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CHAPTER ONE

 


Lame Horse,
Montana

August, 1890

 


Sarah Kincade lied about Danny Kincade.
She lied about him to everyone she met.

Well, now, who’s this little
buckaroo?

My nephew, Danny.


Or . . . 

Oh, isn’t he just a sugar
bun! What did you name him?

He’s my late sister’s boy,
Danny.

Worst of
all . . . 

You didn’t tell us you had
a young’un, Miss Kincade—it’s Miss, right? Schoolmarms aren’t s’posed to have
babies.

I’m his aunt, his only
living relative.

But Danny wasn’t her nephew, and she’d
never had a sister.

He was her baby and she could admit it
to no one.

In her arms, four-month-old Danny
wailed at the top of his lungs, just as he’d done most of last
night. His shrieks accentuated the headache pounding in her ears.
She paced the plank floor in the dark, musty schoolroom where she
would spend the next nine months teaching the children of Lame
Horse.

“Froggy went a’courtin’ and he did go—”
she sang brokenly, and stroked his silky hair.

As she paced, she paused at the filmy
window and glanced down the street that cut through the center of
town, checking for strangers. The small, plain schoolroom sat at
the end of the street and gave her a good view of the sparse
traffic that ambled along through the dusty summer
morning.

Though she’d tried to break the habit,
every day she peered into the face of each person she encountered
on the street, each person who passed her, spoke to her, exchanged
looks with her. She sought not the faces of people she’d come to
know during her time in Lame Horse. Rather, she looked for the
unfamiliar, the stranger, because Danny’s father was the kind of
man who would stop at nothing to get his son back.

She knew that she was only making
herself crazy with this fear she carried in her heart. After all,
Lame Horse was just a flyspeck of a town on the Yellowstone River
in eastern Montana, with a higher population of jackrabbits than
people. If Ethan Pembroke sent someone to track her down, this
rough little place would be the last they’d check. That had been
one of her reasons for coming here. But the fear persisted, and she
kept searching faces.

She’d also traveled here because she’d
needed a teaching job immediately, far from Helena and Bozeman, and
the one in Lame Horse had been the first she’d found.

Danny wailed on and she paced a little
faster, growing more frazzled with each passing minute. She cupped
the back of his head in her hand and kissed his sweat-dotted
forehead. “Sweetheart, please! Please stop.”

She turned and crossed the
floor again, trying to settle him down. She rocked him in her arms
and crooned to him, but his face remained pinched, his open,
toothless little mouth taking up most of his expression. His fists
were clenched on either side of his head. As she walked, she
considered all the work still ahead of her. It would be a
monumental task to prepare the schoolhouse for the first day of
classes next week, to try and make something out of
this—this nothing.
In Helena, she’d taught in a new two-story brick building that
featured every modern convenience. But she suspected that the
term modern convenience
was all but unheard of in Lame Horse.

Here—she sighed just looking at it—the
school was a squat, ugly cabin, unpainted and weathered outside to
a silver-gray. Inside, the walls were lined with old newspaper
pages, floor to rafters. It smelled closed-up and unused, with a
lingering smoky odor from all the winter fires burned in the
fireplace. If she could call it a fireplace. It was nothing more
than a heap of rocks, sticks, and mud with a chimney.

As for her lesson plans,
they’d flown out the window the day she’d met with the town
council. In addition to McGuffey’s
Eclectic Readers, she’d hoped to introduce
the works of Charles Dickens, Herman Melville, and the Brontë
sisters. But her suggestions had been met with chair-fidgeting and
throat-clearing. The young folks just needed their three R’s,
nothing more, ma’am, and nothing fancy. McGuffey’s would do just
fine.

So McGuffey’s it would have to
be.

Danny purpled with his screaming, and
Sarah felt if she couldn’t quiet him, she might join him. “Hush,
little Danny, hush. Everything is going to be all
right.”

Passing the dirty window again, she
paused when she saw Clarice Flanders at the far end of the street,
striding purposefully in this direction with a dog in tow at the
end of a rope. Oh, God, she hoped Clarice wasn’t coming
here.

Sarah had spent most of the night
sitting up in the chair next to her bed, worrying about the baby’s
health and trying to comfort him. The idea of dealing with Mrs.
Flanders now was more than she could bear.

Sarah’s teacher’s pay consisted of two
dollars per student per month, and board and room with Clarice and
her family. Clarice was a narrow-minded prig, married to a man who
sat on the town council. She was determined to see that Sarah
earned every penny of her salary and was less than generous with
the room and board.

Life in the crowded Flanders’ household
was far from ideal. Her five noisy children, out of school for the
summer, were always in one scrape or another. Voices were raised
from dawn till after dark, not necessarily in anger, but as if the
family didn’t know how to communicate any other way. Taciturn Bob
Flanders was the conspicuous exception in his home. He was the
town’s undertaker, and in Sarah’s opinion, he fit the role
perfectly with his pale silence. Even worse, at the dinner table,
Bob considered Sarah with furtive, sidelong looks that were both
curious and downright lascivious.

Her loss of privacy, the never-ending
sense of being an unwelcome guest, the unruly Flanders children—it
was all horrible. But unpleasant though it might be, she would
endure anything to protect Danny. He made it all
worthwhile.

Holding him, she inhaled the delicious
baby-scent of him. His piercing shriek was deafening, his little
face nearly plum-colored with the effort, but Sarah could rise
above it. She had to. Her attachment to him had been immediate and
more intense than she had ever dreamed. From the moment of his
birth she had fallen completely and hopelessly in love with
him.

He kept on howling, as he had most
nights for the past two weeks. Mrs. Flanders had said it was colic,
and the local doctor had confirmed her diagnosis. She’d tried all
the remedies suggested—warm compresses, peppermint tea, even a drop
of brandy in water. They all helped a bit, but the colic came
back.

“It’s all right, little Danny,” she
crooned again, feeling anxious, jogging him in her arms. His dark
hair against her cheek was as soft as a duckling’s down.
“Everything will be all right. You’ll feel better soon. And no one
will find us here, I promise.”

Suddenly the door swung open, making
Sarah jump. She whirled to find herself staring at Mrs. Flanders.
“Miss Kincade, I have to talk to you!” God, she dreaded facing the
woman after the night she’d put in.

Clarice Flanders stood before her, a
plump, brown wren of a female in a faded Mother Hubbard. Her fine
hair was pulled into a tiny, hard knot on the top of her round
head. A frown completed her appearance. It seemed to Sarah that she
was always frowning at her, despite her own unfailing courtesy that
bordered on servility.

“Miss Kincade, you know
mighty well that even though I didn’t hold with the town council’s
decision to hire you, what with this—nephew of yours—” again, she looked
Sarah up and down with a narrow-eyed gaze, “—I agreed to let you
live in my home. I’ve boarded the town’s teachers for as long as I
can remember. And I’ve tried hard to be understanding of your
circumstances.”

“Oh, yes, Mrs. Flanders, and I
appreciate it so—”

The woman lifted her voice
dramatically to be heard over Danny’s wails. “But you’ve been under
my roof for three months and this just isn’t working out. The baby
is keeping the family awake at night with his crying. Your goat is
just as noisy.” She yanked on the rope and a clatter of hooves
sounded on the floor. From behind Mrs. Flanders Sarah heard her
goat’s loud eh-eh-eh-eh. It had been Isabel following her down the street, not a dog.
Clarice continued, “I’ve got chores of my own to do, and I need my
rest. Doc Bentley said you ought to give the boy laudanum for his
colic, and I agree.”

Sarah might not know much about
infants, but she’d seen what laudanum could do to adults. “We’ve
discussed this already, Mrs. Flanders. I wouldn’t dream of giving a
baby such a strong drug!”

Mrs. Flanders’ dark brows formed a
sharp vee above her small, close-set eyes. “Well, you can dream
whatever you like. But I’m putting my foot down.”

Sarah flinched, almost feeling the
woman’s big foot between her shoulder blades. She clutched the baby
more closely, half expecting this crone to fix him with the evil
eye. “What do you mean?”

She huffed impatiently, and her nose
rose just a notch. “The truth is— Well, I have to speak my piece. I
knew this would be trouble from the beginning, but the town council
wouldn’t listen to me. They offered to take you on because we
needed a teacher, bad, since the last one left in March. Even so,
they had no business hiring a—a loose woman to oversee our children
and give them immoral ideas.”

Hot blood flushed through Sarah’s face.
“What are you implying, Mrs. Flanders?”

“I’m a charitable Christian
and I was willing to look the other way.” The woman lowered her
voice and snapped, “This isn’t your dead sister’s boy, like you
told everyone. I know he’s yours, just as sure as I know my own
kids, and you’re only trying to cover it up, Miss Kincade. Why, he looks like you!
He’s got your dark brown hair and will probably get those green
eyes of yours, too.”

