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February 13, 1866
The door on the general store slammed open and the stagecoach driver clumped across the board walkway, halting at the edge to bite off a hefty chaw from his newly- purchased tobacco plug. One of the coach horses pricked its ears and whuffed out a steamy cloud of breath as it turned its head toward the voice.
"Danged fool passengers," the driver grumbled around the bulge in his cheek. "Got nothin' better to do than set inside and rest their legs and backsides, while I ride up there in the weather. Then they 'spect me to be their lackey and carry their bags back to the hotel, just 'cause I didn't stop there an' let them out!"
"I heard that!" Shanna pushed the door she had caught in mid backswing open further and marched after the driver. "I'll report your insolence! Don't you think I won't!"
The driver rolled his eyes and shook his head before he turned around. "You an' that boy can carry your own bags. Don't look to me like there's a derned thing wrong with neither one of you."
Realizing her little brother had followed her outside didn't calm Shanna's anger a bit. "Our passage money entitles us to your assistance in handling our baggage. Every other driver we've had on this trip gave us that courtesy."
"Yeah, well those other drivers probably didn't have to wait an extra fifteen minutes in the morning for you to primp your face. You put me behind schedule, and now I gotta make up the time."
The driver climbed into his seat as Shanna glared at him indignantly. Fix her face, indeed. All she'd been trying to do was at least get her upper body washed and her dress changed. She darned sure hadn't lingered over that breakfast of half-cooked oatmeal.
"You're a disgrace," she finally spat at the driver as he reached for the reins. "I'm going to make that report in writing, not just verbally. I'm also going to tell the company how rude you were to Toby and me at the waystation this morning, and ask them to discipline you."
"Won't do you no good," the driver said with a sneer. "Coach lines can't hardly get drivers these days, 'specially ones good with a gun — an' I am. The lines are makin' money 'cause all the train tracks was tore up in the war, an' they ain't about to fire me just 'cause I won't haul your blasted bags to the hotel. Should've brought your fancy-pants maid with you, you wanted someone to wait on you hand and foot!"
He spit a glob of tobacco juice over the side of the coach and it spattered on the step to the walkway, just below Shanna's feet.
Shanna instinctively jumped back, her face contorting with fury. "You...you barbarian! I hope every one of your darned horses go lame before you get to your next stop, and you have to walk fifty miles!"
The driver pursed his lips again, then thought better of it. He released the brake and picked up the whip, cracking it over the team's heads. The coach surged forward amid a jingle of harness and plops of pancake-size hooves, leaving Shanna nothing to yell at but the rear of the departing vehicle.
Still, she swept her skirts up and, avoiding the glob of tobacco spittle, climbed down to the second step. With her fist half raised, it suddenly dawned on her how ridiculous she would look to her five-year-old brother if she shouted the words pushing at her throat. Lord, that would be some example for Toby!
Instead, she gazed up at the sky while she breathed deeply and tried to smooth the anger from her face before she looked at Toby. A biting wind chilled her cheeks and the bank of purple-black clouds scuttling overhead foretold yet another blizzard on the way, perhaps as bad as the other two storms they had encountered on their journey.
For just a second, she felt a stab of sympathy for the coach driver, having to fight to keep his schedule in the inclement weather. But she quickly shifted her concern to the horses. That old coot could freeze for all she cared.
"Shanna, are you gonna stand there all day?" Toby asked.
Shanna gave a start and finally dropped her arm, unclenching her fist and lifting her skirts again. "I'm coming, Toby," she said as she climbed the steps. "You must be freezing."
"Yeah," Toby admitted. "And I thought you were freezing there for a minute. You looked like you were gonna run after the stagecoach, then you just stood there like you couldn't move. You sure looked funny."
Shanna made a valiant attempt to overlook Toby's giggle, smoothing at her cloak and searching in her pockets for her gloves. Trying to appear nonchalant as she pulled out her gloves and worked her hands into them, she turned so she could glance up and down the street. Luckily, she only saw vacant hitching rails, even in front of the two saloons on down the street.
She breathed out a sigh of relief. The inhabitants of Liberty, Missouri, appeared to be taking shelter from the approaching storm. She didn't see even one other person on the boardwalks who could have witnessed the spectacle she had made of herself.
Liberty, Missouri. Good grief, she hadn't even known there was a town called Liberty in Missouri until a few weeks ago.
Cody Garret stepped out of the telegraph office on the opposite side of the street. A satisfied smirk creased his full lips as he stuffed his copies of the telegrams into the pocket of his sheep-skin lined coat.
He'd told Aunt Bessie a search would be useless. No woman of sane mind would travel very far through the war-ravaged South right now — especially for the paltry salary he could offer. Now maybe Bessie would quit being such a pain in the as...neck and hoist her elderly fanny back out to the plantation — and he could get a decent, woman-cooked meal for a change.
The half of cinnamon-laden apple pie and two glasses of milk from the well house for breakfast that morning hadn't really appeased his appetite. But it was better than wrestling that black monstrosity of a wood stove into coughing up an edible meal. Aunt Bessie would definitely not have approved, though.
Cody's smirk dissolved into a wry grin. Twenty-five years old, a widower with a small child, and a war behind him, and he still cringed at the thought of a censuring look from his elderly aunt.
A flash of sunlight caught the corner of Cody's eye. He briefly glanced at the cloud-laden sky, then realized his mistake. Across the street he noticed what seemed to be the only other two people in town braving the frigid weather.
He didn't recognize either of them and gathered they had arrived on the stage. And he sure as hell would have remembered that woman if he'd seen her before. Or at least that shining, blond hair — the only bright spot of color in the stark, winter day.
