was scared of Payton Yarbro, though. John T. was never scared of anybody—he just didn't like fighting, that was all. Once, Rowdy had seen the man lift a yearling calf clear off the ground.
When Pappy's money ran out, he got restless, and then he'd light out again. And John T. would quietly take up where he'd left off before the latest homecoming.
Since the nearest schoolhouse was thirty miles away and Ma needed help at home, Rowdy never had a day of formal learning. John T. had taught him to read and work sums, along with Levi and Ethan. Ma had schooled Wyatt and Nick herself, since they were older, coming along before despair and hard work had worn her down, using the Good Book and a pair of slates she ordered through Sears-Roebuck. Scant as their educations were, either Wyatt or Nick could have passed for a university professor by the time they were old enough to vote.
Remembering all this, Rowdy was almost glad to be alone in a barren place, with only two horses and a dead man for company. He could think about Ma without choking up, but recalling John T. was something else again.
In some ways, he'd never gotten past the spring of his thirteenth year.
He'd been helping John T. plow a cornfield one warm spring day, and they'd stopped, in the heat of the afternoon, to rest themselves and the team in the shade of the only tree on the Rhodes place—a single, towering maple, planted by some long-gone homesteader, probably yearning for New England.
They'd drunk from a water bucket brought along for the purpose, and John T. had grinned at Rowdy and said he ought to start going by Robert, now that he was almost a man.
Wyatt and Nick had taken to running with Pappy by then, despite all Ma had done to keep them home, and Ethan and Levi were getting restless, too.
Rowdy meant to stay right there on the farm, run some cattle and raise a few hogs and chicken. Grow corn that didn't wither on the stalk. He wanted to be like John T., not like Pappy. He'd decided then and there to use his given name, and he'd said so.
John T. had slapped him on the shoulder and looked proud. He'd dipped the ladle into the drinking bucket, and poured the contents down the back of his neck.
Rowdy'd laughed, and reached for the ladle, meaning to do the same.
At first, seeing John T.'s face contort, Rowdy had drawn back, afraid he'd somehow offended the man whose respect he'd wanted above all things in life.
John T. had clasped a hand to his chest and pitched forward onto the ground. Rowdy stood still for a long moment, stricken. When he finally crouched and rolled John T. over onto his back, he knew he was gone.
He'd sat there, keeping a vigil, until after sunset, when his ma finally came looking for them with a lantern to say supper was getting cold.
Together, she and Rowdy had loaded John T.'s body onto the plow horse's back and made the slow trip home.
With the help of some neighbors, they'd buried John T Rhodes two days later, under the lone maple tree out in his field.
The next time Pappy came home, he'd taunted Ma for crying. Said John T had gotten his just due for coveting another man's wife, and didn't the Good Book say, "Let the dead bury their dead"?
Rowdy had expected his ma to finally lose her temper, or at least defend John T.'s honor, along with her own, but she hadn't. She'd dried her eyes and let Pa kiss her, and acted sweet and docile around him, even laughed at his stories, and Rowdy had hated her for it, with all the misguided passion of a thirteen-year-old boy.
Without John T. there to guide him, Rowdy knew he'd never grow into the name Robert. He'd never raise corn crops, either. John T.'s absence was like one giant toothache pulsing through his spirit, worse every day.
And he couldn't bear it.
When his pa rode out that time, Rowdy went with him.
He'd never intended to learn the train-robbing trade, he just fell into it, because he was young and because Pa said the railroad barons were the real thieves, driving good folks off their land and laying tracks across it.
After the first robbery, Rowdy had been too ashamed to go home, and when the Yarbro name gathered some notoriety and Pa went by Jack Payton, Rowdy had started calling himself Rhodes.
It had galled Pa plenty, that tribute to John T. Probably still did.
And that was fine with Rowdy, then and now.
Gideon prattled like a mouthy woman, that cold, still winter afternoon, and gave his old pa fits in the process.
"And then this Chinaman, he stuck needles into that little girl."
Payton was busy ransacking Rowdy's saddlebags. He could feel the law closing in on him, tightening like a noose. Snow or no snow, winded horse or none, he had to hightail it for Mexico.
Gideon babbled on. "And she got better, too, right away."
Payton upended the saddlebags, and a black leather pouch fell out with a solid, satisfying thunk. He grinned around the unlighted cheroot jutting out of the side of his mouth. Yes, indeed, Rowdy always had money.
"Pa," Gideon said, abruptly interrupting his discourse on Chinese medicine, "what are you doing?"
"Borrowing something from your brother."
"That's stealing!"
"No, it ain't," Payton said, impatient. If one of the other boys had talked to him like that, he'd have backhanded them for it. But Gideon was special, if sorely trying at times. "It's borrowing."
The dog, resting by the stove, sat up and whimpered. Payton had been shut up with that mutt ever since Gideon had gone arescuing the night before, and he'd had his fill of being followed around and stared at.
"Just because you decided to call it that?" Gideon challenged, reddening a little, in tiresome conviction. Damn, if he wasn't like Miranda, too, Payton thought. All his sons were, to one degree or another, but she hadn't had a hand in Gideon's raising and could not have imparted her influence. "You'd better put that money back, Pa. Right now."
"You going to make me?" Payton asked. He dropped the pouch back in the saddlebags, and Gideon looked relieved—until he realized the saddlebags were going, too.
"You said you weren't an outlaw anymore," Gideon said, moving into Payton's way when he made for the door.
"And you said you wanted to be one," Payton retorted. He didn't like speaking harshly to the boy, but maybe it was the best thing, considering present circumstances. Turn him sour on his old man, once and for all. The ire might carry him right into college and out the other side, with something more to trade on than a fast gun and an even faster temper. "You don't have the stomach for it."
He pushed past Gideon, blinked in the bright dazzle of sunlight on snow.
"What about Ruby?" Gideon asked. "What about the horses and that thousand dollars you wanted me to fetch back?"
"When the road thaws out between here and Flagstaff," Payton called, already halfway to the lean-to, where there was a perfectly good pinto gelding awaiting him, rested and ready to cover a lot of territory fast, "you go see Ruby, then turn in that livery-stable nag. She'll make it right with old Charlie, Ruby will, and you won't be hanged for a horse thief." He went into the lean-to. He'd have favored a less memorable mount than that splashy paint, but borrowers couldn't be choosers. He commenced to saddling the gelding, patted the horse he was leaving behind. Gideon had followed him all the way out there, and the dog was with him. "You can have old Samson here, for your very own."
"I don't want your stupid horse, and you can't just leave, Pa. You can't take Rowdy's money and his horse and even his goddamned clothes and act like there's nothing wrong with it!"
"You just watch me, boy," Payton answered, slipping the bridle over the pinto's head and adjusting the bit. That done, he threw on the saddle blanket, then the saddle. When he'd cinched it and fastened the buckle, he headed for the doorway of the lean-to.
Gideon didn't move out of his way. His face was rigid, and his eyes flashed. Steam snorted from his nostrils, he was breathing so hard. He might have been quite a hand at the train-robbing trade, given the training and experience.
Payton sighed. "Step aside, Gideon."
Gideon still didn't move.
Payton advanced.
And Gideon landed a haymaker in the middle of his face, knocked him flat on his backside, and spooked the pinto so that it nearly trampled him.
"Damn," Payton gurgled, trying to stanch the blood flowing down the front of his shirt. "You broke my nose!"
"Like I said," Gideon told him, flexing the fingers of his right hand and looking serious as all get-out, "you aren't stealing Rowdy's money or his horse. In fact, as a deputy marshal, I could arrest you. Throw you in that cell in there in the jailhouse."
Payton tried to smile, which wasn't easy, given that he felt as if a mule had just kicked in his face, and he was too woozy to get up out of the manure and sawdust covering the floor of that lean-to. "You wouldn't do a thing like that to your own pa," he said. "Would you?"
Gideon offered him a hand.
Payton hesitated, then took it.
Gideon jerked him to his feet, wrenched one of Payton's arms behind his back, and marched him straight for the jailhouse. When had the kid gotten to be so bull strong?
"Listen to me, Gideon," Jack reasoned, still bleeding from the nose like the proverbial stuck pig. "This is a small town. If you put me in that jail, folks are going to notice, and that will cause Rowdy problems you can't even begin to imagine."
"There's a back door," Gideon said. He wrenched said back door open and hurled Payton through it. "Let folks talk all they want. And whatever these 'problems' are, I figure Rowdy can handle them."
Before Payton recovered his balance, Gideon was on him again, shuffling him into the cell, slamming the door, turning the key in the lock.
Stunned, Payton stared at his youngest son—his favorite—from between bars with rust spotting them wherever the grimy white paint was peeling off. He'd outrun U.S. Marshals and rangers, Pinkertons and railroad agents, and now he'd been thrown into the hoosegow by a sixteen-year-old boy.
If it hadn't been so damn tragic, Payton would have laughed out loud.
"You let me out of here, you ungrateful little whelp! I'm going to kick your ass from here to Sunday breakfast!"
Gideon found a rag and shoved it through the bars. "If you could," he said, "you'd have done it out there in the lean-to."
Pardner, who had witnessed the whole sorry episode, suddenly gave a little woof and dashed for the front door, jumping up and pawing at it.
"I guess Rowdy's back," Gideon said.
"Shit," Payton said. He jammed the rag against his bloody nose, winced at the pain and sank down onto the only piece of furniture in that cell. "That's all I need."
The door opened, and Rowdy came in. Stopped to make a fuss over the damn dog.
"I arrested Pa," Gideon said, taking a stubborn stance and folding his arms. Maybe he and Rowdy would get into it; the spectacle would be some consolation to Payton, if not much.
"I can see that," Rowdy replied evenly. He took off his hat, hung it on a peg, then shed his coat, too. He'd put in a hard night, from the looks of him, but Payton didn't much care. He had his own problems to worry about. "Make some coffee, will you, Deputy?" Rowdy added.
Gideon nodded, grabbed the coffeepot and hurried outside to get water.
"What happened to your face?" Rowdy asked idly. Gideon had left the cell key lying on Rowdy's desk, and Rowdy looked right at it. Made no move to use it, though.
Hope sprang up in Payton's heart, just the same. "Gideon sucker punched me," he said. "Let me out of here. I'll just leave, and there'll be no trouble. You have my word on that."
"You know how I value your word," Rowdy said dryly.
Gideon came back in with the coffeepot, his face as white as last night's snowfall. "There's a dead man tied to one of those horses out front," he said.
"Just make the coffee," Rowdy replied wearily.
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It was along toward evening when Rowdy came.
Lark, sitting in the rocking chair close by the cook-stove, with a quilt-bundled Lydia sleeping in her lap, knew it was him by the way he knocked.
Mrs. Porter had gone to bed, worn-out from the long night just past and the wearying day that followed. Mai Lee was off somewhere, probably helping Hon Sing with saloon duties neglected during the crisis with Lydia.
"Come in," Lark called.
Rowdy opened the door and stepped over the threshold, Pardner with him. And Lark saw the grim tidings in his face, even before he voiced them.
"How is she?" he asked, nodding to indicate Lydia, as he hung up his hat.
"Weak," Lark said, "but she'll recover, thanks to Hon Sing."
Rowdy took off his gloves, stuffed them into a pocket in his coat, shed the garment, and laid it over the back of one of the chairs at the kitchen table.
"What about you, Lark?" he asked, very quietly, stopping at a little distance and watching her with eyes that would see right through any lie she told. "You look pretty done in yourself. Have you had anything to eat? Slept a little, maybe?"
She managed a thin smile, shook her head. Waited.
"Well," he said philosophically, "neither have I."
"Rowdy," Lark said.
"No," he sighed, gazing down at Lydia's still, sleeping form. "The doctor didn't make it home."
Lark closed her eyes, held Lydia a little more tightly. "Where is the—where is he now?"
"At the undertaker's," Rowdy answered. "I took him to his house first, but Mrs. Fairmont didn't want him laid out there." He sighed again. "I reckon I can't blame her."
"You've gathered, I suppose, that Mabel Fairmont isn't the most dedicated mother?" Lark's eyes burned. What was Lydia going to do? Was there a family somewhere—grandparents, perhaps, or aunts and uncles? Anyone who might take her in?
"I gathered that much, all right," Rowdy said.
Pardner, sitting as close to Lark's chair as he could without being in her lap, gazed mournfully at Lydia. Nuzzled her cheek with his snout.
Lydia stirred, smiled a little, tried to stroke the dog's head. Murmured a greeting.
Meanwhile, Rowdy went to the sink, rolled up his shirtsleeves and pumped water to wash his hands. That finished, he headed for the pantry and came out with a bowl of eggs and a loaf of bread.
"Supper," he explained.
Supper. Lark was reminded of the plans she'd made with Maddie, to visit the O'Ballivan ranch on Friday. Though she had barely a hope of getting there, it made her feel a little better to imagine being a guest at Sam and Maddie's table, speaking of pleasant things. After the meal was over, Maddie might even be persuaded to play the spinet.
Lark ached for music.
Rowdy cracked four eggs into a bowl, whipped them to a froth with a fork and set a skillet on the stove to heat. The lard he added smelled good as it melted.
"Do you think there's more snow coming?" Lark asked with a note of dread in her voice, starting to come out of her stupor. For once she was too warm—the kitchen, kept hot because of Lydia, felt close and stuffy.
"I don't know," Rowdy said, slicing bread and then forking it into the bowl of beaten eggs. "The roads will be impassible for a while, though. No sign of a thaw, as far as I can tell."
Lark studied him, intrigued. Had there been a hint of relief in his voice, when he'd spoken of the roads?
"The ground will be too hard for a—" she paused, looked down at Lydia, who was nodding off again "—burial."
"Do you think she'd eat something?" Rowdy asked, again indicating the child.
Lark shook her head. "She can take broth, that's all."
Rowdy set the egg-coated slices of bread in the pan, one by one. They sizzled, and sent up an aroma that made Lark's empty stomach grumble.
"Gideon told me you put in a rough night," he said. "I'm sorry I wasn't around to help, Lark."
"You had your hands full," Lark replied. He'd never know, if she could help it, how desperately she'd longed for him, during those dark and endless hours of uncertainty.
He turned the frying bread—by then Lark's mouth was watering—and then pushed the skillet to the back of the stove.
When he approached Lark, stood in front of her chair, looking down into her eyes, her heart skittered. Gently he took Lydia from her arms and, his every step closely supervised by Pardner, carried her into the adjoining room.
All Lark's limbs had gone numb, sitting in the chair for so long, holding Lydia. She stood, and swayed slightly before regaining her equilibrium. Then she followed Rowdy.
He was tucking Lydia under the covers, quietly promising to build a fire on the nearby hearth right away.
The sight struck Lark to the heart.
One day Rowdy would make a fine father.
Lydia grabbed at his hand when he would have straightened and turned away.
"My papa?" she whispered. "Did he come home? You promised you'd find him if he didn't come home—"
Lark held her breath.
Rowdy hesitated, indecision visible in the line of his shoulders and the set of his head. "I found him, honey," he said sadly.
"He died, didn't he?" Lydia asked, brave and small and clinging to Rowdy's hand with both her own.
Rowdy didn't answer right away. He was probably weighing his words, trying to find ones that would soften the blow, realizing there were none.
"Your papa's gone," he said. "I'm sorry about that, Lydia—sorrier than I can ever say."
Lydia sighed, released his hands. "I need to sleep now," she told Rowdy, as Lark watched through tear-blurred eyes. "Can Pardner get up on the bed with me?"
Rowdy's voice was hoarse. "Sure he can," he told her.
Pardner looked questioningly up at Rowdy.
"Take care of your little friend, here, will you, boy?" Rowdy asked.
At a gesture from Rowdy, Pardner bounded onto the mattress, huddled close against Lydia's side, sighed contentedly and closed his eyes.
Lydia gave a little shudder, perhaps struggling to hold back tears of grief, flung a small arm across Pardner's furry side and slept.
Lark meant to step back out of the doorway before Rowdy saw her, but she didn't manage it. Her mind gave the order, but her befuddled body couldn't seem to translate it into action.
Rowdy's gaze collided with hers as he turned to start the fire he'd promised Lydia, and his blue eyes were bleak with sorrow.
"I'll set the table," she said.
"Thank you," he replied.
The fried bread was lukewarm when they sat down to eat. Rowdy and Lark, alone in Mrs. Porter's kitchen. Even so, with butter and a little raspberryjam, the stuff was delicious.
They said little, during the meal. Both of them were too tired to talk.
"Do you reckon I should have made something for Mrs. Porter?" Rowdy asked, later, while he was making coffee and Lark was clearing the table.
Lark shook her head. "She specifically said she didn't want to be disturbed. Saturday is Mr. Porter's birthday, and she plans to bake a rum cake. Evidently, the process is quite involved."
Rowdy looked mystified. "Mr. Porter? I didn't know there was a Mr. Porter."
Lark stood very close to him and lowered her voice. "His things are all over the house, as though he'll be back at any moment, and there's the rum cake, but surely he must be, well, dead."
"Mysterious," Rowdy said, with a grin. "Like you."
Lark ignored that, too tired to engage in another battle of wits. And a part of her—the foolish, reckless, and very lonely part—would have liked to tell Rowdy Rhodes all her secrets and then demand to know his in return.
"You'd better go, Rowdy. I appreciate all you've done, but you're about to fall over."
A grin quirked the corner of his mouth. Then he cleared his throat eloquently. "I believe I'd like to have some of this coffee before I go," he said. "If you don't mind, that is."
Lark couldn't help reflecting on what a good thing it would have been to lie down next to Rowdy and sleep in his arms. But even if convention had permitted a schoolmarm such a wanton luxury—which it certainly didn't—Lydia and Pardner were occupying the only bed on the first floor. There was, quite simply, no place to commit that particular sin with any grace.
Rowdy curved a finger under Lark's chin, lifted and placed a soft, brief kiss on her mouth. She wondered if he'd somehow known what she was thinking, and the possibility, remote as it was, made her blush.
"Maybe I'll go after all," he said. "Get some rest."
She wanted to plead with him to stay, and shamelessly, too, but she knew that wouldn't be wise. So she nodded and permitted herself the indulgence of laying both her hands against his strong chest, just for a moment.
He smoothed her hair, which was tumbling from its pins and badly in need of brushing. She probably looked like a madwoman, just escaped from some asylum.
"Good night, Miss Morgan," he said, without the mocking lilt he usually employed when he addressed her thus.
"Will you be leaving Pardner with us?" she asked.
Something like pain moved in his eyes, gone so quickly that it might never have been there at all. "Best not," he said. "You'll want to stay close to Lydia tonight, and there won't be room for all three of you in that bed."
She nodded again, and Rowdy gave a low whistle.
Pardner padded in from the next room, yawning.
Moments later he and Rowdy were gone.
Lark left the dishes for Mai Lee to wash when she returned, went into the bedroom she'd coveted with an unholy yearning, added wood to the fire Rowdy had built earlier, and pensively stripped to her bloomers and camisole.
Turning back the covers carefully, she crawled into bed beside Lydia, shut her eyes and tumbled into an instant and profound sleep.
"Maybe that Chinaman could stick a bunch of those needles in Pa, so his nose would stop hurting," Gideon speculated the next morning, as he and Rowdy and Pardner approached the back door of the jailhouse, where the old man had spent the night. "I shouldn't have hit him so hard."
Rowdy smiled. "I wouldn't mind sticking a few needles in his hide myself," he said, thinking of the good set of clothes his pa had stolen from him and then ruined by bleeding all over them. Then there was the horse Pappy had almost helped himself to and the money pouch. "As for the sucker-punch, he had that coming."
For a lot more reasons than horse thieving, Rowdy thought.
They went inside.
Pa was ready with a list of complaints.
The fire had gone out.
He was hungry.
He had to piss like a racehorse.
Rowdy picked up the cell key and let his father out of jail.
"Your face," he remarked, taking in Pa's bruised cheek and swollen nose, "looks like somebody stomped on it."
Pa pushed past Rowdy, tossing Gideon an accusing glare, and made for the back door, probably heading for the outhouse.
"What if he steals your horse and runs away?" Gideon asked, looking worried as he opened the stove, bent on getting a fire going.
Rowdy grinned. "I'll send my deputy after him," he said.
Gideon flushed. "I know I'm not really a deputy," he told Rowdy. "You just said that because you didn't want me chasing after Pa on my own."
"You caught a man in the act of committing a crime and detained him," Rowdy said. "That makes you a deputy."
"I shouldn't have hit him," Gideon repeated.
"Maybe not," Rowdy answered. "But, the way you tell it, he meant to lead a horse over you, since you were blocking his way out of the lean-to. Short of shooting the old coot, I don't see what else you could have done."
"He said I'd never make an outlaw. That I don't have the stomach for it."
"That's a good thing, Gideon."
"I guess I didn't really think about what it meant, being an outlaw. Folks always chasing you, and a lot of hard riding and sleeping on the ground—"
"That and more," Rowdy said, taking up the coffeepot and heading for the door.
The weather was a little warmer, though the snow was still deep.
He'd just pumped water into the coffeepot when he scanned the street and saw Sam O'Ballivan riding toward him from one direction and Mabel Fairmont picking her way along on foot from the other.
He could deal with Mrs. Fairmont.
He'd hoped for a little more time—and for his pa to be long gone—before he had to face O'Ballivan, though.
He could just imagine the conversation they were about to have.
There's been another train robbery, Sam would say.
Yes, Rowdy might answer, and I let the most likely suspect out of my jail five minutes ago. His name's Payton Yarbro. Did I ever mention that he's my pa, and I rode with him for years?
Mabel reached him first. "I have just been to see my husband at the undertaker's," she said, "and he's bent. Poor Herbert is going to have to be buried sideways."
"I'm sure there's a solution, Mrs. Fairmont," Rowdy said. Most likely the undertaker would have to break poor Herbert's bones or sever a few tendons to straighten him out for the coffin, but of course it wouldn't have been mannerly to say so.
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw that Sam was drawing nearer. He wasn't riding with any urgency, but he did look mighty serious.
"I'm not meant to live alone," Mabel said sweetly. "I'll need another husband. Are you single, Marshal Rhodes?"
Rowdy stared at her, forgetting all about Sam. He'd only met the woman once, and he'd disliked her instantly. Now, looking at her in the daylight, he was even less impressed. She was skinny, with dark hair and shrewd, greedy little eyes that seemed to pull perceptively at everything she saw.
And right now, she was seeing Rowdy.
"It's a little soon to be thinking about getting married again, isn't it?"
She bridled a little. "If you're worried that you'll have to raise Lydia," she said huffily, "you needn't trouble yourself. I've sent a wire to Nell Baker, down in Phoenix, and she'll be on her way here to fetch that little brat as soon as the roads are clear."
Well, there was some good news, anyway. Lydia had someone who cared enough to travel all the way from Phoenix to collect her.
"You've been busy this morning," Rowdy said dryly.
Sam was dismounting, near the hitching rail.
Mabel didn't seem to notice him. "If you don't want to marry me, just say so."
"I don't want to marry you," Rowdy complied. Sam approached. Touched the brim of his hat to Mabel, though his gaze was fixed on Rowdy.
"I was sorry to learn of your sad loss, Mrs. Fairmont," Sam said.
Mabel didn't even acknowledge the man's condolences. She just gave a frustrated snort, hoisted her skirts and turned to pick her way angrily across the road, stepping high because of the snow.
"You thinking of getting married, Rowdy?" Sam asked, both of them watching her go. Sam seemed mildly amused, but Rowdy was seething.
"No," he snapped.
The irritation subsided, though, as he recalled the probable reason for Sam's ride into town, which must have been no mean enterprise, given the state of the roads.
Rowdy let out his breath. By now, his pa was probably back from the outhouse. He was a famous train robber, almost legendary—most likely, there'd be dime novels written about him anytime now. And there was a good chance that Sam, being an experienced lawman, would recognize Payton from some sketch he'd seen in the course of his duties, or even a written description.
And Pappy might just be spiteful enough to throw himself in front of the train, so to speak, just for the pleasure of seeing his next-to-youngest son locked up in his own jail.
Yes, sir. Pappy would love that.
Rowdy sighed, remembered the coffeepot he'd just filled at the pump. "Come on inside, Sam," he said. "It's cold out here."
After dressing as warmly as she could, Lark left Lydia in Mai Lee and Mrs. Porter's care and set out for the Fairmont house. No one answered her knock, and she was wondering if Mabel might be inside, stunned with grief, when a voice called tartly from the road.
"What do you want?"
Lark turned and saw Mabel striding toward her. Before she could say anything in response, Mabel spoke again.
"If you think you're bringing that girl back here," she said, "you're wrong. Miss Nell Baker is on the way to get her, and you can just keep her until then!"
Lark's mouth fell open, and her temper flared. The woman is in mourning, she reminded herself. Be kind. "I was just coming to tell you that Lydia is better, and to ask for some of her things, since it wouldn't be prudent to move her just yet," she said moderately.
"Well," snapped Mabel, "come in, then."
She shoved her way past Lark and opened the door.
Lark followed her over the threshold. She'd never been to the Fairmont house before, so she'd had no expectations, but if she had, they wouldn't have matched what she saw.
There was almost no furniture in the front room, and the floors were bare of rugs and dirty. Discarded clothing—or was it bedding of some sort?—lay piled in a corner, and something moved inside the heap.
"Go ahead," Mabel taunted. "Look till your eyes are full."
Lark blushed. She had been staring, and that was rude. "If I could just have Lydia's nightgown, and perhaps a warm dress—"
Mabel laughed and, quiet as it was, the sound had a screeching quality to it. "She doesn't have much, and what she does have might as well be burned. That's what snooty Nell Baker will do. Burn it all and tell the whole world how her dear brother-in-law, the doctor, married a slattern after her sainted sister died and brought up his precious child in a pigsty!"
Lark bit her lower lip, still reining in her temper, still trying to decide how best to respond. "Mrs. Fairmont, I know you're very upset over your husband's death, but—"
Mabel didn't let her finish. "In there," she said, jabbing a thumb toward one of two inside doorways. "That's where Lydia sleeps."
Just the other day Lark had walked Lydia home from school, and the child had rushed in to ask for last night's soup bone, so she could give it to Pardner. The recollection made the backs of Lark's eyes sting, and a lump formed in her throat.
What kind of teacher was she? She'd never dreamed the child was living like this.
Lydia was always cheerful, her face washed, her hair neatly braided. If her clothes were a little shabby, well, many of the other children wore hand-me-downs and patched garments, too. Most of them probably didn't even put on shoes until the weather turned cold, and often they'd already been worn out by an older sibling before the new owner inherited them.
When Lark didn't move, Mabel flounced through the indicated doorway and came out a few moments later with an untidy bundle in her arms. She thrust the things at Lark.
"Here," she said sourly. "It's what she has. Write it up in the newspaper. Have posters printed."
Lark barely heard her. Dr. Fairmont must have been the one to care for Lydia; it certainly hadn't been this impossible, wretchedly unhappy woman.
"You can leave now," Mabel said.
"Mrs. Fairmont, what are you going to do?" Lark asked. Mabel's surliness surely stemmed from shock over her husband's sudden death. And perhaps she was subject to melancholia, and that was how the house had fallen into such a state. She might be ashamed to let anyone, especially her stepdaughter's teacher, see the place, and therefore she was prickly. "How will you support yourself?"
"I'll marry somebody," Mabel answered blithely. "I already tried for a new husband, just this morning, but he figures he's too good for me, that Rowdy Rhodes. I don't know who he thinks he is. Some drifter, just riding into town with a dog sharing his saddle—"
Lark fought a strange desire to smile. Suddenly, despite all the struggles and the sorrows and the fear, she felt almost elated. "You proposed to Marshal Rhodes?" she asked.
"Yes," Mabel said petulantly, "and he practically spit in my face."
Lark bit the inside of her lip and tried to look sympathetic. "I'd better get back to Lydia," she said. 'Thank you, Mrs. Fairmont, and if there's anything I can do—"
"You can get out of here and leave me alone," Mabel snapped. "I just lost my husband, you know."
"I know," Lark said mildly.
And she left.
When Rowdy and Sam stepped inside the jailhouse, Gideon was there, but Pappy was nowhere to be seen. Rowdy felt a curious mixture of relief and anxiety.
Where was the old reprobate?
Riding away on Rowdy's good horse?
Had he taken the money pouch and the saddlebags after all?
Gideon cleared his throat and put out his hand to Sam. "I'm Gideon Rhodes," he said, without so much as a hitch in his delivery. "Rowdy's my brother."
"Sam O'Ballivan," Sam said. "Glad to meet you." He must have noticed the slightly bent badge pinned to Gideon's shirt pocket, but if he did, he didn't say so.
Rowdy set the coffeepot on the stove, measured in some ground beans and spoke as calmly as he could. "Gideon," he said, "why don't you take Pardner out back for a little while?"
Gideon looked mutinous for a second or so, but he was a bright kid. He finally nodded and excused himself. Patted a thigh smartly so Pardner would follow.
And as soon as the dog and the boy were gone, Sam said the words Rowdy had anticipated he would.
"There's been another train robbery."
Rowdy kept his expression impassive. "When?" he asked.
"Day before yesterday," Sam answered. "I just got the telegram this morning. The man who brought it to me said you'd spent the night out in that blizzard, looking for Dr. Fairmont."
"I guess I didn't look fast enough," Rowdy said, and the rueful note in his voice was real. The doc had probably been only a few years older than he was, and despite a bad choice of brides, he hadn't deserved to die so early.
"Let it go, Rowdy," Sam said. "You can't save them all." He sighed. "Learned that the hard way myself."
Rowdy shoved some wood into the stove, hoping he'd get a chance to take a gulp or two of the coffee before he had to rush off in pursuit of outlaws he didn't want to find. Pappy was probably racing for Mexico, and Rowdy planned on heading in the opposite direction.
He didn't like doing things this way, though. Didn't like accepting pay for rangering that might go undone, and he surely didn't like lying to Sam, even if it was only by omission.
Especially not Sam.
Sam O'Ballivan had picked him out of a crowd, standing in front of the jailhouse down in Haven, and deputized him on the spot. Given him a badge and the first honest work he'd done in a long while, guarding a prisoner accused of a brutal murder.
Sam had trusted Rowdy, with no cause to do so.
"I guess you want me to track those train robbers," he said, resigned.
Fortunately, Sam seemed to take that resignation for plain weariness, but it was hard to tell with him. He'd gone to Haven and convinced everybody but Maddie that he was a schoolmaster, when he was really an Arizona Ranger, on the trail of a pack of outlaws that made Pappy look like a choir leader.
No one who knew Sam O'Ballivan for more than five minutes would risk underestimating him.
"There are a slew of rangers coming into Flagstaff," Sam said, in answer to a statement Rowdy had almost forgotten he'd made. "Once the trail is a little clearer between here and there, we'll join them."
"Any idea where we ought to start looking?"
Sam considered the question, considered Rowdy, too, but his expression was typically unreadable.
The coffee began to perk.
Rowdy's mouth watered, even as his heartbeat speeded up and something coiled in his belly, the old readiness to either fight or run like hell.
"I figure if we find Payton Yarbro," Sam said, at long last, "we'll have solved the problem."
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"Of course you'll go to supper at Sam and Maddie's tomorrow night," Mrs. Porter said, standing in the doorway as Lark helped Lydia into one of her own nightgowns, having just given the child a sponge bath. Directly after taking her leave from Mabel Fairmont, and coming straight home with the ragged bundle clenched in her arms, Lark had saved Lydia's aunt the trouble of disposing of the little girl's pitifully few clothes by stuffing them into the belly of the cook-stove.