Sarah set her back teeth in the face of
this accusation. “It isn’t true! Danny is my nephew, and my poor
sister gave him to me with her last breath the morning he was
born.” Sarah almost choked on the lie—it broke her heart to deny
that he was her own.

Mrs. Flanders stared her down. “I don’t
believe it.” She drew herself up to her full five feet, putting the
top of her head at Sarah’s brow. “And now you’re setting your
sights on my husband. Oh, don’t think for a minute that I haven’t
noticed you making eyes at him, and right in front of me, too, at
my own dinner table. I saw it again last night, and I can tell you,
I’ve had enough. Women like you are all the same, on the prowl for
any man, attached or not!”

Sarah sputtered, groping
for words to defend herself against this outrageous accusation.
“You could not be more wrong—” Attracting a man,
any man, was the least of
her desires. And creepy, monosyllabic Bob Flanders, with his nasty,
slinking glances, made her skin crawl anytime she was in the same
room with him.

“There’s still another week before
school starts,” Mrs. Flanders continued. “That should give you time
to find somewhere else to live, because you won’t be staying with
us anymore.”

Sarah gaped at her, dry-throated, with
a taste of dust in her mouth.
“Somewhere . . . else?” All of her tenuous,
carefully made plans were suddenly tumbling down around
her.

“I know I said I’d watch the baby for
you while you worked, but I never should have made the offer. His
diapers take up half my clothesline, and anyway, I won’t have a
tart in my house. I hate to lose the money the town paid me, but
there are some things that money won’t solve. Since the council
hired you, let them pay someone else to board you. Of course, I
don’t know that they’ll look too kindly on a woman with a bastard
baby who lied to them—”

Sarah felt as if her heart had stopped
in her chest. “You wouldn’t tell them such a horrible
thing!”

“Why shouldn’t I? I don’t want you
giving my innocent girls the wrong—”

The sound of bare feet running on
sun-dried earth added to the din of raised voices, the crying baby,
and the bleating goat. One of the Flanders girls trotted up to the
open door and complained, “Ma, you gotta come on back home! Cody
took my favorite hair ribbon, the one that Gramma gave
me!”

Isabel increased the volume
of her own contribution to the chaos. “Eh-eh-eh-eh!”

Clarice Flanders turned her head and
barked, “Well, make Cody give it back, Jess!”

“He used it on his kite and now he says
it’s stuck in a cottonwood down at the creek!”

Turning back, she said to Sarah, “I
don’t have time to worry about this problem. You have to go. By
tonight. Get a room at the hotel until you find something
else.”

The hotel consisted of two tiny,
airless rooms over the general store. Sarah had stayed there when
she first arrived in Lame Horse.

“Ma!”

“Land sakes, Jessica!” Mrs. Flanders
turned and charged out, leaving Sarah adrift in the doorway, her
sharp retort caught in her throat.

Finally it surfaced and she hurled it
at the woman’s back. “I’d rather sleep in a—a cow pasture than
spend another night under your roof!”

Danny stopped crying.

* * *

To Zach Garrett, Blaine Hodges looked
like the sheriffs in every other piss-ant town like Lame
Horse—slow-moving and unaccustomed to any trouble beyond a drunken
cowboy now and then. A little thick around the midsection, a little
thin across the hairline. The sheriff leaned back in his chair on
the other side of his desk.

It was plain to Zach that the trouble
he was presenting now was something Hodges did not want to deal
with.

He endured the inquisitive gaze of the
lawman, who considered him from under the bony ridge of his brow.
Zach resisted the urge to shift restively, and merely returned the
look.

He wanted to be done with
this whole business, to get Sarah Kincade and her baby back to
Helena. When he did that, and Ethan Pembroke paid him, he’d finally
be able to start his life over. God knew he’d spent enough time on
the road, nearly a month, tracking down the woman and the kid.
Before that he’d spent more
than enough time doing work that other men had
turned down, just for the chance to start over. Now that chance was
so close he could almost smell it. He only had to do this one last
job.

The lawman returned his attention to
the official documents in front of him. They were heavy with ornate
script and bore seals with ribbons.

“Who did you say you were?”

“Zachary Garrett, from
Helena.”

“And you’re a bounty
hunter?”

Zach suppressed an impatient sigh. His
identity and his reason for being in Lame Horse had been
established ten minutes earlier. “Nope, I’m just doing a job for
the pay. The baby’s father hired me to bring the woman and kid back
to Helena.”

Hodges arched a brow at him. “And
you’re saying this baby was kidnapped by some stranger?”

“I didn’t say that at all.” Zach
pointed at the papers. “Look, Hodges, I have a court order here,
signed by a judge in Helena. And here’s the contract the woman
signed, agreeing to give up her baby to the Pembrokes. It’s all
pretty clear. And it’s all legal.”

Sheriff Hodges rubbed the back of his
neck, a reluctant expression on his long face. “I don’t know. She
told everyone that the boy is her nephew, given to her to raise
when her sister died birthing him.”

“She’s lying.”

Hodges shook his head and
peered at the contract. “Maybe some folks around here thought it
was kind of unusual, an unmarried teacher with a baby, but if he’s
really her own child— I just don’t like the sound of all this. You
say she made up the story, but I’m inclined to believe her.” He
straightened in his chair. “After all, she’s a schoolmarm.”

As if that explained everything. Zach
leaned both hands on the desk. “Yeah, and Doc Holliday was a
dentist with a fancy gentleman’s education. It didn’t stop him from
whoring and gambling and getting into gunfights. Now you’ve seen
all the proof you need that this woman has done wrong. I don’t have
a personal grudge against her. I’m just doing what I was hired to
do. And nobody wants to arrest her—they only want her to bring the
baby back to Helena. If you know where she is, I’d be much obliged
if you’d tell me.” He picked up the documents from the sheriff’s
desk, refolded them, and tucked them inside his shirt. “If you
won’t, I’ll knock on every door around here until I find
her.”

Sheriff Hodges pushed himself back from
the desk and stood up. “No, no, I can’t have you doing that. Folks
wouldn’t appreciate that at all. I’ll take you to her.” He reached
for his hat and eyed Zach again. “I’ll tell you this much, though—I
wouldn’t have the stomach for the kind of thing you’re going to do
to her. It wouldn’t matter how much someone was paying me. I
wouldn’t be able to sleep nights.”

Zach turned a flat gaze on him. “Then I
guess it’s a good thing Pembroke hired me and not you.”

* * *

Humiliated and desperate, Sarah needed
less than an hour to jam their belongings into her bag and leave
the Flanders’ house. She didn’t own much and neither did Danny.
She’d had to abandon most of her clothes in Bozeman the morning she
escaped on the stagecoach that had brought her to Lame Horse. What
she had left were a couple of dresses she’d had to alter once to
accommodate her pregnancy, and then again to fit her current
shape.

Before Sarah knew it, she
had Danny nestled in her arm and was walking away from the house,
clutching her valise, with Isabel tied to the handle. The goat’s
bell clanked behind her with a dull sound. She wanted to cry, she
felt so lost, so alone in the world, but she choked back the tears
and forced herself to keep her chin high. She sensed six pairs of
eyes watching her from the windows, and it occurred to her that she
knew how conspicuous Hawthorne’s Hester Prynne must have felt with
a scarlet A sewn
to her bodice.

She headed toward the general store,
dragging her forest-green skirts over the dry weeds that grew along
the edge of the road. It promised to be another hot day, one that
would turn the sky to silver-blue by afternoon. As the sun pounded
down upon her bare head, a dozen worries and questions swam through
her mind. The most frightening concerned the future. Clarice
Flanders was bound to tell the other members of the town council
what she suspected about Danny, that he was really Sarah’s own and
not a nephew. It was such shameful, delicious gossip, an unmarried
woman passing off her illegitimate child as a nephew, Clarice would
be unable to resist. Though there was no real proof, they’d be far
more likely to believe the woman’s suspicion than anything Sarah
might tell them.

If she lost this teaching job, she
didn’t know how they’d survive. She had so very little money and no
security at all. She couldn’t even nurse Danny to feed him. She’d
had to wean him as soon as possible to goat’s milk, and one of the
neighboring farms had donated Isabel. After all, an aunt couldn’t
very well breast-feed a baby, and anyway, when school started she
wouldn’t be able to leave class to feed him. He’d need milk and
clean clothes and safety. Icy coldness radiated from her stomach to
her limbs when she thought of their uncertainty.

Sarah shifted the valise handle cutting
into her palm. Imagine that pumpkin-headed Clarice Flanders
implying Sarah was a loose woman, that she had designs on her
husband, that she couldn’t be trusted to educate children. Sarah
Kincade, who had once held a position of respect and
esteem.

She glanced down at her baby, who waved
sleepy fists as she bundled him along, and recognized an
inescapable truth: just a little more than a year ago, her own view
of an unmarried mother wouldn’t have been much
different.