She bent down and tucked the little boy's muffler more securely around his neck, and Cody sighed in disappointment when she straightened and pulled the hood of her cloak forward with a graceful movement.
Lucky man, whoever that woman belongs to, Cody thought to himself as she walked over to the carpetbags sitting outside the store. And most definitely female. His mouth quirked in appreciation of the swaying gait the long, woolen cloak couldn't conceal as she trudged slowly up the walkway.
"Probably headed to the hotel," Cody murmured. "Reckon I ought to go over there and offer to help with those bags. The one that little mite beside her's carrying is almost as big as he is."
A gust of icy wind hit Cody as he stepped down into a street still muddy beneath a thin crust forming in the cold air. He glanced overhead as he grabbed his black Stetson and clamped it more firmly over his chestnut hair, then stopped abruptly when he dropped his gaze from the sky and found another sign of life in town.
Three riders — mounted on blooded horses like Cody hadn't seen around town since before the war — rode slowly up the street. Long dusters flapped beside their stirrups and hats pulled down almost to their noses shadowed their faces. A glimpse of movement in the alley beside the bank caught Cody's attention, and he could barely detect the outlines of two more horses, standing just far enough back to be almost invisible from the street.
Cody's senses sharpened and his eyes narrowed. His skin crawled with the same feeling he'd had the day he avoided a well-concealed ambush on his company during the war, and the hair on the back of his neck actually prickled. It took him only a split-second to measure the distance between the woman and the bank.
Trusting his instincts, Cody leapt back onto the walkway and pushed open the telegraph office door. His voice cut through the quiet office. "Ed, go out the back way and find the sheriff! Tell him to get over to the bank!"
"What's going on, Cody?"
"Whatever it is, I don't like the looks of it. Have Dan bring his rifle and deputies!"
Ed scrambled from his chair, his face strained with worry. "Cody, all my money's in that bank."
"So's mine and everyone else's in the county," Cody said grimly. "Move!"
Ed ran for the back of the office as Cody slammed the door. Despite the biting wind, he unbuttoned his heavy coat and slipped the loop from the handle of his sixgun as he angled across the street. Maybe he was wrong. Hell, he hoped he was wrong, but he'd rather look like a too-cautious fool in front of Dan than a gullible one.
Glancing up the street toward the bank, Cody saw the three horses now riderless and a fourth man he hadn't noticed before sitting in his saddle, holding their reins. The woman and child were approaching the land office, the last building before the alley beside the bank. And the bank was between them and the hotel.
"Ma'am!" Cody called, though he had little hope his voice would carry over the wind. "Ma'am, wait up a minute!"
Shanna stopped and frowned, puzzled at the slight sound that had broken into her concentration. Peering over her shoulder, she saw a tall, broad-shouldered man hurrying up the street in her direction. He wore what she had come to think of as working clothes the further south she travelled — a heavy coat, denim jeans and boots. But even at this distance she could tell his denims fit much better than on most of the men she had encountered — or maybe his body was just better proportioned.
He wasn't close enough to make out the features on the face beneath the hat brim, but one thing she could tell. The man's boots were sinking in mud and clumps of other matter left behind by the horses, spattering clods of muck on the denims, which tightly encased his muscular legs. Obviously, she sniffed to herself, they didn't have street cleaners here.
Shanna shrugged and placed a hand on Toby's shoulder to urge him forward again. The man couldn't be calling her — she sure didn't know anyone in this town.
She didn't particularly care about meeting anyone in this town, either, especially if they were anything like that ill-mannered coach driver. It was just another mindless stop on her and Toby's journey, and right now the promise of a soft bed and hot bath at a real hotel urged her onward.
"Ma'am!" came the voice again. "You there with the child. Wait up!"
"Shanna, I think that man's talking to us." Toby twisted from beneath Shanna's hand and looked out into the street. "Do you think he's a cowboy?"
"Hum?" And a hot, well-prepared meal. She hoped that hotel had a decent cook. She didn't even want to think about what might have been in the half-congealed stew served at the wayside stop last evening.
Shanna halted again and glanced behind her. A tired sigh escaped her lips as she retraced a few steps and reached down to take her little brother's small hand in her own. Wasn't she ever going to get to the hotel?
"Come on, Toby. It's freezing out here and I can't wait to soak in a hot bath."
"But Shanna, it's not Saturday," Toby grumbled as he obeyed the tug on his arm and followed his sister.
Cody glanced at the lone rider holding the horses once more as he climbed the steps to the walkway. The man straightened his slouched shoulders and shifted nervously in his saddle, his head swiveling from Cody back toward the bank window. His hand swept his duster behind him, then rested on his sixgun.
Cody reached for his own gun, dropping his arm before he could pull it from the holster. Jesus, that woman and child would be caught in a crossfire if shooting started.
Just then, five more riders emerged from the trees a few hundred yards from the edge of town, galloping their horses at breakneck speed toward the bank.
"Hell and damnation," Cody muttered. "Hurry up, Dan."
Where the blue blazes was the sheriff? Cody cautiously started after the woman, keeping his eyes on the lone horseman in case he pulled his gun, but realizing there wasn't really a damned thing he could do about it as long as that crazy little fool and her small companion were in the line of fire. Why the hell didn't she realize she was walking straight into danger?
"Typical woman," Cody growled under his breath. "Got her mind too full of feminine poppycock to notice the devil if he swished his tail right in her face!"
"Stop right there, lady!"
Shanna's carpetbag thudded on the walkway and her panic-stricken eyes centered on the black bore of the pistol the man on horseback aimed at her and Toby from across the alley. Frantically she tugged Toby's small body close to her, her terror warring with the need to protect her brother.