Lark sighed. She hadn't wanted anything, in a very long time, as much as she wanted to accept Maddie's kind invitation—except, of course, for Rowdy Rhodes, and that was a very different kind of wanting.
"Lydia will be just fine here with Mai Lee and me," Mrs. Porter insisted. "Won't you, dear?"
Lydia managed a little nod and drifted off to sleep.
"Come and have tea," Mrs. Porter told Lark, and though she spoke kindly, there was an underlying note of command in her voice.
Lark, her energy renewed after the brisk walk to and from the interview with the recalcitrant Mabel, felt restless. She wanted to march right down to the school-house, fling open the door and ring the bell, announcing to all and sundry that classes were resuming now.
There would be no point to that enterprise, of course, since so few of the children—many of whom lived well out of town, along trails and roads buried under snow— could be realistically expected to attend.
So Lark followed Mrs. Porter into her kitchen and resigned herself to sitting down and sipping tea. This was inordinately difficult, since she was besieged by a strange, urgent sense that she needed to prepare for some impending crisis.
Mrs. Porter brought the teapot and the usual elegant cups and saucers to the table. Mai Lee was out on some errand, and they had the place to themselves, though Mr. Porter's coat, hanging on one of the pegs by the door, neatly brushed and aired, as though he might appear and put it on at any moment, belied the fact.
"Did you speak to Lydia?" the landlady asked, standing to pour tea for both of them and then sitting down. "About Nell Baker's coming for her, I mean?"
Lark sighed. Toyed with the handle of her teacup. "I asked her if she knew her aunt—though I didn't say the woman would be on her way to Stone Creek to fetch her as soon as there's a thaw—and she said she'd never met her. Apparently, Lydia's father and Miss Baker corresponded."
"What kind of person do you suppose she is?" Mrs. Porter fretted.
"I wish I knew," Lark said. Given her druthers, she would have raised Lydia herself, but Miss Baker was a blood relation, the child's maternal aunt, and as such she would have a legal advantage. "She can't be worse than Mrs. Fairmont."
"Mabel Fairmont," Mrs. Porter said, "is nothing but a trollop."
"Was it—" Lark paused, bit her lower lip, then made herself ask the question, well aware that contained an implicit accusation. "Was it common knowledge in Stone Creek that Lydia was living in squalor?"
Mrs. Porter straightened her spine, and her gaze was direct. "Poverty is not unusual around here," she said. "I'm sure you've noticed that, even though you've been a member of our community for a relatively short time. Some of the children in your school don't have enough to eat, nor shoes or coats, either. We do what we can to help, people like the O'Ballivans and Major Black-stone—and me. But the need is very severe, and then there's the matter of pride. Most of these little ones would rather starve and go barefoot year-round than accept charity."
"I really didn't mean to imply—"
The landlady softened. Patted Lark's hand. "I know," she said. Then, after a pause, she went on. "I've noticed the quality of your clothes, Lark. Even the banker's wife doesn't have such fine things, nor Maddie O'Ballivan, either, and Sam is wealthier than most people think and generous with his wife. Rooming here, living as you do, well—"
Lark resisted an urge to bolt from her chair and flee, thereby forcing an immediate end to the conversation. She didn't, though, because Mrs. Porter, for all her little prejudices and intrusive ways, had been kind, taking Lark in as a boarder without references, seeing that the school board provided her with lunches she couldn't afford to provide for herself, and now even providing sanctuary for Lydia.
Wherever she went, and whatever happened to her in the uncertain future, Lark knew she would always be unceasingly grateful to Mrs. Porter for being so generous and helpful. Lark wouldn't have had the first idea what to do if her landlady had turned Lydia away. Tears burned behind her eyes, just to think of the desperation she would have felt and what might have happened to the child.
"There, now," Mrs. Porter said, probably misreading the expression on Lark's face. "You know I hate to pry—" at this, Lark had to hide a smile "—but it's obvious I've struck a nerve. Who are you, Lark? Truly? And what are you doing in Stone Creek, of all places, when you so clearly belong in Boston or Philadelphia or some other fancy city?"
Lark wanted to answer those questions. She yearned to. But she didn't dare. Her situation was simply too precarious and so was Lydia's, at least until Nell Baker arrived. "I wish I could tell you," she said, for that was the best she could do.
To her utter surprise, Mrs. Porter subsided. She'd been leaning forward, watching Lark's face avidly. Now she sat back and sighed delicately. "Perhaps one day you'll be able to confide in me. I do know this much about you, though—you are a good person, Lark Morgan. If you weren't, you wouldn't have stood by that poor little Fairmont girl the way you have."
"Thank you," Lark said quietly.
There was a brief, tremulous silence.
Then, glancing at Mr. Porter's coat and the date circled in red on the calendar, Lark said, "There's a story behind your husband's absence, isn't there?"
"I wish I could tell you," Mrs. Porter said, and though she'd tossed Lark's own words back at her, there was no flippancy in her tone or manner. Instead, she looked wistful, as though she truly would like to explain.
Secrets, Lark thought. We all have them.
She certainly did.
Mrs. Porter did.
And so did Rowdy Rhodes. She couldn't afford to forget that, not for a moment, but it was so perilously easy to forget. Especially when he kissed her.
By the time Sam O'Ballivan left the marshal's office, having conveyed a message from his wife that Rowdy ought to come to supper at their place tomorrow night, along with Lark Morgan, provided the thaw came, of course, Rowdy was practically sweating blood.
He and Sam had made plans to ride out for Flagstaff as early as Sunday morning, to meet up with the converging rangers, and while that was a prospect Rowdy dreaded, it had been nothing compared to his fear that Pappy might stroll into the jailhouse while Sam was there. He'd lived under an alias for a long time, Pappy had, but he was still Payton Yarbro, from the top of his obstinate head right down to the soles of his feet. He'd fooled a lot of people in his time, including himself, but fooling Sam O'Ballivan, now, that was something else again.
"Where's Pa?" Rowdy asked Gideon, who had been making a simple pot of coffee the whole time Sam was in the office.
"Hiding out in the lean-to," Gideon said, looking a little shame-faced to say it. Though he didn't have the time or inclination to pursue the thought just then, Rowdy wondered what it had been like for Gideon, growing up with Pa and Ruby.
Had "Jack Payton" been a different sort of father than Payton Yarbro?
Rowdy sure as hell hoped so.
Gideon moved to warm his hands at the stove, probably more because he was nervous than cold. "He said to let him know when O'Ballivan was gone. Pa, I mean."
"Let him sit in the lean-to awhile," Rowdy said, getting his mug off the desk and helping himself to some of Gideon's coffee. "A little reflection on his ways might do him some good."
Hesitantly Gideon grinned. "You're taking Lark— Miss Morgan—to supper at the O'Ballivans' tomorrow night?"
"If the roads are clear," Rowdy said, after a restorative sip of very hot coffee. "And if she's willing to leave Lydia for that long. There are a whole lot of ifs here, Gideon."
"You like her," Gideon said, still grinning.
"Of course I like her," Rowdy replied, after more coffee. "She's a nice person."
Gideon's eyes glowed, and Rowdy would have bet he was wishing he was older, so he might pursue Lark himself. "You're taking her to the O'Ballivans for supper," he repeated, good-naturedly stubborn.
"It's not like it sounds," Rowdy argued casually. "We're both heading to the same place, so it makes sense to travel together." He thought of the dance coming up Saturday night. He fully intended to go and have Lark on his arm, if he had to drag her out of Mrs. Porter's house. No doubt his younger brother would have a few things to say about that, too.
Rowdy sighed.
"You should have seen her with that little girl," Gideon said, turning wistful all of a sudden. "She'd have done practically anything to get her better."
Rowdy recalled the small grave outside that Flagstaff churchyard. "Tell me about your sister, Gideon," he said quietly.
Gideon averted his eyes for a moment, looking straight through Pardner like he was a window, then shifted his gaze back to Rowdy's face. "Rose died when she was only four years old," he said, his voice gravelly at the memory. "It was my fault."
Stunned and trying not to show it, Rowdy set his coffee aside on the desk. "How do you figure a thing like that?" he asked. "You must have been pretty young yourself."
Gideon's throat worked painfully. "I was six," he said, remembering. He found a chair, dragged it close to the stove and sat sideways on it, still staring through Pardner. "I was supposed to watch her. Ruby told me to watch her."
Rowdy debated a moment, then approached and laid one hand on his brother's shoulder. "What happened?"
Gideon braced his elbows on his knees and buried his face in his palms, his fingers raking through his thick, light-brown hair. "Rose had a kitten," he said bleakly, his voice muffled and hoarse. "We were playing on the sidewalk in front of the saloon, Rose and me. I got to looking at this horse that was tied up to a hitching post, and while I was doing that, the kitten must have wriggled out of Rose's hands." He paused, looked up at Rowdy with such abject misery that Rowdy would have gone back in time and lived that moment for him if he could have. He would have taken what he knew must have come next and all the pain that went with it, and borne it himself. "She chased the kitten into the street before I could stop her," Gideon went on, forcing the words out. "And she got run down by a wagon."
"I'm real sorry that happened, Gideon. I'm sorry it happened to Rose, and to you." And what about Pappy? Rowdy reflected, with a sudden and unaccustomed sorrow. How had the loss of his only daughter, at such a young age, affected him? "But it wasn't your fault. You were six. If you'd tried to run after her, you probably would have been killed, too."
Gideon swallowed again, tried for a smile and fell about a mile short of attaining it. "The kitten survived, though," he said, as if Rowdy hadn't spoken at all. "Ruby gave it to a rancher's wife, for a mouser. It's old now, for a cat, anyhow."
Rowdy squeezed Gideon's taut shoulder once before letting go. "You visit Rose's grave a lot, don't you?" he asked.
Gideon nodded. "Every day," he said. "It's hard, being so far away, but I figure I need to get used to that, if I'm going to be a deputy."
Rowdy's throat tightened, and he shoved a hand through his hair. He couldn't help recalling his last visit to his mother's grave—she was buried a mile or so from John T.'s resting place. He'd gone to tell her he wasn't riding with the Yarbros anymore. And there was another grave that came to mind, as well, outside Laramie, Wyoming. There were two people buried in that coffin, one of them younger than Rose.
"I guess a lot of us have a trail of graves behind us," he mused. "Ones we'd like to go back to but can't."
There was another silence.
"You reckon Pa's all right, out there in that lean-to? It's got to be cold, and his face probably hurts." Gideon paused, smiled wanly, maybe at the memory of yesterday's one-sided brawl, or maybe at some recollection of Rose.
"I'll go and look in on him," Rowdy offered quietly, because Gideon was red around the eyes, and probably needed a few minutes to collect himself. And because, suddenly, he needed to know how his pa was faring.
Pappy was sitting on an upturned crate, watching the three horses, Paint, Gideon's livery-stable mount and his own black gelding, chew on hay.
"Is that ranger gone?" he asked.
"He's gone," Rowdy said. "Gideon's worried about you. Says your face probably hurts."
"It hurts plenty," Pappy complained. "Thanks to him. Things have come to a sorry pass when a man's own son roundhouses him for no reason at all." But Pappy was nothing if not mercurial. In the next instant, a proud grin cracked the old outlaw's bruised and swollen face. "He packs a hell of a wallop, though. I've gotta say that for him."
"He told me about Rose," Rowdy said, taking up a grooming brush for something to occupy his hands and stroking the paint's back with it. "I'm sorry, Pap—Pa. That must have been a hard thing to get through."
Payton's expression changed. He looked away, but not before Rowdy glimpsed the old pain that had long since hardened in his eyes. "She was such a sweet little thing, our Rose. Full of mischief and bright as could be. It like to have killed Ruby, losing her, and I wasn't good for much of anything for a year afterward. Gideon was the strong one, but he's gone to that grave practically every day since. I wish he'd leave off from that."
"He blames himself for what happened," Rowdy said. "Did you know that?"
Payton looked glum. Nodded. "Ruby was wild with grief. She said some things to the boy that she shouldn't have—you know how people do when they're hurting."
Rowdy had to clear his throat before answering. "I know how they do," he confirmed. When his young wife, Chessie, had perished, and their two-year-old son, Wesley, had gone with her, both of them falling sick of a fever, Rowdy's mother-in-law had told him at the funeral that it was God's wrath. He'd been an outlaw, and Chessie had sinned by marrying him. And they'd both been smitten by the mighty hand of the Lord.
Rowdy didn't figure the Lord was anywhere near that mean-spirited, but some of His followers surely were.
"I've got to get out of here, boy," Payton said, jolting Rowdy out of a recollection he usually avoided. "I didn't rob that train. But I'm going to be blamed for it— you know I am. You have to get me a fresh horse or let me take this paint of yours."
"I won't stop you from going," Rowdy said grimly, "but you'll have to take your own mount. Even if you got out of Stone Creek without being seen, folks would notice I was riding a different horse, and they'd wonder why. When folks wonder, they start gathering into clusters to try and work it through."
"You'd think of something."
"No, Pa," Rowdy said. "Anyhow, I like this horse. It wouldn't be the same without him."
"No," Payton growled, back to his usual obstreperous self. "It wouldn't be the same, because I'd be miles from here, a free man, instead of being hauled up in chains by a bunch of Rangers." He stood, dusted off his pants, which were actually Rowdy's. "Samson can't make it to Mexico, Rowdy," he went on, patting the dark gelding. "He'll be fit in a week or ten days, but I can't wait that long. You know I can't."
Rowdy sighed. It would solve so many problems, for both of them, if Pa just vanished. But it wasn't going to help Gideon much, or Ruby, either. "All right," he heard himself say. "Take the paint. But I want you to leave him at the livery stable in Haven, Pa. You can buy another horse there and cross the river into Refugio— it's a little town just the other side of the border. Once you're across, you're on your own."
Payton considered the idea. "You'd come down there, when you could, and fetch back your horse?"
Rowdy sighed. "That's what I intend to do," he replied, still brushing Paint. "And if you try to steal him, I'll track you to the far ends of hell. You've got my word on that."
"Sounds like you care more for this horse than your old pa," Payton lamented.
"I'd trust him a sight farther than I would you," Rowdy said. Damn, he hated to lose that horse, even for a few months. And it was a long trail down to Haven and back, one Pardner couldn't be asked to undertake again.
Explaining the black gelding wouldn't be easy, either. Once Paint and Pappy were gone, he'd say he'd swapped with some cowpoke passing through, but folks were bound to ask themselves, and each other, why he'd done it. Samson was aging, like Pappy, but Paint was in his prime, and Rowdy loved him almost as much as he did Pardner.
For a moment, he rested his forehead against the gelding's neck, saying a silent goodbye.
Pappy, meanwhile, slapped Rowdy on the back and made a stab at fatherly concern. "I'll leave the horse in Haven," he said. "You've got my word on it."
Rowdy glared at him. "He'd better be waiting when I get there, Pa," he said. "Because I'll stake you out on an anthill, naked and slathered in honey, if he isn't."
"I believe you," Pappy said, and he looked like he did.
"When do you plan on leaving?" Rowdy asked.
"Tonight, if this thaw holds," Pappy replied. He looked earnest now, even sincere, and his voice was low and quiet. "You look after Gideon. See he goes to college when the time comes. Ruby and me, we've already paid for it, and he can earn his keep doing odd jobs around the school. Don't let him play deputy past time, or fall in with bad companions."
"Bad companions," Rowdy repeated, raw because his horse was going away and he wasn't. Because Chessie and Wes were dead before their time, and little Rose, too, and because innocent children like Lydia had stepmothers like Mabel Fairmont. "Now, that's almost funny, Pa, coming from you."
"You're just bitter," Pappy accused, disgruntled again. "And it ain't very becoming, either."
"You're damn right I'm bitter," Rowdy replied, but he was already weary of sparring with his pa. His mother had been right, years ago, when she'd said there was "no salvation" in arguing with Payton Yarbro. The poor woman, she'd seen salvation everywhere she looked, it seemed, but as far as Rowdy could discern, she'd never quite reached it. Just the same, he wished he'd had the same gift.
He'd glimpsed his mother's true salvation once, though—in John T. Rhodes. Trouble was, both of them had been too upright to take what was offered them.
"Anything you want me to say to your brothers, should I cross paths with them?" Payton asked, eager to ingratiate himself in any way he could.
"Yeah," Rowdy answered. "Tell them not to rob trains."
On Friday morning, just after dawn, Lark awakened to a world so glittery and fresh-skyed that she wanted to sing with sudden joy.
The snow had softened to slush.
Exuberant at the weather change, and because she knew now that Autry had not crushed the music out of her soul after all, she crept out of the bedroom behind the kitchen, careful not to awaken Lydia, and found Mrs. Porter and Mai Lee already up and around. Mai Lee was unwrapping a parcel at the table, while Mrs. Porter poured copious amounts of what looked and smelled like rum into a huge bowl of batter.
"Mr. Porter liked lots of rum in his cake," she explained.
Lark was drawn to the package. "What's this?" she asked, drawing up alongside Mai Lee to look. Inside the sturdy brown-paper wrapping were two little flannel nightgowns and two equally tiny woolen dresses, one brown, one dark blue. Mai Lee must have purchased them the day before, when she was out of the house for several hours.
For a moment, seeing the dark, practical colors, Lark was reminded of boarding school, and some of the delight she'd felt on waking seeped out of her.
"For little girl," Mai Lee said, pleased. "Mrs. Porter, she pay. Put on account at mercantile."
Lark's gaze shot to Mrs. Porter, who lowered her eyes modestly.
"It was my Christian duty," the landlady said, blushing. "Nothing more."
"It was a very kind thing to do," Lark said, very softly.
"Nonsense," Mrs. Porter said, sounding brisk now as she went back to preparing her rum cake. "Mr. Porter always maintained that charity begins at home. 'Ellie Lou,' he would say, 'we must see to those less fortunate than ourselves.'"
Lark wanted to hug Mrs. Porter in gratitude, but she sensed that the other woman would not welcome such a demonstration, so she simply said, "Thank you."
"You'd better hurry," Mrs. Porter responded, with a little sniff. "You don't want to be late for school." At Lark's hesitation, she added, "Mai Lee and I will tend to Lydia. And you've got your supper at the O'Ballivans' tonight, don't forget. The road out to their ranch will be muddy, to be sure, but probably no strain on Sam's team and wagon."
Lark's swooping heart rose skyward again at the reminder of her upcoming visit to Sam and Maddie's place. Until Mrs. Porter offered to care for Lydia in her absence, she'd been resigned to sending her regrets. "You're sure you won't mind—after all, Lydia still needs a great deal of care."
"You will go to that supper," Mrs. Porter said, cordially firm, "because I want to hear all about it when you get back. What was served. Whether there's real china, or tin plates, like Sam would have used if he was there by himself. What Maddie's done to that ranch house since she and Sam moved in. Are there curtains on the windows? And especially whether or not she plays Abigail Blackstone's spinet."
"Abigail Blackstone?" Lark frowned, searching her memory, but she didn't recall ever hearing the name before.
"The major's daughter," Mrs. Porter clarified. Another little sniff followed. "She died very tragically. Abigail was the dearest girl, though she never came to church."
Lark's heart took another dive, steep enough to leave her breathless, but she recovered quickly. She had to, for she had a long day ahead of her, classes to teach, followed by the journey to Sam and Maddie's ranch and an evening of gaiety.
She hurried upstairs to her old room to wash and dress and pin up her hair. She would wear her blue silk frock, she decided, even though it was unsuited for teaching. There might not be time to come home and change before Sam came to fetch her after school.
Forty-five minutes later, she unlocked the school-house door, went inside, humming a song she'd once sung full-voiced, built a fire and proceeded to ring the bell, putting all her weight into pulling the heavy length of rope dangling from the little belfry.
To her disappointment, only four students came to school.
Gideon.
Susan and Mary Sommerville, whose father was the local undertaker.
And Roland Franks.
Roland glowered defiantly at Lark as he entered the schoolhouse, stomped over to her desk and set down her lard-tin lunch pail and lesson books with a condemnatory thump.
She smiled at him, determined to smooth his ruffled feathers and get him to wade through his McGuffy's Reader again. "Roland," she said cheerfully, "I'm so glad you changed your mind about coming back to school."
"I still think you ought to go to the dance with me," Roland said, unappeased.
Gideon sat up a little straighter in the chair behind a desk that was much too small for him. Before, his attention had wandered; now he was obviously listening.
"I had already accepted an invitation from Marshal Rhodes when you asked me," Lark lied patiently. "And, besides, it really wouldn't be right for you and me to socialize. After all, I'm your teacher. Such things simply aren't done."
Roland's neck flushed crimson. "A teacher down by Phoenix married my cousin Albert," he informed her. "Albert was in fifth grade at the time."
Out of the corner of her eye, Lark saw Gideon frown.
"Be that as it may," Lark said warmly, "I'm not interested in marriage, Roland—to you or anyone else."
"Not even that marshal?" Roland asked suspiciously.
Gideon sat up even straighter, and a little smile, reminiscent of Rowdy's, quirked at the corner of his mouth.
"Not even the marshal," Lark said. Then some imp of the perverse made her say, "I did hear that Mabel Fairmont was looking for a husband, though."
"Maybe I'll see if she wants to go to the dance with me," Roland said, ruminating. The change in his countenance was even more unsettling than his previous aspect had been.
"Roland, I was merely being—well, I shouldn't have spoken so lightly of such a serious matter. Mrs. Fairmont just lost her husband, and it would be highly improper to ask her to a dance when she's barely begun to mourn—"
As if Mabel Fairmont intended to waste any time mourning.
"I've got to go," Roland said decisively.
The Sommerville girls twittered.
Gideon watched the exchange between Lark and Roland with pensive amusement.
Roland strode out of the schoolhouse, bent on his mission.
Lark set her elbows on the top of her desk, buried her face in her hands and groaned aloud.
Within five minutes, Roland Franks would be pounding on Mrs. Fairmont's front door, with marriage on his mind.
What had she done?
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For Autry Whitman that third train robbery was the final outrageous, insufferable insult.
When word of it reached him in Denver, he'd ordered his private car coupled behind a locomotive and stormed onboard. Now, on a bright Friday morning, he was steaming southwest, toward Flagstaff, with a trail of passenger and freight cars rattling along the track behind him.
The passenger cars were emptier than they should have been—word of the holdup had already spread, and folks were afraid to travel. Fewer passengers meant less revenue, a condition soon to be reflected in Autry's bank balances.
And that would not do.
He meant to meet with the Rangers and as many other law enforcement officials as he could corral, which was plenty, given the extent of his influence, political and otherwise, and demand immediate action. By God, this was America, and a man had a right to run a railroad without being molested by a pack of no-account hoodlums and ne'er-do-wells.
No one treated Autry Whitman like this.
No one save Lark McCullough.
Bile seared the back of Autry's throat, sour and scalding. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat and glowered out the window at a snowy landscape. He'd have an accounting from her, some fine day in the near future, and it would be a memorable one, too.
Especially for her.
Why, he'd found her in a San Francisco show house, cavorting for a lot of seamy strangers in a scanty getup, and he'd been stricken at the sight of her—not with love, Autry didn't believe in such fatuous sentiments as that—but with the desperate need to possess her. He'd given Cyrus Teede, the owner of the gentleman's club, twenty-five thousand dollars, and even at that price, Teede had been reluctant to sell.
He'd known what he had.
Lark. The golden songbird. The smiling Jezebel. On top of what he'd given Teede, Autry had spent a fortune to outfit her as a decent woman, befitting his station in life. He'd taken her home to Denver, knowing full well what she was, all her clever trickeries aside, and she'd played her part well.
For a while.
Then she'd begun the little rebellions. Talking back to him. Wearing blue when he'd specifically told her he liked her best in red. Giving his hard-earned money to street urchins. Finally she'd tried locking him out of her bedroom.
And he'd thrashed her for it, same as he would a disobedient hound or a balking horse. It was his right as a husband, as head of his household.
Three days after that, the songbird had flown.
Autry's right hand tightened into a fist. He'd find her, that was for certain. Divorce or no divorce, she was still his property. The little chit couldn't elude him forever— he had too many competent men out searching for her, spanning the whole West like a great, long-fingered hand.
Autry looked down at his fist.
He'd told the Pinkertons, and a few private agents, too, that he wanted to find Lark so he could tell her all was forgiven. Set up living arrangements for her, if she wouldn't come back to him.
But the truth was a little different.
Lark had humiliated him, far and wide.
And she would pay for it.
Once he'd taken care of business in that upstart cow town, he might even pay a call on an old friend, a local named Ruby Hollister. Ruby was a woman of singular talents, as he recalled, though he hadn't seen her in many years, and she knew how to lift a man's spirits.
Among other things.
Autry might have smiled in anticipation, if the trail of his thoughts, having turned a bend into the area of female favors, hadn't led right back to Lark.
Beautiful, golden-haired Lark, with a singing voice suited to her name.
She owed him. He'd rescued her from a seamy environment, willing to overlook all prior sins, and he'd been generous, too. Given her everything a woman could rightly want—starting with the title of Mrs. Autry Whitman—and plenty besides.
She'd lived in one of the finest mansions in Denver. He'd hired a maid for her, and she'd never so much as washed a dish or made up a bed.
Her clothes were the best to be had, some sent from as far away as Paris, France. He'd decked her out in jewels, too, and asked only one thing in return—that she stand at his side, in public and private, as his wife.
Why, he hadn't even minded when she spurned his advances in the bedroom. There was a considerable difference between their ages—Autry would be seventy in May, while Lark had been just shy of twenty-five when he first laid eyes on her.
She'd done a lot of living by that time, though.
He'd known she didn't love him and, well, his intended assignation with Ruby aside, there were times when he couldn't do much besides set Lark on his lap and paw at her. She'd endured that for a long while, but Autry was no fool—he'd seen the revulsion in her eyes, even though, in the beginning, she'd tried to hide it.
When he had been able to attend to his husbandly duties, hoping to God to sire an heir, she'd lain stiff beneath him, like it was an ordeal. Considering where he'd met her, that was harder to take than the rest of it.
He could have accepted even that, so long as she played the part of an adoring wife in front of Denver society, and he had to admit, she'd done a good job of that—until the day she ran out on him during his best friend's funeral.
He closed his eyes, remembering.
He'd come home after the ceremony expecting consolation, and found her gone. Gone. At first Autry was too stunned to credit it. After some investigation, he discovered that Lark had told Phillips, his manservant, some cock-and-bull story about her sister taking ill, and the damn fool had driven her to the railroad station without a single quibble.
Trouble was, Lark didn't have a sister. She didn't have any family at all.
Except him.
Ten days after her departure, Autry had received divorce papers by courier, from some lawyer in San Francisco. Enraged, needing to take the shock out on somebody, Autry had sent Phillips packing, and he'd made sure nobody in Denver would hire him, too.
Then he'd wired the Pinkertons in California, and had agents dispatched to pick up Lark's trail there. But the lawyer hadn't parted with any information at all, save to say Lark had left the city days before and had not shared her intended destination.
When Autry protested, also by telegram, that he had not agreed to divorce, the lawyer had responded with such immediacy that he might have been standing right in the telegraph office when Autry's wire arrived.
"Divorce granted," the answer said. "Special circumstances. Mrs. Whitman asks nothing in the way of financial restitution and requests that you do not attempt to contact her again."
Autry still read that telegram sometimes, in the privacy of his study back in Denver, but only when he'd fortified himself with brandy and ire first.
"Mrs. Whitman asks nothing in the way of financial restitution."
As if he'd have given her one red cent, after what she'd done to him.
And he most certainly meant to "contact" her. It was only a matter of time until he'd have the satisfaction of doing just that.
But first he'd deal with those robbers.
Autry leaned forward slightly in his plush seat, willing the train to go faster.
Lark sent Gideon and the Sommerville girls home an hour before school should have let out, but she stayed at her desk instead of going back to Mrs. Porter's, reading and waiting for Sam O'Ballivan to come and fetch her in a wagon, the way Maddie had said he would.
At four o'clock she heard the distinctive sounds of a rig and team, clattering up outside.
Eagerly, smiling a little at the things Mrs. Porter had instructed her to find out, she banked the fire, donned her spare cloak and rushed to the door.
A buckboard waited outside the gate, pulled by a pair of bay horses, but Mr. O'Ballivan wasn't holding the reins. Rowdy was.
The shadow of his hat brim, at which he promptly tugged with a practiced motion of one hand, covered most of his face. His impudent grin was clearly visible, however.
Lark froze on the schoolhouse steps.
Rowdy gave a visible sigh, climbed down from the wagon box and paused to open the gate.
Lark hesitated a few moments longer, then marched toward him, chin high, skirts swirling.
They met in the path, midway between the gate and the schoolhouse door.
"That's some dress," Rowdy observed, taking in the blue silk.
Lark had dined with the governor of Colorado and several congressmen in that dress, but she wasn't about to say so. "Thank you," she said stiffly. "And what are you doing here? I'm expecting Mr. O'Ballivan at any moment—"
"Plans have changed," Rowdy said easily, although now that she was standing up close to him, she saw signs of strain around his eyes and in the set of his mouth. "I'm invited to this shindig, too, and Sam asked me to bring you along. No sense in his driving all the way into town and then back again—twice—when I'm headed out there anyway."
Lark discovered, to her private chagrin, that she didn't entirely object to the prospect of going to the O'Ballivan ranch and then returning alone with Rowdy Rhodes. And that realization troubled her more than anything, made her want to dig in her heels and refuse to go at all.
She couldn't do that, of course, because Maddie had probably gone to some trouble to prepare for guests. And Lark wanted Maddie O'Ballivan's friendship.
Still, Rowdy could not be trusted. The bold look in his eyes implied that, as if the way he'd kissed her behind the jailhouse that day wasn't proof enough.
Lark blushed slightly at the memory, and her nipples pressed traitorously against the fabric of her best camisole and the bodice of her dress. Belatedly, she pulled her black velvet opera cape closed with both hands.
Rowdy chuckled, shook his head almost imperceptibly. Then he crooked an elbow at her. "Come along, Miss Morgan," he said, with the old note of mockery. "Sam tells me it's an hour to the ranch by wagon in high summer, and it'll be slow going, with all the mud and slush."
Lark sighed. Then, with the greatest reluctance, she took his arm.
He had the audacity to touch her posterior while helping her up into the wagon, and when she turned to glare him to a cinder, he only smiled and tugged at his hat brim again.
His eyes made some very forward promises, and Lark's face went hot again with temper and—though she would have died before admitting it—a certain scandalous anticipation.
If he stopped that wagon somewhere along the lonely road to the O'Ballivans' and kissed her, she'd be a goner. Why, she might even let him do a lot more than kiss her.
Don't be a goose, she told herself, making a great fuss of settling onto the wagon seat, arranging the folds of her cloak, and generally situating herself for the long trip ahead. It's the dead of winter, and even Rowdy Rhodes wouldn't have the gall to seduce you in a wagon.
While Rowdy was climbing up to sit beside her and take up the reins again, she glanced back over one shoulder.
There were blankets in the bed of the wagon.
Lark's heartbeat fluttered in her throat, as though she'd swallowed a live butterfly and the poor thing was trying to escape.
Rowdy must have caught her looking and discerned her thoughts in that disturbing way he had, because he grinned as he released the brake lever and urged the team forward.
"Don't worry, Lark," he told her quietly, his voice moving like a caress under her skin. "When I make love to you, it will be in a warm bed. At least, the first time."
Delicious rebellion rose within Lark Morgan. He'd made her think about the things he planned to do to her in that "warm bed," which was exactly his intent. "I ought to slap you," she said, sitting up straighter on that hard wagon seat.