A teacher, she had learned in normal
school, was charged with the vital task of molding children’s minds
and souls, and therefore had to be more decorous than most people.
In Helena, Sarah had been so careful of her conduct, no one had
thought to question it. Seen as a paragon of moral virtue and
right-mindedness, she had been very proud of the dignified example
she set.

Still . . . though her
life had been full, it had not been truly fulfilling. Telling
herself that she had her dignity and the town’s regard hadn’t
filled the emptiness she sometimes felt. It hadn’t tamed the
yearning, bittersweet and piercing, for more than dignity and a
different kind of regard. Ethan Pembroke had identified that
yearning as clearly as if she’d worn a sign, and singled her out as
surely as a mountain lion targeted a doe.

How could she have been so
foolish and naive? she wondered bitterly. This was true loneliness, with
despair and an uncertain future thrown in for good
measure.

Passing the plate glass display window
at Miller’s General Store, Sarah caught sight of herself, the baby
in her arms and the bag in her hand. She wasn’t sorry she had
Danny—she adored him. He was her reason for living. But a child
deserved a better life than this, and they were off to a terrible
start. Just a little more than a year ago, and a world
away . . . 

She continued to Miller’s entrance, a
fancy double-door setup of which Winslow Miller was very proud. The
only one in these parts, he claimed. He was a member of the
triumvirate that made up the town council.

Leaving the goat tied to her valise on
the sidewalk, she walked into the cool gloom of the store and
inhaled the scents of coffee and leather, bacon and talcum powder,
fruit and vinegar. The walls behind the counter were lined with big
glass jars that held rice, hard candy, beans, dried peas, lentils,
and spices. Sarah had fed Danny his bottle, but she hadn’t eaten
since dinner the night before. If her circumstances were not so
dire, her mouth would have been watering. Instead, it still felt as
dry as paper.

“Miss Kincade, how do,” Win Miller
hailed. He stood behind the counter heaped with new merchandise,
excelsior trailing from it like Spanish moss. With a pencil poised
in one hand, he was comparing the order to its shipping list, the
high plane of his forehead furrowed with the effort. “Out shopping
with young Daniel before the heat of the day sets in, eh? Good
idea. What can I do for you today?” He squinted at an item on the
list, then checked it off with the pencil that he touched first to
his tongue.

Sarah swallowed and approached the
counter. “Well, Mr. Miller, it seems I am in need of a hotel
room.”

The shopkeeper looked up from his
accounting. “Eh? What’s that you say?”

“I’m afraid Mrs. Flanders has decided
that she doesn’t want to open her home to me and Danny, after
all.”

He shoved a crate of tinned peaches
down the counter. “Why not? I admit it’s a little out of the
ordinary, a teacher with an orphaned baby, but Clarice has that
wild tribe of her own. I don’t know what difference one more would
make. She and Bob have always boarded our teachers, since, well,
since I can’t remember.”

In split seconds Sarah
considered and discarded several reasons to give Winslow Miller,
but before she’d decided, her reply popped out of her mouth. “She
seems to think that Danny is my son and not my nephew.” Had she
actually said that? Perhaps it was best, though. Get the jump on
the woman and her tale-bearing. Even if it did Sarah no good, she
would deprive Clarice Flanders of the perverse joy in being the
first to relay her nasty little piece of gossip. She put on what
she hoped was an expression of injured dignity and hated herself
for once again denying her own baby. Danny, Danny, I’m sorry— He squirmed
in her arms, and the smell of wet diaper reached her nose. “Since I
am unmarried, I’m sure you realize all that is implied.”

Miller stared at her for a
moment, his pencil still poised in mid air, then his face turned a
vivid shade of crimson. He glanced at Danny again.
“Your son? Uh,
yes, yes, I see.” He pawed at the papers on his counter and looked
as if he wished he were anywhere in the world except
here.

Sarah had just one advantage and slim
though it was, she intended to play it for all it was worth. “I’m
worried that in her zeal to do what she feels is the right thing,
Mrs. Flanders will want to persuade the town council to look for
another teacher. But it’s so late now, I don’t know who they would
find. Lame Horse’s children might go without schooling for the
whole year.”

Miller’s brows shot up. “Yes, yes, I
see we have a problem here. Maybe Clarice is looking for trouble
where there isn’t any.” He fidgeted with a jar of candy sticks on
the counter. “But even so—a schoolmarm is supposed to—well, we got
to have some standards, Miss Kincade. Right and wrong is a mighty
important part of a youngster’s education, even more important than
book learning. If there’s a question
about . . . ” He nodded at the baby. “Well, the
town council will have to have another meeting about this. But you
try not to worry, ma’am. We’ll get it all sorted out.”

They stared at each other across the
counter for an endless moment, and then Danny let out a short
squawk, causing a break in the eye contact. Sarah felt her
shoulders droop, as if the weight of her troubles and the world’s
were pressing down on them. She was tired and scared, and though no
experience in her life had prepared her for this, something told
her she must keep a confident—and innocent—appearance. To do
anything else might jeopardize her already precarious
position.

To do anything else would mean that
Ethan Pembroke had won.

She straightened. “In the meantime, Mr.
Miller, would you be kind enough to rent a room to me? I don’t have
a lot of money but I need to tend my nephew, and we both need a
place to sleep.”

Miller tugged at his high collar, as if
it were too tight. “Now, now, we promised you room and board, and
until we can get this business figured out—” He pulled out a strong
box from beneath the shiny counter and plucked a key from its
depths. “You take number two again, just up the stairs outside. You
can tie up your goat out back, and I’ll talk to Mrs. Miller about
fixing your meals.”

Sarah took the key he offered and
tipped her head in assent, not trusting her voice to answer. Her
throat felt as if a clenched fist were lodged in it. Boosting Danny
a bit higher on her shoulder, she crossed the floor to Miller’s
fancy double-door entrance. On the plank sidewalk, she looked up
the tall flight of stairs that climbed the outside wall of the
building and led to the two rooms on the second floor. She wanted
nothing as much as a place to lie down and the time to do
it.

“Miss Kincade—ma’am, wait.”

Sarah turned to see Sheriff Blaine
Hodges hailing her from the hitching post in front of his office.
She paused and he trotted across the dusty street, kicking up
little plumes of dry Montana soil with every step. Another man
followed him, someone she didn’t recognize. He was handsome,
perhaps the most handsome man Sarah had seen in a long time, but
she saw a shadow of callousness in his eyes. He carried himself
with a deliberate gait, and he stared at her in a way that conveyed
an odd dislike. A chill shivered through her.

“I never thought I’d have any trouble
finding a body in this town,” the sheriff said, “but I’ve been all
over Lame Horse looking for you. Clarice said you’d be here,
though.”

Oh, Sarah would just bet Clarice had
told him that, and a thing or two more. A cold hand stole around
her heart, but she did her best to put on a brave, unconcerned
face. It was an exhausting task. “Really? What can I do for you,
Sheriff?”

Sheriff Hodges jammed his hands in his
back pockets and actually scuffed his boots in the dust. Sarah had
seen this self-conscious behavior often enough in her students to
know it probably didn’t bring good news.

“Well, ma’am, um, this man here is
Zachary Garrett, from Helena, and he says he has some business with
you. About the boy.”

Sarah backed up a step and
pressed Danny closer. No, no! Dear God,
no. She didn’t know this man, but without
being told, she knew what his “business” was. At night, her dreams
had been haunted with images of a dark, faceless stalker who would
steal Danny from her arms. She’d wake, shivering with cold
perspiration and her pulse hammering through her body with the
singular terror of the pursued. She felt like that now. Her
nightmare had come true—somehow this stranger had tracked her down.
She wanted to run but just like in her dream, her feet were as
heavy as lead and wouldn’t budge. And this horrible man—how had he
found them, how?

Zachary Garrett stepped forward to
close the gap. “You’re this boy’s mother? Sarah Jane
Kincade?”

Staring up into his cold hazel eyes,
she felt like a rabbit trapped by a fox. Her pulse throbbed in her
temple but she could not respond.

He laid his shotgun in the crook of his
arm, then reached into his shirt and produced two documents, both
creased many times. He shook them out to unfold them. “I have a
court order here, signed by Judge Wallace Driscoll, authorizing me
to take you and the baby back to Helena.”

Sarah looked at it but she
couldn’t focus on anything written there. Court order.
Court order. From the
corner of her eye, she saw Win Miller edge close to his door under
the pretense of rearranging an umbrella stand filled with walking
sticks. She found her voice, although her words were only
whispered. “Do you mean to tell me that I’m under
arrest?”

Garrett sighed and took no trouble to
lower his voice. “You aren’t under arrest. Look—” He shoved the
other document into her face. “This is the contract you made with
Ethan and Priscilla Pembroke, agreeing to let them adopt your baby
in exchange for their charity. Isn’t that your signature at the
bottom, next to theirs?”