"P...put that gun away!" she demanded. "What in the world do you think you're doing?"
The gunman's eyes flickered and the pistol barrel shifted slightly. "You!" he shouted.
The pistol barked and Shanna screamed. Splinters of wood sprayed the arm of her cloak when the bullet buried itself in the wall at her back. Hysterical with fear, Shanna stumbled backward, pushing Toby behind her.
"Stay still, lady," a voice hissed. "For God's sake, don't try to run. He'll shoot you and the boy both!"
The sibilant warning terrified Shanna further, but she bit down on her lower lip, stifling her next scream and clogging the terror in her throat. Behind her, Toby whimpered and Shanna's fingers tightened on his arm until he quieted. Ever so slowly, Shanna swiveled her eyes away from the pistol barrel toward the voice. The mud-spattered figure of the man who had been crossing the street stood a bare yard from her, his hands in the air, a dangerous glint in his eyes and his body tensed.
"What's going on here?" someone shouted out in the street.
The man on horseback jerked around in his saddle and the pistol cracked again. The young man running at them clutched his chest and crumbled to the street. His scream of agony was drowned by the rebel yells issuing from the throats of the riders on the five galloping horses, now a scant fifty feet away.
The instant the gunman turned his back, Cody flung himself forward and grabbed the woman and child. Another shot rang out as Cody's shoulder shattered the land office door, his momentum forcing the three of them through the opening. Diving behind the front wall, he carried the other two with him, partially breaking their fall with his own body.
"Stay down!" he ordered. He wrenched his gun from the holster and knocked out a bottom pane of glass. The hammer landed with a dull click when he pulled the trigger and the cylinder jammed tightly when he thumbed the hammer again. He cursed and grabbed the cylinder with his other hand, but it refused to revolve.
A barrage of shots shattered the top window pane. Cody instinctively dropped over the woman and child to shelter them from the falling glass, shoving the useless sixgun back into the holster. The woman grabbed his neck in a stranglehold with one arm, little whimpers of fear puffing her breath against his neck while she tightly clasped the boy in her other arm. He had to get them to a safer place.
"What the hell's going on out there, Cody?"
Cody loosened the woman's arm enough to turn his head toward the wizened figure barely poking his head over the wooden counter bisecting the room. "A gang of men are robbing the bank, Tom!" he called. "My gun's jammed! You got a rifle back there?"
"Hell, yeah. But I'm not going out there. That's the sheriff's job!"
Cody pried the woman's arm free and stiffened his arms to raise his body a few inches. Shaking his shoulders, he flung shards of glass from his coat and gazed down at the frightened faces beneath him. Two identical pairs of terrorized blue eyes met his.
"Listen to me now," he said grimly. "When I get up, I want you two to keep low and crawl across the floor. Go through that gate beside the counter and take shelter with Tom. You'll have to be careful of the glass. Do you think you can do that?"
The heart-shaped face of the young woman triggered some buried memory in Cody's mind, which he immediately disregarded when she shook her head frantically and rolled away from him, the little boy in her arms.
"No!" she cried. "We're safer here behind this wall!"
Cody grabbed her chin, turning her face to him. "Damn it, I don't have time to argue! Those bullets can penetrate this wall. If you don't want to get that boy killed, move your ass!"
Shanna gasped in understanding and tore her eyes away from the hypnotic brown gaze, cold now with anger and frustration. She scrambled to her knees, pulling Toby with her. When the man's hands circled her waist, urging her forward, she squeezed Toby's hand and raised up into a crouch, scurrying across the floor. Toby stumbled awkwardly beside her, while the masculine bulk behind her protected them both from more bullets.
New shots in the street gave the three figures impetus as they scrambled through the wooden gate. Cody administered a final shove to Shanna and Toby and looked across them at Tom.
"That rifle. Where is it?" Cody demanded.
"In the closet." Tom swung his head toward a closet door behind him, but made no move to reach for the doorknob.
Cody shot him a disgusted look and started for the closet. The woman gave a sob beside him and he hesitated when she cried out, "Toby. Oh, God, Toby, you're hurt!"
Cody looked down to see the young boy cuddled in the woman's lap, her blond head bent over the small palm cradled in her own. Blood poured from around the piece of glass embedded in the boy's hand.
"I fell on the glass, Shanna," the little boy whimpered. "It hurts!"
The woman reached for the embedded glass with shaking fingers, then gave a moan of dismay. She pulled her hand back and shook her head.
"Please. Get it out, Shanna," the boy cried, tears streaming down his face.
Cody glanced at the closet door, then back at the boy. Outside in the street, men shouted and horses neighed. The rifle he needed to help defend the town was only a couple feet away. But his immediate concern was for the child, only a year or so older than his own daughter.
Cody jerked a handkerchief from his denim pocket and sat down by the woman. Tenderly he reached for the young boy's hand and held it firmly while he pulled the glass out and threw it aside. He probed the wound further, assuring himself there was no more glass in it, and the boy gave a gasp of pain. But when Cody scanned his face, the boy shot him a gutsy grimace through the tears.
The remaining panes of glass in the land office window rained onto the floor and a bullet thwacked into the wall above them. Damn it to hell! There was a bank robbery going on out there — and they were stealing his money while he knelt here tending this boy!
Cody stifled the urge to shake the woman — remind her that she should be the one caring for the boy. Instead, he grabbed her trembling hand and thrust the handkerchief into it.
"Wrap his hand for now," he growled softly. "I've got to get out there and help Dan."