"You've tried that before," Rowdy observed lightly, "and you weren't quick enough."
"Now you're just being obnoxious," Lark accused, as he turned the team and wagon in the road. "Why do you insist on talking to me like this?"
"Because it riles you," he replied.
"If you actually believe I'm going to allow you to seduce me—"
"You'll allow it, all right," Rowdy said confidently, when she didn't finish the sentence. Then he leaned toward her a little and whispered loudly, "It's already begun, Lark. It's been going on since you and I first met, in Mrs. Porter's kitchen. One by one, I mean to strip away every objection, and when you ask me to—and you will—I'll have you."
Lark squirmed. Of course the seduction had begun—a word, a look, a touch. That soul-shattering kiss behind the jailhouse. "I will never ask you to make love to me," she vowed, in a furious undertone, as they drove straight through the center of town.
"Yes, you will," Rowdy countered easily. "Shall I tell you what it will be like?"
Lark's body went achy hot. Yes, it said. Oh, yes.
"No!" she gasped, and then smiled a wobbly smile at a woman on the sidewalk, fearing she might have heard.
Rowdy chuckled. "I figure you've been with at least one man in your life," he went on, just as if she hadn't protested—indeed, as if she'd encouraged him, which she had not. "But I'd bet anything you've never felt the things you're going to feel when I have my way with you."
"Stop."
"Stop what?"
"Stop seducing me."
"Way too late for that. You're almost there right now." He waved companionably to Jolene Bell, who scowled back at him from the doorway of her saloon.
"I most certainly am not," Lark argued, but she wasn't all that certain, and Rowdy clearly knew it.
"Of course, after that first time, which will take place in a bed, like it should, I might have you just about anywhere, as long as we're alone. Against a wall, maybe, with your drawers down around your ankles—"
"Rowdy Rhodes," Lark said heatedly, "stop it, or take me home!"
"You don't want to go home," Rowdy told her. "You wouldn't want to disappoint Maddie like that. She's been snowed in awhile, just like you have, and she's probably looking forward to the visit." He paused as they passed out of Stone Creek, into the open countryside. The roads were deep with mud and slush, just as he'd said they would be. "And you don't want me to stop talking about making love to you, either."
"What makes you so sure of that?" Lark demanded, incensed.
And wickedly aroused.
"The way you keep squirming on the wagon seat, because you can't get comfortable, for one thing. The flush rising from your neck to your hairline for another, and the little throb at the base of your throat."
"This wagon seat is hard," Lark protested, in her own defense.
"Not nearly as hard as I will be," Rowdy said.
Lark closed her eyes against an onslaught of feelings and images, but it was no use. Autry had been old and awkward and he'd smelled funny, too. Rowdy was her former husband's opposite in every way—he was young and virile. He was comfortable in his own skin, with a gunslinger's dangerous grace, and he always smelled of sun-dried laundry and strong soap.
He undoubtedly knew how to please a woman.
Think about Autry, she told herself sternly.
But she couldn't, because Autry was miles away in Denver, and Rowdy was right beside her, so close, in fact, that their thighs were touching.
"Inside," Rowdy went on mildly, "you're wound up tight as a watch spring when the stem's been turned too far. And I knowjust the way to make you let go. Won't even need a bed to do it."
Lark's heart hammered in her throat. Her stomach jumped.
And she parted her legs ever so slightly under the skirts of her blue silk dress.
"Rowdy," she pleaded.
"That's more like it," he said.
Her temper surged again. Where the devil had it been when she needed it? "That wasn't what I meant—"
"Wasn't it?" Rowdy teased.
She realized then that he was baiting her. Of course, he was merely nettling her, and she'd played right into his hands. So to speak.
"Go to hell, Rowdy Rhodes," she said.
"Yup," Rowdy said solemnly. "Tighter than a watch spring."
They traveled in silence for a while. Passed a farmhouse or two, and copses of oak and cottonwood trees, bare-limbed and seeming to strain toward the sky, as if offering a desolate prayer for spring.
They'd probably been on the road for at least forty-five minutes, with the O'Ballivan place nowhere in sight, when Rowdy suddenly stopped the wagon.
"Horses need to rest," he explained, when Lark stiffened. "It's hard pulling for them, with the mud and all."
She let out her breath.
Nothing could happen here.
They were on the open road. It was broad daylight. And anyone could come riding by on a horse, or driving a wagon, at any moment.
She was completely safe.
Then Rowdy leaned into the back of the wagon and picked up one of the blankets.
"You're cold," he said, his eyes twinkling, when she started again.
He smoothed the blanket over her lap.
Lark tensed, closed her eyes, opened them again when he kissed her.
She wanted to resist.
She truly did.
But when he persuaded her to open her mouth for him, his lips warm and firm against hers, his tongue exploring—she couldn't help responding.
She whimpered softly and kissed him back.
She was dazed when he stopped, sweetly alarmed when he knelt between the wagon seat and the footboard and slipped beneath the blanket.
A molten shiver went through Lark as she felt him go under her skirts and petticoats, too. What was he going to do?
Autry had never done anything like—
He ducked under her left leg, set both her feet against the front of the wagon.
Oh, mercy. He was between—
She felt the delicate fabric of her drawers give way, right in the middle.
She sucked in a shocked, exultant breath.
And then his mouth was on her.
Lark gave a strangled cry, but it wasn't a protest, and Rowdy must have known that, because he chuckled, under the blanket and her skirts and petticoats. The sound echoed through her.
"Rowdy," she managed to gasp, clutching the edges of the wagon seat, "someone could come—"
He chuckled again. "Someone could," he agreed in a wicked drawl, his voice muffled by her garments and her skin. "In fact, I'd bet on it right about now."
Lark began to breathe harder, and more quickly. "Don't—" she whimpered.
"Don't what, Lark?"
"Don't—stop."
He feasted on her then. He tugged at her, and he teased, until she was wild with need, rocking in the wagon seat, her feet pressing hard into the footboard. Her nipples ached and perspiration broke out all over her body and she was climbing toward something, climbing and climbing—
And then the world shattered.
Lark threw back her head and shouted his name aloud.
He stayed with her, bringing her to several more releases, each one softer, and yet keener, than the one before.
She was dazed—melted—when Rowdy finally threw off the blanket, righted her petticoats and skirts, and shifted himself back onto the wagon seat. He wiped her wetness from his face with the sleeve of his trail coat, and Lark was suddenly, belatedly, mortified by what she'd allowed him to do.
She looked away.
He caught her chin in his hand and made her look back.
"That's what you ought to feel when a man makes love to you, Lark," he told her when she finally met his gaze. "It ought to make you moan and writhe and holler out his name when you come undone."
Tears sprang to her eyes. She'd never felt that way with Autry, never even known it was possible. With Autry lovemaking was something to be endured. Fumbling and sometimes painful, and always done in darkness.
Rowdy Rhodes had just—he'd just put his mouth to the most intimate part of her body, on a public road, and she'd not only let him, she'd reveled in it, and she'd have done it again. And yet again.
She put a hand to her mouth, horrified by this realization. She'd always thought herself to be one kind of person, only to find out now that she was quite another. The next time she looked into a mirror, she'd see a wanton stranger gazing back at her.
She didn't know how to be this woman she had just become.
Rowdy smiled, pulled her hand away from her mouth, and kissed her again, lightly this time. Then he brushed the tears from her cheeks with his thumbs and turned to release the brake lever and take up the reins again.
Lark sat, baffled and damp, profoundly satisfied and conversely in greater need than before, still clutching the edge of the seat.
Suppose it showed, what she'd just done with Rowdy?
Suppose Sam and Maddie guessed, somehow?
"I'm going to have to mend my bloomers," she said.
Rowdy laughed. Shook his head. His blue eyes soothed her, even though they twinkled with mischief. "Where did that come from?" he asked.
She summoned up a little huff. "You tore them, remember?"
"I surely do. Leave them like that. It'll save wear and tear and be easier next time."
Lark stared at him, aghast. "Next time?"
'Tomorrow night, maybe," he said. "Before or after the dance." The mischievous glint in his eyes intensified. "Or maybe on the way back to town tonight, after supper."
Lark flushed again.
Rowdy chuckled.
"You wouldn't," Lark told him.
"You know I would," Rowdy answered.
Lark lapsed into sweet misery.
Half an hour later the O'Ballivan house came into view, nestled in a wide meadow beside a winding creek that had frozen blue in the cold. In fact, there were two houses on the property, at some distance from each other but enclosed by the same rail fence.
Smoke curled invitingly from their stone chimneys.
Rowdy seemed to know which place belonged to Sam and Maddie, and when Maddie came out onto the porch to smile and wave, Lark stopped worrying and relaxed.
Maddie wore a brown silk dress, and she was beaming. "Sam," she called, through the open doorway behind her, "they're here!"
Rowdy stopped the wagon, tipped his hat to Maddie andjumped down to come around to Lark's side and lift her from the seat. At the touch of his hands on either side of her waist, and for just the merest moment, she was back where he'd taken her earlier, at the height of ecstasy.
She crooned involuntarily, under her breath.
Rowdy winked at her and made sure she traveled the whole hard length of him before her feet finally struck the ground.
Sam came out of the house, and he and Rowdy unhitched the team, led the horses to the barn, so they could rest comfortably before the long trek back to Stone Creek later that night.
"I'm so glad you're here," Maddie told Lark, squeezing her hand and then pulling her into the house.
Mrs. Porter would have been impressed. It was a beautiful place, with paintings on the walls and bright Indian rugs gracing the wooden floors. The spinet gleamed in the light of a crackling blaze on the hearth of the big stone fireplace.
Lark took a step toward the little piano before she caught herself.
Mustn't touch the keys, the still, small voice reminded her. Mustn't sing.
Ever.
Those things were part of her old life, gone for ever.
"I thought I'd go mad, cooped up here during that blizzard," Maddie confided. "Sam was here, of course, but talking to him isn't like talking to another woman."
"Where's Terran?" Lark asked, remembering that she was a teacher and ought to inquire about her student.
"He's over at the major's, with Ben," Maddie answered, indicating that Lark should take one of the chairs near the fire. "And Sam, Jr., is already asleep." She sighed, glanced wistfully out one of the windows. "It gets dark so early in winter."
Inwardly Lark started slightly. It was dark.
When had the sun gone down. How could she have failed to notice?
"Would you like a cup of tea while we wait for Sam and the marshal to come back from the barn? Supper's almost ready, but they're likely to stand out there and talk awhile."
"Tea would be lovely," Lark replied gratefully. She stood again, and was instantly aware of the ripped seam in her bloomers. She would mend them the moment she got home, she told herself.
She really would.
Supper smelled heavenly—Maddie had made chicken and dumplings, one of Lark's favorites.
The two women chattered as Maddie brewed and poured the tea.
Maddie was so obviously happy, through and through, that she glowed.
When Sam and Rowdy came in from the barn, entering by the back door, Sam introduced Rowdy to his wife. The look in Sam's eyes as he gazed at Maddie made Lark's heart catch painfully. Their love for each other was palpable, as real and eternal as the land the house was built upon.
Lark glanced at Rowdy, found he was watching her.
His expression was thoughtful, even a little solemn.
Maddie served supper in the kitchen, on sturdy dishes with flowers painted on the edges, and the meal was delicious.
Maddie and Lark laughed a great deal.
Sam and Rowdy were more subdued, though they exchanged the occasional word or two.
"Are you coming to town for the dance tomorrow night?" Lark asked Maddie, and then wished she hadn't brought up the dance, because Rowdy had said he was going to do that to her again, before or after.
If not on the way home that very night.
"If the weather holds, we'll be there," Maddie said. Mischief shimmered in her brown eyes. "I would surely love to make Sam O'Ballivan dance."
Sam grinned, shifted a little on his chair. But he didn't say he wouldn't dance. Lark concluded, a bit wistfully, that Maddie could probably get him to do almost anything.
Too soon, the meal ended, and the dishes were done, and Sam and Rowdy went back out to the barn for the team.
"I wish you'd stay the night," Maddie fretted. "Suppose another storm comes up?"
"We'll be fine," Lark promised. "And Maddie?"
Maddie paused, looked at her curiously. "What?"
"Thank you for tonight. It was wonderful."
Maddie smiled, approached and squeezed both Lark's hands in her own. "You'll have to come back," she said.
A few minutes later, when all the goodbyes had been said, and Lark and Rowdy were driving away from the ranch house, the lilting strains of the spinet reached Lark's ears, rippling over the melting snow like a silvery river.
She began to cry.
The moon was out, and they didn't need lanterns to see by, so she couldn't hide her tears from Rowdy.
"What is it?" he asked gently.
"The music," Lark said. She'd lied for so long, about so many things, that she wasn't sure of anything anymore, but she still mourned. "The music."
Holding the reins in one hand, Rowdy tucked the blanket around her with the other. Held her against his side for a long moment.
She felt dangerously safe there.
They'd gone a mile or two, perhaps, when Lark reached out from under the blanket to touch Rowdy's gloved hand.
He glanced at her, confused.
She swallowed.
"Lark?" he prompted.
"Do it to me again," she said, appalled at the brazen-ness of her words. "What.. .what you did before. Stop the wagon and make me feel all those things again."
Rowdy drew the wagon up alongside the moon-washed road, under the arching branches of an oak tree. Somewhere in the near distance an animal howled, the sound so lonely and forlorn that it stuck in Lark's heart like a nettle.
"You're sure?" he asked.
She nodded.
He climbed over the back of the wagon seat, made a little nest of the blankets there. Then, crouched, he held out his hand to Lark.
She let him help her into the bed of the wagon.
Let him lay her down.
He took off his hat, set it aside, and lifted her skirts.
This time, he removed her bloomers entirely. He bent her knees, parted them and lowered himself to her.
Lark gave a sob of welcome, and entangled her fingers in his hair, holding him close, seeking him with the motion of her hips.
He tongued her.
He suckled.
And she cried out to the wintry silver stars overhead as she spiraled up toward them and became a part of the night sky.
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Rowdy returned the hired team and wagon to the livery stable, after he'd seen Lark safely inside Mrs. Porter's back door and heard the lock turn behind it, and as he walked toward the jailhouse, he wondered why he hadn't kissed her good-night.
It wasn't as if he hadn't done plenty else.
He smiled at the memory of Lark's responses, still felt the press of her smooth, bare thighs against his ears. Damn, but it had been all he could do not to claim her in the back of that wagon, on that pile of scratchy blankets.
She'd have taken fire, pitched beneath him like a wildcat. He knew she thought she'd released all her passion—but she was in for a surprise. She'd barely scratched the surface of what burned beneath this first surrender.
But he'd made up his mind to have Lark Morgan in a bed before anyplace else, and until that sacred time came, he'd be content to keep unwinding that watch spring, every chance he got.
The jailhouse was dark, meaning Gideon had probably locked up for the night, so Rowdy made his way around back. He smiled, wondering if Lark would stitch up that tear in her bloomers or wear them as they were.
He'd find out tomorrow night, after the dance.
There were lamps burning in his house, the light glowing yellow at the windows, and he heard Pardner barking and clawing at the door. It opened, and the dog shot out and rushed him, galloping around him in gleeful greeting.
Rowdy bent and roughed up Pardner's ears.
Gideon loomed on the doorstep, a shadow rimmed in the glimmer of the lanterns. "Coffee's on," he called.
"Good," Rowdy replied. Thinking of Lark, and the way she'd shouted out his name when she reached her climaxes, he needed to walk around in the dark for a while. Cool off. "I'll be right in," he added. "Just want to see to the horses."
Gideon nodded and stepped back inside the house.
The lean-to was dark, but Rowdy could see his breath in the air. He reached for a lantern, struck a match to the wick.
And that was when he saw the paint, standing in his regular place.
Payton's black gelding was gone, and there was a note stuck through a nail on one of the weathered poles holding up the roof.
"Keep your damn horse," Pappy had written, in his curiously elegant copperplate.
When Rowdy had risen that morning, having slept on the cot in the jail cell, he'd known his pa was already gone, and he'd headed for the lean-to barn, right away, to confirm his suspicions and to mourn Paint's leaving, if not his father's.
The black gelding had been right where Paint was now. Gideon's livery-stable nag was still there, too.
Shaking his head, Rowdy ran an appreciative hand along the animal's side. Pappy had come back—God only knew when—and swapped Paint for his own mount.
What, exactly, did that mean?
With Pappy, it was hard to tell. He might have done it because he knew how highly Rowdy valued the pinto, but it could have been a petulant gesture, too. The note certainly implied the latter, but Rowdy wasn't sure.
And he decided not muddle his brain by debating the matter.
He made sure Paint and the other horse had plenty of hay and water, Pardner getting underfoot throughout the process, then headed back toward the house. He was fit to be seen now, but his groin still ached, heavy with the need to finish what he'd started with Lark.
The fire was high in the stove, and the coffee smelled better than good.
Rowdy hung up his hat, took off his coat and gun belt and glanced at Gideon, who was sitting at the table with a book open in front of him.
Pardner lay down where it was warmest and sighed.
"Was Pa here tonight?" Rowdy asked, and he watched his brother closely while he waited for the answer, because he knew Gideon might lie for a variety of reasons.
Pappy might have told him to, for one.
Or he could be covering for the old reprobate.
Gideon shook his head. No color rose in his face to refute the silent assertion. His gaze was direct, and there was no apparent restlessness in his hands or feet. "Me and Pardner, we been here ever since we shut up the jail at suppertime." He smiled. "Mai Lee brought a basket by, around sundown, and we had ourselves a feast. Fried chicken and biscuits."
"That's good," Rowdy said, instantly reminded that he'd had a couple of feasts himself that evening, outside the one at Maddie O'Ballivan's supper table.
In his mind he heard Lark's voice again, repeating a fevered litany with increasing desperation. Rowdy— oh, Rowdy, please—
He shoved a hand through his hair, turned his back to Gideon to pour a mugful of steaming-hot coffee. Maybe he should have stayed out there in the cold a little while longer and pondered the mysterious workings of Payton Yarbro's mind.
Gideon frowned. "Why'd you ask if Pa had been here?"
"Paint is back," Rowdy said.
"What?" Gideon asked, sounding surprised. "I went to the barn right after supper, and Paint wasn't there— only my horse and Samson."
Rowdy risked turning around. He was still so hard he hurt, but the lantern light was dim enough, and he was settling down a little.
"Pa must have come back, then," Gideon mused.
"And not very long ago, either," Rowdy agreed with a nod, after a sip of his coffee, "if it was around suppertime when you checked on the horses." He frowned. Was Payton still lurking around out there in the dark someplace, he and the black gelding? "He left a note. 'Keep your damn horse.' That's all there was."
Gideon grinned. "I know you and Pa get along about like lamp oil and well water, but it sounds to me like he was trying to do something good for you."
Rowdy gave a contemptuous snort, but deep down he wondered if Gideon wasn't right. Even hoped, just a little, and against all good sense and reason, that it might be so.
Gideon's chair scraped against the floor as he shoved it back, and his grin was gone. "Why do you hate him like you do?" he demanded tersely. "He's your pa."
Rowdy considered that undeniable fact. Whether he liked it or not, and whatever he called himself to escape the fact, Payton Yarbro was his pa. Not John T. Rhodes. He'd never be his real self, for better or for worse, until he took back his right name.
And that, of course, was never going to be possible.
Suddenly he felt bleak inside. Hollowed out.
While Rowdy was pondering all these things, Gideon waited stubbornly for an answer.
"I don't hate him," Rowdy said, and realized in the moment he spoke that it was true. He didn't need the old man's admiration, or even his approval. If he never saw Pappy again it would be a month too soon, but he didn't hate him. Not even close.
"You act like you do."
"I'm not the one who knocked him clear back into the lean-to when he tried to leave the first time," Rowdy pointed out lightly.
Gideon reflected on that, sagged a little around the shoulders. "Was he really such a bad pa to you?"
Rowdy shrugged, took more coffee. "He could have been worse. The fact is, he wasn't around enough to tell what kind of pa he'd have made."
"Pa never laid a hand on me," Gideon said. "Not even once. That's why I feel so bad about breaking his nose and all."
Rowdy had known a much younger Payton, with a much hotter temper, especially when he began to get restless. Once or twice when he was little and his old man had hauled him off to the woodshed for a switching, Rowdy would have loved to break that arrogant Yarbro nose, just as Gideon had done.
"Pa wants you to go to college when you finish your schooling here in the territory," Rowdy said. "He asked me to make sure you do."
Gideon averted his eyes. He fancied himself a deputy marshal—Rowdy knew he'd worn that beat-up old badge to school that morning, pinned to the inside of his coat—and most likely he was about to argue that college would be a waste of time and money.
He ought to just get on with being a deputy.
Rowdy had a response at the ready. Gideon would make a good lawman, in part, ironically, because he had a streak of outlaw in him, along with that youthful idealism of his, but he'd be an even better one with an education.
Finally Gideon looked back at him. Swallowed hard. "I reckon I'll go when the time comes," he said. "To that college back east, I mean."
"Good," Rowdy said, surprised.
Suddenly Gideon grinned. "In the meantime, I don't mind looking at Miss Morgan every day." He gave a low whistle, one that would have raised Rowdy's hackles coming from anybody else but his kid brother. "She was something in that fancy blue dress she wore today."
Rowdy grinned into his mug, nodded. Lark had been something with that fancy blue dress up around her waist, too. Sweet and warm and juicy as a sun-ripened peach.
"Miss Langston—she was my teacher in Flagstaff— never wore anything like that blue dress. Folks would probably run her out of town on a rail if she did, and, anyhow, she's about a hundred and she's square."
"Square?" Rowdy asked, mildly confounded. In his experience, women were round, or they were angular, or something in between, but he'd never run across a square one.
"Ruby says it's because of her corset," Gideon said wisely.
"Oh," Rowdy replied, frowning. Still trying to work it out.
"I guess you'd have to see her for yourself to understand."
"Guess so," Rowdy agreed. "Speaking of Ruby—"
"I know," Gideon said, evidently anticipating what Rowdy had been about to say. "I've got to go back to Flagstaff, soon as I can, and let her know I saw Pa and he's headed for Mexico. And give back the livery-stable horse, too, so they don't hang me for a horse thief."
"I'll go with you," Rowdy said. "We'll leave in the morning, at first light, if the weather allows."
Gideon looked worried. "Do I get to come back here? Because I really like it better, even if I can't visit Rose's grave. I like being a deputy and going to school."
"If you want to come back," Rowdy told him, "you can." He liked having Gideon around, and Pardner clearly did, too. He just hoped he wouldn't have to leave them both behind, one dark day, to fend for themselves.
"You're not dodging that dance tomorrow night, are you?" Gideon asked forthrightly. "Miss Morgan told that big farmer you hauled out of the wagon the other day that she was going with you."
Rowdy had been about to raise his cup to his lips again, but at the mention of Roland Franks, his arm froze in midair. "He came to school?"
Now, why hadn't Lark mentioned that, when they were together all that time tonight? They hadn't been busy the whole time, after all.
Gideon nodded, frowning a little. "She wanted him to stay and take up his lessons again, just as if nothing had happened, but he stomped out of there meaning to ask Lydia's mother if she'd go to the dance with him, and Miss Morgan was upset after that. She put her hands over her face and made a real peculiar sound— I thought she was crying, for a second."
"But she wasn't?"
Gideon shook his head. "She got over it real quick, and started up the lessons."
Damn, Rowdy marveled silently. Lark still thought she could handle Franks. Get him settled right back into the third grade. For an intelligent, spirited woman, she sure had some sappy ideas.
Rowdy was briefly tempted to saddle up, ride out to the Franks place, wherever the hell it was, and convince Roland that his school days were over.
He was even more tempted to walk over to Mrs. Porter's, drag Lark out of her bed, try to get it through her boney little head that Franks wasn't longing for the delights of higher education.
He had another kind of delight in mind.
Rowdy sighed. Franks wouldn't be bothering Lark tonight, or even tomorrow, in the broad light of day, not after that scene in front of the jailhouse.
And if he, Rowdy, roused Lark out of a sound sleep and tried to reason with her, she might just be peeved enough to stitch up the seam in her bloomers.
Besides, he needed to get some sleep, especially since he and Gideon were making a fast ride to Flagstaff and back the next day.
He'd speak to Lark tomorrow, he decided.
Before the dance, since he had other plans for after.
Lark lay restless beside a soundly sleeping Lydia, her face flaming in the darkness of the room they shared.
What had possessed her to throw herself at Rowdy the way she had?
All right, the first time, when he'd said all those things about watch springs, and ducked under her skirts, he'd taken her by surprise. She'd practically been in the throes of—she swallowed—passion before she realized what he was going to do.
But on the way back from Sam and Maddie's, she'd asked him to pleasure her again, like some hussy.
Mortification stung her cheeks at the remembrance of it.
She'd lain in the back of that wagon with Rowdy willingly, even eagerly, for heaven's sake. And she'd carried on something terrible while he—while he—did what? Did it have a name, what he did?
Did other people do it?
She wished she could ask Maddie, but of course, that would be impossible. She'd die of embarrassment before she even got the words out.
And what if it happened again?
She stiffened, remembering her vow to mend the crotch of her best bloomers, the ones she'd worn tonight. Where was her sewing kit?
Should she get up, light a lamp, and see to the task right now, this very minute?
She simply couldn't.
It would be too terrible if Mrs. Porter, or even Mai Lee, got up for some reason, and caught her sewing up her drawers. Why, they might arrive at all kinds of wicked conclusions, and how would she explain?
No.
Better to do her mending another time.
Perhaps after she got home from the dance tomorrow night.
She could wear another pair of bloomers, after all.
But what if she succumbed to temptation again? Rowdy would surely tear the second pair, in just the same way, and she knew she wouldn't tell him to stop.
Her cheeks flamed with renewed heat.
She wouldn 't tell him to stop.
Tonight she hadn't even been able to tell herself'to stop, not with any conviction, anyway.
He'd said he was already seducing her. And then he'd proved it.
He'd also said she'd ask him to take her to his bed.
She'd been so sure she'd never do that.
That's what you ought to feel when a man makes love to you, Lark. It ought to make you moan and writhe and holler out his name when you come undone.
Was that what she was supposed to feel?
Lark wasn't sure.
All she knew for certain was that she wanted to feel all of it again.
Saturday morning dawned clear and fairly warm, for the twenty-eighth of January. It bothered Rowdy to shut Pardner up in the house, though he'd left him plenty of water and beef jerky to last. But he did it. Pardner was an old dog, and he might just fall over, same as John T. had out there in his cornfield, if he attempted to go all the way to Flagstaff and back. And carrying him in the saddle would have slowed them down too much.
Still, the dog's howls echoed in Rowdy's ears long after he and Gideon had ridden off.
They made good time, though. Arrived in Flagstaff at midmorning and tied their horses in front of Ruby's Saloon and Poker House, amid a flock of others.
Tinny piano music flowed out over the doors, proclaiming it was business as usual at Ruby's. Rowdy wondered how she was explaining Jack Payton's absence to curious customers and anyone else who might show an interest.
Gideon, he noticed, glanced toward the street. From the boy's expression, Rowdy figured he was watching Rose fall under the wheels of that wagon, as surely as if it was happening right then, and he wondered how many times the kid had relived that day over the ten years since then.
A chill ran down his spine.
It was my fault, Gideon had said.
Rowdy laid a hand on his brother's shoulder, nodded toward the saloon doors.
Gideon braced up, tore himself from his private reverie and followed Rowdy inside.
Ruby's place was like a hundred others Rowdy had seen in his many travels—there was sawdust on the floor, and the piano needed a tuning it was never going to get—but Ruby catered to local businessmen, not just cowpokes and drifters, as evidenced by all the suits he saw standing around.
The bar was fancier than most, made of some gleaming hardwood, intricately carved with curlicues and such. And the mirror behind it had none of the usual murky spots, where the silver showed through.
Someone must have alerted Ruby to their arrival, because she came sweeping out of a side room, her red skirts swirling around her, and headed right for them.
"Gideon Payton," she said, putting her hands on her rounded hips, "I've worried myself sick about you."
"I left you a note," Gideon reminded her. But he took his hat off and twisted it nervously in his hands.
Ruby was a force to be reckoned with, it appeared. She'd have had to be, Rowdy figured, to hold her own with Payton Yarbro all this time.
Her gaze sliced to Rowdy. They'd only met once, and briefly at that, but it was plain she remembered him.
"My office," she said summarily, and turned in a flurry of skirts and expensive perfume to glide across the saloon toward the same door she'd just come out of a minute before.
Gideon followed right away.
Rowdy left him to it. He had no business with Ruby—he'd just come along because he didn't want Gideon making the ride alone.
He didn't want any whiskey, the day being so young, so he took a seat at an empty table, resigned to wait. A dancehall girl offered him a drink and whatever else he might enjoy, and he politely refused.
He tapped his fingers idly on the tabletop and scanned the room for a second time. There sure were a lot of suits in this saloon, he thought, for a cow town like Flagstaff.
Then, finally, it registered.
These weren't bankers or storekeepers.
They were rangers, hard-eyed and watchful, and there must have been a dozen of them.
Rowdy was glad he'd worn his badge, but truly it wasn't much comfort to him just then. There were Wanted posters all over the West bearing his description, and even his image, in a few cases, and some or all of these men must have seen them.
He'd known there would be an encounter, of course, but he'd expected to be in Sam O'Ballivan's company when the introductions were made. Even if some of the men were suspicious, Sam's presence would have automatically put a lot of their questions to rest.
Damn.
Why hadn't he thought of this?
Because he'd been thinking about Lark Morgan instead, that was why.
One of the men peeled himself away from the bar and approached, tall and spare, with weathered features and a dark handlebar mustache streaked with gray. His hair reached almost to his collar, trailing limp from under his round-brimmed hat.
"Robert Reston," the ranger said, putting out a hand.
Rowdy almost swallowed his tongue before he realized, in the split second between the first name— which was his own—and the last, that the man was introducing himself, not making an identification.
"Rowdy Rhodes," Rowdy replied affably. "Have a seat."
"Obliged," Reston answered, and pulled back a chair. His gaze rested a moment, thoughtfully, on Rowdy's badge. "You're a marshal," he said.
"Stone Creek," Rowdy confirmed.
"Stone Creek," Reston repeated. His eyes were brown, and luminous with the many sorrows he'd witnessed, but there was intelligence in them, too, and it was sharp as a razor fresh from the strop. "You know Sam O'Ballivan and Major Blackstone?"
Rowdy nodded, wishing he'd ordered a drink when he'd had the opportunity. He didn't need liquor, but he wouldn't have minded having something to do with his hands. No matter how good a man was at keeping his face impassive, his hands could give him away.
"I know them," he said mildly.
"You put me in mind of somebody," Reston told him, narrowing his eyes a little. "I can't say who it is, though."
Rowdy shrugged, even though his insides were jumping. Kept his hands still, and his feet resting easy on the floor. "Maybe you rode through Haven," he said, "while I was the marshal there."
"Haven," Reston echoed. "That's down south, isn't it? Around Tucson someplace? Never been there, far as I can recollect. Why'd you leave it to come to Stone Creek? If you don't mind my asking."
Rowdy knew it didn't matter to Reston whether he minded or not. "Sam O'Ballivan sent for me," he said.
"Made you a ranger?" Reston asked, raising an eyebrow so bushy that it could have served as a mustache had it been on another part of his face.