It was. What had she been thinking of
to sign her child away? Snared by a web of lies and outrageous
deception, she’d been backed into an impossible corner, and the pen
literally put into her shaking hand. If only she had it to do
again—

“Ma’am? Isn’t that your signature?”
Garrett repeated.

“Yes.”

Now Miller boldly stepped outside to
join the meeting, adjusting his sleeve garters the way a lawman
might hoist his gun belt. “Well, by God, we can’t have a woman like
this teaching our young folks, a woman with a bastard
baby!”

“Aw, Jesus, Win, pipe down,” Hodges
said, plainly embarrassed. “Now isn’t the time to talk about
that.”

Sarah turned a frantic gaze on Blaine
Hodges. “Sheriff, surely you can do something about
this!”

Hodges shrugged apologetically. “I’d
like to ma’am, I really would. But the court order is all nice and
legal, and there’s this contract. I’ve read it. I’m afraid the
Pembrokes are within their rights, and they’ve hired Mr. Garrett,
here, to bring you back.” In a more cheerful tone, he added,
“’Course you can probably get a smart lawyer once you get to Helena
and fight this if you want.”

Get a lawyer! With what? She didn’t
have enough money to even buy a stagecoach ticket out of this town
that was supposed to have been her refuge. All of her fretful
planning to safeguard her son had done no good. God save them from
this man, Sarah’s mind screamed. Yes, he was handsome, even more so
than Ethan, with a lean jaw line, a straight nose and smooth brow.
But his heart was probably as black as Ethan’s. Didn’t they say the
devil could assume a pleasing form? Meeting Ethan had certainly
taught her that. This man had come to take Danny from her and he
had the authority to do it. Well, he wasn’t going to. She wouldn’t
let him.

Zach Garrett pressed his point. “One
way or another, you and the boy have to go back to Helena. You
signed a contract. I was hired to see that you make good on your
promise.”

Sarah cast frantic, pleading looks at
the sheriff, at Win Miller. But they looked at the sidewalk, down
the street, everywhere except at her.

“You can’t have my baby!”

Panic and a mother’s instinct racing
through her veins like sheet lightning, she backed up again and
whirled toward the stairs. With the room key clutched in her icy
fingers, she dropped the valise with Isabel still tied to it and
hiked her skirts to gallop up the steps. The long flight seemed to
tower into the sky, but she ran as though the very devil were after
her. Indeed, he was, bent on stealing her child from her. Danny
bounced against her shoulder and began howling again, but if she
could just reach that room up there, if she could reach that room
she would lock herself and the baby inside, and barricade the door
if she had to.

“Hold on, Miss Kincade!”

She spared one glance over her shoulder
and saw Zachary Garrett right behind her. Dear God! She took the
stairs two at a time but she couldn’t outpace him and his
long-legged stride. His gloved hand shot out and closed around a
fold of her skirt. Abruptly he checked her momentum, and with a cry
she fell to her knees on the next step, her shins crashing against
its sharp edge. She wrapped both arms around her wailing child and
twisted to one side to keep from crushing him beneath her. The
muscles in her back wrenched, complaining with white-hot pain that
was almost paralyzing, and she landed hard, wedged against the
bannister with Danny on her lap.

Sarah heard a cowardly, murmured
protest from one of the men at the bottom of the steps, but she
knew it was hopeless. She couldn’t keep running—she had no job, no
money, and no means of transportation. Danny would
starve.

She could no longer keep the tears from
welling up in her eyes.

When she lifted her head, she saw Zach
Garrett looming over her, offering her a hand up. She looked into
his eyes and found no compassion. No pity. Only her own fear,
reflecting back at her.

 



CHAPTER TWO

 


Sarah sat on the hard spindle-back
chair in her hotel room above Miller’s General Store. She watched
Danny, finally asleep in a dresser drawer that served as his bed.
Even though the day had turned hot, she huddled in her shawl,
chilled to her heart and bones.

Zachary Garrett had taken the room next
to her, the one closest to the stairs. She’d heard him come and go
three or four times, and each time he peeked into her window as if
making sure she was still there. The last time, she yanked the
blind down, cutting off his view.

So this was to be the end of the folly
she had begun nearly two years earlier, a horror that she had never
once imagined in her romantic flights of fancy. Sarah leaned her
head in her hands, reliving a heartache that even now, was still
sharp and brutal.

She had loved Ethan Pembroke. All the
more hurtful, she’d believed he loved her. For a while,
anyway.

Sarah had met Ethan at a church ice
cream social. He was handsome and educated, and interested in
polite female company. She had her teaching job, and she enjoyed
it, but she hoped for more from life. Something for herself—a real
home, family. Ethan had made that seem possible.

With a taste for fine things and the
ability to pay for them, he’d shown Sarah a side of life she’d
never pictured for herself—champagne, elegant, intimate dinners,
Sunday picnics during which he’d read poetry to her and fed her
orange sections. He’d also been very careful of her reputation; he
knew how the town would view a school teacher who was being
courted, so he kept their meetings discreet.

Sarah fell hopelessly in love with
Ethan, and assumed that a marriage proposal was in their immediate
future. But he kept telling her they had all the time in the world.
And as a financier with several wealthy clients, he told her that
he could take the tidy nest egg she had in the bank and invest it
for her so that she could begin their marriage with money of her
own. Accustomed to independence, the idea appealed to her.
Together, he promised, they would build a fine house on fashionable
Madison Avenue, and she could almost see the imposing dwelling he
described. The future he painted with words sounded like a dream
come true for a lonely schoolmarm who had so hoped for a husband
and family.

Without hesitating, she added Ethan’s
name to her savings account—and shyly invited him to her lonely
bed.

But over the next few months, Sarah
found herself beginning to wonder if Ethan was truly the man for
her. She felt the relationship had changed subtly. She’d made
herself vulnerable to him, not just emotionally, but financially
too. He controlled all of her money. And though he never took a
dime, never did any of the investing he’d said he would, she felt
bound to him. His double-edged comments and tiny criticisms spawned
horrible doubts in her heart about a future with him.

But then she realized she was pregnant.
Her terror consumed her—an unmarried teacher expecting a baby. Even
now Sarah cringed, thinking about the scandal that would have
caused. She sent a note to his office, telling him that she needed
to discuss an urgent matter with him. Delicacy prevented her from
putting the details on paper, but she worded her message in a way
that left no question about her predicament.

The memory of what happened next sent
new chills through her until she trembled like a wind-blown leaf.
How could she have been so stupid, so gullible? She was worse than
any of Brontë’s heroines she had so loved.

When Ethan finally came to
see her, he brought a woman with him—Mrs. Ethan Pembroke. Not only was he
already married, but his wife had known all about Sarah’s
relationship with her husband. But Priscilla Pembroke didn’t seem
upset. In fact, she looked rather pleased.

So eager were the Pembrokes for a
child, and apparently unable to have their own, they had selected
Sarah to bear one for them, trapping her as neatly as a spider tied
up a fly. Knowing full well the position they’d put her in, they
offered her the chance to escape from Helena and the inevitable
scandal that would follow if news of her pregnancy became public
knowledge. As long as she surrendered her baby to them, they would
finance her months of seclusion in Bozeman. Then after he was born,
she could return, telling people she’d gone on sabbatical, and no
one would be the wiser.

Stunned but still capable of making a
decision, Sarah refused. She would go away, yes, but she would
leave permanently. She’d start over someplace where no one knew
her. But when she went to the bank, she learned that Ethan had
emptied her account just that morning. Without money, she couldn’t
run. Yet, how could she stay? The townspeople who’d put so much
faith in her would shun her and her baby. He would be treated like
an outcast, less than human. She couldn’t do that to an innocent
soul. To her child.

Sarah had agonized over the decision
for two long, sleepless days and nights. Finally, her heart
breaking, she signed the Pembrokes’ contract, letting herself
believe they could give the child a better life than she could. But
on the hot, endless night that Danny was born and he was put into
her arms, the rush of love was so fierce, she knew she couldn’t go
through with the plan.

Three days later, she’d bundled him up,
grabbed what clothes she could, and sneaked away from her
boardinghouse to the train leaving Bozeman. She hadn’t cared where
it was going. She’d gotten off a stop or two later, just a few
miles east, but she’d bought herself enough time and breathing room
to plan her next move. And that had brought her to Lame
Horse.

Sarah rested her head on the edge of
the drawer where Danny slept. Now there was nowhere else to run
to.

* * *

Zach Garrett stopped at the
top of the stairs, in front of the door that bore a tarnished brass
numeral 1. He’d
rented the room for himself. Sarah Kincade and her child were in
the other room at the end of the landing, with the blinds drawn. If
she decided to run again, she’d have to pass right by his windows
and creep down the flight of stairs that squeaked like a pair of
new shoes. He could be on her in a second, the way a bobcat pounced
on a gopher. Now that he’d found her, he didn’t intend to let her
slip out of his grasp. She was worth a pretty penny to
him.