When Cody started to pull his hand away, he felt the woman's fingers curl around his own.
"Be careful. Please," she whispered when he glanced up from their clasped fingers.
"Yeah. Yeah, I will," he returned gruffly, surprised at how deep the tender concern in those blue eyes touched him. He gently pried her fingers free and took a steadying breath before he crept to the closet door.
Carefully he reached for the doorknob, wrenching his hand back when the wood just above it splintered from yet another stray bullet. After an unconscious glance over his shoulder to make sure no splinters had landed on the woman, Cody groped for the knob again and swung the door open, reaching inside for the rifle propped in a corner. With it in his hands, he retraced his path to the front window.
Cautiously Cody raised his head, aware that the noise in the street had now diminished. The band of robbers was near the edge of town, the main body of horses galloping in a bunch while three men strung out behind covered their retreat. Quickly he flung the rifle to his shoulder and snapped off a shot. One of the fleeing bandits twisted in the saddle, but the rider closest to him reached over and pushed the man forward, onto the horse's neck.
Cody instinctively reached for the lever on the rifle before realizing it wasn't the Spencer repeater he'd left in his saddle scabbard. The last horse entered the trees beyond town and Cody stared down at Tom's single shot rifle. If he hadn't been distracted by the boy's injury, he'd have had time to search for the reloads in the closet. He gave a grimace of disgust and tossed the rifle aside. There wasn't anything left to shoot at now.
He stood and stared out the broken window until the sheriff emerged from behind a horse trough on the other side of the street. A barber's apron covered Dan's chest and white lather obscured half his face. The two deputies stepped out the door in the building behind the sheriff, wisps of smoke curling from their rifle barrels in the frigid air. One of them ran down the walkway toward the sprawled body in the street.
"Y'all all right over there, Cody?" the sheriff called.
"Yeah, Dan, go ahead and get Doc for that man out in the street."
"We been trying to get to him to see how bad he's hurt, but there were too many of them," Dan replied. "They kept us pinned down so we couldn't even get off a good shot at any of them. That poor son of a gun hasn't moved since we first spotted him, though."
"Where the hell is everyone? Why didn't they help?"
"Inside shaking in their boots, I reckon," Dan said scornfully. "Can't say as I blame them, I guess. That bunch meant business!"
Cody shook his head and turned from the window, striding to the counter to check on the woman and child. He found them huddled together, the woman's head bent protectively over the boy in her arms. For just a second he glared down at the woman, resenting the fact that his need to protect her and the child had interfered with his aiding Dan — perhaps catching the robbers in a crossfire. Almost every penny he had in the world was in that bank, all of it earmarked for the needs of his daughter and aunt.
It wasn't her fault, he reminded himself just as quickly, realizing how absurd it was to blame the frightened figure on the floor. It was those damned cheap bullets — the only kind available after the war — that had jammed his sixgun.
"Are they gone, Cody?" Tom's strident whisper broke into Cody's concentration.
"Huh? Oh, yeah. Yeah, they're gone," Cody replied with barely a glance at the old man. He laid a gentle hand on the woman's shoulder instead of the tousled curls the hand strained toward. "It's safe for you to come out now, ma'am," he said in a voice softened with consolation in an attempt to ease her abject fright.
Shanna clutched Toby even tighter, still hearing the echoes of shots and men's shouts in her mind. "No," she moaned with a shake of her head. "They'll kill us. I can't let anything happen to Toby."
"Ma'am, please," Cody soothed. He gripped her arms and tugged upward, but she resisted the pressure, still shaking her head. "It's all right now," he reassured her again. "Come on out of there so we can check the boy's hand a little better and make sure you're all right."
"Shanna." Toby struggled in Shanna's grasp. "Shanna, you're crushing me." He managed to get his uninjured hand free and swatted at Shanna's shoulder. "Shanna, let go!"
Shanna lifted her head a fraction of an inch and stared down into Toby's face. "Hush, Toby. There's men...and...and guns. They shot at us! I'll take care of you. I promised you I always would."
"Ma'am, the men are gone," Cody repeated.
"Don't you hear him, Shanna?" Toby insisted. "He says they're gone. Come on, Shanna. Let go, so I can breathe."
Slowly Shanna loosened her hold on Toby and glanced up at the man standing over her. He gave her an encouraging nod and almost at once a good deal of her fear left her as she studied his warm, brown eyes for a brief instant. She allowed Toby to rise to his feet, grabbing his arm in a firm grip when he tried to move away from her.
"No! You stay right here with me, Toby!"
"But Shanna, I wanna go see what happened out in the street. There's probably all kinds of dead bodies out there! If we don't hurry, they'll carry them off before we get to see them!"
"Good lord," Shanna breathed. "You're not going anywhere, Toby. You mind me and stay here!"
"She's right, son," Shanna heard the man standing over them say. Keeping a tight hold on Toby's arm, she pulled her legs under her and awkwardly stood up. The man gripped her shoulders to steady her, his touch gentle, yet firm.
"Aw, some big sister," Toby grumbled under his breath. He scuffed the toe of one boot against the floor as he gazed longingly at the front of the land office. "I still wanna see."
"That's enough, Toby." The hands on her shoulders fell away and Shanna glanced behind her at the broad male chest. She had to tilt her head back at an ungainly angle to see the face above the wide shoulders. He stood so close she could smell the open-air scent of his coat, mixed with the masculine after shave, and reassurance flowed from the velvety pools of eyes set in a ruggedly handsome face.
A woman could rely on a man like this. The thought sprang unbidden into Shanna's mind as she found it difficult to tear her gaze away. Trust him with her life, as indeed she and Toby had just done. She cleared her throat to force her voice past the last, lingering terror in her chest.