Rowdy hadn't planned on volunteering that he'd been sworn in as an Arizona Ranger, given that the major had asked him to keep it a secret, but Reston and the others would know soon enough. Tomorrow, in fact, when he and Sam rode to Flagstaff. They'd settled their plans the night before, while putting the team away in Sam's barn before supper.
"Maybe," he said, after a carefully calculated pause. "Officially, though, I'm just the marshal of Stone Creek."
Reston gave the slightest semblance of a smile. "If you're riding with O'Ballivan and the major," he said, "I'd allow as how you must be all right. But you sure do look familiar."
Rowdy didn't comment. He wished Gideon would come out of Ruby's office so they could return the rented horse to the livery stable, buy the kid another one and get the hell out of Flagstaff.
Sure enough, the side door opened again, right while he was wanting it to, and Gideon appeared, looking red-faced and anxious to be gone. Inside that office Ruby must have given him a dressing-down to remember for running off the way he had. Like as not, she had a spleenful for Payton, too, and Gideon had been unlucky enough to be the one to take it.
Gideon tucked some folding money into his coat pocket and looked around the place with an oddly confused expression, as though it had changed mightily since he'd been there last.
Rowdy nodded toward his brother and stood, easy and slow. "I guess I'd better ride," he said. "There's some ground to cover, between here and home."
Reston stood, too. "Good to see you again," he said, putting out his hand for the second time.
That "again" stuck in Rowdy's mind long after he and Gideon had left Ruby's place, paid a brief visit to little Rose's grave and turned in the white horse, dickered for a bay gelding to replace it and headed for Stone Creek.
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Autry had just been served a king's breakfast at the table in his railroad car when the whistle shrilled and the wheels screeched, grabbing so hard at the tracks that his coffee and everything on his plate flew at him like they'd been sprung from a catapult.
Esau, his butler, who always traveled with him, was thrown clean to the floor.
Autry bellowed a curse, but it was barely audible over the shriek of those wheels, and out of the corner of his eye, he saw blue sparks shooting past the window, like a shower of strange, small stars.
Esau, an aging black man, portly and slow, groped his way to his feet, holding on to the edge of a seat to keep from being flung down again. "Lord have mercy," he cried. "This train done jumped the tracks!"
Furious, Autry grabbed a linen napkin and swabbed futilely at his egg-stained clothes. Spilled coffee, fresh from the dining car, burned his hide right through his pant legs.
The locomotive gave a great, teeth-rattling shudder and stopped, and the shock of it reverberated right through Autry's car and on down the line. Cries of alarm echoed from behind him as he stood, shoving Esau aside to storm through to the engine room.
Up ahead somewhere, a gunshot cracked in the crisp air.
A robbery?
No. Impossible. Everything Autry Whitman did was news, given the extent of his financial empire, and that meant everybody capable of reading the papers knew he was onboard that train.
By God, no one would dare stop a train pulling his private car.
No one.
He blazed into the engine room like a wildfire, and found the engineer standing stock-still at the controls, face colorless, shoulders heaving, mouth working like a fish flopped up on a creek bank, staring out the little window above the levers and gauges.
Livid, Autry descended upon him, his big fists clenched at his sides. "What the hell...?"
The engineer turned, stared bleakly at Autry. "They blew the tracks up—see for yourself, boss—"
Autry blinked, stunned—as scalded as he'd been when his morning coffee cascaded into his lap. He stooped a little, being a tall man, peered out through the rectangular window and saw twisted, blackened track and railroad ties standing up in the ground, splintered and leaning.
Riders waited, three on either side of the ruined tracks, bandannas tied over their faces, rifles upraised.
Autry watched through a red haze as a glistening black gelding separated itself from the other horses. Bold as you please, the bandit steered that critter right up alongside the locomotive and leaped deftly from the horse to the metal steps leading into the engine room, without ever touching the ground.
"If I hadn't stopped," the engineer lamented stupidly, apparently more afraid of Autry than the half-dozen train robbers bent on stripping every strongbox, every wallet and purse, every copper cent from that train, "we'd have jumped the rails!"
"Shut up, you damn fool," Autry growled.
Meanwhile the robber, a leanly built, agile-looking fellow, boarded the train, clad in rough clothes and muddy boots. His eyes were a vivid and strangely peaceful shade of blue.
Autry remembered the small but deadly pistol in his inside suit pocket and reached for it.
"I wouldn't," the robber said, lowering the rifle and cocking it, one-handed, in the same motion.
"This is an outrage!" Autry blustered.
"I reckon it is," the bandit replied, boldly relieving Autry of both the hidden pistol and his wallet.
Autry's gizzard rushed up into the back of his throat, and he was mad enough to chew it up and spit it out. "It'll cost me thousands of dollars just to fix those tracks. And I've got a trainful of passengers stranded out here, with no way to get to Flagstaff—"
The robber opened Autry's wallet, extracted the fat wad of bills inside and had the effrontery to toss the empty billfold straight into the furnace that powered the boiler, where it curled in the coal embers. "I reckon the good folks in Flagstaff will send help, once word reaches them," he said.
Autry saw the other riders trail, single-file, past the open doorway, set to board—and loot—every other car on that train. He seethed.
The bandit put the money—Autry's money—into the pocket of his coat. Nudged at Autry's chest with the tip of his rifle barrel.
"Rich man like you," he drawled, "with his own private railroad car, well, it just stands to reason there'd be a safe somewhere, doesn't it?"
"I do not have a safe!" Autry lied, perhaps a bit too vehemently.
"Move," the robber replied.
The engineer cowered in the corner, of no earthly use at all. Autry could only hope that Esau would have armed himself by now, from the small arsenal stored carefully in a discreet wooden chest behind the two rows of seats in the next car.
"Do you know who I am?" Autry demanded.
The rifle barrel poked into the hollow at the base of his throat, and the robber flicked the hammer back with a gloved thumb. The blue eyes above that mask were glacial. "I know, all right," the man answered, "and I'd just as soon shoot you as listen to another word."
"Do what he says, Mr. Whitman," the engineer pleaded. "You'll get us all killed if you don't—"
If Autry had been close enough, he'd have backhanded that yellow-belly hard enough to hit the wall and slide down it. But a sudden move would not be wise, with that rifle barrel shoved into his gullet.
Autry swallowed.
"Keep your hands out from your sides," the robber ordered, as Autry turned to cross the coupling into his private car, his den, his sanctuary.
Autry obeyed, having no immediate choice in the matter. He'd left the door to the locomotive open in his haste, and the one leading back into his car as well.
The rifle jabbed hard into his spine as he navigated the coupling.
Esau sat, bound and gagged, in Autry's own seat, while two of the other bandits ransacked the place.
One of them found the store of guns and let out a whoop. "Pay dirt!" he yelled, and started tossing the rifles, two by two, to his partner, who caught them readily and relayed them to someone outside the train.
"Those weapons are valuable!" Autry protested.
"All the more reason to take them," replied the man at his back.
"You'll pay for this," Autry growled. "I'll have rangers and Pinkertons all over you—"
The rifle barrel skipped up Autry's vertebrae, one by one, to chill the underside of his skull. "Where's the safe?"
Esau's eyes were the size of wagon wheels. He was sitting on the safe, which was cleverly hidden beneath the seat cushion. Watching Autry, he made a pleading sound through whatever had been stuffed into his mouth before they'd gagged him with one of Autry's own monogrammed table napkins.
Without thinking, Autry shook his head.
The gunman behind him slammed him to the floor with such suddenness and force that, for a moment or so, Autry honestly believed he'd been shot. He waited for the pain, but all that came was a boot, pressing hard into the small of his back.
He gave a yelp, and that was when a weight came down on him, knocking the breath from his lungs.
The weight, which must have been Esau, was hauled off him.
Damnation, had they whacked Esau up alongside the head with a pistol butt?
Autry was significantly less concerned with that possibility than the safe hidden, heretofore, under Esau's black butt.
"Tie his hands," the leader said.
Autry groaned as his wrists were wrenched together behind his back and bound with what felt like a leather belt, cinched tight enough to cut off the blood flow to his hands.
"There's a real pretty woman in the third car back," a youthful voice said. "Can we bring her along?"
"Leave the women and the kids alone," the leader said coldly. It was a tone not even Autry would have defied with a gun in each hand and an army of Pinkertons standing with him.
He heard Esau moan, somewhere nearby.
Then they found the safe.
Dumped the cushion right on Autry's head.
He closed his eyes and silently damned all their souls to perdition.
"What's the combination, old man?" someone asked.
Autry clamped his jaws shut.
A shot splintered the air, frigid because of the open door between Autry's car and the locomotive, and Autry felt that bullet as surely as if it had penetrated his own flesh, instead of the lock on his safe.
"Well, now," the leader remarked. "That was worth the whole exercise."
Autry listened, helpless, while they looted personal funds.
"Just let me have the one woman," the young voice wheedled.
"Lay a hand on her," the boss replied, "and I'll kill you."
Someone else spoke up. "What's one female?" a man asked. "We been hidin' out a long, lonely while—"
The rifle barrel rose from the back of Autry's neck, and he felt a rush of relief—until he heard it go off with a bang that must have blown a three-foot gap in the teakwood-lined roof of his railroad car.
A tense silence fell, and Autry felt the first snow-flakes drifting down through that hole above his head, coming to rest cold and soft on his nape.
"Mount up and ride," the ringleader told his men, apparently having made his point concerning the woman. "This train is due to roll into Flagstaff at two o'clock this afternoon. When it doesn't show, the rangers will follow the tracks right back here, and we're going to be hard put, with all we're carrying, to get clear of the place."
Suddenly there was a lot of scrambling, and Autry literally felt the blessed absence of everybody but Esau and the man who'd forced him onto his face in his own railroad car and robbed him blind.
"So long, Mr. Whitman," the robber said cordially.
Autry was draped in a sheet of snow before he dared get to his feet.
Rowdy knew, when Sam and the major met him and Gideon on the outskirts of Stone Creek, leading a fresh horse, that he wouldn't be taking Lark to the dance that night, and the state of her bloomers would remain a mystery.
"The two-o'clock train never arrived in Flagstaff," Sam said.
Without even dismounting, Rowdy climbed from Paint's back into the saddle of the chestnut gelding Sam had brought along as a spare.
"See to Pardner," Rowdy told an openmouthed Gideon, "and then go on over to Mrs. Porter's and convey to Miss Morgan my regrets concerning the dance. Tell her I don't know when I'll be back."
Gideon swallowed, nodded. "I don't reckon I could go along?" he ventured hopefully.
"Do as I asked you, Gideon," Rowdy replied.
"I guess, as deputy marshal, I ought to stay in town. Make sure things stay peaceful."
Sam gave one of his spare smiles, then bent to catch Paint's reins and hand them to Gideon. "That'll be a real help," he told the boy.
Gideon sat up a little straighter in the saddle, looking proud.
"We'd better ride," the major said, standing in his stirrups. "We'll be damn lucky to get to Flagstaff before dark as it is."
Rowdy shifted, adjusting himself to the new saddle and the prospect of a ride he didn't want to make, with a lot of things he didn't want to do at the other end of it.
Gideon tugged at his hat brim, out of deference to Sam and the major, and rode straight-spined for home.
Rowdy hoped to God there wouldn't be any real trouble in Stone Creek while he was away. If anything happened to Gideon, he'd bear the weight of it for the rest of his life.
The rum cake sat, fragrant, in the middle of Mrs. Porter's kitchen table, with a fat candle stuck in the middle of it. There was to be a party of sorts, in honor of Mr. Porter's birthday.
Lark wondered if he might actually show up, in the flesh or as a specter, and put on the coat his wife had brushed and aired and hung on a peg beside the back door.
She glanced at Lydia, bundled in a quilt in a chair drawn up close to the stove, and smiled. The little girl was wearing one of the nightgowns Mrs. Porter had bought for her, and Mai Lee had braided her hair neatly for the festivities and given her a piece of rock candy to soothe her sore throat.
"If it's somebody's birthday," Lydia inquired, "why aren't there any presents?"
Lark was trying to think of a reply when a knock sounded at the back door. Her heart leaped a little.
Rowdy?
She'd have to face him eventually, of course, but at the moment she'd have preferred to hide behind a door, or even under a bed, until he left.
Since Mrs. Porter was in the study, and Mai Lee had gone out to run the usual errands, there was no one else to answer.
Lark drew a deep breath, released it slowly, smoothed her skirts and her hair and crossed the kitchen. Turning the knob, she closed her eyes for the briefest moment and felt color seep into her cheeks.
But it was Gideon who'd come calling, not Rowdy. Pardner was with him, wagging his tail in greeting.
Looking up into Gideon's solemn face, Lark was briefly, terribly, afraid. Had he come to tell her—
She caught hold of her imagination. Even managed a wobbly smile. "Come in, Gideon," she said. "And you, too, Pardner."
The young man, her newest pupil, removed his hat. Stepped over the threshold and shut the door behind him.
"Rowdy asked me to come," Gideon said shyly. "He can't take you to the dance tonight because he had to head straight back to Flagstaff, when we'd no more than got here."
Lark was both relieved to know that Rowdy was safe, and disappointed that she wouldn't see him that night. "Back to Flagstaff?" she asked.
"We had to go there so I could get a horse," Gideon explained, swallowing once and looking for all the world like a young man telling either a bold-faced lie or a partial truth. "The one I had was hired from the livery. Coming back, we met Sam O'Ballivan and Major Blackstone, and they wanted Rowdy to go on with them."
"I see," Lark said, still smiling even though a little frisson of alarm went through her. She knew Sam and the major had hired Rowdy to serve as town marshal, but what business could all three of them have in Flagstaff? "Let me take your hat and coat, Gideon. And do sit down."
He hesitated, then nodded. Shed his coat and handed it over, along with his hat. His gaze strayed to the rum cake, and Lark smiled again.
In the meantime, Pardner had gone straight to Lydia, who was making a fuss over him, and Lark saw Gideon's regard move in their direction and soften slightly.
He approached Lydia's chair, crouched, looking up into the child's eyes.
"Feeling better?" he asked.
Lydia nodded. "I remember you," she said. "You brought me here on your horse. And it was snowing out, and very cold."
"That's right," Gideon said hoarsely.
Lydia was silent for a few moments. Then she said, "My papa died. His funeral is Sunday afternoon."
Lark's throat tightened around a spiky ball of pain.
"I know," Gideon replied. "I was real sorry to hear that."
"I'm going to Phoenix to live with my aunt Nell."
Lark sank slowly into a chair at the kitchen table, careful not to disturb Mr. Porter's birthday cake. She'd tried several times to broach the subject of Nell Baker's impending arrival, but always without success. Lydia would simply bite down on her lower lip and look away, sometimes giving her head a small, decisive shake. Now, perhaps because Gideon, big as he was, was in some ways another child, or perhaps simply because he'd rescued her and she was grateful, Lydia was ready to confide in someone.
Lark was desperately relieved.
"I went to Phoenix once," Gideon said quietly, and it struck Lark, once again, how like Rowdy he was, in his appearance as well as his manner and his countenance, but also in deeper ways. He was kind, and he didn't shrink from hard duties; he simply did what needed doing, efficiently and without complaint. "It's warm all the time there."
"Are there Indians?" Lydia asked, very solemnly.
"Pimas, mostly," Gideon confirmed. "They're peaceful. Farmers. They've got irrigation ditches down there that are better than ten thousand years old."
"Ten thousand years?" Lydia marveled.
Gideon nodded.
Lydia considered that extraordinary length of time, which must have seemed like an eternity to an eight-year-old, then gestured, and Gideon obligingly leaned forward, so she could whisper in his ear. Even from halfway across the room, though, Lark, whose eyes were glazed with sudden tears, heard the child's words.
"I'm scared," Lydia said earnestly.
"I reckon your aunt Nell must be a nice woman," Gideon said, giving one of Lydia's pigtails an affectionate tug. "She'll take real good care of you."
Pardner looked on, turning his head toward Gideon, then back toward Lydia.
"Do you really think so?" Lydia asked, in a breathless tone, her eyes wide.
"Sure I do," Gideon answered. "She's coming all this way to get you, and that means she wants a girl to raise."
"I hope she's not like Mabel," Lydia said.
Lark sniffled and dried her eyes on the cuff of her dress. Straightened her back. Lydia would be safe with Miss Baker, almost surely, and she'd be fed and clothed. Was it too much to hope that the woman would love Lydia as well?
"I don't figure she could be like Mabel," Gideon mused.
"How come?"
"Well, because she's your aunt. That means she's got to be a little bit like you, anyhow. Maybe she's even a lot like you. And you're real nice, Lydia, so she must be, too."
"What if she's mean, though?" Lydia fretted.
"Then you just send me a letter," Gideon said staunchly. "I'll come right down to Phoenix, first thing, and fetch you back here to live with Miss Morgan." He turned his head, looking at Lark. "It's all right to promise that, isn't it?"
Lark could barely speak. "Yes, Gideon," she managed. "It's all right."
He turned back to Lydia. "See?"
"I don't know how to write," Lydia said, worried again. "I mean, I can write some, but my letters go every which way."
Gideon must have smiled, because, suddenly, Lydia smiled, too. "If Miss Morgan will give me a sheet of paper and an envelope, I'll write the letter for you. Make out the envelope and put a stamp on it, too. Then, if you ever have any trouble with anybody, all you'll have to do is mail the letter. Soon as I get it, I'll be coming for you."
After some searching—given that she was a fugitive, living under a partially assumed name, she didn't write letters—Lark produced a sheet of tablet paper, along with a pencil. The envelope was Mrs. Porter's.
She stayed close, watched over Gideon's shoulder as he wrote, "Please come and get me right away" in large block letters, slanted forcefully to the right. He read the message to Lydia, who nodded her approval, then carefully folded the paper, tucked it into the envelope and addressed it to himself:
Gideon Rhodes, Deputy Marshal
General Delivery
Stone Creek, Arizona Territory

Lark purloined a stamp from Mrs. Porter's supply and gave it to Gideon, who licked the back of it and ceremoniously pressed it to the envelope with the pad of his thumb.
"What if you aren't here when the letter comes?" Lydia asked.
"Somebody will forward it on to me, wherever I am," Gideon replied, with the kind of certainty only the young could offer so readily.
Lydia grasped the letter tightly. "When I grow up," she said, her gaze searching Gideon's face, as if to memorize his every feature, "can we please get married?"
Gideon patted Lydia's small hand. "If you still want me then," he replied easily, "we'll tie the knot. Chances are, though, you'll forget all about me, and when you're old enough, and pretty enough to have your pick of suitors, you'll marry somebody else."
"I'll never forget you, Gideon," Lydia said solemnly.
And neither will I, Lark thought. Neither will I.
The ride to Flagstaff seemed longer this time, being so soon repeated, and when Rowdy, Sam and the major got to the railroad depot, it was full dark. Little splashes of lantern light stretched along the train tracks as men rode back and forth, ferrying women and children into town, then turning right around to head back out for more.
Clearly, there had been a robbery, and maybe something even worse.
Reston materialized out of the gloom to greet them as soon as they rode up—Sam first, then the major, then Rowdy, who was the last to dismount.
"They dynamited the tracks," Reston reported gravely.
Rowdy stiffened inwardly. He'd never known his pa to use dynamite, but there was always a first time. If a train was moving fast enough, it might roll right through a blaze laid on the tracks, even with logs the size of whiskey barrels.
"Anybody get hurt?" Sam asked Reston. He had to be thinking about an experience he'd had with a train down in Mexico, Sam did. God Almighty, Rowdy hoped this robbery hadn't been a calamity like that one.
"Nope," Reston replied, his gaze straying, measuring, to Rowdy, before shifting back to Sam. "No injuries to speak of, beyond a few bruises. Folks were scared, though, and they were a long time out there before we got to them. Soon as the train was late, though, we sent riders out to investigate."
The major scanned the darkness, as though he could see all the way to that train, stranded out there in the dark and cold. "I suppose the robbers were masked," Blackstone said, resigned.
Reston nodded. "According to Mr. Whitman—he owns this railroad and we brought him back among the first of the passengers, thinking he might have a heart attack, he was in such a dither—the leader had blue eyes and rode a black gelding. That's about all we know."
Rowdy's stomach pitched, then rolled over backward.
Blue eyes, striking enough to be memorable to a frightened old man.
A black gelding.
Payton Yarbro.
Damn if the old bastard hadn't lied through his teeth when he'd said he'd given up robbing trains. And when he'd claimed he was headed for Mexico, too.
"The old feller's over at Ruby's right now," Reston said. "You might want to talk to him yourselves."
"That can wait," Sam replied, "until after all the passengers have been brought in."
"We're almost done with that," Reston told Sam, but he was looking at Rowdy again. Probing at him in a way that made the small hairs rise on the back of Rowdy's neck. "No sense in wearing out your horses. Or yourselves."
Sam considered, then nodded. "Ruby's?" he asked.
Reston nodded. "Your friend here knows the way," he said, before peeling his eyes off Rowdy's hide. To Rowdy it felt like some of the skin came away with his glance.
Sam looked Rowdy's way, very briefly but in some depth, then mounted up again. Rowdy and the major followed suit.
After he'd shaken off the effects of Reston's stare, Rowdy turned his thoughts to what little he knew about the robbery. Two details, that was all he really had. And all he really needed.
If he could have found his pa right then, he'd have done it. Handed the lying son of a bitch over to the rangers without batting an eye.
The lights of Ruby's Saloon glowed in the gloom as they rode up, but the piano wasn't playing. Out front, Rowdy, Sam and the major dismounted and found places for their horses.
Autry Whitman held court in the middle of the big, smoke-blued room, his white hair standing on end. A black man sat at the same table, as did Ruby herself, but everyone else kept their distance, staying on the periphery, lining the bar and claiming the far tables.
Whitman exuded power—and righteous wrath. He looked like some Old Testament prophet, and kept clenching his fists and mumbling, while Ruby, looking pale and jumpy, tried to ply him with free whiskey.
Rowdy knew what was going to happen. Knew there was no way to avoid it. So he resisted the urge to pull his hat brim down low over his eyes.
Sam was the first to speak. "Mr. Whitman," he said, evidently needing no introduction, "my name is Sam O'Ballivan. I'm an Arizona Ranger. This is Major John Blackstone and Rowdy Rhodes."
Whitman's stony gaze moved from Sam to the major to Rowdy, and stopped with a lurch as jarring as a train coming fast onto a gap in the tracks.
The old man narrowed his eyes.
"That's him," he said, flushing dangerously and starting to his feet.
Rowdy stood his ground, didn't move or speak.
He felt Sam and the major looking at him.
Whitman half rose, then sat down again, heavily. Shook his head, as if suddenly confused.
"It couldn't have been him," Ruby said evenly. "He was in this saloon when that train was robbed."
"Those blue eyes," Whitman murmured.
"Lots of people have blue eyes," Sam said quietly. But he glanced thoughtfully at Ruby, then turned his attention back to the railroad mogul, skipping over Rowdy entirely. "Do you know what time it was when the train was robbed, Mr. Whitman?"
"Ten-thirty," Whitman said, with an accusing look at the black man. "I'd just looked at my watch, to see how late Esau here was, serving up my breakfast."
Esau looked mighty uncomfortable, and didn't speak.
"At ten-thirty," Ruby said, "Mr.—Rhodes was right here in this saloon. I remember him because of the badge."
They were on dangerous ground, and Rowdy hoped Ruby knew that and would tread lightly. If she said Rowdy was her stepson, Sam and the major were sure to make the obvious connection. Then they'd want to know all about Jack Payton. And what Ruby didn't tell them they could learn by questioning anybody on the street.
Again Rowdy silently cursed his father. For robbing trains. For living a decade in one place, and a very public one, at that. For the pure, reckless arrogance of using his famous first name as part of his alias.
And then there was Gideon. He'd stood there in Mrs. Porter's kitchen, right after he'd shown up in Stone Creek, and said his name was Payton, not Rhodes. No one had commented at the time, or since, but Rowdy knew the landlady wouldn't have missed something like that, and neither would Lark.
Lark.
Rowdy ached inside. He didn't know which would be worse—leaving her behind with a hasty explanation or none at all, or seeing the look in her eyes when he was arrested for things Rob Yarbro had done.
Robert Yarbro. That was the name on all those Wanted posters, but in its way, it was as much an alias as Rowdy Rhodes.
Whitman studied Rowdy afresh. "He wasn't as tall as you are," he said.
For the space of a heartbeat, Rowdy didn't know what the man was talking about.
"Were you here today, Rowdy?" Sam asked quietly. "In this saloon, I mean?"
Rowdy nodded.
Gideon had been with him, when they'd all met up on the road earlier, outside Stone Creek. Suppose Sam and the major or—God forbid—Reston, decided to question Gideon?
Rowdy was an experienced liar, a thing he wasn't proud of but nonetheless had to acknowledge, at least to himself. Gideon, on the other hand, was bound to slip up.
He was just giving silent thanks that Reston was still at the depot, when the man crashed through the swinging doors.
"We found one of them," he said. "He was facedown in the snow, shot through the forehead. Pockets stuffed full of other folks' money."
Having made this announcement, Reston turned and went out again.
Rowdy, Sam and the major all followed, with Autry Whitman not far behind.
The body was draped over the back of a horse.
Rowdy knew immediately that the corpse wasn't his pa, but there was something familiar about the man's form, just the same.
Reston stepped up, got the dead man by the hair of his head and lifted, so the lights of Ruby's Saloon fell on the blood-streaked face. The bullet hole was small and neat, except for the dried blood dribbling down from it.
Bile scalded the back of Rowdy's throat as he looked into the sightless eyes of a man who'd once been a trusted friend as well as an in-law.
It was Chessie's younger brother, Seth Alden.
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"I kind of hoped this Porter fella would show up for his own birthday party," Gideon confided to Lark, as the afternoon wore on toward evening. He'd just enjoyed his third slice of cake, and the honor of blowing out the candles had gone to Lydia.
Mai Lee and Hon Sing had left the table, Mai Lee to begin cleaning up after their early supper, Hon Sing to return to Jolene Bell's saloon. Mrs. Porter had gone down to the root cellar, after murmuring about some errand there, and Lydia, full of cake, had already been carried to bed.
"I believe Mr. Porter is dead," Lark whispered back to Gideon.
Gideon frowned. "Why would anybody throw a shindig for a dead man?"
"I have no idea," Lark said.
"Maybe he's not," Gideon mused quietly. Like his older brother, he apparently enjoyed a puzzle. "Dead, I mean. Maybe he's just away someplace, and Mrs. Porter figures he might come back anytime, and expect a cake for his birthday."
Mai Lee turned then, and cast an uncomfortable glance over one shoulder, but if she knew anything about Mr. Porter's whereabouts, be they above- or be-lowground, she revealed nothing.
It was cold, musty and dark in the root cellar—Lark had been there earlier in the afternoon herself, to fetch a jar of pickled beets for supper—and she couldn't imagine what her landlady might be doing down there. She'd been gone at least fifteen minutes, and Lark was getting worried.
"Perhaps I'd better check on her," she said, starting to rise. Only her dread of the place, she realized with some chagrin, had kept her from going earlier.
Gideon got up. "I'll do it," he said.
"I'm going, too," Lark said.
"Take candle," Mai Lee contributed, with a little shudder. "Dark like grave."
Lark found a candle in the pantry, along with a small box of matches, and she and Gideon made for the cellar, reached by way of a trapdoor in the far corner of the kitchen, opposite the cookstove. Dank air rose from what was essentially a hole in the ground, like the cold breath of some subterranean creature.
Lark shivered, handed the candle and matches to Gideon, and let him descend the steps first.
"Mrs. Porter?" she called tremulously, over Gideon's shoulder. Lark couldn't recall if her landlady had taken a lantern or a candle when she'd gone down into the dirt chamber earlier, but if she had, the flame had gone out.
There was no answer.
Gideon reached the bottom of the steps and stopped so suddenly that Lark nearly collided with him. The light from the candle he was holding wavered eerily against the damp, root-laced walls. A mouse skittered, somewhere out of sight.
"Mrs. Porter?" he said. "Ma'am? Are you—"
Lark strained to see around his broad shoulder—and spotted Mrs. Porter standing pressed into a corner, under a frieze of cobwebs, her eyes huge. She had brought a lantern—she clutched it in both hands—but the flame had guttered out.
Mrs. Porter blinked several times, as though coming back to herself from some great distance and arriving with a visibly jolting impact. In the next instant, though, she offered a fitful, distracted little smile.
"I was right," she said cheerfully. "There were no more walnuts. We used them up at Christmas."
Gideon handed the candle back to Lark, who hovered on the third step from the bottom, and went to Mrs. Porter. Took her gently by the arm.
Again Lark was reminded of Rowdy.
And for some new reason she couldn't have defined— she knew only that it had nothing to do with missing the dance, or the tear in her bloomers—she wished him back from Flagstaff with such an intensity that it wouldn't have surprised her if he'd materialized before her eyes.
Well, it wouldn't have surprised her immediately, anyway.
"You feeling all right, ma'am?" Gideon asked respectfully, at the same time steering Mrs. Porter toward the cellar steps.
"I could do with a dose of my medicine," Mrs. Porter admitted, sweetly confused again. "And perhaps a little rest."
Lark stepped back out of the way, glad to be above the kitchen floor again, away from the spiders and the cold and the inevitable mice. Waited as Gideon ushered Mrs. Porter up the steps, with the easy competence of those who are used to being strong.
Mai Lee and Lark escorted the landlady to her room on the second floor, each supporting her by an arm.
"My medicine," Mrs. Porter murmured, upon entering.
Mai Lee nodded and took a brown bottle from the bedside stand, which was illuminated by a beam of moonlight, while Lark helped Mrs. Porter to lie down on the bed.
With the older woman settled, Lark lit a lamp, watched as Mai Lee administered a dose of what was surely laudanum, which Mrs. Porter raised herself half off the mattress to receive.
Across the bed Mai Lee's and Lark's gazes caught, held, broke apart.
Lark unlaced Mrs. Porter's shoes and removed them, then covered her with a blanket, found folded at the foot of the bed.
Having never been in the room before, Lark stole surreptitious glances, here and there, taking in the heavy velvet drapes, the massive furniture, the cold stone fireplace. She saw an exquisite mantel clock, its case of painted china, and numerous knickknacks. But there were no photographs or paintings and no visible evidence that Mr. Porter, or any other man, had ever shared these quarters.
Still, Lark felt strangely anxious, as though the master of the house might step out of one of the shadowy corners and demand an explanation for their presence, hers and Mai Lee's.
"I'll just close my eyes for a few moments," Mrs. Porter said, with a benign little sigh. Perhaps she was used to the heavy, almost ominous atmosphere of that room—and it was equally possible, of course, that Lark was merely imagining these disturbing aspects.
Mrs. Porter was soon snoring.
Leaving the lamp burning, Mai Lee and Lark slipped out of the room, moving as quietly as they could, Mai Lee pulling the door shut behind them.
"How long has Mrs. Porter been taking laudanum?" Lark asked, when they were alone in the corridor.
Mai Lee sighed. "Long time," she said. "Not take Hon Sing's medicine. It better. Have herbs, brought all way from China."
They moved toward the rear stairway, leading down into the kitchen.
Lark thought of Hon Sing's glistening needles, and the way he'd used them so skillfully to help Lydia. Mrs. Porter probably wouldn't have submitted to that treatment, any more than she would have taken the herbs, and it seemed a shame to Lark.
"Mai Lee," she said, suddenly able to keep the question back any longer, "what happened to Mr. Porter?"
Mai Lee's eyes widened. "He gone," she whispered.
"Dead?"