He leaned over the railing and looked
at the stairway below. Unwillingly, he remembered her fall on the
steps a couple of hours earlier. She’d been haggard-looking and her
dark hair tumbled around her shoulders. The baby lay screaming on
her lap.

He’d offered her a hand, but she
pointedly ignored it and struggled to her feet, clutching the baby
to her. Zach had felt the disapproving stares of the men below him
boring into his back. He’d meant only to check her flight, not to
push her down. What had happened troubled him, more than he wanted
to admit even to himself, but now he did his best to dismiss the
thought.

He leaned his elbows on the railing and
stared at the open prairie beyond Lame Horse, where a pheasant
bolted out of the brush. Over the past couple of years, Zach had
made an occupation of doing his best to dismiss troubling thoughts,
to blunt his conscience and temper his nerve. He’d had to in order
to pursue his goal. After all, if a man gave it too much thought,
would he take a job delivering a mining company’s payroll when it
had been routinely held up and its drivers killed by one outlaw or
another? If he didn’t abandon his sense of decency, at least
temporarily, would he work as a bouncer in a whorehouse? The one
where Zach had worked for six months entertained all manner of men,
including a prominent Helena minister. With a wife and three
children at home, the man enjoyed his flock’s admiration and
respect. But, the girls whispered, he demanded services so profane
that Lady Rose, the madame, charged the good reverend double. Hell,
if Zach hadn’t seen him with his own eyes leaving the place at
dawn, he wouldn’t have believed it. He wouldn’t have been so
disillusioned, either.

Zach had seen and done a lot in his
life that might haunt his sleep for the rest of his years. All he
could do was keep his sight on his goal and the money it required.
But although it had been an accident, driving Sarah Kincade to her
knees on the steps had very nearly scaled the wall he’d built
around his sleeping conscience. He wouldn’t let that happen again.
Damn it, if she hadn’t given her word and then broken it, she
wouldn’t be in this spot to begin with. Blasted women were always
running out or running away. His early years on the New York
streets had taught him that. He’d tried hard to forget that part of
his life, but it lurked in the corners of his memory. Random
images, shadowy and dark, pushed forward now and then the way an
old bone break ached in damp weather. Nights spent in
alleys . . . running from the
police . . . stealing just to
eat . . . 

Zach slammed the door on the ghosts and
forced himself to think about his goal. He wasn’t looking forward
to dragging the schoolmarm and her kid across the territory. But
Ethan Pembroke’s offer had been too tempting to pass up. He and his
wife wanted that boy back. They’d extended the hand of charity to
Sarah Kincade, and now they were willing to do everything they
could to make sure she held up her end of the deal. So determined
were they that to obtain his help, they’d offered Zach the very
prize he’d been working toward all this time—the promissory note
Pembroke held on his land.

To get that, with the
words Paid in Full written on it, Zach would deliver the devil himself to the
man’s fancy, book-lined study in that new house he’d built in
Helena. But all he was asking for was a woman and a baby. A baby
that, by contract, belonged to the Pembrokes. Zach didn’t know
Sarah Kincade’s sad life story, and he didn’t want to hear
it—hell, everybody had a sad story. He didn’t know or care why she had agreed to
give her son away for adoption and then changed her
mind.

This, thank God, would be his last job.
It might even be the worst one yet, but it would be his last. After
this, Zach would be able to rebuild the ranch house from its ashes.
He’d sit on his front porch in the evenings and gaze at the good,
blooded breeding stock he’d bought, while they grazed on acres of
fine Montana grassland. All paid for in cash. He’d be able to hold
up his head in Helena again, and forget the things he’d done, work
that other men had brushed off as too unsavory or risky.

Straightening from the railing, he
walked to Sarah’s door and knocked sharply. No answer. He knocked
again, louder this time. God, she couldn’t have gotten away
already—

“Miss Kincade!”

At last he heard stirring from within
and the door opened a crack. Sarah Kincade glared up at him with a
pair of the greenest eyes he’d ever seen. He was struck by the fact
that she didn’t look like the kind of woman Pembroke had described.
She looked—well, respectable, like a schoolmarm.

“Forgive me for not moving faster. I
was tending some bruises on my lower limbs.”

Zach rubbed the back of his neck and
cursed the flush he felt rising past his chin. He’d be damned if
he’d give her the apology she was fishing for. She shouldn’t have
run. Then the accident wouldn’t have happened.

“What do you want, Mr. Garrett?
Checking to make sure that I’m still here?”

By God, but she was a sassy woman. “No,
ma’am, but I don’t intend to lose track of you, just in case you
have any ideas about running. I came by to let you know that we’ll
be leaving at first light tomorrow, so you and the boy be packed up
and ready to go. I want to get back to Helena as soon as
possible.”

Sarah opened the door a bit wider. She
had tidied her dark-chocolate hair, pinning it high on her head to
show off a slender, pale neck. She was a small woman, with faintly
rounded shoulders, full breasts, and a slender waist. “The
stagecoach comes to Lame Horse every two weeks. It won’t be here
again till next Friday.”

“I’m not buying stage tickets. I bought
a horse for you to ride, a mare. She’s at the livery.”

Sarah blinked. “A
horse . . .  We’re going to cross the territory
on horseback?”

“You know how to ride, don’t you?” He
couldn’t imagine that she didn’t. Not if she was from
Montana.

“Yes, but I haven’t been on a horse in
years. Traveling in a stagecoach would be a lot easier.”

Zach stared back at her. This woman
obviously didn’t know the value of a dollar. Pembroke had given him
expense money, but every penny Zach saved was one more penny he
could keep, and he intended to do just that. “Jesus, the passage
would cost a fortune. At least I can sell the horse in Helena and I
won’t be out the money.”

Sarah’s jaw tightened slightly. “And
what about my baby? Will I carry him on my back like a Cheyenne
wife?”

Well, hell. He hadn’t thought about
that, and Pembroke hadn’t mentioned it. He’d just said to bring the
pair to Helena. How Zach accomplished that was his responsibility.
Although Zach was in charge of this expedition, the way she was
looking at him made him feel that he was the one at a disadvantage,
and he didn’t like it one damned bit. “I’ll rig up something. Maybe
a sling you can wear over your shoulder.”

She opened the door wider still, giving
him a view of a narrow iron bed. The bedding was rumpled, and he
figured she must have been lying down before he knocked. Her
sleeves, rolled up to the elbows, revealed willowy forearms. “And
what will Danny eat?”

Unable to resist the dig, Zach let his
gaze drop and linger on her bosom for a moment. “That’s your
problem, Miss Kincade.”

A flush stained her white cheeks,
suggesting a complexion of rose petals and cream on a better day,
and her dagger-filled stare fell away. It wasn’t the kind of prim
reaction he’d expect from a woman who’d allowed herself to get in
trouble. Oh, he could see how a man could get tangled up with her.
Sure, she was pretty, and some women sent out signals that invited
a lot more than a kiss on the hand. But now that he got a better
look at her, he realized she wasn’t what he’d pictured at
all.

“Danny is weaned to goat’s milk and
that’s what he’ll need. Isabel—my goat won’t be very happy if she’s
dragged along behind a horse.”

“Isabel.” He’d seen the animal earlier,
but in the chaos on the stairs, he hadn’t paid it much
attention.

“She’s tied up downstairs behind the
building.”

Zach crossed his arms over
his chest, losing patience with this snippy female. “Where would
a goat have sat on
a stagecoach? Was I supposed to buy a ticket for her,
too?”

Sarah responded with a frown that
creased her forehead, and briefly she pressed a hand to her throat.
She had a small, slender hand, Zach noticed. “I probably would be
able to get goat’s milk at the stage stops. But if we take horses,
the goat can’t graze and drink all the water she needs to give
enough milk.” The daggers were back in the gaze that she leveled on
him. “That simply won’t do, Mr. Garrett.”

No, he could see that it wouldn’t. And
didn’t she enjoy pointing that out. “I’m not buying stage tickets,
so you can forget about that.”

Sarah’s voice dropped to a whisper.
“Isn’t it enough that I’m being forced to give up my child? Can’t
the trip be arranged so that I can properly care for him until he
passes from my arms?”

Hate radiated from Sarah Kincade. Not
in what she said, or even how she said it. It was just there,
pulsating between them. A man could fry an egg on that hate. That
was just too damned bad—he didn’t care what she thought of him. But
almost without realizing it, he took a step back.

“Yeah, well I’ll see what I can do. You
just be ready at daybreak.” He turned and walked back to his room,
opened the door, and closed it. Hard.

* * *

That horrible man.

That horrible bully of a
man.