"Toby and I owe you our heartfelt thanks," she said earnestly, wishing she could somehow think of stronger words to express her gratitude. But she was still struggling against the slowly receding fright and guilt over dragging Toby into the middle of a shootout. At least, that's what she told herself it was when she fought the urge to fling herself into those protective arms once again.
Abruptly, Cody sucked in his breath and stepped back, the memory surfacing again, demanding his acknowledgement this time. My God, how could he have missed it before? Even the clear, Yankee accent led credence to the nagging suspicion trying to claw its way up through the fast crumbling layers of resistance in his mind.
He quickly jerked his hat down over his eyes, though a corner of his mind told him she couldn't possibly know him. When he tore his eyes away from her puzzled expression, he glanced down at the child by her side. It couldn't possibly be....
Sensing his change of attitude, Shanna gasped and moved protectively between the man and Toby, drawing the walnut-hued inspection back to her own face. Fighting the thought that this man might be more of a threat than the entire gang of bank robbers and confused at the sudden stab of hurt the cold look now on Cody's face sent through her, she drew herself up to her full height and eyed him warily as she tried to edge past him.
"Excuse us," she said in a tight voice when he thrust out an arm to block her path. "We need to get to the hotel."
"Who the hell are you?" he growled deep in his throat.
"Did you get a look at any of them, Cody?"
Cody dropped his arm, tensed into a rigid barricade to keep Shanna from passing, and wrenched his eyes from Shanna's bewildered, mud-smeared face to Dan, standing in the shattered doorway of the land office. He rolled his shoulders, loosening the tension, immediately glad for the interruption.
"Not a good enough look to identify anyone," he admitted, his mind adding the silent words 'at least for sure'. He'd deal with that other, nagging suspicion later. "They had their hats low and collars up," he told Dan instead. "And those last five who rode in wore bandannas. The horses shouldn't be hard to recognize, though."
"Yeah, if we've got anything around here that can catch them after all those Jayhawker raids during the war," Dan said in disgust. "You ready to ride? My deputies are gathering a posse."
Cody strode across the littered floor, resolutely pushing aside the shattered look his rash demand had left on Shanna's face. "How much did they get from the bank?"
"Cleaned it out. Don't have a count yet. I'll be back in a second with your horse."
"Toby, stop!"
Cody instinctively grabbed the back of the little boy's coat. He lifted Toby off the ground, ignoring the boy's cries of outrage, his windmilling legs and hands balled into fists, trying to reach over his small shoulders.
"Let go of me!" Toby demanded. "I wanna go see what happened!"
Cody's lips tightened in impatience and he barely kept himself from shaking the struggling figure. Wasn't he ever going to cut loose from these two tenderfeet and go after his bank account?
He started to turn and thrust his twisting burden at the boy's sister, but glanced out into the street. An uncompromising look stole over his face and he dropped Toby back to his feet. Taking a firm grip on the slight shoulders, Cody forced the boy to look toward the small party of men Dan had joined.
"All right, young'un," he said in an icy voice. "Is that what you want to see?"
Shanna's face blanched when she followed Cody's gaze. Two men bent down to pick up the prone body of the young man who had drawn the robber's attention away from her and Toby, allowing them to escape almost certain death. Blood soaked the front of the man's jacket and his head lolled on his chest when the men lifted him by his feet and shoulders. A black-clad man stood and picked up a medical bag by his feet, shaking his head sadly.
For just a second, Shanna's mind superimposed the quick glimpse she'd had of the young man running toward them over the still, dead body. He had been still alive at that moment — such a brief second ago in time. Now he was lifeless, his future gone — somewhere a mother who would waste away in grief when she got the news, as Shanna would have had the body been Toby's.
Cody knelt behind Toby and shook the boy's shoulders. Despite the whimpers emerging from Toby's throat, Cody kept the boy's face pointed at the scene in the street.
"Is it, son?" he asked again. "Did you want to see some dead bodies? Sorry, but we've only got one to show you today. Maybe there'll be more next time."
Toby's small frame shook with a sob, penetrating Shanna's dazed senses and tearing at her heart, shocking her back to the realization that her very much alive little brother was suffering a brute manhandling. Anger flared and she surged forward, reaching for Toby.
"Get your hands off him! Give him to me!"
"I'm not done yet," Cody said as he turned Toby around to face him.
"Oh yes, you are," Shanna gritted through clenched teeth, her fist balled in case she had to make her point in a more violent manner. "Just because you protected us a minute ago doesn't give you the right to push my little brother around! Leave him alone, or I'll have you arrested!"
Cody tossed her a brief glance. The dangerous glint in his eyes clashed with her pugnacious stance, quelling Shanna in her tracks. Then he ignored her and pulled Toby's small fists from his eyes, where Toby tried to stem the tears running down his cheeks. Blood and moisture soaked the handkerchief bandaging Toby's hand now, reminding Cody of how bravely the little boy had tolerated the pain from his wound.
"I want you to remember this day, son," Cody said in a softer voice. "There's nothing exciting about men killing other men. And on top of that, a lot of good people lost their life savings today. If we can't catch those robbers, the people who had money in the bank will be wiped out. Do you understand what I'm trying to say, or am I going to have to take you out there for a closer look?"
"Y...you bully! You sorry b...bastard!" Shanna sputtered, her courage returning now that she didn't have to contend with that obsidian stare. "He's only five. I suppose it makes you feel proud of yourself to terrorize a five-year-old little boy a quarter of your size!"