Mai Lee shrugged. "Not know. One day, here when Mai Lee make breakfast. Put on hat and go to bank. Not see again."
"You must have heard something," Lark insisted, but carefully, thinking of Mai Lee's celebrated ability to gather all the local news and bring it straight home to Mrs. Porter. "Surely people talked, and if there was a funeral—"
"No funeral," Mai Lee said. "No talk. Just gone."
"But surely—"
"Just gone," Mai Lee repeated firmly.
Downstairs they found Gideon standing by the door, wearing his hat and coat, Pardner waiting patiently at his side.
"If you don't need me to go for someone," Gideon said, "Pardner and I had better be on our way." His chest swelled slightly. "With Rowdy gone, I figure I ought to make his rounds for him."
Lark's heartbeat quickened slightly at the prospect of Gideon patrolling the streets of Stone Creek, alone and unarmed. It was, after all, Saturday night, and there was a dance at the Cattleman's Hall. Even though she'd only lived in the community a short while, she knew cowboys came from outlying ranches to attend these soirees, and they sometimes visited one or more of the town's saloons beforehand.
She scrambled for an excuse, some words to persuade him to stay, but nothing came to her, beyond asking him to fetch Hon Sing back from Jolene Bell's place to look in on Mrs. Porter and Lydia.
He'd guess what she was doing and, besides, Hon Sing might get into trouble if he was called away from his work.
"Be careful, Gideon," Lark said.
He smiled. Nodded. "Obliged for the fine supper and the cake," he said. And then he opened the door and went out, Pardner hesitating to look back at Lark, then turning to follow.
Lark immediately grabbed her everyday cloak from its place on the row of pegs near the door, swung it around her shoulders.
"Where you go?" Mai Lee asked, right away, and with a note of alarmed suspicion in her voice. "It dark. Dance tonight. Maybe trouble."
Lark was already tying the cloak's ribbon laces under her chin. "I need a little fresh air," she said, and hastened out, taking care not to slip on the icy back steps.
Gideon and Pardner were just ahead, on the sidewalk, visible in the glow of a streetlamp.
Lark was careful to move quietly, hoping not to attract Gideon's attention. Pardner turned once, though, and started toward her at a trot.
Lark ducked into the shadows of a neighbor's lilac bush.
Gideon whistled, and Pardner, after a brief hesitation, obeyed his summons and went on.
The saloons along Center Street were virtually deserted and, after looking that way, Gideon changed directions. Headed for the Cattleman's Hall, which was behind Stone Creek's only bank, in the middle of a weedy lot.
Horses surrounded it, in a great, shadowy horde, and the lively strains of a fiddle and a washboard spilled out the open doors of the hall, along with laughter and the stomping of feet.
Gideon proceeded toward the hall.
Lark followed, staying close to the clapboard wall of the bank. She ought to just go home, she told herself. Look after Lydia and Mrs. Porter and perhaps mend her torn bloomers. Instead, she kept going, filled with a mysterious urgency that literally drove her on.
The squeal of a horse made her draw in a sharp breath. At first she thought the animal was hurt, but then she saw it rearing onto its hind legs, its forelegs pawing at the air, monstrously big in the moonlight and the glow of the lanterns inside the hall. The rider on its back was no more than an outline of a human form.
Gideon sprinted toward the hall.
Lark ran after him, no longer caring if he saw her.
The rider ducked his head and rode through the doorway at a gallop.
Pardner began to bark, and streaked after Gideon, who was running full-out now.
Screams and shouts rang from inside the Cattleman's Hall.
Gideon disappeared through the opening.
Lark ran faster, breathless now. She reached the doorway just in time to see several men trying to catch hold of the horse's bridle—the animal was terrified, its eyes rolling, its nostrils flared as it kicked and skidded on the dance floor. The rider on its back, obviously drunk, threw back his head and let out a bellowing whoop.
Gideon managed to grasp one of the reins, tried to soothe the horse with his free hand.
The rider swung the horse around, meaning to see Gideon trampled, but he moved swiftly, slipping under the animal's lathered neck to the other side.
"Willie!" a man yelled. "You get down off that horse before somebody gets killed!"
Lark put a hand to her mouth, frozen in the doorway, trying to see Gideon, but he was behind the horse now, and men were converging cautiously from all sides of the room.
The horse began to kick hard with its hind legs, and everyone jumped back, and in the confusion of all that, the rider called Willie must have drawn his gun. A shot exploded in the breath-hot, fear-heavy room.
Several women shrieked, and Lark would wonder, ever after, if she'd been one of them.
Willie spurred the horse into a run, and Lark barely got out of the way before they shot through the doorway.
And there was Gideon, lying on the floor, with blood pooling through his coat, wounded in the left shoulder. Pardner slinked close and bared his teeth, snarling ferociously at anyone who tried to approach.
Lark hurried toward them.
Pardner whimpered when she landed on her knees beside Gideon, cupping his pale, blood-spattered face in both hands.
"Gideon!" she cried. "Gideon!"
He didn't open his eyes.
She laid her head to his chest, felt it rise and fall against her cheek, heard the faint, thready beat of his heart.
She looked up. Pardner was pressed up close to Gideon's side, vicious in his intent to protect the boy from further harm. Lark had no doubt that, mild-mannered as he usually was, that dog could have torn out someone's throat.
"Get Hon Sing," Lark ordered, stunned by the calm, reasonable sound of her own voice. On the inside she was screaming hysterically.
"That Chinaman over to Jolene's?" a man asked, from the blur surrounding the little circle of floor that stayed open around Lark, Gideon and Pardner.
"He's a doctor!" Lark must have shouted the words, because they left her throat raw. "Get him—tell him what's happened—"
Several men ran out of the hall.
A woman tried to bring a ladle of drinking water, shaking in her hand, but Pardner, still fierce as a wounded wolf guarding a cub, growled dangerously and poised himself to lunge.
Lark, still on her knees, tears trickling down her cheeks, leaned forward and rested her forehead against Gideon's.
"Don't die," she whispered. "Please, don't die."
Rowdy arrived in Stone Creek at sunup on Sunday morning, riding low over the saddle and pushing Sam O'Ballivan's spare horse to the limit. Word of Gideon's shooting had reached him at Ruby's by telegram, two and a half hours before.
The words of that wire were burned into his mind as surely as if someone had heated an iron until it glowed red orange and branded them there.
"Gideon shot. Come quickly. Lark."
Supposing Gideon had been taken to Mrs. Porter's, Rowdy was headed that way, but Pardner suddenly ran out from beside the jailhouse, barking frantically.
Rowdy reined for home.
There were lights burning in the windows, and three or four horses stood out front. Pardner darted for the door and scrabbled at it with his forepaws, even as Rowdy swung down out of the saddle and sprinted after him.
The door opened just as Rowdy caught up to Pardner, and Lark stood there, her hair all atumble, one cheek and the front of her dress smudged with blood.
"Rowdy," she said.
Rowdy gripped her shoulders, heard Sam and the major ride in behind him but didn't look back. "Is he— Is Gideon—"
She shook her head. "But it's bad," she whispered raggedly. "Oh, Rowdy, it's bad—"
He half thrust her aside.
Gideon lay, stripped to the waist, on the long kitchen table. The Chinaman from Jolene's place stood beside him, with a scalpel gleaming in his right hand. Needles protruded from various parts of Gideon's still body, shining in the lamplight.
"What the hell—?" Rowdy rasped, about to go for the Chinaman.
But Lark stepped in front of him. Placed her cool hands on either side of his face and made him look into her eyes.
"Rowdy," she said, very slowly, "listen to me. Hon Sing is a surgeon. And without him, Gideon hasn't a chance of surviving."
'The needles—"
"They'll control the pain and keep Gideon from bleeding too much," Lark said in the same steady, careful tone of voice.
Rowdy recalled something about Hon Sing and his needles—something Gideon had said—but the gist of it eluded him. "That's crazy, Gideon needs a doctor—"
"Hon Sing is a doctor," Lark said, gripping Rowdy's shoulders now. "Let him work, Rowdy. Please, let him work."
Rowdy shoved a hand through his hair, pushed gently past Lark to approach the table and stand looking down at his brother. His eyes burned, and his throat felt like a fist, gripping so tight that he wondered if he'd ever breathe again.
Across the table stood Hon Sing, still holding the scalpel. The Chinaman's gaze met Rowdy's and held.
Rowdy looked down at Gideon again.
And then, very slowly, he backed away.
Lark was there to meet him when he turned. She took his hand, squeezed. Through a haze he saw Sam and the major standing just inside the door. Heard Sam say, "Everybody out, except for the doctor and Rowdy and Miss Morgan."
People filed past, all men—Rowdy had seen their horses out front, but not really registered their presence inside the house. But now he just stared down into Lark's eyes, sure he'd splinter into fragments if he looked away; that outside her notice, he didn't exist at all.
"What happened?" he ground out. He knew the Chinaman had begun cutting on Gideon, and couldn't bring himself to look.
Couldn't leave, either.
Couldn't move.
Lark was holding him upright, with only the look in her eyes. "We can talk about that later," she said gently. "Right now we're just going to wait."
Sam appeared behind Lark, solemn and trail worn from the hard ride out of Flagstaff. "Rowdy," he said, his voice quiet, "the major and I will stay and make sure the boy's looked after. You go with Lark and sit down someplace, let her help you wait this through."
Rowdy nodded, though what Sam said didn't make any real sense to him.
He turned and stumbled toward the door, trusting Lark to follow him.
She gripped his hand again and headed him in another direction.
Next thing he knew, he was sitting on the edge of his bed, with his head in his hands, while Lark occupied a straight-backed chair nearby.
"I never should have let him come here," he said, after a long, long time spent groping his way through a thicket of regrets. He looked into Lark's eyes and gave a gruff, mirthless laugh. "He thought he was a deputy. And I let him believe it—even gave him a badge."
Lark didn't speak. Maybe she knew he needed to talk, say what was inside him.
"He's sixteen years old, Lark," he went on.
She nodded, looked as though she wanted to close the space between them and take him into her arms, but didn't.
"He's supposed to go to college next fall, back in Pennsylvania. It's all paid for. I gave my word I'd keep him safe. And now he's lying on a kitchen table, with needles stuck in him everywhere, while a saloon-swabbing Chinaman whacks at him with a knife."
Lark's mouth tightened briefly, but her eyes were compassionate. "I told you," she said, very softly. "Hon Sing is a doctor. A surgeon."
"Then why's he working for Jolene Bell?" Rowdy demanded, as some of the shock subsided, and he began to think a little more clearly.
"Because he and Mai Lee have to earn a living," Lark said moderately. "He'd never be allowed to practice medicine here."
"I should have been here."
"You weren't. There's no point in torturing yourself."
He thrust out a sigh, rumpled his hair again. Wondered where he'd lost his hat. "If I could be out there on that table, if I could take Gideon's place, I would," he said.
"I know," Lark replied.
"Tell me what happened."
"I'm not sure you're ready to hear it."
"I'm ready. Tell me, Lark, because I'm going to go crazy if you don't."
She told him.
Gideon had come to the rooming house for supper and birthday cake. Afterward, he'd announced that he had rounds to make, because he, Rowdy, was away. Lark had been unsettled by his going and decided to follow him.
In an effort to protect Gideon's pride—the kind of thing only a woman would do—she'd stayed out of sight.
He'd looked toward the saloons, Gideon had, and, evidently satisfied that all was well there, headed on to the dance at the Cattleman's Hall.
Rowdy saw the rearing horse in his mind's eye, and the rider on its back, just as clearly as if he'd been there himself. Saw the man bend low to ride a panicked horse inside the dance hall. Heard the screams from inside.
Closed his eyes.
"Gideon tried to stop him," Lark finished. "He must have gotten hold of the bridle, on the side where I couldn't see. And then there was a gunshot, and the man rode out, and Gideon was—Gideon was just lying there...."
"Who was this rider?" Rowdy asked taut with the need to know.
"Someone called him Willie," Lark said carefully.
"I'll kill him," Rowdy said, and he'd never meant a thing he'd said in his life more than he meant that. His brain hitched back to his first day in Stone Creek, when he and Pardner had availed themselves of Jolene's bathhouse. Two men had come in—one named Harlan, one named Willie.
The second man's features came clear in Rowdy's mind.
"No," Lark replied. "You'll let Sam handle this."
"I'm the marshal."
"You're also Gideon's brother. You can't possibly be objective."
"I don't want to be objective," Rowdy protested. "I want to shove a .44 down the bastard's throat and blow his stomach out through his—" He stopped, remembering that this was Lark he was talking to, not Sam or his pa.
Her face was pale, her eyes wide. A faint shimmer of gold showed at the roots of her lush brown hair, now falling from its pins.
"Why did they bring him here, and not to Mrs. Porter's?"
"Because of Lydia," Lark said. "She's been through a great deal as it is, and she's very fond of Gideon. I didn't want her to see him like this. And, anyhow, since you live here, this is Gideon's real home."
Gideon's "real home" was Ruby's Saloon and Poker House, but it was miles away and thick with rangers. Ruby might have seen to the boy, but without Pa there to insist, it seemed almost as likely that she wouldn't have wanted the bother.
He thought of Rose's small grave outside the cemetery fence, and imagined a new one being dug beside it for Gideon.
His stomach threatened to come up, right along with the contents.
"Why did you have to go back to Flagstaff in such a hurry?" Lark asked. "Gideon said Sam and the major met you on the road, and you rode right out again."
I don't reckon I could go along ? Rowdy heard his brother say.
God, if only he'd said yes.
If only he'd said yes.
None of this would have happened. Gideon would be safe.
"There was another train robbery this morning," Rowdy said. "Maybe an hour's ride outside Flagstaff. And old Autry Whitman himself was a witness—"
Lark's eyes rounded, and her wan face went white. "Autry Whitman?" she repeated, gripping the sides of her chair with both hands. "He was there?"
Rowdy watched her, ready to spring off the bed and catch her before she tumbled forward in a swoon and hit the floor, if it came to that. "Do you know him, Lark? Autry Whitman?"
She shivered at the name, but shook her head violently. "No!"
She was lying, of course, but Rowdy didn't call her on it.
She stood up, sat down again.
And then tears brimmed along her lower lashes and spilled over.
Oh, yes. She knew Autry Whitman, all right.
He might even be the man she was running from.
Whatever Whitman was to her, she was scared to death of him.
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Sitting there in Rowdy's bedroom, precisely the place she shouldn't have been, Lark reeled at the revelation he'd just made.
Autry was in Flagstaff—Rowdy had seen him, spoken to him.
Her former husband would be furious about the train robbery, of course, and because he'd been aboard when it happened, the affront would be magnified to Biblical proportions. Worse, if he was dissatisfied with the investigation, he might well come to Stone Creek, chasing after Sam and the major, meaning to cajole and threaten until they returned, tracked down the criminals and restored whatever had been stolen.
Rowdy was watching her closely, from where he sat on the edge of the bed, and she knew he wouldn't buy anything but the truth.
She had to run.
But she couldn't. Because Nell Franks still hadn't come to fetch Lydia back to Phoenix. And because of Gideon. How could she leave and never know if he'd fully recovered—or even survived?
She could not go, not even if it meant coming face-to-face with Autry Whitman.
"Let me help you, Lark," Rowdy said quietly.
Tears stung her eyes. "Autry is a dangerous man," she replied woodenly. "You have no idea how powerful he is, how far his reach extends, and what people will do for him because he pays them—"
She paused, shuddered.
Once, in a moment of anger, Autry had grabbed her hard by the hair, pulled her face close to his and spat out the words, "Defy me, Lark. Go ahead. You'll find yourself inside a pine box, like all the others!"
Like all the others.
Lark had known he wasn't bluffing; Autry had surely ordered murders, and beatings, as well. He employed a network of thugs and never dirtied his own hands. But to cross him was fatal business, especially when money was involved.
She'd injured him in a far worse way; she'd damaged his formidable pride. If Autry got her alone, cornered her somewhere, he might well kill her, and personally.
She swallowed, simply unable to contain the secret any longer; whatever the consequences, she had to tell one person, and that person was Rowdy. "Autry Whitman," she said, "is my former husband."
Rowdy leaned forward, rested his forearms on the thighs of his muddy trousers. He did not look horrified, or even particularly surprised, though the look in his blue eyes was as sharp as the point on any of Hon Sing's needles. "Former?" he asked, very quietly.
Outside that room, Hon Sing was operating on Gideon, and the boy's life hung in the balance. Inside, the air seemed to quiver.
"Former," Lark confirmed. "I divorced Autry a few days after I left Denver. I've been hiding ever since."
Rowdy nodded. "I thought it must be something like that," he said. "It isn't an easy thing, getting a divorce, especially when it's the woman who goes after it. How did you manage it so quickly?"
Lark let out a long breath. Wished she could go and sit beside Rowdy on his bed, feel his arm slip around her, steely strong. But she was too afraid he'd shun her. "If you have enough money," she said evenly, "you can do almost anything."
"Were there any children, Lark?" Rowdy put the question gently enough, but she could see by the flicker in his eyes that the answer was important to him.
"Of course not," she said, feeling mildly indignant. Given all that had happened during the night, Gideon's shooting, seeing him moved from the Cattleman's Hall here, in the back of someone's wagon, she was mostly numb. "I wouldn't have left my own child behind. And besides, Autry couldn't—"
"Couldn't what?" Rowdy prompted, when she fell silent. "Couldn't make love to you?"
She trembled, bit down so hard on the inside of her lower lip that she tasted blood. "He tried. He put his hands on me—and sometimes, he even—" She closed her eyes.
"It's all right, Lark," Rowdy said, though he still gave no indication that he wanted her beside him, that he'd ever touch her again. "You were married to the man. Naturally, you shared his bed."
Lark tried to blink away her tears, but more came, and then more, until her face was wet. She sat rigidly in her chair, yearning to be held, fearing she'd perish, at least on the inside, if Rowdy spurned her. "I didn't feel—I didn't feel any of the things I felt with you." She gave a slight shake of her head, and a bitter little sob of a laugh. "I didn't even know it was possible to feel those things."
The corner of Rowdy's mouth tilted up, but the grin came nowhere near his eyes. He looked so worn down that, even in her own extremity, Lark suddenly wanted to offer him consolation more than she wanted to receive it from him. She ached to lie down with Rowdy Rhodes and wrap her arms around him, and hold him tightly until everything was all right.
"Whitman is old enough to be your grandfather," he said. "What possessed you to marry him in the first place? And don't say you loved him, because I know you didn't. Was it the money, Lark?"
Lark straightened her spine. She'd thought the hardest part of all this would be telling Rowdy that she'd lived two horrid years as Autry Whitman's wife, a plaything to be fondled and spoiled and petted—and used. But, no, she had yet to say the most difficult truth.
She shook her head. "It wasn't the money," she said. "I was singing in a saloon in San Francisco when I met Autry."
"Go on," Rowdy said. His voice hadn't changed, nor had his manner, but his eyes were hard as he waited for the rest.
"I was the 'swing' girl," Lark reflected, looking back in her mind, seeing herself on that ridiculous crimson velvet contraption, suspended from the high ceiling of Cyrus Teede's show house by golden ropes, soaring out over the upturned faces of leering men in one of several scant costumes, singing and smiling just as though she enjoyed being the center of all that lascivious attention.
Instead, she'd lived in fear.
Whenever the box office receipts were down, Teede, a hoodlum in gentleman's garb, threatened to send men to her room. They'd be willing to pay handsomely for a visit, Teede had said, and she wouldn't even have to sing.
Lark had been well paid for performing in the show house, but Cyrus "invested" most of her money. She'd tried to leave twice. On both occasions Cyrus had found her and dragged her back. Slapped her into submission.
She realized, as she was remembering all this, that she was telling it to Rowdy, too. Saying it right out loud.
"Then, one spring evening, Autry came to see the show. Everyone kowtowed to him, the famous railroad owner. Teede had already told me he was planning to sell my favors, and I knew that was going to be the night, because I'd seen him talking with some of the regulars, all of them looking at me. I saw money change hands. I was so afraid, I could barely sing—I knew Teede meant what he'd said, and all the doors were being watched by his henchmen. I wasn't going to get away, and I'd be beaten senseless if I tried—after Teede's customers had their way with me."
Rowdy's jawline tightened, but he didn't speak. He simply waited.
Lark swallowed. "Autry immediately let it be known that he wanted me, the way he might have wanted a bauble in a storefront window. He believed I was a...a prostitute, but he was willing to marry me, just the same." She blew out a breath. "Oh, he was so noble about it. He must have paid Teede an astronomical sum of money to let me go—"
Rowdy shifted, watching her, resting his elbows on his thighs now, his fingers tented beneath his chin. "What happened then, Lark?" he asked, his voice as still as deep waters sheltered from the wind on all sides.
Lark dashed at her cheeks with the back of one hand, raised her chin a notch. "Autry and I were married that same night, by a justice of the peace, in Teede's back office. I'd escaped being thrown to those men like a carcass to wolves—but I hadn't escaped. I still spent the night in a rich stranger's bed."
Rowdy closed his eyes against the images, but Lark knew by the bunching of a muscle in his cheek that he hadn't evaded them.
Having begun the tale, Lark couldn't seem to stop. Words tumbled out of her mouth, truths long withheld, even from herself. "I was a virgin when Autry took me the first time, but, like I said, he never believed that, even when he made me bleed. I guess he thought it was some kind of whore's trick. By morning, I was so raw and bruised, I could barely get out of bed—the only reason I did, the only reason I didn't just lie there, waiting to die, was the fear that Autry would pounce on me again."
Rowdy muttered a curse, and Lark felt condemned by it.
"Do you know what he did the day after we were married?" she went on, partly out of spite, because she was sure Rowdy was judging her, and partly because she still couldn't stop the flow of confession. "He bought me a new wardrobe and all sorts of jewelry— oh, I was a showpiece, to be sure. Back in Denver, he installed me in his mansion and presented me as his pristine young bride, who'd married him for love. I played the part until I couldn't stand it anymore."
"And then?"
She told Rowdy about the funeral she'd attended with Autry. Said how she'd pleaded a sick headache and asked to leave. Then she'd told the carriage driver she'd gotten word that her sister was sick—dear God, how many times had she longed for a real sister, someone like Maddie O'Ballivan, to turn to for help?—and taken the next train out of town.
She'd gone to San Francisco first, even though it was Cyrus Teede's territory, because she had a few hundred dollars there, money she'd saved while singing for a living, mostly given to her by men hoping for more than a song, tucked into a safe deposit box in a bank. It had taken every penny to end her marriage to Autry, and she'd paid it gladly.
She'd gone to a special shop, immediately after securing the divorce, certain that Autry had already hired Pinkertons to search for her, and had her blond hair dyed brown. Then, clutching her copy of the decree of divorcement, she'd boarded another train, the first one leaving San Francisco that day, not caring where it was headed, as long as it wasn't Denver.
She'd gotten off in Phoenix, bought a newspaper for a penny and read the classified advertisements. Thus she'd learned there was a teaching position open in Stone Creek, and that Mrs. Porter had clean rooms to let for a reasonable price.
She'd gone without meals on the long stagecoach ride north from Phoenix, a journey of several days, for her money—now amounting only to what she'd stolen from Autry's humidor in the study—was nearly gone. It had taken the last of it to secure room and board at Mrs. Porter's, and even then she hadn't had enough. Mrs. Porter had taken pity on her and let her pay the rest when she received her first month's salary.
Having related all this, Lark felt dry and empty inside. She had nothing more to tell, so she just sat there, her back straight, waiting for some reaction from Rowdy.
When it came, it startled her so that she nearly bolted.
He rose off the bed, with a creaking of mattress springs, crossed to her, and pulled her to her feet. And then he began unbuttoning the bodice of her ruined dress.
When he'd removed the dress, Rowdy threw back the covers on the bed and laid her down on them. Took off her shoes. Drew the quilt up to her chin and bent to kiss her forehead.
"Get some sleep," he told her. "We'll figure out what to do about Whitman and the rest of it later, when you're rested. Right now I'm so worried about Gideon, I can't think about anything else."
Lark ached to be held, and at the very same time, she prayed Rowdy would leave her alone. Prayed he didn't think, as Autry had, that she was a whore, ripe for using. As much as she wanted Rowdy Rhodes, she couldn't have borne it if he used her.
Fresh tears sprang to her eyes, and it was all she could do not to reach for Rowdy, not to pull him down onto the bed beside her.
He left the room, closing the door quietly behind him.
Lark lay stiff in the cool, wintry light streaming in through the window. She would never sleep again; she was sure of that.
But in the next moment she nodded off.
Hours later she awakened, stirred from the depths of slumber by some sound, and knew that Rowdy was back. It must have been early afternoon, she concluded, but she couldn't be sure she hadn't slept round the clock, either. If she had, it was Monday, and she was late for school.
Lark watched, her heart pounding, as Rowdy sat down on the side of the bed to remove his boots.
"I know you're awake," he said. "No sense pretending you're not."
Lark sighed. "Gideon?"
"He'll be a while mending, but he'll be all right. Sam and I brought the cot from the jailhouse, and Gideon's sleeping on that. Mai Lee came to sit with him, once Hon Sing finished the surgery."
Tears of relief rushed to Lark's eyes, but she blinked them back.
"What time is it? Is it still Sunday?"
"It's about three-thirty in the afternoon, and, yes, it's still Sunday."
"I'm not a whore, Rowdy," she heard herself say.
"I know that," he replied, standing to haul off his shirt, unbutton his pants, strip till he was naked.
Lark blinked, at once thrilled and alarmed by the sight of him. "You do?"
He chuckled, lifted the covers and got into bed beside her. He felt hard and solid and blessedly warm, and she resisted an urge to draw closer to him, slip into his arms.
Had the time come?
Was he going to make love to her?
Or was he there simply because he was exhausted and there wasn't another bed?
As if in answer, Rowdy rolled from his back onto his side. Laid a hand boldly over Lark's left breast. She was wearing only a camisole and a pair of drawers—left from when he'd undressed her earlier.
"This is the day, Lark," he said, caressing her, chafing at her nipple with the side of his thumb until it jutted against the thin fabric of her camisole and she groaned. "You can still say no. I swear I won't touch you again, if you do, but if you want me as much as I want you, then I'll have you."
She couldn't speak. So she simply nodded.
Rowdy sighed, a deep, masculine sound, and worked the tiny buttons on her camisole until her breasts were bared to him.
Her breath was already fast and shallow. "She'll hear," she fretted. "Mai Lee will hear—"
"She's asleep," Rowdy said, and bent to suckle at her nipple even as he hooked a thumb under the top of her drawers and began pulling them down. "There'll be plenty to hear, though, if she isn't."
Lark moaned again.
And then Rowdy's hand slipped between her legs, and he found the tear in her bloomers, chuckled as he worked his fingers through to play with her. "So you wanted to be ready for me," he said.
Lark whimpered as he teased her most sensitive spot. Shook her head. "I must have put them back on by mistake—" she protested, but even that much was so hard to say, given what he was doing to her, that she couldn't go on.
"Liar," he said. He went back to suckling at her breast, and she gasped softly and started when he thrust his fingers inside her. Her hips surged up off the mattress, seeking more.
He brought her quickly to that first release, sharp and keen, but not assuaging her terrible need. Instead she wanted him more.
He shifted onto his knees, removed her drawers, tossed them aside, along with the camisole. He spread her hair out around her head on the pillows and then, gently, he guided her hands to the rails in the headboard, closed her fingers around them.
Confused, feeling deliciously vulnerable, Lark tightened her grip.
"I'm not a whore," she said again.
"I wouldn't do this if I thought you were," he answered, and kissed his way down her belly until he reached the place where his fingers played. He parted her, took her into his mouth.
Perspiration slickened Lark's palms as she gripped the headboard railings. She moaned his name, pleading.
He took his time with her, took his pleasure, now feasting upon her, now barely flicking at her with the tip of his tongue.
Finally, when the need was beyond bearing, Lark exploded, her entire body convulsing in a spasm so sweetly violent that she couldn't hold in a long, lusty wail of release.
Mai Lee must surely have heard, she thought, but then Rowdy was on top of her, lying between her spread legs, prodding at her, causing her to open for him, and she couldn't think of anything else but the way it felt.
He entered her with one swift motion of his hips. Went deep.
Lark's eyes rolled back in her head, and her grip on the headboard felt slippery. She dared not let go, though, because she needed anchoring, needed some way to keep her mind tethered to her body—her quivering, anxious, seeking body.
Rowdy pressed his hands into the mattress on either side of Lark, and paused, his head thrown back. She felt him restraining himself, knew he was savoring the feel of her around him, even exulting, in some elemental male way, in possessing her.
She began to move beneath him, very slightly and very slowly, and the power shifted. Rowdy groaned hoarsely, whispered her name.
They found a rhythm then, moving in concert, with a savage grace.
He brought her to the brink, brought himself to the brink.
Then he stopped again. Without withdrawing from her, he lowered himself to kiss her, conquering her as thoroughly with his tongue as with his manhood. She was breathless when their mouths parted, and could only make a low, guttural sound when he began to take her in earnest.
He moved more and more quickly, though each stroke was as smooth as a sword thrust into a scabbard. Lark drew up her knees and thrashed under Rowdy, pummeled him wildly with her body, let go of the headboard at the final moment—and soared.
She felt Rowdy stiffen, long moments after her own climax, and spill himself into her, moaning her name, over and over again, as he gave himself up.
He fell to her, and they lay entwined for a long, silent while, breathing raggedly, and as one.
"Do you think Mai Lee heard?" Lark asked, worried.
"No," Rowdy said. "But she might hear this." And then he turned her onto her stomach, and set her hands back on the rails above her head, and glided into her from behind, one hand cupping her right breast, the other under her, stroking the nubbin of flesh between her legs. She felt the walls of her femininity convulse around him.
Lark climaxed, hard, within three thrusts, and buried her face in Rowdy's pillow to muffle her throaty cries. She was still reeling from that when Rowdy, who hadn't given in to pleasure yet, raised her onto her hands and knees. After pausing, kissing her shoulders, her spine, the back of her neck, he rammed into her, like a stallion taking a mare, catapulting her into a daze of new and wholly unexpected ecstasy.
This time, there was no muffling her cries.
And no muffling his.
Half the town must have known what they were doing, let alone Mai Lee, Lark thought, in some small, lucid part of her mind, as she quivered at the peak of a shattering surrender. And she didn't give a damn.
Let them know.
Let them know Rowdy Rhodes was having the schoolmarm in a squeaky bed in the house behind the jailhouse, having her thoroughly. And she was loving it.
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Rowdy was gone long before Lark awakened in a strange bed much later, confused and a little disoriented. Then, remembering what had transpired there, she felt her cheeks burn, even as she set aside her own embarrassment, by force of will, to consider more pressing matters.
Gideon. Was he alive? Had Hon Sing's surgery succeeded?
She sat bolt upright, desperate to know.
And Lydia. How was she faring? Lark had not seen the child since before she left Mrs. Porter's to follow Gideon to the Cattleman's Hall, and though she'd been on the mend, a relapse was certainly possible.
Finally, there was Autry. He could be on his way to Stone Creek even at that moment, or, worse, he might already have arrived. Suppose he'd installed himself at the Territorial Hotel, bent on harrying Sam and the major to pursue the train robbers with every available resource?
He might see her, at any time, or hear her name by chance. Most people addressed her as "Miss Morgan"—Autry wouldn't recognize that, because she'd made it up out of whole cloth—but someone might refer to her as "Lark," and that would be disastrous.
Why hadn't she called herself Susan or Mary, names common enough to escape notice?