Sarah shut her door and locked it, then
lifted her skirts and bent slightly to look at her identically
bruised shins. The sharp edge of the step had left angry purple and
blue contusions as big as the oatmeal cookies her mother used to
bake. Zach Garrett had done this to her. He was nearly a foot
taller than she was and probably outweighed her by eighty or ninety
pounds. All lean and long-muscled, he was very much different from
Danny’s father, the only man outside of her own family that Sarah
had ever known on a level more personal than conferring with a
student’s father. She found Zach’s very maleness intimidating—he
plainly bore the look of a man who’d spent most of his life in the
weather instead of behind a desk. Did it make him feel important to
tower over her and order her around?

Dropping her hem, she picked up Danny,
still fast asleep, and glanced around the plain-walled room. It was
more than two hundred miles to Helena. God, to cross Montana
Territory on horseback, with a baby? To be out in the wilderness
with gruff, cold-eyed Garrett, the man who’d made her fall on the
stairs, with no regard for the child in her arms? She looked down
at her sleeping baby, the very heart and soul of sweet innocence.
No, she couldn’t do it.

Once more escape crossed her mind. As
she paced over the pine flooring, frantic ideas swooped around in
her head like wild birds. Her own fear made her squeeze Danny so
hard he let out a startled cry.

“Sweetie, I’m sorry!” Swiftly she
kissed his forehead, but her steps only quickened.

She didn’t have much money, certainly
not enough for a stage ticket, but she could sneak away from here
and hide with a family on one of the surrounding
ranches . . . no, no, that wouldn’t work. Her
throat grew dry and her hands were still icy. She passed the
window, with its wilted gingham curtains, and glanced at the
schoolhouse at the end of the street.

Maybe she could appeal to the town
council again. Not for a job, because surely that was out of the
question now. But perhaps she could beg for a secret place to stay
and the loan of enough money to find her way out of Lame Horse.
Yes, that was good. She’d repay the loan when she found work in
another town. It would have to be any kind of work—trying to find
another teaching position would be nearly impossible at this point.
She could appeal to the council’s decency and plead her case of
basic maternal possession. Maybe Danny was born without the benefit
of a married mother, but that didn’t give anyone to the right to
steal him from her arms. She paced faster. Danny cried in earnest.
What decent person would stand by and watch that demon Garrett
carry her off on horseback across the hinterland for the purpose of
taking her child and only God knew what else? Who could do
that?

A lot of people could.

The realization stopped her
cold.

Sarah sank down on the stale-smelling
bed, making the springs underneath screech. There was no point in
fooling herself—no one was going to help her. This morning, the men
watching Zach Garrett chase her up the stairs had just stood there,
shuffling their feet and looking away.

If she had just herself to worry about,
it would be different. She could take her chances. But Danny would
only suffer from a life of running and hiding, and she had to put
his welfare first.

“Oh, Danny,” she mourned and pressed
her cheek to his forehead. He was such a miracle to her. She drew
back to study his face—the fine, almost invisible silky brows, the
long lashes, and big blue eyes. His howls stopped and he stared
back at her. As she dabbed at his tears with her sleeve, she
recognized herself in her son’s face, just as Clarice Flanders had.
Odd, but he bore little resemblance to Ethan Pembroke. That was
just as well. Not that Ethan had been bad-looking. In fact, he’d
been quite handsome, but his cold heart and cruelty were in his
face, too. If only she’d seen them sooner— But then, she wouldn’t
have Danny.

She’d had such hope for
their future in this town where no one knew them or their
circumstances. She glanced down at her scuffed valise standing next
to the bed and reached down to open its stiff brass fasteners.
Inside, between one of her two chemises and Danny’s diapers, was a
well-worn volume of Dickens’ Oliver
Twist, and her copy of McGuffey’s Eclectic Fourth Reader.
McGuffey’s was a mainstay of schoolteachers everywhere. In Helena,
Sarah had owned the whole set of seven readers, but she’d left them
behind, not expecting to need them. After all, she’d planned to
have her baby, surrender him to the Pembrokes in secret, and return
to her teaching job with no one the wiser. It had been an insane
idea.

Sarah kissed the little hand Danny
stretched out to touch her nose. “Do you know how much I love you?”
He grinned and squawked, showing off toothless gums, and waved his
fists. Her heart throbbed in her chest, as if it were truly
breaking and she swallowed hard.

She knew then that her only real option
was to return to Helena with Zach Garrett, that devil’s henchman
with the expressionless eyes. When she got there, she’d do her best
to appeal to whatever shred of honor Ethan and Priscilla Pembroke
might still possess and plead for her son. If she failed—well, she
couldn’t think about that now. If she did, she’d go crazy with
grief, and that wouldn’t help at all. She had to keep her wits
about her.

Sarah looked over Danny’s head to gaze
out the window again, at the endless miles of open prairie.
Tomorrow, she and her son would be forced to venture out into that
empty expanse, led by a man who had been paid to fetch them back
like criminals.

“May Ethan Pembroke roast in hell,” she
intoned bitterly, “and take Zach Garrett with him.”

* * *

The sun was a brilliant ruby on the
eastern horizon when Zach pulled a wagon around to the side of
Miller’s General Store the next morning. His horse, tied to the
back of the tailgate, followed behind, its hooves clopping along
with the mules’. Dew glistened on the dry weeds sprouting from the
edge of the wooden sidewalk, and for that moment their desiccated
plainness was transformed into gold and diamonds. Even Lame Horse,
not much more than a smudge on the landscape with its
weather-beaten buildings, looked clean and new in the kindly light
of sunrise.

Zach loved the beginnings and ends of
days, sunrise and sunset. On one side was the chance to start over,
when life seemed less punishing and possibilities abounded. At the
other end was satisfaction or relief, sometimes regret. The hours
in between was where the struggle lay.

This morning, though, just one thought
occupied his mind: the journey to Helena. He’d lain awake most of
the night, some of the time listening for the sound of soft
footfalls on the landing outside his room, and the rest wondering
how much trouble Sarah was going to give him. For a woman in her
circumstances, she wasn’t nearly as cowed and meek as he’d imagined
she would be. She’d already gotten her way over this wagon and they
hadn’t even taken the first step out of town yet.

The whole outfit—covered wagon, mules,
and a small pen—had cost far more than he’d expected to spend. But
after his encounter with her yesterday, he’d realized there was
nothing else to do. The owner of the livery had taken back the mare
and sold him everything but the goat pen. The old man had brought
the wagon out from Missouri years earlier, but luckily, he’d kept
it in reasonable repair and under a tarpaulin in his barn, just in
case a golden opportunity to sell it came along. Its canvas wasn’t
in the best shape, though, so Zach hoped the weather would
cooperate.

The goat pen had come from Win Miller
himself, along with the rest of the provisions Zach had bought for
the trip. With a guilty expression, Miller had thrown in two glass
baby bottles for the kid, free of charge.

“She might need them. Miss Kincade,
that is. Tell her we’re all—well, I’m mighty sorry things didn’t
work out for her.”

Sorry. Despite what he stood to gain,
at that instant Zach had been disgusted with Miller and the rest of
Lame Horse. They’d willingly served up Sarah and her baby to him
and an uncertain future, because suddenly she didn’t measure up to
their ideal of morality. Well, Zach wasn’t judging her, although he
supposed he couldn’t say she’d done the right thing. But she was
still the same person she’d been when she came to town to be the
schoolmarm. What the town had learned about her didn’t affect her
ability to teach their children or change the knowledge she had in
her head. They could have helped her if they’d wanted to. Instead
they’d turned their backs.

Aw, damn it, it didn’t mean anything to
him. There he went again, taking his eyes and mind off his goal. He
couldn’t afford to do that yet. Not until he had that promissory
note in his hand. Determined to get this trip started, he set the
wagon brake and jumped down from the high seat while the mules
waited in the traces. At least Sarah’s gear already stood on the
bottom step, so she must have taken his order seriously and he
wouldn’t have to go back upstairs to roust her out. When he glanced
up, though, he halted in his own tracks.

Sarah descended the stairs carrying the
baby. She wore her shawl draped over her head, with its tails
crossed and tucked into the waistband of her skirt. The same
sunrise light, kind to the landscape and life’s possibilities, fell
upon her with a gentle touch. Again he was struck by her
smallness—if he didn’t know better, he might mistake her for a
girl. But she carried herself with a cool, quiet dignity that
exceeded whatever her true age might be. Pembroke had said she was
twenty-six or so. Looking at her, with her back straight and head
up, a vague uncomfortable feeling shimmied through Zach, not a lot
different from the one he’d had yesterday. He shrugged at the
sensation, then pulled on the cuff of his leather glove.

“Miss Kincade.”

“Mr. Garrett,” she replied as she
reached the plank sidewalk. She glanced at him and then turned her
attention to the conveyance stopped alongside the building. “A
covered wagon?” There was that edge in her voice again that seemed
to say much more, and the look in her eyes that could slice a man
at twenty yards.

“Yeah, and I bought enough food and
supplies for three weeks.” He crossed his arms over his chest.
“Will this be good enough?”