"Boys grow up fast out here," Cody said without taking his eyes from Toby's face. "Between the hard living and the war, a lot of them don't have much of a chance to be children. In fact, you both better start thinking about the consequences of your actions around here before you go blundering into more danger. And...."
Cody finally allowed himself another look at the outraged package of fury hovering on the brink of a full-fledged assault on him. "...you didn't think I was such a bastard when I kept both of you from stopping a bullet!"
Shanna fumed in rage, unable to rationalize a suitable retort to the unerring truth of his last statement. She gathered her courage again — at least enough to brave the thunderbolts of the man's eyes — when, amazing her, Toby straightened his shoulders and looked directly into Cody's face. He sniffed loudly and wiped his coat sleeve across his nose.
"I'm sorry, sir," Toby said in a cracked voice. "I thought it would be like the pictures in those penny books my friend Eddie has. It's not. It's awful."
Cody sighed and stood up. "Real life's very seldom like it's painted in some trashy book, son. Remember that, will you?"
"Yes, sir," Toby replied. "I will. And...and thank you for protecting my sister and me. It...it could have been one of us who got killed."
Cody reached down and gave Toby's shoulder a comforting pat before he pushed him toward Shanna. "Go on over to your sister now. We've got some robbers to catch."
"I hope you get 'em."
"Me, too."
"Cody, I've got your horse here," the sheriff said from behind him. "We've got to ride. That snowstorm's gonna cover their tracks pretty quick."
Cody turned and took the reins Dan held out to him. Disregarding the stirrups, he mounted the dun stallion from the walkway. He checked the stallion's movement for a moment and glanced over at the blond woman. An icy blue gaze met his and he pulled his Stetson down another inch over his eyes before he reined his horse around to follow Dan.
The first pellets of hard snow hit his face beneath the shelter of his hat brim, driven by the rising wind. He glanced overhead at the thick black clouds and knew without a doubt the robbers had planned their getaway well. There wasn't a chance in hell they could catch them before the snow obliterated their trail.
But he'd much rather be out chasing the bandits in this frigid weather than quickfrozen beneath the arctic blue gaze of that little boy's sister.
Cody shivered from a feeling totally unlinked to the wintry weather. Undoubtedly his hunch about the woman would turn out wrong. The downtrodden, gossamer angel described to him would never have braved his male ire or let a profanity pass her lips. The dog-eared photo he had seen years ago had still been clear enough to show the wistful expression on the woman's face, completely opposite from the mystical daggers shooting at him from Shanna's eyes. At one point, he'd even had to consciously will himself not to throw up an arm to ward the daggers off. Besides, she was much too young — and the boy himself had told Cody she was his sister.
Damn, she was beautiful, though. He gripped his reins tighter in an effort to still the tingle in his fingertips at the remembered feel of her skin. Blue-eyed blonds had always been his weakness — her delft blue eyes and porcelain complexion had been what first attracted him to Nancy, his dead wife. That had to be what stirred him about Toby's sister — the promise of fragile femininity her coloring implied.
Shanna's outwardly delicate demeanor covered fire and grit, however, and he'd never cared for independent, outspoken women. Women should be sheltered, cared for, pampered. In return, they made a man feel taller than a mountain and able to easily accomplish the most difficult tasks. Women had no business traipsing around the country alone, without a man to keep them safe from danger.
He'd felt that masculine competence for only a few moments around Shanna, protecting her and the little boy called Toby from harm, even at the expense of losing the money he had deposited in the bank. She damned sure didn't appreciate it. Hell, he couldn't have done anything different — wouldn't have left her in danger even if he'd known in advance how she would turn from a soft, appreciative lady into a barely held in check spitfire.
Women, Cody mused to himself, urging his stallion into a canter when he realized he was falling behind the posse. He better keep his thoughts centered on his lost money, instead of recalling how Shanna's quick personality change had brought to mind a feisty palomino mare determined to elude capture one spring. That mare had never become a satisfactory saddle mount, only settling down when allowed to run free in the pasture next to his father's chestnut stud, Copper.
But the pair of them produced offspring unequalled in the state — at least after the colts were caught and trained. That usually happened only after the mare came into heat again and dropped her overprotective vigilance of her current colt.
Someone else would have to stand stud to that palomino mare back in town. Cody leaned down into the shelter of his dun's neck as the frigid wind whipped by him. He'd done all that could be expected of him. Besides, ice and fire both in a woman were contradictions he didn't care for. Intriguing, definitely — but only in passing.
Shanna waited until the last rider from the posse rode out of sight before she relaxed her angry stance and looked down at Toby. When he quickly ducked his head to hide his tremulous gaze, Shanna's heart melted and she reached out a hand to brush at one dirty cheek. She couldn't bring herself to scold him again. That man had done a good enough job of that — too blasted good.
"Toby," she said quietly in an effort to calm the indignation still seething in her mind, "let's get in out of this weather and find a better bandage for your hand."
Toby raised his head hopefully. "You...you're not mad at me, are you, Shanna?"
Shanna hesitated, then decided to be honest with him. "Yes. Yes, I am, Toby. But I don't think there's anything I could say to you that would be more effective than what you've just seen."
Shanna knelt and pulled him close. "Toby. Oh, Toby, you're going to have to learn to listen to me out here. It's not like back in New York. Remember, we talked about this time after time before we left."
"I remember," Toby said solemnly. "And I'm really trying to be good. Honest I am."
Shanna nodded and hugged him before rising to her feet. "I know you are, Toby." She stared up the deserted street again, giving herself a little shake when she found her eyes watering with strain as she stared at the trees where the posse had disappeared. She had to get Toby in out of the cold. But her eyes fell on the dark spot where the young man had lain, now quickly being covered with blowing snow.