But she knew the answer, of course. She'd given up so much of herself, running and lying and dying her hair. She'd kept the name her mother had given her because she hadn't wanted to abandon herself completely—because she was Lark.
Filled with sudden urgency, she looked frantically about for her clothes, but they were missing. Everything was gone—the dress stained with Gideon's blood when she'd knelt beside him after the shooting, and when she'd held him in her arms in the bed of a wagon as he was being transported to Rowdy's house. The drawers and camisole had vanished, too. Everything had been taken away except her shoes, which still lay oddly askew where Rowdy had tossed them when he took them off her feet.
Lark snatched the quilt off the bed, wrapped it around herself like a coronation robe, and opened the bedroom door just a crack. Peered out.
Gideon lay sleeping on his cot. Lark squinted, examining him from a distance. His shoulder was bandaged, seeping a little, but his color was good, and he seemed to be breathing normally, and with relative ease, considering what he'd been through.
There was no sign of Mai Lee or of Hon Sing, but Rowdy sat near the stove, reading a book, fully clad, one booted foot braced against the chrome rail, and Pardner was stretched out on the floor, midway between him and Gideon, keeping his canine vigil.
"Where are my clothes?" Lark whispered anxiously, and with a peevish note in her voice.
Rowdy grinned, closed the book. "I burned them," he said, as though it were a perfectly reasonable thing to do. "They were pretty well ruined."
"You burned—What am I supposed to wear? I can't leave this house in a quilt!"
He smiled a private little smile, as though relishing the thought of Lark parading through Stone Creek clad only in the covering from his bed, then nodded toward the table, where a bundle waited, wrapped in brown paper and neatly tied up with twine. "Mai Lee fetched some things for you from the rooming house. Shall I bring them to you?"
"No!" Lark replied quickly, and rushed out to snatch the package off the table, nearly losing her grasp on the quilt in the process.
Rowdy smiled. "Bathing room's that way," he said, nodding toward a nearby door. "I lit a fire under the boiler a while ago, so the water ought to be hot."
The very thought of a real bath restored Lark considerably. She took her fresh clothes, the edge of the quilt dragging behind her with a homespun kind of elegance, and scurried in the direction Rowdy indicated.
The tub was a thing of gleaming splendor, the likes of which Lark had not seen since before she'd fled Denver. There was a flush commode, too, and a pedestal sink made of real porcelain, though it only had one spigot. Even at Mrs. Porter's, surely the best-appointed house in Stone Creek, she had used chamber pots and the privy, and taken shivering baths in her room, with only a basin, a cloth and a towel.
After closing the bathing room door carefully behind her, Lark set the clean clothes Mai Lee had brought her on the lid of the commode, still in their parcel, put the plug in place in the bathtub and turned on the spigots.
Gloriously plentiful, steaming water poured out of the faucet, thundering into the tub, and Lark was so overcome with gratitude and joy that she nearly wept.
She let go of the quilt, letting it fall into a pool of faded color at her feet, stuck a toe in to test the water. It was perfect—hot, but not scalding—and best of all, it soon filled the tub nearly to the brim.
Settling in, Lark soaked awhile, then used the soap and washcloth Rowdy must have set out for her, scrubbing herself squeaky-clean from head to foot. The feeling was so heavenly that she almost forgot that Autry was bound to come to Stone Creek, if he hadn't already, and discover her there. Even if she hid out, which she fully intended to do, she couldn't remain entirely invisible. She still had to teach school, after all, and she would need to look in on Gideon often, while he recovered.
She slipped down into the water until it reached her chin, frowning.
Common sense argued for leaving. She could enlist someone, surely, to escort her as far as Phoenix in a wagon or a buggy—she couldn't risk getting aboard the stagecoach, because its arrival and departure were events in Stone Creek, and her going would arouse considerable notice. Once she'd reached Phoenix, which seemed an impossible feat in itself, even if Autry didn't send riders after her, she could...what?
Board a train? Autry could have agents on all of them, looking for her.
Buy a stagecoach ticket? Where would she go, and what would she do when she got there—wherever "there" was? She had no friends, no family and no money.
All these things compounded the problem, of course, but they weren't the real reasons she couldn't leave Stone Creek.
She was bound to the place by ties of caring—for Gideon, for Lydia and all her students. The school term wouldn't be over until early June, and honor required her to complete her contract, informal though it was.
And there was a still greater reason.
It would mean leaving Rowdy.
Before he'd made love to her, she could have gone somewhere else, given herself a new name and started over, entrusting Gideon and Lydia to others. Sam O'Ballivan, busy as he was, had worked as a schoolmaster in Haven—he could have finished out the term for her or found someone else. But from the first moment of intimacy—not in Rowdy's bed just hours before, but on the way out to Sam and Maddie's place, when he'd made her shout his name to the sky—she'd been lost to any plan that didn't include him.
Rowdy might well vanish one of these days, she knew, because he had dangerous secrets of his own. If that happened, assuming she managed to deal with Autry and hold on to her job after the truth came out— she'd been married and divorced, and those things were considered unacceptable in a teacher—she'd stay on in Stone Creek, she decided, and live out her best years as a spinster schoolmarm. But at least she would have known passion, and the memory would sustain her through otherwise lonely nights.
She would find a way to survive, even to thrive, with or without Rowdy.
What she would not do was run away again.
She meant to stand and face Autry, if it came to that. She knew Rowdy would help her, and in the event that he'd already gone, she would seek Sam O'Balli-van's assistance.
Having come to terms with these things, Lark felt renewed, though her fears certainly hadn't diminished. She completed her bath, dried herself off with a flour-sack towel and donned her clothes, smiling when she found her hairbrush, toothbrush and powder tucked in the folds of her green woolen skirt.
Silently she blessed Mai Lee for her thoughtfulness.
She brushed out her hair—it wanted washing, but that was an undertaking that required several hours— plaited it into a single braid and tied it with a bit of the twine Mai Lee had used to bind the parcel closed.
She must have looked quite presentable when she stepped out of the bathing room, because something sparked in Rowdy's eyes as he watched her. She looked away, embarrassed to remember just how completely she'd surrendered to him.
She stood over Gideon's cot, leaned a little to touch the boy's forehead.
He opened his eyes, looked up at her in bafflement. "Miss Morgan?" he ground out. "What are you doing here?"
Rowdy all but overturned his chair getting to his feet, coming to stand beside Lark. While he'd seemed calm, at his reading, he'd been waiting for Gideon to wake up, and probably fearing that he never would.
Lark watched, smiling through tears, as remembrance dawned in Gideon's face. "I was shot," he said, very slowly.
"Yes," Lark answered. "But you're going to be all right. Hon Sing took very good care of you."
"Did he stick a bunch of needles in me?" Gideon asked, grinning wanly.
"He did," said Lark with a nod. "And he performed surgery on you, too. That's why you have bandages. The bullet came very close to your heart."
He shifted on the cot, sought and found Rowdy's face, where a lecture was brewing, his expression both obstinate and chagrined. "I was only trying to be a good deputy," Gideon said.
Rowdy's voice was hoarse when he answered. "It was a damn fool thing, what you did. But it was brave as hell, too. Do anything like it again, though, and I'll shoot you myself"
Gideon tried to sit up, fell back down onto the cot again. Pardner stepped up to lick his cheek, and he chuckled and reached out, shakily, to ruffle the dog's ears.
Lark remembered the fierce way Pardner had guarded Gideon after he was shot, and smiled. When Gideon felt better, she'd tell him all about it. Tell him how she'd had to spend long minutes calming the dog before he'd allow anyone besides Lark to get close, and how Pardner had jumped into the back of the wagon, with her and Gideon, to make the ride with them.
"Are you hurting?" Rowdy asked his brother. "Hon Sing left some stuff here—to take for pain. Powder, folded up in a piece of paper."
Gideon shook his head. "I just feel numb, pretty much everywhere." He looked at Lark again, searched her face. "You followed me to the dance, didn't you?"
Lark drew up a chair, took Gideon's hand in both of hers. He'd been unconscious, from the time of the shooting until just a few minutes before. If he'd awakened at any point, she would have known, because she'd been watching him so closely. "How did you know that?"
"I saw you," he said. He glanced sheepishly at Rowdy, but his eyes were clear and solemn when he turned back to Lark. "I saw Rose, too." Gideon paused, swallowed. Rowdy went to get him some water. He drank from the ladle, then nodded, as if to confirm his own words to himself. "I saw Rose. You were kneeling beside me, Lark, and Rose was standing right behind you. She was wearing the dress she died in."
"Who is Rose?" Lark asked, moved.
"My sister," Gideon said. "She died when she was four years old."
Lark was confounded, her emotions stirred in some deep and inexplicable way, and Rowdy remained silent.
"You don't believe me," Gideon accused, looking from one of them to the other. "You don't think I really saw Rose. But I did.. .1 did."
"I do believe you, Gideon," Lark said.
"You only thought you saw her," Rowdy said. "You were shot, Gideon, and you had some kind of dream. Drink some more water."
"Be quiet," Lark told Rowdy, holding Gideon's hand tightly now. "Did you speak with...with Rose?" she asked softly.
Gideon shook his head. "I wanted to," he said sadly, "but there wasn't time. She was there, and she said some things I can't remember now, and I wanted to go with her when she left, but she shook her head. Then she was gone."
Lark bit her lip. "After my mother died," she said, smoothing Gideon's blankets gently, "I was inconsolable. My grandfather was lost in his own grief, and he wouldn't have known what to say to me, anyway. But the night after her funeral—" she paused, aware that Rowdy was listening intently, and straightened her spine "—well, I would have sworn Mama came and sat on my bed. I didn't see her, though—I wish I had."
Gideon looked somewhat mollified. Then his gaze shifted to Rowdy, standing behind Lark. He changed the course of the conversation. "Did you find Pa? Did he—?"
Lark felt the swift tension in Rowdy's body, even though they weren't touching, perhaps because some unseen, mystical factor of their lovemaking still connected them. She looked back at him just in time to see him shake his head, not in denial, but in warning.
The reminder was sobering. She might have shared her secrets, but Rowdy still had plenty of his own. She'd bared her soul to him; he'd told her nothing at all.
No, he'd undressed her and put her in his bed. Later he'd returned and ravished her so completely that her body still pulsed with the aftershocks of truly cataclysmic satisfaction. But he'd made no promises, certainly. And he'd withheld the truest part of himself from her, for all the physical intimacy they'd shared.
"I'd better go out and make my rounds," Rowdy said, suddenly uncomfortable. "If Lark—Miss Morgan—wouldn't mind staying with you for a while..."
Lark nodded. "I'll stay," she said. For Gideon's sake, Rowdy Rhodes, not yours.
"Obliged," Rowdy said, as though they were two polite strangers, almost colliding on a sidewalk, then cordially sidestepping each other. As though they had not been lovers only a few hours before. "I'll get back as quick as I can."
Lark nodded, a little tersely.
Gideon closed his eyes and drifted back into the solace of sleep, perhaps hoping to find his lost sister, Rose, waiting there.
Bent on going out, as much to escape any questions she might ask, she suspected, as to fulfill his duties as town marshal, Rowdy crossed the room, strapped on his gun belt, reached for his hat and coat.
In a moment of stark clarity, Lark recalled what he'd said, after she'd recounted the events leading up to Gideon's near-fatal shooting, and how, in the midst of the chaos, someone had called out the name "Willie."
I'll kill him, Rowdy had vowed.
Lark rushed to catch him before he went out the door.
"You're not going looking for the man who shot Gideon, are you? Not yet—not without Sam and a posse?"
Rowdy eyes were blank, veiled from within. He'd closed himself off to her, stepped behind some invisible barrier, through which she could not pass. "He's one man," he said grimly. "What do I need with a posse?"
"It's almost dark, Rowdy. At least wait until tomorrow!"
"I mean to ask some questions of the folks that were at that dance, among others." His jaw tightened. "Just the same, if I happen to run across the bastard, I might just have to invoke Rhodes Ordinance."
When I need a law, I just make one, he'd told her the day of the blizzard.
That was Rhodes Ordinance.
Lark gripped Rowdy's arm. "Don't take the law into your own hands," she whispered. "Promise me you won't!"
"I can't make that kind of promise," Rowdy said. "I've lied every day of my life since I was fourteen years old, and I won't do it anymore. If I find Willie— or meet up with Autry Whitman—well, the truth is, I don't know exactly what I'll do, but I'm sure as hell going to do something."
Lark clung to Rowdy. She felt Pardner press between them, squirming to be noticed.
"Stay here with us," she said to Rowdy. "Just for a little while. I'll make some coffee, find something to fix for supper..."
Rowdy smiled almost imperceptibly and placed a light, tantalizing kiss on her mouth. He would share himself with her only when they made love, she realized, and it wasn't enough. It wasn 't enough.
"I'll be all right," he said.
"You won't. Autry is vicious, Rowdy, and, worse, he's a coward. And the man who shot Gideon must be an outlaw, or he wouldn't have done anything like that."
"I can be pretty vicious myself if the situation calls for it," Rowdy said, gently removing her hand from his arm. A cold wind blew in around them, through the partially open door. "And I can handle any outlaw. I know how they think, Lark. I know the places where they hide, everything they're afraid of, how to track them." He paused, looked away for a moment, then met her gaze again. "After all, I'm one of them."
Lark's mouth dropped open.
Rowdy smiled again, his eyes bleak, and went out the door.
Pardner tried to follow, and Rowdy sent him slinking back inside, dejected, with a stern word. The animal plopped down in front of the stove, with a disconsolate little whine low in his throat.
Lark shut the door, leaned against it, pressing her forehead into the wood. Rowdy was an outlaw?
That couldn't have been what he said—she must have misunderstood him. He was the marshal of Stone Creek—Sam O'Ballivan and Major Blackstone thought highly enough of him to give him a badge. And he was too strong, too honorable, too good to be a criminal.
Surely she'd heard him wrong.
Jolene's saloon was closed for business, that being Sunday, but Rowdy found a side door and went in anyway.
All the tables were empty, but Hon Sing was standing on a chair in back of the bar, swabbing down the long mirror with water that smelled pungently of vinegar. Hearing Rowdy enter, or maybe just seeing his reflection in the glass, he turned, paused in his work.
"Boy has fever?" the Chinaman asked.
Rowdy shook his head. "Gideon's doing all right, thanks to you."
Hon Sing dropped the rag he'd been using into the bucket set among the whiskey bottles and dingy glasses under the mirror and stepped down off the chair. Came around to stand facing Rowdy.
"You not come for whiskey," Hon Sing said solemnly.
Again Rowdy shook his head. Took a folded sheet of paper from the inside pocket of his trail coat and extended it to the Chinese doctor who'd been reduced, through circumstance and casual prejudice, to washing mirrors in saloons and cleaning up after whores and gamblers and drunken cowboys.
Hon Sing just looked at the paper, puzzled.
"It's the deed to the place behind the jailhouse," Rowdy said. "I've already signed it over to you and your wife."
Hon Sing blinked, and his hand shook as he took the deed, examined the writing on it, which was probably incomprehensible to him, as highly educated as he undoubtedly was. "Too much," he said warily, though a light of cautious hope glinted in his eyes.
"You saved my brother's life," Rowdy replied. "Seems to me, he and I got the better end of this trade."
Almost reverently Hon Sing tucked the document inside his black cotton shirt. And he smiled. "Thank you," he said, and bowed his head slightly.
Rowdy inclined his own head in response. "I'm grateful, Hon Sing. Truth is, I wouldn't have let you stick those needles in Gideon, let alone cut on him, if Lark hadn't stepped in."
"Miss Morgan fine woman. Good to Mai Lee. Good to Hon Sing." The Chinaman paused, frowned. "Very afraid, though."
Rowdy nodded. He knew now, at least, who Lark feared and why. From what he'd seen of Autry Whitman, not to mention the man's reputation, she'd had good reason to be scared.
He'd deal with Whitman, that was a grim certainty. Right now, though, it was Willie he wanted to find. It was a common name, Willie, but he'd heard it in the bathhouse behind this same saloon, the first day he was in town, and he remembered the man it belonged to. He also remembered that Hon Sing had been present, summoned by Jolene to empty dirty bathwater through the floorboards.
"Do you recall those two cowpokes, or drifters, who came in when my dog Pardner and I were here? One of them was called Harlan, and the other was Willie."
Hon Sing hesitated, then nodded decisively. Smiled, probably at the memory of Pardner sitting in soapy water up to his chest. "Hon Sing remember," he said, and instantly sobered a little.
"Do you know anything about them? Last names? Whether they work around Stone Creek someplace or were just passing through?"
"Not work," Hon Sing said, pondering. "Drifters. But Hon Sing see before."
Rowdy hooked his thumbs in his gun belt. Waited, because he knew there was more. He could practically see the gears turning in Hon Sing's mind as he weighed the implications of speaking or remaining silent.
Hon Sing looked around, probably on the alert for Jolene and then hurried behind the bar, returning with what looked like a ledger book.
"Jolene write names," he said, in an anxious whisper. "Everyone who bathes. Everyone plays poker."
Rowdy took the book, laid it on top of the bar and opened it. Ran his finger down pages of names— coming across that of the mysterious Mr. Porter numerous times, up until about two years back.
Impatient, and worried that Jolene would appear and hand Hon Sing some grief for giving Rowdy access to her private records, he flipped forward until he saw his own name. Grinned slightly at the terse connotation added beneath it.
"And dog."
Below that were the two Rowdy sought—Harlan Speeks and Willie Moran.
Rowdy closed the ledger, handed it to Hon Sing, who quickly put it back in its normal place. "Is Jolene around?" he asked.
Hon Sing looked worried. "In back," he said. Then he patted the deed, standing out against the fabric of his shirt, and smiled very slightly. "Jolene in back, with womans. I get for you?"
Rowdy stopped the man with a glance when he would have rounded the bar to head off on the errand. It would be a while before Mai Lee and Hon Sing could grow a garden on that acre, and the house was still uninhabitable. He didn't want Jolene to get her hackles up, thinking the help had betrayed her, and give Hon Sing the boot.
"You've done enough," he said. "And I'm much obliged. Best you get back to washing down that mirror, though."
Hon Sing nodded, climbed back up on the seat of the chair he'd been standing on earlier and commenced to swabbing again.
Rowdy made for the back of the saloon.
Heard Jolene's cackle before he spotted her, through the doorway of a cramped, dirty kitchen. She and two of her girls were seated at a cluttered table, smoking cheroots and swapping yarns.
Rowdy's entrance caused a little stir.
Jolene immediately sobered and sent the scantily-clad girls scurrying for the back stairs.
"Both of them are available for a price," Jolene said, cocking a thumb toward the steps. A mingling of stale perfume and body odor made the room rank. "Which one do you want?"
"Neither," Rowdy said. He was standing up and dressed, in contrast to the last time a conversation between him and Jolene had taken this turn, and he felt no compunction to hide his distaste. "I don't use the services of whores."
"Just schoolmarms," Jolene said shrewdly.
Rowdy felt the familiar muscle bunch in his jaw. It was the curse of the Yarbros, that muscle, the one part of his body he couldn't control.
Jolene grinned lasciviously. "Whole town knows the high-and-mighty Miss Lark Morgan was all night in your place," she said. "And I'll wager when she leaves, she'll be wearing different clothes than she had on yesterday. Oh, I could make me a fine dollar if I had that bit of baggage in my stable—but she's all yours, isn't she, Marshal Rowdy Rhodes?"
As much as Rowdy would have liked to claim Lark for his own, he knew he couldn't. He was wanted, an outlaw chasing outlaws. One of these days the past was bound to catch up with him, and he had a gut-clenching hunch it would be soon.
Lark deserved a good husband, a home, children of her own.
With a price on his head, he couldn't give her those things.
And there was one other thing he knew for sure: he wasn't about to discuss Lark with Jolene Bell or anybody else.
"I came here to ask about a couple of your customers," Rowdy said, taking some satisfaction in the look of irritated disappointment on Jolene's face when he didn't take the hook. She'd been hoping he'd let something slip about Lark, who'd probably stirred up a lot of speculation in Stone Creek, even before he came along to complicate matters. "I'm looking for Harlan Speeks and Willie Moran."
Jolene's eyes narrowed. "What do you want with them?"
"You know damn well what I want with them," Rowdy said. "The man who shot my kid brother was called Willie."
"Every third boy in this town is called Willie," Jolene asserted. "It's right common."
Rowdy acknowledged that with a terse nod. "It's also a place to start."
"I reckon you could ask the folks who were at the dance," she said.
"I can," Rowdy answered, "and I will. But right now I'm asking you."
Jolene sighed. "You can't say where you heard it. Harlan's all right, but Willie's got himself a nasty temper, especially when he's been celebratin'."
"Wild horses couldn't drag it out of me," Rowdy said.
Jolene looked uncertain. "Last I knew," she said, "they were sleeping in the barn out at the Franks place, the pair of them. Doing a few chores to earn their grub."
"Thanks," Rowdy said, turning to go.
"Rhodes?"
He stopped, looked back at Jolene. Waited.
"I seen your face once before. On a poster that come across Pete Quincy's desk, back when he was still marshal. I used to look at them, when I could, to make sure I wasn't harborin' no outlaws, either at my poker tables or upstairs with my girls. I just don't need that kind of trouble. Anyhow, I don't recollect the name on that poster, and it sure as hell wasn't Rowdy Rhodes, but it was you, all right. You tread light around me, Mr. Town Marshal, and you won't have no cause to worry. You bother me, though, and you'll have worries aplenty."
Rowdy stood absolutely still. He didn't deny anything Jolene had said—that would only have aroused her suspicions further—but he didn't confess, either. "Thanks for the information about Speeks and Moran," he said, and then he left.
Went straight to the lean-to, back of his place, and saddled Paint.
He was just leading the horse out into the dusky gloom of nightfall when he realized Lark was standing a few feet away, clutching her cloak around her and watching him. Her long braid rested over her right shoulder, and he felt an unholy need to unplait it and comb his fingers through.
"Is Gideon all right?" he asked.
She nodded.
Rowdy put a foot in the stirrup and swung up into the saddle.
Lark looked up at him. "You're going after Willie, aren't you?"
"Yes," Rowdy said. "If I'm not back by morning, see if you can have Gideon moved over to Mrs. Porter's. Take Pardner along, too, and ask the man over at the livery stable to put up Gideon's horse. I'll settle up with everybody when I get back."
Her throat worked visibly. "Rowdy—"
He resettled his hat. "I've got to go, Lark."
She stepped directly in front of Paint, took hold of his bridle strap. "Gideon needs you. Stone Creek needs you. And you're chasing off on some—on some vendetta—"
"Lark," Rowdy said reasonably, but with an edge of temper, "taking a horse into a public building is against the law, and so is shooting somebody down in the process. I'm still the marshal. And even if Gideon hadn't been the one to take the bullet, I'd be making this ride."
"At least tell me where you're going, so I can tell Sam," she insisted. "You may need help, Rowdy, even though you seem to think you're invincible!"
Rowdy nodded. "I'm not invincible," he said. "And I'm not the man I made you think I was, in there in that bed today. For now, let's just leave things at that."
"Rowdy, what are you saying?" She put the question tremulously, and let go of the bridle strap. "That I shouldn't care what happens to you? That you didn't mean any of the things you told me?" She paused, and her chin wobbled as she gazed up at him, moonlight catching in the tears glazing her eyes. "Oh, I know you didn't say you loved me. I didn't expect that, didn't even hope for it. But your body said plenty, Rowdy. It said plenty?'
Rowdy tried to rein the horse around her, but she moved again, forestalling him. "I've made love to a lot of women," he told her, hating himself for the coldness in his voice, underscoring the lie he was about to tell. "I reckon my body 'said' pretty much the same things to them."
She gasped, and even in the thick twilight, he saw her face go paler than exhaustion had already made it.
He'd hurt her. He'd probably lost her, which was an ironic insight, considering that he'd never had any real claim on Lark Morgan, even when she was pitching beneath him, clawing at his back like a wildcat and sobbing out his name.
It was hard, treating her this way. But in the long run, it was all for the best.
He had nothing to offer Lark, save the tenderness of his lovemaking and a whole lot of trouble and heartache. Precisely because she'd touched him so deeply, in places even Chessie hadn't been able to reach, and because he had to keep her safe, he needed to set her away from him.
Trouble was, he didn't know if he could do that.
Even then, with the ride to the Franks place ahead, and Pappy and the train robberies and all the rest of it, he wanted to stay. He wanted to tell her everything— about Chessie and the baby, about his years as an outlaw, all of it.
He wanted to stay.
And that scared him more than anything else that might lie ahead.
"I'm going, Lark," he said, more for her sake than his own. "Step aside."
Her spine went rigid, but she moved out of his way. 
And he knew, without looking back, that she watched him until he was out of her sight.
Lark stood outside long after Rowdy had gone, crying like a silly schoolgirl.
He'd said he believed her, when she told him she wasn't a whore, but now she feared he didn't, any more than Autry had. She was a plaything to him, an amusement, not someone he'd listen to or confide in. Not someone he'd trust—
Or love.
She sniffled. Dried her cheeks with the back of one hand.
Rowdy was an outlaw—it was just awful enough to be true.
One of these days he'd leave Stone Creek for good.
And she was in love with him.
Desperately, irrevocably in love.
Knowing this, the future sprang up stark ahead of her, dark and empty and endless. She'd be like Mrs. Porter in a few years, bravely pretending she wasn't alone, surrounded by unseen mementos of Rowdy, as real as Mr. Porter's coat, and books lying open everywhere, and the stub of his cigar in the ashtray on his desk in the study.
She'd remember the way Rowdy was with his dog.
The way his mouth quirked up at one side when he wasn't inclined to smile but couldn't help it.
She'd remember how he'd pulled that wagon to the side of the road, on the way to Sam and Maddie's place, and again, on the way back, and brought her into a whole new realm, a whole new sense of herself as a woman. He'd awakened an unquenchable passion inside her, another reality, another existence she hadn't dreamed was possible.
And it would all be wasted.
She'd have nothing tangible, though.
No coats or books or cigar stubs.
Heading back toward the house, where Gideon and Pardner were waiting for their supper, Lark made a strangled little sound, meant for laughter, but too raw in her throat to be anything but sorrow.
She wouldn't even have her bloomers, with the tear in the seam, to remember Rowdy by, because he'd burned them.
Wadded them up, with her blood-stained dress and her camisole, stuffed them into his stove and let the flames take them.
He might as well have thrown her on the fire, too.
All the things she hadn't quite dared to hope for had gone up in that blaze.
All the dreams, budded tight but straining to bloom.
With a last sniffle and a lift of her chin, Lark went inside the house.
She made a supper of scrambled eggs and toasted bread.
Gideon woke up long enough to eat, thank her and then immediately fell asleep again.
She served Pardner the leftovers—having barely touched her own food—and washed the dishes.
And when Mai Lee came, kindly circumspect, with knowing in her eyes, Lark greeted her warmly.
"Mai Lee stay with boy," the woman said. "You go home." She fluttered her hands, like the wings of some tiny bird. "Mrs. Porter ask, where Lark? Where Lark?"
"How is she?" Lark asked, remembering the incident in the cellar and the strong dose of laudanum her landlady had taken later. "And Lydia—"
"Lydia fine," Mai Lee said, bending to inspect Gideon, who hadn't stirred at her arrival. She had a lidded basket over one arm, and took out strips of cloth and ajar half-filled with some strange-colored poultice, probably intending to change the bandages Hon Sing had applied after surgery. "Mrs. Porter, she—" Mai Lee paused, searching for some elusive word "—walk-sleeping."
Lark, in the process of putting on her cloak and trying to ignore Pardner's mournful aspect at her going, stopped. "Mrs. Porter has been sleepwalking?"
Mai Lee nodded. "Find in cellar, hour ago. She digging in floor, with kitchen spoon." More fluttering of hands followed. "Digging. Digging. I stop her. She not know Mai Lee."
Lark frowned. "Did you ask Hon Sing to examine her?"
"She not let," Mai Lee said, without rancor. "Say heathen."
"I'm sorry," Lark said. Pardner whimpered and tried to squeeze through when she opened the door, perhaps wanting to walk her home as he'd done for Lydia, but more likely in an attempt to follow Rowdy.
She patted him on the head. "No," she said, gently but firmly. "You have to stay with Gideon."
Pardner sat down heavily and gave a low, mournful howl.
Suddenly Lark felt tears threatening again. Because she wasn't the only one who'd be left behind when Rowdy went away—Pardner would be, too. As ferociously as he'd protected Gideon at the Cattleman's Hall the night before, and the trip to Stone Creek from Haven notwithstanding, he was an old dog, graying around the muzzle.
He simply wouldn't be able to keep up out there on the trail.
It was all Lark could do, in that moment, not to drop to her knees on the kitchen floor, wrap her arms around Pardner and weep wretchedly into his ruff—weep for both of them.
You can be my dog, she told him silently. When Rowdy goes, and Gideon is off to college, you can be my dog.
Pardner looked up at her, his brown eyes luminous with sorrow.
He knew what was coming as well as she did.
Swallowing her heart, which had surged up into the back of her throat and swelled there, hurting as if it would surely and literally burst, Lark closed the door between herself and Pardner and hurried through the darkness, headed home.
And a fancy carriage, drawn by six matching horses, stood directly in front of Mrs. Porter's house.
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Lark stopped, staring at the carriage from just outside the golden cone of light from the nearest streetlamp.
It was precisely the sort of vehicle Autry might have hired; as strenuously as he guarded his pennies, he loved to make a show of wealth and, by extension, power.
She slipped up closer behind the carriage, noted the mud on the sturdy wheels and the doors. Could such a rig be had in Flagstaff, for any price?
Lark was debating between summoning up the courage to go into the house and fleeing wildly into the night when a man stepped out of the shadows, near Mrs. Porter's front gate, and cleared his throat.
He was tall and slender, dressed in livery and a top hat. Lark didn't recognize him; she was still poised to bolt, but curiosity stayed her.
"May I help you?" he asked.
"Do you work for Autry Whitman?" Lark countered, backing up until she bounced off Mrs. Porter's picket fence.
The man chuckled. "No, madam," he replied. "I'm in the employ of Miss Nell Baker."
Lark let out the breath she'd been holding, swayed slightly with the heady relief of drawing another. "You've come for Lydia," she concluded aloud, and felt the backs of her eyes begin to burn.
The coachman studied her for a long moment, then nodded. Of course he would be reticent concerning his mistress's business in Stone Creek; he didn't know Lark from Adam's third cousin, Bessie Sue.
"I live here," she explained, with a nod toward the big house behind her, and then felt utterly foolish for saying something so inane. What did Nell Baker's carriage driver care where she resided?
The combination of relief—this carriage hadn't brought Autry Whitman to Stone Creek, as she'd first feared—and sadness, because Lydia would soon be going away, left her dizzy-headed.
He smiled benignly and with some amusement. "Then you might want to go inside. It's cold out here." He gave a shiver. "Not at all like Phoenix."
"You could come in, too," Lark suggested, suddenly sorry for the man. "I'll put on a pot of coffee, or tea, if you'd prefer, and you can warm yourself by the stove."
"And get a flaying from Miss Nell for not staying with the coach?" the driver replied. "No, thank you."
"Is she—Miss Nell Baker, I mean—is she.. .unkind?"
The man frowned. "Unkind?"
Lark hesitated. "I'm Lydia's teacher, you see," she said. "And I've become quite fond of her. So, naturally, I'm concerned with—"
Just then Mrs. Porter's front door banged open, and a woman appeared on the porch, more shadow than substance, but sturdily built and with imposing posture.