“Yes, it will do, Mr. Garrett. I’m just
surprised.” Her lacerating gaze softened the tiniest bit. “I didn’t
expect—well, I expected something less.”

“Sorry to disappoint you. Get on up
there. I want to put fifteen or eighteen miles behind us today. I
stopped by the telegraph office last night and wired the Pembrokes
to tell them we’re on our way.” He stepped forward to take the baby
so that she could step up to the wagon seat, but she pulled away.
He lifted his brows and fixed her with a look of his own. “It’s
pretty hard to climb into a wagon with both of your hands
full.”

Still she stood back, plainly not
trusting him to lay one finger on her boy. “I can manage.” Shifting
the child to one arm, she put her foot on a wheel spoke and with a
big push, lunged for the edge of the wagon box. He didn’t know how
she got up there, but she settled on the seat and adjusted her
skirts. Then she craned her neck and looked around. “Isabel—where’s
my goat? We can’t leave without her.”

Zach half hoped she’d forgotten about
the damned nanny. “I know, I’m getting her. There’s a pen in the
wagon for her.” He headed to the back of the building to fetch the
goat.

Watching as Zach walked away, Sarah
caught herself staring at the flex of his shoulders, with his dark
hair brushing them. She tilted her head, considering the way he
moved. He had long legs and carried himself with a certain grace,
she supposed, one that seemed natural to him. But graceful or not,
he was still the one taking her back to Helena so that the
Pembrokes could steal her child, and he was hired by them to do it.
That made him just as much her enemy as they were.

She turned to look inside the canvas
enclosure behind her and sighed. This was to be their home for the
next few weeks. Well, as she’d told Zach, it was more than she’d
expected. The morning sun brightened the gray interior and the
arches stood out like dark ribs. She saw a few barrels and boxes
neatly stowed in a corner of the wagon box, and down at the end, a
small, sturdy pen waited for Isabel. Its floor was lined with clean
straw.

There was a clatter as Zach dropped the
tailgate and struggled to get the goat into her coop. Isabel’s bell
clanked wildly, and she complained with enough vigor to wake the
entire town. Zach added his own fervent, low-voiced swearing,
bringing a hot flush to Sarah’s cheeks. What else could she expect
of such a man?

“Don’t hurt her!” she called, trying to
see what was happening.

“I’m not hurting her,” Zach ground out
between gritted teeth.

The tailgate slammed shut again, the
pins were slid into place, and he tied his own horse to the back.
Sarah heard his determined heel strikes on the hard-packed earth as
he came around to the front of the wagon and climbed to the seat
beside her. Vertical streaks of dirt, undoubtedly from Isabel’s
hooves, marked the front of his tan shirt, and a flap of fabric
that had once been the pocket hung by its bottom seam.

“What happened?”

“Damned animals—that goat is as
bad-tempered as a wolverine.” He unwrapped the reins from the brake
handle with angry, impatient movements.

“No, she isn’t. She’s very affectionate
and friendly.”

He flicked his torn pocket at her. “Oh,
yeah? Well, it wasn’t a kiss that ripped my shirt. That goat bit
me!”

Good for Isabel, she thought, and
turned her face so Zach wouldn’t see her satisfied
expression.

“Shirts don’t grown on trees—they cost
money.”

Everything about this man seemed to
circle back to the subject of money. “Maybe Mr. Pembroke will
reimburse you when you explain what happened.” She looked into his
hazel eyes, her brow arched. “You can blame the goat.”

Zach frowned but didn’t reply. Slapping
the reins on the mules’ backs, he barked, “Heyup, there,” and the
wagon lurched forward.

There he was, right next to her, his
thigh almost touching hers, and there he would be for the better
part of more than two hundred miles. The seat was narrow but she
scooted away and pulled her skirts closer.

They reached the end of the only street
in Lame Horse. The vast, empty grasslands of Montana lay before
them for as far as the eye could see.





CHAPTER THREE

 


The day proceeded uneventfully, with
Zach stopping now and then so that Sarah could milk Isabel and
change Danny’s diaper.

She knew that Danny was a sweet baby
most of the time, except, of course, when his colic acted up. And,
while the general rocking of the wagon soothed him, if one of the
wheels hit a gopher hole or a rut and woke him, he complained.
Then, as babies were inclined, he turned fussy, and he screamed
vigorously when he was wet or hungry.

Sarah sensed Zach’s impatience with
each stop but there was nothing she could do to make Isabel give
her milk any faster, and Sarah diapered as fast as she could. At
least she could feed the baby while they were moving, although the
ride was much bumpier than a stagecoach would have been and he
tended to spit up a lot more. Somehow the thin towel she carried
was always in the wrong place when this occurred, and by afternoon
her shoulder and bodice were stiff with sour, dried goat’s milk,
adding one more foul odor to the panoply of smells she already
wore.

Dear God, what a place to try to care
for a baby, she fretted, feeling his wet diaper against her
midriff. She wished for nothing more than to be in a clean, safe
place with the humble conveniences of a stove to heat water and a
roof over her head. Yet Sarah was torn. She had no desire to spend
one minute longer with Zach Garrett than she had to, or be stuck
out here in this wilderness. Hurrying as he wanted, though, only
brought her closer to that horrible moment when she would have to
relinquish Danny to the Pembrokes, and her heart would be broken
for all time.

Zach sat on his side of the wagon seat
in a fine grump. He didn’t know much about kids, but in his opinion
this baby peed more and hollered louder than a new calf, and his
nerves were beginning to fray. Between the squalling boy and the
Sour Pickle Queen of Montana sitting next to him, stiff and
indignant, his patience had thinned to the breaking
point.

“Mr. Garrett, I need to change the
baby’s diaper again. Please stop the wagon.”

Zach bit down hard on his back teeth
and rewound the reins around his hands. At the rate they were
going, stopping every hour or so, they’d be out here until kingdom
come and gone. Maybe that was the point, he realized, and glanced
at Sarah again. She’d made it no secret that going back to Helena
was the last thing she wanted. Well, he’d be damned if he’d let her
stand in the way of his plans. Not now, when he was so close to
achieving his goal.

“I’ll slow down, but you’ll have to
take care of this while were moving, Sarah. Hell, the wagon trains
on the Oregon Trail didn’t come to a halt every time some baby
needed his pants changed. I plan to get home while I’m still young,
and if I have to stop whenever that kid wets his drawers, we won’t
make it back before winter sets in. Days mean dollars and time lost
out here. You’ll just have to manage.”

She glared at him—those sharp daggers
she threw at him with her eyes that almost made him squirm. It
wasn’t hard for him imagine her staring down a kid who’d brought a
frog into her classroom or had been caught throwing spit wads. With
her jaw set, she said nothing and climbed into the back of the
wagon, dragging her heavy skirts and petticoats over the seat. He
could see that balancing the baby in her arms and climbing into the
wagon box was tricky, but she did it. He almost admired her for
it.

The baby continued to howl behind him
and Zach hunched his shoulders to block it out. It didn’t work. At
that moment, he’d have given almost anything to see the hazy
outline of Helena’s buildings on the horizon ahead.

“Hush now, Danny, sweetie, hushabye.”
Sarah’s murmuring came to Zach over the sound of wheels crushing
the grass beneath them. “You’ll be dry in a minute.”

Just then the wagon bounced over a
sharp-edged rut and Sarah let out a squeak of pain.

Zach turned to look inside, but Sarah’s
back was to him. “What’s the matter?”

She didn’t respond.

“Is everything all right back
there?”

He heard the sound of ripping fabric
and moments later she returned to the front with Danny, grabbing
for the back of the seat with one hand while negotiating the tricky
climb in the rocking conveyance. He took her arm to steady her, but
she pulled away and settled beside him with a flounce of skirts.
Her right index finger was bandaged with a length of white cloth,
and a bright spot of blood seeped through the layers.

“What happened to your
hand?”

“I jabbed myself with a diaper pin when
you hit that bump.”

“It was deep enough to bleed that
much?”

She kept her gaze fixed on
the horizon ahead. “Yes. But I did as you commanded, Mr. Garrett.
I managed.”

Shame, a really unwelcome feeling,
stuttered through Zach. Oh, damn
it . . .  He couldn’t afford to feel
guilt, or remorse, or regret. Not now. Not yet. Guilt had never
troubled him when he’d stolen food or clothes or money when he was
a kid. He’d had no other choice, and snitching a loaf of bread or a
sack of potatoes had meant the difference between surviving and,
well, not.

* * *

When the wagon was rolling they drove
for hours, it seemed, without a word passing between them. The only
sounds were the mules’ hooves, the rattle of the harness, and the
wagon, which seemed to creak in every joint of its construction.
The landscape was vast and rugged. Endless green and yellow hills
rose and fell as gently as the curves of a beautiful sculpture,
contrasting with rough outcroppings that fostered Ponderosa pine
and low scrub. The wind carried the scent of trees and grass, clean
and wild.