"Oh God," she said around a shudder. "Maybe we should go back. Maybe this was the wrong thing to do."
"No!" Toby grabbed her hand frantically, tugging on it, forcing her attention back to him. "No, Shanna! We can't go back. He'll send me away and I couldn't stand it. You promised you wouldn't let him do that. Please, Shanna. Don't make me go back there!"
"Toby, calm down. I didn't mean it. I was...I was just thinking out loud. We'll stay together, Toby, no matter what it takes."
"Cross your heart?"
Shanna resolutely fixed a sincere gaze on her face and drew an "X" across her chest. "I promise, Toby. Cross my heart and hope to die."
"Sh...Shanna," Toby asked in a quavering voice. "Do you think our promises to each other would be just as good if we left off that last part?"
"About hoping to die?"
"Y...yeah."
Shanna squeezed his small hand reassuringly. "I'm sure they would be. Now, do you think we can find our bags? I hope they haven't gotten damaged."
"There they are." Toby pulled his hand free and pointed at the land office wall.
Before Shanna could move, the grizzled little man from the land office stepped out the door. "Here, I'll help you, Miss. Well, my, my. What have we here?"
Shanna blushed violently when Tom bent down and picked up a sheer object from the walkway. The lacy chemise dangled from his gnarled finger, the fine quality of the silk garment showing through despite the mud spattering it. Shanna saw several other of her more intimate garments spilling out of the carpetbag, which had popped the clasp when she dropped it.
"Ain't this purty," Tom said with a soft chuckle. "Why, I bet ain't a woman in town's got anything this nice."
Shanna jumped forward and swiped the chemise from his hand. Ducking her blood-red face, she bent down and stuffed the chemise and other lingerie back into the bag.
"That wasn't very nice of you, Mister," Toby said. "Men ain't supposed to make fun of all them gee gaws women wear."
"Aren't," Shanna corrected as she snapped her bag shut.
"Yeah, men aren't supposed to do that," Toby said. "Don't you know that, Mister?"
Tom chuckled loudly and patted Toby on the shoulder. "You're right, son. Men ain't...aren't supposed to make fun of such as that. I apologize, Miss. Guess this young whippersnapper's got better manners than me."
"I ought to have good manners." Toby gave a long- suffering sigh. "Every time I turn around, Shanna's telling me don't do this or do do that."
Tom threw his head back. a loud guffaw erupting from his wattled throat. "Well, son," he said when he could control his laughter. "Like you heard a minute ago, things are different out here. Best you keep that in mind. And I sure hate to have to be the one to tell you this, but you might need to learn a whole different set of manners out here than what you're used to."
"Oh, no," Toby said around a groan. "Is that true, Shanna?"
"Good manners are the same anywhere, Toby," Shanna replied in a stiff voice, picking up her bag. "And I don't need anyone butting his nose into how I'm raising you," she continued with a cutting glance at Tom. "Get your bag and let's go on to the hotel. It's freezing out here."
"'Pologize again, Miss," Tom said with a shrug. "Just tryin' to be friendly. Want some help with those bags?"
"We can manage, but thank you — for the offer of help with the bags." Shanna started off down the walkway, with Toby following a step behind her.
"We got a good laundry in town that can clean your stuff, Miss," Tom called after her. "But I'd make sure they use something besides that lye soap they usually wash things in, if they do your things."
Shanna straightened her shoulders and ignored him this time, her heel taps ringing loudly on the walkway as she marched away. She glanced quickly through the shattered windows of the bank as she passed, catching a glimpse of a white-haired man sitting slumped on a chair inside, his head cradled in his hands. Toby slowed his steps beside her and craned his neck to see through the broken windows, and she firmly placed her free hand against his back to urge him onward.
At the hotel door, Shanna hesitated. "We'll have to sign a register in here, Toby. Do you remember the name we're going to use?"
"Uh huh," Toby confirmed. "It's Allen. You said it sounded enough like Alstyne that we wouldn't forget it, but we should drop the Van part of our name so P...Pop couldn't find us."
Toby sniffed back a short sob and tugged on Shanna's hand when she started through the door. "Shanna. Shanna, can I...?"
Shanna stopped and knelt again when she saw the tears threatening in Toby's blue eyes, cupping his small shoulders in her hands. "What is it, Toby? Does your hand hurt? I can carry both bags."
"No. I can carry mine. I just...Shanna, can I still call him Pop? You said...."
"Oh, Toby." Shanna wrapped her arms around him and pulled his head into her breasts. "I don't know. It's...it's something we'll have to talk about later."
Toby buried his face for an instant, then stepped out of her arms and gave a manful sniff to control his misery. "I'm all right now, Shanna," he managed to say. "It's just so much has happened since Mama d...died."
"I know, darling," Shanna said as she stood. "And you're being awfully brave about all this. I promise, we'll get things worked out."
"Just so you don't leave me, Shanna. Just so you promise you'll always be with me."
"I promise, Toby. Cross my heart and...cross my heart."
Shanna pushed open the hotel door and they stepped into the welcome warmth inside the lobby. Looking toward the desk on the far side of the room, she found it empty, but a small bell sat on the edge of the desk to call the clerk to the front. Shifting her carpetbag to the other hand to relieve the strain on her arm, she walked across the lobby.
"Liberty," she heard Toby say beside her.
"What, Toby?"
"Liberty. That's the name on the front of the hotel. I saw it when the stagecoach passed by. Is this town called Liberty, Shanna?"
"Yes, Toby. We're in Liberty, Missouri."