"Evans!" she called. "Who are you talking to out there? Why are you dawdling? I require your assistance to bring my niece out to the carriage!"
Lark opened the gate, moved cautiously up the walk.
"I'm on my way," Evans said, hurrying past her and on toward the house. "And I was speaking to Miss...?"
"Lark Morgan," Lark said, reaching the bottom step, looking up at Nell Baker. "Lydia has been my pupil at Stone Creek School, and I board in this house."
Nell Baker stepped forward, into the light of the moon and the faint reach of the streetlamps. She was plain, with quick, dark eyes, her hair pulled severely back from her face. Her dress was black bombazine, and her aspect precluded nonsense in any form or fashion. "Are you the one who looked after my niece when she took ill? God knows, it couldn't have been that trollop, Mabel, though she did show the grace to inform me that poor, foolish Herbert had managed to turn himself into a block of ice."
Lark opened her mouth. Closed it again.
Nodded.
"Speak up!" Nell Baker ordered. "And why are you standing down there on the walk like a ninny?"
Lark, intimidated at first, gathered her forces and marched up the steps, forcing Miss Baker to make way for her. "I helped take care of Lydia," she said. "A lot of other people did, too—Hon Sing and his wife, Mai Lee, especially. Mrs. Porter and a young man named Gideon Rhodes, too. And I am not a ninny."
Except with Rowdy, chided the damning voice of Lark's conscience.
She moved past Lydia's aunt and into the house. Only a single lamp burned in the entryway, glowing dimly on a side table.
Miss Baker came in, closed the door smartly. "Mrs. Porter," she huffed, in a loud whisper. "Loony as a goose flying north for the winter when the whole flock's headed south."
Lark set her hands on her hips, prepared to do battle on her landlady's behalf. But before she got a chance to lay into Miss Nell Baker good and proper, Lydia appeared in the dining room doorway behind her, dressed in a somber but costly little black velvet dress, surely provided by her aunt.
Herbert Fairmont's funeral had been held that afternoon, Lark realized, thunderstruck. She hadn't even remembered when Miss Baker referred to her late brother-in-law, quite callously, as a "block of ice." While she had been thrashing about in Rowdy Rhodes's bed, Lydia had been mourning her father.
"Aunt Nell says I can have a pony when we get back to Phoenix," Lydia announced. She looked pale and fragile and oddly stalwart, too.
Lark went to the child, crouched to look into her eyes. "Darling, I'm so sorry I missed your papa's funeral. It was this afternoon, wasn't it?"
"Lots of people came," Lydia said. "Mabel carried on something terrible, till Aunt Nell put her hands over my ears." She paused. "I guess you had to take care of Gideon. Mrs. Porter said he got shot." Her eyes grew enormous, and her lower lip wobbled. "Is Gideon going to die, like my papa did?"
Lark took the little girl's hands in hers, squeezed them. "No, sweetheart. Gideon will be fine."
Lydia leaned close, whispering now. "I still have the letter he wrote for me," she confided. "It's in my new reticule, the one Aunt Nell brought me. If I ever need him, he'll come for me, won't he? Like he said he would?"
Lark's eyes filled with tears. "Yes," she said. "I'm sure he will."
"Lydia," Miss Baker said gently, "you're taxing yourself. Let's get you into your cloak, and Evans will carry you out to the carriage."
"We're going to stay at the Territorial Hotel tonight," Lydia said, clearly impressed. "I've never stayed in a hotel before."
Lark hugged the child, kissed her cheek, then rose, looking back at Nell Baker.
Miss Baker took a small, blue woolen cape from where it rested over the stair banister, draped it gently around Lydia's shoulders, raised the hood and fastened the cloth buttons. Kissed her forehead. "You're the image of your mother," she said quietly, "and she was as beautiful as a princess."
Looking on, Lark knew by the woman's words and manner that Lydia would be safe with her and loved. She swallowed a lump in her throat.
"Evans!" Nell Baker called. "What are you doing?"
Evans appeared, dusting the crumbs of Mrs. Porter's rum cake from the front of his fancy coachman's coat. "The lady of the house offered me refreshment," he said, clearly unhurried. "And it would have been rude to refuse."
"Carry Lydia to the carriage, please," Miss Baker said moderately.
Evans scooped the little girl up into his arms. "Off to the ball, Cinderella," he said.
Peering out from under the hood of her new cloak, Lydia waved goodbye over Evans's broad shoulder, and they were gone.
Lark watched them go, feeling much as she had earlier when Rowdy rode out, figuratively trampling her heart under his horse's hooves. She cared about all her pupils, but she'd come to love Lydia somewhere along the way. Lydia and Gideon and Pardner—and Rowdy.
Unexpectedly Nell Baker laid a hand on her shoulder. "Lydia is my own dear sister's only child," she said quietly. "I'll raise her well, Miss Morgan, and bless God every day for the gift of doing so."
Lark swallowed. Nodded.
Nell smiled. "And she'll never need to send that letter, either," she said.
"You knew?"
"I heard her telling Mrs. Porter about it," Nell answered. "He must be quite a young man, this Gideon."
"He is," Lark said.
Nell opened the door, paused briefly on the threshold, ready to leave. "Life is peculiar, isn't it?" she asked reflectively. "Why, from what little I know of Gideon, I wouldn't be one bit surprised if he came knocking at my door, in ten years or so, just to see how Lydia was faring."
Lark smiled, imagining that faraway day, when Lydia would no longer be a child, but a beautiful young woman. Nell Baker had already gone when she replied, alone in the entryway, "Neither would I."
Lydia sat obediently on a settee in the lobby of the Territorial Hotel, where she'd never expected to be if she lived to be as old as Noah, and watched as Aunt Nell spoke with the clerk behind the desk. Mr. Evans, meanwhile, carried in reticules and a small trunk, winking at her once, when she sagged a little for missing Miss Morgan, and making her smile.
"Our best rooms are taken, I'm afraid," Lydia heard the clerk say to Aunt Nell. Then, dropping his voice to a loud whisper, which Lydia clearly heard even though she was some distance away, he added, "Mr. Whitman arrived this afternoon, you see. The railroad Mr. Whitman. He's out at the O'Ballivan place right now, taking a strip off Sam and the major both for not catching the men who robbed his train yesterday morning."
Just then the big front doors slammed open, and a tall, gray-haired man strode inside, followed by another man dressed much like Mr. Evans. He had shiny black skin.
Lydia tried not to stare, but she couldn't help it. She didn't take particular notice of the black man—Charlie, who ran the livery stable, was the same color, after all, and so were several of her papa's patients. No, it was the other man who intrigued her. He looked like a big, mean lion, an old one, with his hair bushed out around his head like a mane.
"Thunderation!" he roared. "Isn't there a decent place to eat in this backwater town?"
Aunt Nell gave him a long, disapproving look, which he noticed, but ignored.
Lydia got up off the settee and approached him. Tugged at the sleeve of his coat. "My teacher says it's rude to shout," she said, "in public or in private."
The lion-man looked down at her, scowling. "Sometimes," he said, "it's the only way to get anything accomplished."
Lydia shook her head solemnly. "Miss Morgan says it's rude," she insisted.
"Lydia," Aunt Nell said firmly, turning briefly from her business with the clerk, "sit down."
"I'll be right with you, Mr. Whitman," the clerk called.
Lydia returned to the settee, and was surprised and strangely gratified when Mr. Whitman sat down right beside her.
"And what brings a child like you to the hotel?" he asked her.
"My papa got buried today," Lydia told him. "And Lark—Miss Morgan, I mean—couldn't be there because she had to take care of Gideon. He got shot trying to keep a horse from trampling people right in the middle of the Cattleman's Hall. I'm going to marry Gideon someday. I've got a letter I can send him from anyplace, if I ever need help, and when he gets it—" She fell silent. Mr. Railroad Whitman looked as though he might be fixing to behave rudely again and yell. His face was all red, and his eyes looked like marbles stuck into the sockets, all gleaming and hard, same as the ones the boys played with at school.
"Your teacher's name is Lark?" he asked, and though he didn't raise his voice, he splashed spittle in Lydia's face, the way Mabel had sometimes, when she was vexed.
"I'm not supposed to call her that," Lydia said, watching as Aunt Nell collected keys from the clerk and handed them to Mr. Evans. She hoped she wouldn't have to sleep in a room all by herself; she was afraid she might have bad dreams about her papa. Mabel had told her once that sometimes people got buried when they weren't really dead, and then they woke up and tried to claw their way out of the coffin and through six feet of ground, too. "But that's what Marshal Rhodes calls her—Lark, I mean—and I like to say it sometimes because it's so pretty. Don't you think it's pretty, Mr. Railroad?"
"Lydia," Aunt Nell said, coming to stop in front of where she and the lion-man sat, side by side, "our room is ready."
Belatedly Mr. Railroad remembered his manners and stood. "Miss Morgan said a gentleman always stands when a lady is present. She made Terran O'Ballivan and Ben Blackstone and all the other boys do it once, at school, even though she'd just come out of the cloakroom."
Lydia's throat tightened. She was going to miss Terran and Ben, and especially Lark. Not Beaver Franks, though. She hoped she'd never see him again.
"I hope my niece hasn't been a bother," Aunt Nell said, taking Lydia's hand, starting toward the big staircase.
"Marshal Rhodes?" the man muttered, as though Aunt Nell had not spoken to him at all.
Lydia looked back at him. "His name is Rowdy," she called. "Not 'Marshal.'"
Mr. Railroad Whitman looked even more consternated than before. "Wait," he blustered, hastening across the room.
Aunt Nell paused, and her hand tightened around Lydia's, fair crushing the bones.
'This woman—your teacher—where does she live?" He said to Lydia. "Here in Stone Creek?"
Lydia nodded. Perhaps he had children who needed a school to go to and someone kind to teach them. She was eager to help. "She lives at Mrs. Porter's house," she said. "But she was at Rowdy's since clear last night. I'd have had to sleep by myself if Mai Lee hadn't put a cot in my room. Lark missed my papa's funeral, and I almost didn't get to say goodbye to her."
"Lydia," Aunt Nell said. "Do stop prattling." Her voice was cool as buttermilk fresh from the spring-house when she spoke to the railroad man. "My niece is recovering from a very serious illness, Mr. Whitman, and she has had a trying day. We'll bid you a good evening, now." With that, she turned and started up the stairs in earnest, and Lydia had no choice but to follow, since her hand was still locked inside Aunt Nell's.
She looked back once, though, over her shoulder, and saw Mr. Whitman turn to his companion, the one dressed like Mr. Evans. The two men conferred, in voices Lydia couldn't hear, and then Mr. Whitman turned right around and went outside, pushing the hotel doors open hard with his outstretched hands.
Esau hurried after him. "Mr. Whitman, sir," he said hastily. "What is it?"
"She's here," Autry said, the knowledge buzzing through his middle like a steam-powered mill saw, fit to cut him clean in half.
Esau blinked, glanced nervously up and down the cold, empty Sunday-night street. "Who is here, sir?"
Autry drew a deep breath, suddenly famished for air. He filled his lungs, felt revived. Even exhilarated. "My wife, Esau. My wife is right here, in Stone Creek."
"How do you know that?" Esau asked, moving as though he wanted to take hold of Autry's arm and pull him back into the hotel.
Autry jabbed a thumb toward the building. "That little girl I was just talking to in there happened to mention that her teacher's name is Lark."
Esau had been jittery ever since the robbery yesterday morning. "At least come up onto the sidewalk, sir," he fretted. "We could be run down by some passing horseman."
"Esau," Autry said, "do you see a horseman? Or a horse, for that matter? This is Stone Creek, not Denver."
Esau appeared willing to concede that they were in no immediate danger of being trampled, but he was still jumpy as a frog in a frying pan. "It's probably just a coincidence," he said. "That the little girl's teacher is called Lark, I mean."
"How many Larks do you know, Esau?"
Esau gulped.
Autry began to pace in front of a horse trough. There was a green scum floating on top of the water. Lark. The kid had clearly said Lark. And she'd mentioned another name Autry knew, too—Rowdy Rhodes.
The marshal who'd come to Flagstaff with Sam O'Ballivan and the major the day before.
She lives at Mrs. Porter's house, he heard the child say. But she was at Rowdy's since clear last night—
Autry seethed, wanting to tear at his hair, wanting to rip the doors off houses, one by one, until he found the Porter place. Until he found Lark.
So she'd spent the night with the lawman, had she? The one with the train-robber eyes. Damn, but he'd seen those eyes—above the mask of the man who'd entered his railroad car and stripped it of everything valuable.
"Mr. Whitman," Esau pleaded. "Please come inside, before you catch the pneumonia."
Images rushed into Autry's beleaguered mind.
He saw the contemptuous amusement in the azure eyes of the train robber.
He saw Lark—his Lark—naked, with her golden hair down, whoring with that marshal.
And his blood seared its way through his veins, thumped in his temples, turned his vision to a fiery haze. He put his hands to the sides of his head, sure it would burst open.
"Mr. Whitman," Esau pleaded. "Please come inside."
Autry forced himself to breathe slowly and deeply.
It was dark out.
He was overwrought.
He wanted to be clearheaded when he found Lark. He'd looked for her for so long, spent so much money, suffered an agony of humiliation every time some Denver matron patted his arm and made some pitying remark. He wanted to see her face clearly when she realized he'd caught up to her—not in the glow of a lamp. Not in a stray beam of moonlight. No, he wanted to see her in the clear dazzle of a winter sun.
He would wait until morning.
And when the morning came, he would head for Mrs. Porter's first, then the schoolhouse. If he didn't find her in either of those places, he'd head straight for the marshal's place, damned if he wouldn't.
Turn over Rowdy Rhodes's bed and see who fell out of it.
Mrs. Porter sat alone at the kitchen table, her hands folded prayerfully, gazing into empty space. Lark hung up her cloak, went to the stove for the teakettle and pumped water into it. Mai Lee was at Rowdy's, looking after Gideon, and Hon Sing was probably still at the saloon. The house seemed hollow without them.
"I'll miss Lydia," Lark said, because it was true, and because she wanted to get a conversation started. The change in Mrs. Porter was disturbing, if not alarming. When had it begun?
"He's going to kill me," Mrs. Porter murmured.
Lark set the teakettle on the stove with a bang and hurried to the table. "Who, Mrs. Porter?" she asked.
"I saw him today. After Dr. Fairmont's funeral. He was standing in front of the Territorial Hotel, smoking a cigar. I know he thinks I didn't recognize him, but I did."
A chill danced down Lark's spine. She pulled a chair close to Mrs. Porter's and gripped the other woman's hand. It felt cold as a corpse's. "Who, Mrs. Porter? Who did you see?"
Mrs. Porter looked at Lark, blinked, and her eyes cleared a little. "Why, Mr. Porter, of course," she said. "My husband."
"You saw your husband at the Territorial Hotel?" Lark spoke calmly, but she wished Hon Sing would come home. On the other hand, there probably weren't enough needles in the whole of China to fix what ailed Mrs. Porter.
The landlady nodded. Tears welled in her eyes. "He looked so handsome," she said. "In spite of all of it, I must admit my heart skipped a beat."
The teakettle began to rattle slightly on top of the stove.
"Didn't you speak to him?" Lark asked. The cozy kitchen seemed eerie all of the sudden, and she stopped wishing for Hon Sing's return and longed for Rowdy's instead. Rowdy would know what to do. He'd be able to charm Mrs. Porter out of whatever reverie she'd tumbled into.
"Speak to him?" Mrs. Porter echoed, befuddled.
Lark smiled determinedly. "You could have told him about the rum cake you made for his birthday."
"But I told you, dear," Mrs. Porter argued, her voice light with pleasant indulgence now. "He means to kill me. Anyway, the rum cake's all gone."
"Surely not," Lark said gently, meaning that Mr. Porter could not possibly intend to commit murder. Especially when the victim would be his own wife.
"Of course it is," Mrs. Porter said. "Gideon ate three pieces, and that Mr. Evans, the one who came to get little Lydia, finished off the rest."
Lark took a breath. "So much has happened," she said, in her most soothing voice. "Lydia being so sick. Gideon getting shot. You're exhausted, that's all. You'll feel ever so much better in the morning."
"Wait and see," Mrs. Porter replied. "He'll crush my head with a shovel. Splatter my blood all over the walls." She paused, smiled brightly. "Is the tea ready?"
It was after nine when the Franks place came into view, a run-down, hardscrabble dirt farm that would probably look worse in the daylight than it did under the moon. Seeing a cluster of horses out front, Rowdy drew rein under a shadow-draped oak tree to consider the situation.
Wished he'd asked for more than directions, when he stopped at the livery stable on the way out of Stone Creek. He'd only met one Franks, and that was Roland. Now he wondered how many of them there were, and if the shack was some kind of watering hole for other drifters besides Speeks and Moran.
He'd been so busy thinking about Lark, he'd let some things slip.
He shifted, stood in the stirrups to stretch his legs and nearly jumped out of his hide when somebody landed behind his saddle, clasped a rock-hard arm around his middle for balance. He was still trying to control the startled horse when a pistol barrel was pressed into the base of his skull.
"God damn it, Pappy," he growled, hoping the riders at Franks's hadn't heard Paint whinny in alarm. "I hate it when you do shit like that!"
Payton laughed and lowered the pistol. "You'd better wake up, boy," he said. "Stop mooning over that schoolmarm and pay attention to business, before you get yourself killed."
"What are you doing here?" Rowdy demanded. "I thought you were headed for Mexico."
"I was waylaid by a discovery," Pa said. He nudged Rowdy's foot back out of the stirrup and used it to dismount. Stood grinning up at him, the usual unlit cheroot poking out of one side of his mouth, caught between his white teeth.
"What kind of discovery?" Rowdy asked tersely. What was the penalty for trampling your own pa? Would it make a difference that he was wanted in four states besides the Arizona Territory? Was there a reward?
"I found out who's been robbing those trains."
"That should have been easy enough. All you had to do was look in a mirror."
Pa looked hurt. Even laid a hand to his chest, fingers splayed. "It grieves me sorely that my own son, my own flesh and blood, doesn't believe a single word that comes out of my mouth. I told you, Rob. I didn 't hold up those trains. But I know who did."
"Who?" Rowdy asked testily. And how had Pappy known about him and Lark? Damnation. He'd been back to Stone Creek, of course, and talked to Gideon.
"Never mind that now. Where the hell were you when that yahoo shot your little brother?"
"I was in Flagstaff," Rowdy said, swinging down from the saddle to face his pa. "Sam and the major and I went because of the holdup on Saturday morning." He paused. "You were right about the rangers. Ruby's place is full of them."
"You hate admitting I'm right about anything," Pa said, jabbing at Rowdy's chest with an angry forefinger.
"Pappy," Rowdy said, "I don't have time to talk about this now. The 'yahoo' who shot Gideon is probably inside that farmhouse over there, right now."
"Of course he is," Pa replied, like it was old news. "How many horses do you see in front of that place?"
"Five," Rowdy said, without looking. "Why?"
"How many riders were waiting when that train stopped for twenty feet of dynamited track?"
"Six," Rowdy answered, annoyed. Then some of the steam went out of him. "One of them was Seth Alden."
"Chessie's brother," Pa said. He didn't sound anywhere near surprised enough to suit Rowdy.
"He took a bullet in the forehead."
Pa heaved out a sigh. "Never figured that kid for an outlaw," he said. "I thought he'd turn out to be a circuit preacher or something."
Rowdy changed the subject, because Seth was at the end of a long line of things he had to think about. "There were a lot of witnesses this time, Pa. One of them was Autry Whitman, the railroad magnate. And he said the man who held him at gunpoint and stripped his car of everything worth a plugged nickel had blue eyes. Real blue eyes."
"So you just automatically decided I was guilty." Pappy threw out his arms and slapped them against his sides, disgruntled.
"Go figure. You're a famous train robber. Three trains have been stopped and stripped in six months. And God help me, you're my pa, so I've got the bad luck to have your eyes."
"They thought it was you, didn't they? Those rangers? But Ruby got you out of it, didn't she?"
"Damn it, you haven't just been to Stone Creek to see Gideon, you've been to Flagstaff, too. Are you crazy?"
Pa shrugged. "There's been some debate about that—my sanity, I mean—for as long as I can remember," he said. "Anyhow, I needed money and a decent horse. So, yes, I went to see Ruby. What the hell business is it of yours, anyhow?"
"I'm trying to keep you from spending the rest of your natural life in the prison at Yuma, you cussed old bastard." Rowdy grabbed his pa by the front of his coat, yanked him up close. "Who robbed the trains?"
Pa inclined his head toward the farmhouse. "They did."
Rowdy let go of his pa. "How do you know that?"
"I just do. For once in your life, you're just going to have to take my word for something."
Rowdy shoved a foot in the stirrup, pulled himself back up into the saddle.
"You can't go in there by yourself," Pa protested, catching hold of the reins. "Go get Sam O'Ballivan and the major and whoever else you can find."
Since he couldn't pull the reins out of his pa's hand without the bit hurting Paint's mouth, Rowdy sat still. "That's a hell of an idea, Pappy," he scoffed. "And, in the meantime, of course, you'll warn them and they'll be up in the hills in some hideout before I get back."
"I might warn one of them," Payton said.
Rowdy's heart missed a beat, started up again with a painful thud. "What are you trying to tell me, Pappy?" he asked.
But he already knew.
"It's Levi," Pa answered, after a long silence and a sad look toward the farmhouse. "Or Ethan. One of the twins. Hellfire and spit, I never could tell those two apart."
Rowdy closed his eyes. No, he thought.
And inside the farmhouse, a gun went off.
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Payton held fast to Paint's bridle, even as the report of the gunshot reverberated in Rowdy's ears. "Don't do it, boy," he said. "Don't ride into that nest of outlaws by yourself. Go get Sam O'Ballivan. He doesn't live but a few miles from here, and he's been palavering with a whole pack of rangers ever since this afternoon."
Rowdy leaned in the saddle, broke his pa's hold on the bridle strap.
Shouting erupted inside the farmhouse—or the barn.
He couldn't tell which.
He wondered, feeling strangely detached, if the shot he'd just heard had gone into Levi or Ethan, stopped one of their hearts. Wondered if either one of them wouldn't be better off dead than held to account for three train robberies—and whatever else they might have been up to lately.
"Think about Gideon," Payton persisted, his voice quiet, but urgent, too. "Think about that pretty school-marm. Hell, think about the damn dog. All three of them need you, in their own ways. And they need you alive."
The hinges of Rowdy's jawbones ached. "You must have a horse around here somewhere," he said evenly. "Why don't you make the ride to the O'Ballivan place, since you know right where it is?"
"Because I'm Payton Yarbro, that's why!"
Rowdy shrugged. Waited.
"All right," his pa said, forcing the words between his teeth. He whistled softly, and the black gelding trotted out of the darkness, reins dangling. "But if they shoot me on sight, it will be your fault."
"Get out of here," Rowdy said. He took his pocket watch from the inside pocket of his coat, flipped open the case, checked the time. "You have an hour," he told Pappy, watching as he mounted the gelding and gathered the reins. Through all that, the old man still had the cheroot poking out of the side of his mouth. "Unless they try to ride out—or there's more shooting—I'll wait that long. No longer, though."
Pappy glared at him, reined the horse around and rode for Sam's.
The shouting had died down inside the farmhouse, but there was a charge in the air, the kind that precedes a deafening roll of thunder.
Rowdy considered climbing onto the roof and stuffing something into the chimney pipe to smoke them out. Discounted the idea, because they'd hear him tromping around over their heads for sure, and probably pepper the ceiling with bullets.
So he waited.
And then he waited some more.
He consulted his watch again. Barely ten minutes had gone by.
A cloud drifted across the moon, casting the world into darkness, except for the wavering lantern light shining from the windows of the farmhouse.
Rowdy decided two things in that moment. One, that he couldn't just sit there for another minute; and two, if he or the horse had to get shot, it wasn't going to be the horse.
He got down from the saddle, left Paint to graze on what grass he could forage from the hard, winter-ravaged ground. He made sure the .44 was loose in his holster, then headed for the farmhouse, staying wide of the windows in case the clouds didn't cooperate.
The walls of the farmhouse were thin, and Rowdy leaned lightly against the one closest to the barn.
"You hear something?" an unfamiliar voice asked.
"Hell, who could hear anything?" somebody else replied. "My ears are still ringin' from you shootin' that rat!"
Rowdy let out his breath. Wanted to shut his eyes for a moment, too, but he didn't dare.
"I'm tellin' you, I heard something!"
"It's just the wind."
This time Rowdy recognized the voice. It might have been his own.
The pit of his stomach pitched, as if he'd just mounted a bronc set to buck.
"I'm goin' out there and see—"
"I'll do it."
A chair scraped against the floor. The door opened.
Rowdy, having crept to the corner of the house, watched as the man stepped out, standing in a stream of lantern light. His hair gleamed in it, straw-gold. He paused, lit a cheroot, Pappy-style. Shook the match out and cast it aside.
"It's a fine night," he said easily. "Believe I'll take a little stroll."
Oddly, nobody protested. Thieves, in Rowdy's experience, were easily distracted.
He waited.
His brother turned, looked in Rowdy's direction.
The cloud passed, and moonlight poured down on both of them, as sure as if it had been dumped from some celestial bucket.
Levi.
His cheek dimpled as he smiled.
Rowdy didn't smile back. He just inclined his head toward a copse of spindly cottonwoods, not far from the house.
Levi nodded, fell into step with Rowdy as he walked toward the trees.
When they were both safe in the thick shadows, Rowdy turned, grasped Levi by the lapels of his shirt and flung him hard against a tree trunk.
"You," he growled.
Levi's dimple flashed again. He made no move to retaliate, but simply put his hands between Rowdy's and broke his hold. "It's good to see you again, little brother," he said. "But then, you're not so little anymore, are you? Taller than me by a good three inches."
"Did you shoot Seth Alden, Levi?" Rowdy demanded, in no frame of mind for brotherly reminiscences.
Levi looked affably regretful. There was a coldness in him Rowdy had never credited before, steely hard. "I had to, Rob," he said mildly. "He defied my orders. Tried to take a woman off the train, after we robbed it. So I shot him."
"Just like that? You shot him, like he was a rabid coyote? God damn it, Levi, he was Chessie's brother."
"He wasn't the kid you remember," Levi said reasonably. His gaze, ice-blue even in the shadowed moonlight, slid to Rowdy's badge. "You ought to cover that thing up or something. I looked out the window twenty minutes ago, and saw a flash of silver. That must have been what it was."
"You weren't worried?"
Levi grinned. "I might have been, little brother, if I'd known it was you."
"Spare me the bullshit," Rowdy said, once he'd undamped his jaw again. "I'm pretty sure that one of your men, Willie Moran, shot my—our—brother, Gideon. I don't give a damn if the rest of you get a start, but I want Willie Moran."
Levi raised one eyebrow. "You don't give a damn if the rest of us get a start on what?"
Rowdy sighed. "Rangers. Pappy went to get them, and they're probably headed this way right now."
"Suppose I'm weary of running, right down to the soles of my boots?"
"Run or stand, that's your choice. But they're coming. And I'm going to have to take their side, Levi."
"Why? Even with that badge pinned to your coat, you're still a Yarbro. And you've got a price on your head, just like I do."
"You said it yourself," Rowdy replied, thinking of Lark and Gideon and Pardner. "I'm fed up with running."
Levi half turned with an easy grace and glanced toward the house. "Willie shot Gideon?" he asked. He held a hand at waist level, palm down. "The kid was that high the last time I saw him. There was a little girl, too. Followed him around like a pup."
"She died," Rowdy said. "The little girl, I mean. Her name was Rose."
Levi absorbed that. "Damn," he said, finally.
Rowdy heard the sound of approaching horses then, traveling fast, and knew Levi had, too.
"There's a woman," Levi said. "Her name's Polly. I promised I'd get back to her."
"Then you'd better ride," Rowdy replied.
Levi nodded. Then his face changed. "I'm real sorry, Rob," he said.
That was when something struck the back of Rowdy's head—in the split second before he pitched forward into a pit of darkness, he figured it for either a sledgehammer or a pistol butt.
When he came to, all hell had broken loose; bullets ripped through the air, all around him.
Somebody got him by the back of his coat, hauled him roughly to his feet and behind a tree.
It was Payton. "Damn it, I told you to pay attention!" the old man rasped.
Rowdy looked around, still a little dazed, saw Sam, Reston, the major and several other rangers, off their horses, returning fire from in front of the house. The horses had scattered, but their riders were trying to mount them, and flame shot from over the saddles.
"Did he get away?" Payton whispered hoarsely.
Rowdy touched a hand gingerly to the back of his head, looked at the blood on his fingers. "Yeah," he said.
"Which one was it? Ethan or Levi?"
"Levi," Rowdy answered, trying to get his eyes to focus. "But Ethan might have been with him. Somebody sure as hell bashed the back of my skull in." There was a brief cease-fire, as more clouds parted and the moon came out again.
"Willie!" Pa yelled, and one of the riders stopped, stared at him. The stillness was profound. "Did you shoot my boy, Gideon?"
"I did!" Willie yelled back, defiant. "And now I'm going to shoot you, you old fool!"
And all of a sudden, before Rowdy could grab hold of him, his pa ran forward, both .45's blazing like the fires of hell.
Sam raced after him.
Willie took a bullet in the arm, courtesy of Payton's wild spray of gunfire, but held the saddle and shot back.
Payton went down, still whooping like a wild Indian racing to glory.
Willie raised his rifle and took aim at Sam, who was right out in the open, trying to get to the old outlaw sprawled facedown on the ground.
Before he'd even made sense of it all, Rowdy drew and put a bullet between Willie's eyes. He flew backward off his horse, arms spread, flailing for balance even as he fell.
The two remaining outlaws threw down their guns and put up their hands. One was Harlan Speeks, and Rowdy didn't recognize the other. He knew, in a spark of detached logic, quite apart from everything else that was happening, that Roland Franks had been the one to knock him down from behind and ride out with Levi.
Sam crouched beside Payton, apparently unaware that he'd almost been shot, and rolled the old man over onto his back.
Rowdy knelt across from him, at his pa's side. Watched as blood gurgled up out of his mouth.
"Damn it," Payton said, spitting. "I'm hit."
"Lie still," Sam told him gravely, before looking up at Rowdy.
Rowdy saw pity in the other man's eyes, and something else, too. Something he'd known was there all along, but had chosen to ignore, because he didn't want it to be true.
"I'll have your gun, Rowdy," O'Ballivan said.
Rowdy, having shifted his gaze back to his pa's face, didn't look away again. He just handed over his pistol, butt first, to Sam. The barrel was still hot.
Sam stood, very slowly, and walked away. "Why'd you do a stupid thing like that, Pappy?" Rowdy asked, his voice harsh as gravel in his throat.
"The bastard shot Gideon," Payton Yarbro choked out. "He shot my boy."
Rowdy closed his eyes for a moment, opened them again.
"I'm dying, I figure," said the old outlaw. The man Rowdy had loved—and hated—by turns. The man he'd wanted to be other than what he was. A father, like John T. would have been, if he'd ever gotten the chance.
Rowdy nodded once. "I figure you are," he agreed.
Pappy gave a strangled laugh, groped for Rowdy's hand. "Damn, if this isn't a hell of a way to go," he said. "Thought I'd die in my bed when I was pushing ninety."
Rowdy was silent. His eyes burned and the back of his head hurt like a son of a bitch and his stomach threatened to roll right up out of his mouth.
His pa squeezed his hand, hard. "I was the best man I knew how to be, Rob," he said.