At first Sarah sat with her back rigid
and her nose up, determined to let this man know through her
haughty silence just what she thought of him and his mission. But
distance and time stretched into endlessness, and she wasn’t sure
how long she could maintain her pose. Her muscles were beginning to
quiver with the effort, and Danny, though he weighed hardly
anything, grew heavier in her arms with each passing mile. She
hoped they’d stop for the day pretty soon but wasn’t about to
suggest it.

Zach sat hunched forward, his boots
planted firmly on the footboard, the lines wrapped around his
gloved fists. When she chanced a peek now and then, he looked to be
lost in deep thought. So, late in the afternoon, when the sunlight
grew golden and mellow, he took her by complete surprise when he
spoke.

“What school did you teach at? In
Helena, I mean.”

Sarah started and cleared her throat.
“I had an elementary class in the First Ward building, up on Warren
and Pine Streets. Do you know it?”

He shrugged and kept his eyes on the
mules’ ears ahead. “Nope. I don’t get into that
neighborhood.”

She risked another glimpse and noticed
his forearms, hard with muscle and dusted with dark hair, flexing
with the effort of driving the team. “Are you from
Helena?”

“No, not originally.” He nodded at
Danny. “Wasn’t that baby born in Bozeman?”

Instantly, Sarah was carried back to
the dreadful night Danny came. She’d seen the sun set, rise, and
set again during her labor, certain she’d die before she had him.
Dr. Pickert’s nurse had been a scrawny, sour woman who’d hung over
the bed like a ghoul and told Sarah to keep quiet and suffer with
more dignity. If the old battleaxe had had her way, Sarah would
never have laid eyes on Danny, much less been able to hold him.
“Yes, he was,” she murmured.

“How old is he?”

“Just over four months.” Suddenly wary,
she shifted Danny closer again, though her arms felt like lead.
“Why?” Why would he want to know something like that? Maybe it was
just fatigue that made her so skittish. What with holding Danny,
her own emotional turmoil, and the awkward tension humming between
herself and her escort, Sarah was worn out.

“No reason.” Zach knew she was
tired—she was even more jumpy and suspicious than before. Hell, he
was tired himself. He’d been driving the bumpy wagon since dawn
with Sarah, rigid and angry beside him, and that damned goat
bleating without a break in the back. With all that, plus the baby
howling intermittently, it was about as much as one man could take
for the day.

He didn’t even know why he’d bothered
to try conversation with her. For the most part he’d made a mighty
effort to pretend she wasn’t sitting there next to him, her leg
brushing his when the wagon hit a rut or a bump, but it hadn’t
worked. He wanted to ask her a hundred questions—she spoke with the
voice of a no-nonsense, educated woman—how had the baby’s father
broken through her thorny defenses to get her into his bed? Did the
man even know he had a son? Did she have family somewhere? Not that
any of this mattered to Zach, he reminded himself. His job was
clear-cut and uncomplicated, his reward priceless, and remembering
that would be his best bet.

“We’ll camp over there, under the brow
of that hill. I hope you know how to cook.”

She glared at him, her resentment
turned on full force again. “Not only are you abducting me and my
child, but you expect me to cook for you as well?”

He turned the wagon toward
a flat, grassy spot against a hill. A clear creek burbled nearby.
“And yourself too. Lady, trust me—you won’t like it if I do the
cooking. All you’ll get is sourdough biscuits and coffee. Besides,
I’m not abducting you.”

“We see things quite differently,
then.” She surveyed their campsite. “I’m to cook while you do what?
Whittle by the fire? Your wife has spoiled you, Mr.
Garrett.”

Sarah was used to being in charge,
there was no doubt about that. But Zach wasn’t accustomed to taking
orders from any woman, and he sure as blazes wasn’t a naughty
ten-year-old in her classroom. He’d already lost one battle to her
today, that disagreement they’d had over diapering the baby in the
moving wagon. He’d stopped every time she’d asked after that,
although grudgingly, part of him wondering if she’d jabbed herself
with the pin on purpose just to make him feel guilty.

He knew if he lost this round with her,
she’d gain the upper hand and he’d have a hell of a time getting it
back. That wasn’t going to happen. After he set the brake, he
grabbed his shotgun from under the seat, jumped down, and looked up
at her. “For one thing, I have to tend the team and my horse.” He
slapped one of the mules’ rumps. “For another, I’m not married.
You’re going to cook, Miss Kincade, or go hungry.”

Sarah remained on the seat, stiff as a
fence post, coral lips pursed, and fixed him with a withering gaze.
She might look like a girl from the distance, he thought, but up
close there was no mistaking her for anything less than a
full-grown woman. And no matter how hard she tried to imitate a
sour pickle, she was a fine-looking woman, at that. But she was as
stubborn as the whole team of mules. He returned her stare,
unflinching, unblinking.

Finally, she inclined her head in
assent, and the low sun caught black-cherry glints in her hair.
“Very well. But only if you’ll also see to Isabel.”

That damned goat again. He
looked down at his flapping pocket, annoyed. “I’ll take her out and
tie her to a wheel, but if she puts up a big fuss again, we might
be having her for
dinner.”

Zach took Sarah’s silence for
concurrence. He’d won. This time. As he moved to the mules, he
wasn’t fool enough to congratulate himself too heartily. With his
luck, she’d deliberately catch her skirt on fire to make him feel
bad, and the first thing he knew, he’d be whipping up a skillet of
biscuits. Dealing with this kind of woman was a whole new
experience for him. He understood men a lot better, even the ones
who’d cheat him out of his last dollar. At least he knew where he
stood with them.

She climbed over the seat into the back
of the wagon. He saw her line an empty crate with a blanket and lay
Danny in it. Then he heard her rummage through the boxes that
contained the provisions he’d bought—a keg of salted beef, coffee,
sugar, cans of beans, sourdough starter, a sack of flour, a Dutch
oven and a frying pan, a coffee pot—

“Your biscuits and coffee will be a
start. We’ll need water for both, so if you could go down to that
creek over there—”

“My biscuits—”

She poked her head out the oval opening
in the canvas. “Yes. You have the team to take care of, and I have
the goat to milk, Danny to feed, and washing to do. We all have our
jobs, it would seem, so you can help with meals. I’ll start the
fire for you, and I guess I can put together some kind of supper
with what you’ve brought along here.”

She made it sound as if she were doing
him a big, damned favor. He almost told her she could go whistle
Dixie in a cloudburst, but decided against it. If she decided to
sabotage dinner, at least he’d be assured of having one edible
thing to put in his stomach.

He drew a deep breath and then grabbed
a pair of empty buckets that hung from the side of the wagon. As he
strode off toward the creek, he glanced back over his shoulder at
the form of the woman-child, and reconsidered his victory over
her.

Maybe he hadn’t won after
all.

* * *

Sarah gave Danny his bottle as she
stared at Zach across the fire. She’d put together a rather
unimaginative meal of boiled potatoes and boiled beef. She wasn’t a
bad cook but she hadn’t had a lot to work with. The food didn’t
have much flavor but at least it was filling, and after the
grueling day she’d put in she was ravenous. Zach had grudgingly
contributed biscuits and coffee, and they tasted wonderful, but she
was unwilling to compliment him.

He sat there, ankles crossed, his tin
plate of potatoes and beef resting on one knee. Sarah tried to keep
the tartness out of her voice—she was no peerless example of virtue
and had no place to find fault. It seemed to her, though, that his
was the worse sin. Maybe all transgressors felt that way, that the
world was a place filled with more wickedness than they themselves
committed. Some may take that view to ease their conscience, but
Sarah believed she was right in this case. Still, just because he
was an unprincipled scoundrel taking her on the worst journey of
her life didn’t mean she had to abandon her manners. She’d try to
keep the sting out of her words.

She asked, “Tell me, Mr. Garrett, do
you have another line of work?”

He looked up at her with bottomless,
inscrutable eyes and sank his teeth into the biscuit he held.
Chewing thoughtfully, he took a moment to answer. “Yes, ma’am. Lots
of them.”

“Such as?” Sarah couldn’t help herself.
She wanted to know what kind of man would do this deed, and one way
to find out was by how he earned his living.

His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “I’ve
worked in a whorehouse and I’ve dealt cards in a saloon. I drove
nitroglycerine for a mine in Butte and I dug graves. I take
whatever job pays the best and I take jobs no one else
wants.”

Sarah sniffed. “Your mother must be
very proud.” She couldn’t resist the tart comment.

Zach gave her another even stare. “I
never knew my mother. Or my father.” He took a last swallow of
coffee before he tossed the rest of the cup into the fire. The
liquid hit the coals with a sharp hiss and released a cloud of
steam.

Sarah felt the blood climb to her
cheeks. “Oh, I—I’m sorry. I apolo—I’m sorry.” She tripped over her
tongue like an idiot, embarrassment flooding her. This was where
rudeness got her. “I didn’t mean to—”
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