"I know, Pa," Rowdy answered, running the back of his free hand across his face. "I know."
Payton stiffened slightly, expelled a last rattling breath, and then closed his eyes. Rowdy didn't move, just stayed there on one knee, wondering how it was that he could wish things were different, even after it was too late for anything to change.
Reston approached. Waited.
Rowdy got to his feet. Put his hands together and lifted them a little.
Without a word, Reston snapped a pair of cuffs on him.
Sam brought a blanket out of the farmhouse, laid it over Payton.
"You knew all along?" Rowdy asked him.
Sam nodded, taking no discernible pleasure in the triumph. At some signal from him, Reston turned and walked away.
"When?" Rowdy prompted.
"After the first robbery I gathered all the posters I could with the name Yarbro printed on them," Sam said, looking down at Payton's still, shrouded form with something like regretful admiration. "And there was your face. It was just a sketch, but I knew it was you. So I sent for you. The major and I figured you'd lead us to your pa if we gave you a chance."
"And I did," Rowdy said bleakly. Even Jolene Bell had seen that poster. What had he been thinking, staying in Stone Creek when he knew the danger, could feel it, like the eyes of a stalking panther, raising the small hairs on his nape?
The answer was simple. He'd been thinking of Lark, and not much else.
Sam nodded. "I'm sorry," he said. And he sounded as though he meant it. He looked down at Payton again. "I didn't expect it to turn out like this."
"I need to talk to Lark Morgan," Rowdy told him.
Sam gave a second nod. Started to walk away.
"My pa wasn't in on any of those robberies," Rowdy said to Sam's back.
Sam stopped. Turned around. "I know," he said.
And Rowdy knew then why Sam had run after Pappy the way he had. Payton Yarbro hadn't been innocent— far from it—but he'd gone for the rangers, at considerable risk to himself, and he'd brought them back. He'd finally done the right thing, the old man had, and he'd paid for it with his life.
Lark stared through the peeling bars of the cell, brought there by Sam on that Monday morning, unable to credit what she was seeing.
Rowdy was locked up, a prisoner in his own jail. He looked haggard, his eyes bleak.
Without a word Sam brought Lark a chair, set it facing the cell, and she slumped onto it, shaking.
When the outside door shut, she started a little but didn't look around.
"My name," Rowdy said, "is Robert Yarbro."
Lark swallowed, blinked back tears. Put a hand over her mouth.
"I'm sorry, Lark. Sorrier than you'll ever believe."
"You're... you're a train robber?"
"I was," Rowdy said.
She swayed, caught hold of the chair seat on both sides, in an effort to steady herself. "And now you're going to prison?"
Rowdy nodded. "Probably," he said.
Lark thought she'd be sick. "What's going to happen to Pardner?" she asked.
"I'm hoping you'll look after him," Rowdy answered.
Lark nodded, began to weep.
"I love you, Lark."
She looked up at him, stunned.
One side of his mouth quirked upward, but his eyes were filled with sorrow. "I know I picked a hell of a time to tell you that, but it's true. And there are some other things I have to say, too."
Lark waited, dazed.
Rowdy loved her.
He was going to prison, if not to the gallows.
And everything that might have been glowed in Lark's heart, then dissipated like smoke.
"I never killed anybody," he said. "Except for my loving you, that's the most important thing for you to know."
She believed him, believed he'd never ended anyone's life, maybe because she couldn't bear not to, but more because she knew killing simply wasn't in him, and nodded again. Tried to dry her face with the back of one hand, but it was hopeless, because more tears came.
"I was married once, too," Rowdy went on. "Her name was Chessie, and I loved her. When she had our son, Wesley, I stopped riding with the Yarbros and tried to settle down. Make a farmer of myself. But then Chessie and the baby both took sick of a fever, and they died. I buried them together, and then—" he paused, swallowed "—and then I went back to robbing trains. After six months or so, I gave it up. Drifted around, punching cattle mostly, until I ended up in Haven, and Sam appointed me marshal."
"Not Gideon?" Lark whispered. "He wasn't—?"
Rowdy shook his head. "No," he said quickly. "Gideon never knew. Thought his pa was a saloonkeeper."
It was something, at least. Gideon was innocent of any crime; he still had a future. Lark clung to that while the rest of her world collapsed around her, post upon beam, brick upon brick.
"When.. .when we made love," she began miserably, "were you using me, Rowdy?" Things would have been easier if he said yes, whether it was true or not, and they both knew it. If he'd used her, thought she was a whore, the way Autry had, she could hate him.
And hatred would be a relief in this case, compared to the love that yawned inside Lark like some unfathomable chasm of the soul.
She saw the struggle in his face.
"No," he said, after a long time. "I wasn't using you, Lark. I'd have asked you to marry me, if my past was different. I'd have given anything to be an ordinary, honest man and have you to come home to every night. I knew I oughtn't to have touched you, but the truth is, I wanted you so much I couldn't help it."
She stood, faced him through the bars.
"I love you, Rowdy Rhodes," she said, "or Robert Yarbro, or whoever you are. And I'd have married you gladly, if you'd asked. I'd have learned to cook and sew and I'd have carried your babies under my heart, and I'd have sung again, too, just because I couldn't hold it in, for being so happy. But none of that is going to happen, is it?" She leaned forward, pressed her face between the bars, touched her tear-wet mouth to his, lightly and very briefly. "Is it?"
"Not with me," Rowdy said. "But you're a beautiful woman, Lark. You can have all of it—the husband and the songs and the babies, too."
"No," she said, shaking her head. "I don't want anyone else."
Behind her the door opened and closed again.
The time Sam O'Ballivan had allotted to them was up.
The world was ending.
Rowdy looked past Lark, then back at her face, deep into her eyes.
"Go teach school, Lark," he said. "Once you walk out of that door, put me out of your mind. Whatever it takes, do it."
She couldn't put him out of her mind, much less her heart, but she nodded anyway, turned away, and dashed past a solemn-faced Sam O'Ballivan into the cold, bright sunlight of the worst day of her life.
He was back.
Sitting right there at her kitchen table.
She'd known he would come, of course. Sent Mai Lee out on her errands early, sighed with relief when she shut the door behind Lark, off to the jailhouse with Mr. O'Ballivan.
Now he was pretending they'd never met. Sitting in his own chair again, where he'd always sat. Asking a lot of questions about Lark, trying to confuse her.
But Ellie Lou Porter wasn't confused. Not now. The clarity was so keen, in fact, as to be painful.
"I made a rum cake for your birthday," she said.
He frowned, looked convincingly puzzled. "Where is Lark?" he asked.
"I don't know," Mrs. Porter said, for she was "Mrs. Porter" even to herself. She hadn't been Ellie Lou for ever so long—certainly not since she'd become a wife, when she was just sixteen.
She'd had such hopes as a young bride. Such hopes, and every reason to entertain them.
Mr. Porter was prosperous. He'd built this lovely house for her. Founded the Stone Creek Bank. Made a name for himself in the community, hardly more than a cluster of homesteads, when they'd first come here from Chicago.
She'd waited for babies to come.
But a year passed, and then another.
Mr. Porter became anxious. He needed an heir, he said. Couldn't she give him even one son, after all he'd given her?
She'd cried.
He'd slapped her for the first time.
Started spending his nights at Jolene Bell's soon after that, not caring who knew.
Not caring that people whispered and pointed and pitied her.
Still, she'd brushed his coats and lighted his cigars and made him a rum cake every year on his birthday, because that was his favorite. If she just tried hard enough, she reasoned, he'd love her again. He'd stop hitting her, leaving bruises on her where no one could see.
But he never loved her, and he never stopped hurting her, either.
She'd grown to accept his rages. Mr. Porter was an intelligent man, respected in Stone Creek, even though he went awhoring on a regular basis. So did a lot of other husbands, after all, though no one ever talked about it.
She must have deserved it all, she thought.
She must have done something very wrong.
Then one night he'd come home from the bank, very late, and calmly announced, right here in this kitchen, that he was leaving her. Taking up with some tawdry woman he'd met at Jolene Bell's. She could have the house, he told her grandly—take in boarders to make ends meet.
She'd be fine.
And then he'd opened the trapdoor in the floor and gone down to the cellar. He'd kept spare money there, a considerable sum in a metal box with a lock on it, thinking it was a secret.
But of course she'd known. Hoped he was saving it for that Grand Tour he'd promised her, long before, on their wedding night. It had sustained her, that dream, even though some part of her always held it false.
And now he meant to spend the whole of it on a saloon whore.
She'd crept after him, picked up the shovel she used to turn over the soil for her garden every spring. He'd laughed—laughed—when he turned around, with the box in his hands.. .his big hands that he'd closed into fists so many times to pummel her spirit, as well as her body.
She'd swung the shovel then, hard.
And he'd looked so surprised when blood spouted from his broken nose. He'd called her a name, and started toward her, and she'd bashed in the top of his head with the edge of the shovel. Heard it crack like a melon under a cleaving knife.
It had taken her almost three days to dig a hole in the cellar floor big enough to bury him in, working frantically whenever Mai Lee was out of the house.
And now, here he was back.
She'd known he would come.
Oh, yes, she'd known.
Lark rushed through Mrs. Porter's back door, her eyes glazed with fresh tears, and stopped when she saw Autry Whitman rise slowly out of the chair no one ever sat in.
He smiled. "Your hair is different," he said. "But that's what whores do, isn't it, Lark? They dye their hair and paint their faces."
Instinctively she turned to run, then stopped.
Mrs. Porter was sitting calmly at the kitchen table, murmuring to herself.
"What have you done to her?" she demanded, turning back and finding Autry standing directly behind her.
"Not a thing, Miss Morgan," Autry said. "But I plan to do plenty to you, you little slut." He reached out, grasped her hard by the hair.
Lark cried out from the pain.
"Did you really think you could get away from me?" Autry snarled, flinging spittle into her face.
"Let me go," Lark said.
He backhanded her so hard that she would have fallen through the open doorway if his fingers hadn't still been deep in her hair, the nails tearing at her scalp.
"You gave yourself to that marshal, didn't you?" He tightened his grasp, shook her. "Didn't you?"
Still recovering from the blow, Lark gasped at a new rush of pain.
She tried to kick him, bite him. Flailed at him uselessly with both hands.
He hit her again, nearly rendering her unconscious.
He was going to kill her.
She spat in his face. Screamed at Mrs. Porter to run.
Autry shoved her against the door frame with an impact that forced the breath from her lungs in a single whoosh of air. Her knees gave out, but he wouldn't let her fall.
"You liked spreading your legs for the marshal, didn't you, Lark?" he growled.
She nodded, fiercely, proudly. It was the only way she could hope to hurt him, and by God she wanted to do that.
Autry's voice turned to a croon. "You'd be with him right now, if you could, wouldn't you?"
"Yes!" she cried out. "Yes!"
He drew back his hand, and Lark waited for the blow to land.
But it never did.
There was a loud boom, thundering against the very walls like a blast of dynamite, and Autry's eyes went blank. He let go of Lark, his hand opening slowly, with a peculiar languor, and crumpled heavily to the floor.
Mrs. Porter stood behind him, holding Mr. Porter's shotgun—usually stored in the broom cabinet—in a tremulous grip. "Quickly," she said, looking at Lark but not seeming to see her. "We've got to bury him again. This time we'll put the flour barrel on top of him, and he'll stay put."
Lark closed her eyes, leaning against the door frame, drawing in one quick, shallow breath after another. The cold from outside revived her a little, and she straightened, looked down at Autry.
There was no question that he was dead. The shotgun blast had ripped through his back and splintered his chest from the inside.
Lark whirled out onto the step, gripped the edge of the door with one hand and vomited until her stomach was empty. She heard excited voices—blessed voices— in the distance, and then pounding of horses' hooves.
Help was coming.
Lark turned, stared at her landlady in disbelief. Mrs. Porter had set the gun aside and raised the cellar door, and she was dragging Autry's body toward it.
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It was Gideon who let Rowdy out of the cell, when the blast of a shotgun disturbed the peace of that Stone Creek morning, threw the door open wide and stood back. Gideon, with a sling supporting his left arm and a look of hollow desolation in his eyes.
"Ride, Rowdy," he said. "Paint's saddled and ready out back."
Rowdy stared at him. "Did you—?"
Gideon shook his head. "I didn't fire the shot," he said. A wan, Pappylike grin stretched his mouth. "I just took advantage of the opportunity."
Rowdy laid a hand on Gideon's good shoulder, in no hurry to grab his chance and leave. "If you didn't shoot that gun," he asked, "who did?"
The Yarbro muscle bunched in Gideon's jaw. "It came from somewhere around Mrs. Porter's place," he said. "At least, that's where everybody headed. Get out of here, Rowdy. I'll see to Pardner and look after Miss Morgan, too, as best I can."
It came from somewhere around Mrs. Porter's place.
Rowdy rasped a curse and bolted. Autry Whitman. Good God, with Pappy dying and all the rest of it, he'd forgotten all about him and the threat he represented to Lark.
"Not that way!" Gideon yelled. "Out the back!"
Ignoring his brother's protests. Rowdy hit the sidewalk at a dead run. Pardner, lying a few feet to the side of the door, leaped up and streaked ahead.
The rooming house looked as though it were under siege when Rowdy reached it, what with all the horses outside.
Lark, Rowdy thought, vaulting over the picket fence after Pardner, who had bunched his haunches and made the jump without so much as a pause.
Reston was blocking the doorway, Sam just inside.
"What the—?" Reston gasped, when Pardner shot between them, closely followed by Rowdy.
Lark sat in a chair in the kitchen, staring blankly at nothing.
Rowdy stepped over Whitman's body with no more than a downward glance and went to her. Crouched in front of her chair, took her hands in his.
"What happened?" he asked.
She blinked, evidently startled to see him there. "Mrs. Porter shot him," she said. "She shot Autry. She thought he was Mr. Porter—"
Rowdy looked around, his gaze briefly connecting with Sam's before swinging back to Lark's face. "Were you hurt?"
"Autry was going to kill me," she told him. "Mrs. Porter saved my life. And now she's...she's..." Tears rose in her eyes, eyes that were already red-rimmed and swollen. Of all the things he regretted, and there were many, giving Lark reason to cry was the greatest. If he could take back only one thing, of all the things he'd done, it would be that. "She collapsed, Rowdy. Mai Lee and Hon Sing are with her, but I think...I think—"
He stood, pulled Lark into his arms, held her with the fierce closeness of those who must soon let go. "It'll be all right," he murmured into her mussed, fragrant hair. "Everything will be all right."
She clung to him, shook her head against his chest. "Not without you," she said. "Not without you." She stopped then, looked up into his face. "How did you get out of jail?"
"I was about to ask that same question myself," Sam put in, from somewhere nearby, "though I'm pretty sure I know the answer."
Gideon.
He'd been willing to risk his own freedom, risk college and possibly years of his life, just to turn Rowdy loose.
"I'm right here, Sam," Rowdy said, still holding tightly to Lark. "No harm done."
"We'd better move this body," Reston put in. He was one of those restless sorts, the kind who always had to be doing something, setting things right. No doubt he'd rather have thrown Rowdy back in the cell, personally, with Gideon for company, but failing that, he'd settle for loading a bloody corpse in the back of a wagon.
Sam ignored Reston, spoke to Rowdy instead. Rowdy and, by proximity, Lark. "The major sent for a territorial judge," he said. "He'll decide your fate when he gets here, after consulting with the governor, but meanwhile you've got to stay behind bars."
Rowdy sighed. Nodded.
There was no undoing his past. It was as real and as deeply carved as letters chiseled into a tombstone.
"You could have been clear of Stone Creek by now," Sam went on quietly, speaking to Rowdy though his gaze touched on Lark once or twice, pondering. "I guess I don't need to ask why you stayed."
Lark gripped the front of Rowdy's shirt as if she was never going to let go. "Rowdy saved your life, Sam O'Ballivan," she said, with sudden spirit. "I heard you say so to Mr. Reston, just a few minutes ago."
Sam nodded. "That's true," he replied. "Under the circumstances Mr. Robert Yarbro here might have shot me himself, out there at the Franks' place. Thrown in with the outlaws, instead of the rangers, and ridden out with the others. A lot of men in his position would have done just that."
Lark sagged a little, pressed her cheek into Rowdy's chest.
He eased her into a chair, prepared to go willingly back to jail now that he knew what he'd come to find out—that she was safe. Still whole. Still Lark.
"Stay right here where I can keep an eye on you," Sam told Rowdy, waving Reston away when he came forward with his trusty handcuffs. "I've got enough to think about, with a dead man on the floor and another one buried in the cellar. I can't be chasing after you on top of it."
Rowdy grinned slightly. The matter of Levi's escape still lay between them, perhaps never to be resolved. He hadn't tried to stop his brother from getting away, he'd even encouraged him to run. He'd been wrong to do that and he knew it, but short of shooting Levi, he hadn't had a choice. And much as he hated the idea of doing a stretch in Yuma, maybe it was a chance to do penance not only for himself, but for Levi, too.
Gideon appeared in the open doorway just then, swallowed hard after assessing the scene. Stepped over Autry Whitman's body to come inside, weaving his way between a half-dozen milling rangers and townsmen.
He came face-to-face with Sam O'Ballivan, almost first thing.
Sam thumped a forefinger in the middle of Gideon's chest. "Don't you ever do a damn fool thing like releasing a prisoner again, boy. Even if he is your brother."
Gideon swallowed visibly, but stiffened his Yarbro backbone. His chin jutted out. "I'd do it again," he said stubbornly, with all the conviction of youth. It was because of that, because of his inherent strength, that he was up and around so soon after taking Willie Moran's bullet. Just looking at him gave Rowdy a strange, throbbing hope that one Yarbro, at least, might amount to something. Might serve as the living answer to all those prayers their ma had offered, always believing, against all evidence. "If I had my way, Rowdy would be a long ways from here by now."
Sam simply shook his head, gave a rueful chuckle and went back to the bloody business of rangering.
"Where's Mrs. Porter?" Gideon asked, drawing near the table. In the short time Rowdy had been acquainted with his younger brother, Rowdy had sized him up for an attendance taker, among other things. He liked everybody accounted for, and if somebody was missing, he'd probably turn over the whole territory looking for them.
Lark answered the question. "Mai Lee and Hon Sing took her upstairs," she said. "She's...she's not well, Gideon."
It was then that Hon Sing appeared on the back stairway. He paused, midway down, looked at Lark and shook his head.
She began to cry.
And Rowdy, not giving a damn that half the population of Stone Creek seemed to have crowded into that kitchen, pulled her onto his lap and pressed her head gently to his shoulder. She trembled in his arms, and he grieved for the parting that would surely come.
One Week Later
A bitter wind howled through the streets of Stone Creek, as well as Lark's own raw and wounded heart, heralding the imminent arrival of another snowstorm.
The schoolhouse was temporarily closed.
Autry's body, accompanied by Esau, had been placed in a pine box the day before and freighted to Flagstaff in the back of a wagon, there to board a train bound for Denver.
Ruby Hollister had come, in grand style, to retrieve Payton Yarbro's remains, and Gideon had gone with her when she left, though he vowed to return, finish the school year and take up his duties as deputy again. He did not seem to register that Rowdy would be going away, no longer the marshal of Stone Creek.
That very morning, Lark had received a long telegram from Autry's lawyers—"Darned if you don't own a railroad, Miss Morgan!" the clerk had beamed, upon delivering the message—but sudden wealth was the furthest thing from her mind as she waited, with Mai Lee and Hon Sing, in front of a blazing fire in Mr. Porter's study.
She couldn't even think about Mrs. Porter's funeral, from which the three of them had just returned. Mr. Porter had been laid to rest beside her, a skeleton stacked and sealed into a wooden box, hastily constructed by the undertaker's son, almost as an afterthought.
No, there was no room in Lark's mind for anyone or anything, save Rowdy. He was still in jail, and Sam and the major and the territorial judge, just arrived from Phoenix, were meeting at that very hour, at the Cattleman's Hall, to decide what would happen to him.
Lark listened to the ponderous ticking of the mantel clock, felt her heartbeat adjust itself to the rhythm. Pardner lay at her feet, or more properly, on them. He hadn't been far from her side since the day Mrs. Porter had shot Autry. Every time she looked into his eyes, she saw the same question.
Where is he?
"I get you tea?" Mai Lee asked, breaking the silence.
Lark smiled, shook her head. "You're the mistress of the house now," she reminded the other woman. "You don't have to wait on anyone."
Incomprehensibly, considering her blithe prejudice, Mrs. Porter, having no living relatives, had left her house and property to Mai Lee and Hon Sing. They'd probably made plans—to sell out and move away on the proceeds, or stay and take in boarders, as Mrs. Porter had done—but they had yet to share them with Lark.
"I get tea," Mai Lee insisted, and hurried off to the kitchen.
A moment later she was back.
Pardner was instantly on his feet. He gave an uncertain woof.
"Someone to see you," Mai Lee said to Lark, a smile shining in her eyes. "In kitchen."
Lark stood slowly, her heart outstripping the pace of the mantel clock now, racing.
Pardner barked and ran for the back of the house.
Lark followed, wringing her hands. She dared not hope—the price of disappointment was too high.
And he was there.
Rowdy stood in the kitchen. He'd hung his hat and coat on the pegs beside the back door, bent to ruffle Pardner's ears in greeting.
He straightened at Lark's entrance, and his gaze caressed her, summer-sky blue.
She stopped, afraid to go any closer. Afraid he wasn't real.
She'd had so many dreams in which he came to her, and awakening to reality was like dying, over and over again.
"Did you escape?" she finally asked, befuddled.
He chuckled. "No," he said. "I've been pardoned, thanks to Sam O'Ballivan and the governor of the territory."
"P-pardoned?"
"And I can keep the marshal's job, if I want it," Rowdy said.
Lark started toward him, stopped again. If I want it. Had he come to get Pardner, and say goodbye?
"Do you?" she dared to ask, because everything depended on the answer. "Do you want to stay?"
"That depends, Miss Morgan."
Lark could barely hear, for the pounding in her ears. For the silent hope clambering and scrambling in her heart, groping its way into her mind. "On what?"
"On whether or not you'd be willing to marry a former outlaw, live in a house behind the jail and be called Mrs. Yarbro."
Lark swallowed painfully. For a moment the kitchen floor seemed to tilt beneath her feet. She fully expected to awaken in her bed upstairs, rummy from the rigors of her dreams. "Oh, Rowdy—"
He waited, hooked his thumbs under his gun belt.
"Or is it Rob?"
He chuckled, shook his head once. "I've always been called Rowdy," he said. Sadness rested briefly in his clear eyes. "Pa figured it suited me."
"Yes," Lark said.
"Yes, it suits me, or yes, you'll marry me?"
She let out a joyous sob. "Yes, I'll marry you." She laughed. "And yes, it suits you."
He still didn't close the space between them, but there was a tender watchfulness in his eyes. "Right now? Today? Because I'm bound to bed you, well and truly, before the sun goes down. And I want it to be honorable this time. I want it to be right. And that means we have to be hitched first."
Lark flung herself into his arms then—barely touched the floor but flew to him, threw her arms around his neck and held on. "Right now," she agreed, weeping and laughing at the same time. "Today."
He kissed her, a deep, celebratory kiss, full of all that had so nearly been lost. "Good," he said, when he let her go, and she stood, breathless, within the circle of his embrace. "Because the major is right behind me, with a Bible in one hand and a marriage license in the other. Sam'11 be a witness, and Mai Lee and Hon Sing, too."
Lark smiled up at him. "You were pretty certain of my answer, weren't you, Mr. Yarbro?"
He grinned. "Pretty certain," he admitted. "But you never can tell with a woman. I figured you might have changed your mind about me, with all that time to think."
She stood on tiptoe and touched her mouth to his. "I thought about you, and nothing else."
Rowdy tasted her lips, made them tingle. "I'll be a good husband to you, Lark," he said gravely. "And if you ever have cause to shed tears again, it won't be on my account."
They were still standing there, exchanging a covenant too deep for words to express, when Sam and the major arrived a few minutes later, and Maddie, too.
Mai Lee and Hon Sing were summoned, and the marriage took place right there in the kitchen, where so much had happened. Lydia had been brought there, sick unto death. Autry had died there, and violently.
But it was also where Lark and Rowdy had met and looked into each other's eyes for the first time. It was where Rowdy had taken Lark on his lap, that night, and held her until she slept.
She'd been in the worst danger of her life there.
And felt safest.
Oh, yes. It was fitting indeed that the ceremony was held in the Porter kitchen, with Pardner standing between the bride and groom, listening raptly to the solemn and holy words Major Blackstone read from the Good Book.
Lark wouldn't have swapped it for the finest cathedral in the world.
Lark crooned hoarsely, her body straining under Rowdy's as she gave herself to him, fully and without reserve, in the bed where they had every right, before God and man, to make love. To make babies. To share secrets they'd kept even from themselves.
His eyes burned, even as he struggled to keep from joining her in the sweet maelstrom of release. Lark.
She stilled, sighing, and looked up at him. "Let go, Rowdy," she whispered. "Let go."
And he did, with a groaning shout, throwing his head back, emptying himself into her. All of himself, not just his seed, but his spirit and his mind and everything he'd never dared hope for.
She soothed him, during and in the sacred aftermath, her fingers playing in his hair. Murmured gentle, nonsensical words. Granted him a solace he'd never known he was seeking.
"I love you, Lark Yarbro," he said, much later when he had the breath for it. He moved in her, hard again, and she gave a soft gasp of pleasure and arched her back to receive him more deeply.
"Prove it," she teased.
"Our bathwater's getting cold," he said, enjoying the way her eyes widened. "You're going to have to wait."
"I don't want to wait. I want you now, because you're mine, and I can have you. I can have all I want of you."
He chuckled, withdrew from her, delighted in the look of rebellious disappointment on her face.
He got out of bed, and scooped his wife—his wife— into his arms. Carried her into the bathing room and lowered her carefully into the lukewarm water he'd run earlier, right after they'd come back to the marshal's house as Mr. and Mrs. Robert Yarbro.
He'd needed a bath, having been in jail for a week, where he'd had to be content with a basin and a rag, when he wanted to wash. But Lark hadn't been willing to wait, and he hadn't been able to resist her.
Now he joined her in the water, and they sat cross-legged, facing each other, like a couple of naked Indians at a powwow.
She pouted.
He rubbed soap between his hands and lathered her breasts.
She moaned.
He lifted her onto her knees, lathered another part of her, playing with her until she tilted her head back and closed her eyes, the temptress, surrendering.
He rinsed her, and that was almost as much fun as the washing had been.
She began to quiver, whimpering his name.
He bathed himself, got out of the tub and left her kneeling there, staring up at him in baffled defiance.
"If you want what I'm about to give you, Mrs. Yarbro," he said, "you'd better get yourself back to bed."
She flushed, stubborn and flushed with arousal, but she got out of the tub. Let him dry her off with a towel, watched as he dried himself. Saw just how much he wanted her.
Biting her lower lip, Lark ducked out through the doorway, and he swatted her lightly as she passed.
He took his time getting back to the bedroom, and the wait was excruciating, but when he got there, Lark was lying in the middle of the mattress, in a tangle of covers, wearing a pair of bloomers with a tear in just the right place, and nothing else.
She grinned mischievously.
He laughed and shook his head.
And then he went to her, and in a slow, smooth tumbling roll, turned her, so that she was kneeling on the pillows, clutching the top of the headboard in both hands.
Rowdy slid between her legs, parted the ripped in the bloomers, and grasped her hips to lower her onto his waiting mouth. She groaned and rocked and, finally, pleaded.
He teased her.
She ground herself against him.
He suckled hard, brought her to the edge of satisfaction. But when she tensed to let loose, he turned her again, laid her down, and entered her with a hard thrust. Watched as her eyes rolled back and she came unwound slowly and silently, a thousand different expressions flitting across her face in the space of a few moments.
In the next instant Rowdy's own release came, consuming him in a silver fire, blinding him to everything but her.
"Did I mention that I own a railroad?" Lark asked her husband—her husband—the next morning, while she fiddled with the stove, trying to figure out how one went about cooking, exactly. Snow drifted past the windows, and the world seemed blanketed by peace.
Rowdy, who had been admiring the way she looked wearing only his shirt, and idly sipping coffee he'd brewed himself before she was even awake, shook his head. "No," he said mildly. "I don't think you did."
She smiled at him, over one shoulder. Stepped over Pardner to take a skillet from a shelf. "It's ironic, isn't it?" she asked, testing him a little. Would it matter to him, the money and the railroad? "Autry was so busy trying to find and kill me, he forgot to change his will."
"Imagine that," Rowdy said, glowering a little.
"I'm very, very rich," she told him. And she was rich, but not because she'd inherited a fortune from Autry Whitman. She was rich because Rowdy Yarbro loved her.
He frowned.
"I have a mansion in Denver."
He shifted uncomfortably.
"We could live there," she said, watching his face. "You'd never have to work again. Instead of robbing trains, you could send them here and there, at a whim."
"Wherever there were tracks," he pointed out, still looking serious. And then he said precisely what she'd hoped he would. "I don't want to live in Denver, Lark. And I sure as hell don't want to run a railroad."
She went to him, sat astraddle of his lap.
Kissed the sides of his strained mouth. "You mean you didn't marry me for my money, Marshal?"
He began unbuttoning the shirt she'd thrown on after getting out of bed.
"Last I knew," he said, looking thoughtful as he concentrated on the task at hand, "you were a schoolmarm, without two nickels to your name. And you intended to keep on teaching as long as the town council would allow."
She was bared to him. Goose bumps rippled over her flesh in anticipation of his touch.
He cupped her breasts in his hands, looked into her eyes.
She squirmed slightly, gasped as he chafed her nipples with the sides of his thumbs. "Well," she murmured, between little catches in her breathing, "maybe our sons will want to run a railroad."
He tilted his head to one side, nibbled at her. "Sons," he said, clearly not listening.
"Or even.. .our.. .daughters," Lark gasped.
He suckled, even as he moved to open his pants.
Paused long enough to ask, in a low, rumbling rasp, "Do you want children, Mrs. Yarbro?"
"Yes," Lark managed.
"Then be quiet, so we can get one started."
She bit her lower lip, nodded.
He lunged inside her, claiming her so fully that she cried out in shameless welcome.
And then she was instantly, utterly, deliciously lost.
Rowdy Yarbro walked the streets of Stone Creek that night, with his badge pinned on the outside of his coat and Pardner trotting happily at his side.
He tested shop doors, to make sure they were locked.
He counted the horses in front of the saloons.
He checked on the schoolhouse.
He stood awhile outside the Porter house, and thought what a fine thing it was that Mai Lee and Hon Sing owned it now.
Passing the only church in town, a small, white clapboard structure, he stopped and looked up at the steeple, with its plain wooden cross stark against the night sky, trimmed in soft-falling snow.
For a brief moment he was a boy again.
Bless my boy Rob, he heard his mother say.
He knew she'd asked for a lot of things on his behalf—a loving wife, a home and an honest road to travel from one day to the next.
Those things had been a long time coming, but here he was, a marshal, sworn to uphold the law, with a strong, smart woman to partner with. He had a clear conscience, friends like Sam O'Ballivan and Major John Blackstone, Mai Lee and Hon Sing. He had a good dog and a fine horse.
He reckoned his ma would count all those things as answers to her prayers, and who could say if she'd be wrong?
Standing there in the silent, drifting snow of a February night, looking up at that cross, Rowdy lifted his hat.
"Much obliged," he said.
* * * * *
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