"You never told me where we were going."
"No, I guess I didn't," Shanna murmured distractedly as she tried to decide whether to use the bell or wait for the clerk to appear. She hated to shatter the silence of the quiet lobby with a loud, ringing bell, but neither was she prepared to wait much longer for that bath. And she ached for some privacy to sort out the confusion of the past few minutes, not the least of which was why she reacted so violently to that man's change in attitude toward her.
At first, she had felt drawn to him, almost sensing a haven in his strong arms, where she could pour out the nightmarish anguish and frustration of the last few weeks. Then he had turned on her, demanding her identity and muddling her thoughts as the fear that he knew who she really was raced through her mind.
Her initial yearning was only the result of her exhaustion and gratitude, she told herself. She would have felt grateful to a man with a potbelly and bad breath for rescuing her and Toby. That the man had a trim waist she had to rigidly keep from flinging her arms around and a muscular chest she could have buried her face on very willingly....
"Is that something else we'll talk about later, Shanna?"
"Hum, Toby?" And his breath had definitely not been sour — more like a hint of a spring breeze on her cheeks when she turned around to get her first decent look at him.
"Where we're going. Will we talk about that soon?"
"Yes, Toby." Shanna tilted her chin decisively and reached out to tap the bell. Darn it, the man had shown his true character when he tried to discipline Toby, no matter how blatantly masculine he was.
While she waited for the clerk to answer the ringing summons, Toby's words slowly sank into Shanna's preoccupied thoughts and she determinedly pondered them in an attempt to keep the other unwelcome reflections at bay.
What the heck were they doing in Liberty, Missouri? Despite the hundreds of miles they had already traveled, this might be just the start of another long, dangerous quest, and what would she do if she placed Toby in danger again?
They could so easily have been shot. And almost worse than that — if anything could be deemed worse than a sure, quick death like that suffered by the young man in the street — was the fact of their rescue by that stranger with the quicksilver personality. Admittedly, he had risked his life to shove them inside the land office. If he hadn't, there might only be fading blood spots on the wooden walkway to mark her and Toby passing through Liberty, Missouri.
But she wasn't going to think about the stranger....
Shanna shivered as she also tried to push the vision of twin blood spots away, and her toe tapped impatiently while she waited for the desk clerk to respond. She owed that man more than she could ever repay, she acknowledged to herself. Why had he done such an about face when she attempted to express her gratefulness, and possibly even traumatized Toby with his ill-conceived attempt at punishment? What unmitigated gall he had — forcing Toby to look at that dead body. Who did he think he was, acting as though saving their lives gave him the right to offer unasked-for discipline to a child not his own?
She couldn't even recall his name, she realized, not too unhappy with that fact and still trying to ignore the nagging persistence of him in her mind. Probably she would never see him again, since she didn't plan on staying in Liberty very long.
And what the heck were they doing in Liberty, Missouri, her mind repeated. Shanna slipped her hand into her cloak pocket, caressing the letters left by her dead mother, and the feel of them effectively brought her critical predicament to the forefront. As before, the remembered words in the letter addressed to her didn't bring much comfort, and she almost wished she hadn't probed into her mother's things after her death.
But what else could she have done? Even Shanna's father didn't know about the secret drawer in Diedre Van Alstyne's writing desk — the drawer where her mother allowed Shanna to hide childhood treasures. It was a place only she and Shanna should know about, Diedre had insisted.
How close she had always thought she and her mother to be. How could her mother have withheld such a terrible secret from her? Recalling the final, bitter face-off with her father, Shanna confronted the fact that he had known all along. So many things had become clear after she read the revelations in the one letter, even the probable reason her father always treated Toby, who was his son and heir, as though he were an unwelcome presence in his life, no matter how hard Toby strived to win Christian Van Alstyne's love.
Shanna, darling. Please don't hate me.
Shanna fingered the open letter in her pocket, running her finger along the jagged edge. She knew its contents by heart — the first few words burned into her mind. At this point she didn't know if she hated her mother or not, but she couldn't let her confusion overshadow her love for her small brother. She shied away from the distinction her mind tried to form and reached out to give the bell another firm tap, hoping the noise her action prompted would put an end to the racing thoughts in her mind.
Shanna, darling. Please don't hate me. The words from her mind chased the echoes of the bell around the lobby.
"Hold your horses. I heard you the first time!"
The door behind the desk opened and a young man only a few years older than Shanna emerged. He walked to the desk and removed a pair of round glasses from his suit pocket, settling them on his nose. Staring at the two mud-spattered figures before him, he gave a haughty sniff.
"And just what are you doing in here?" the clerk finally asked.
"Obviously, we would like a room," Shanna shot back at him, outrage at his imperious stare clear in the tone of her words. No one had ever dared treat her with such disdain!
"We don't accept unaccompanied women at this hotel," the clerk informed her. "Perhaps you might try Mrs. Clark's boarding house a couple blocks over."
"In case you haven't noticed," Shanna said angrily, "there's a blizzard starting up outside. I'm not about to drag my brother two more blocks in that wind and snow. I demand you give us a room!"
"Impossible," the man said with a nonchalant shrug. "Besides, we're full up."
Good Lord. Was every man in this blasted town a dunderheaded dolt who thought a woman should bow to their superior masculine gender!?
"You're lying," Shanna spat. "There are several keys hanging on that board behind you."
"Some of our guests prefer to leave their keys here, rather than carry them around with them. I repeat, we're full up."
Shanna leaned across the desk and glared at him. "And I repeat, you're a liar. You just don't want to rent me a room because I don't have a man with me!"
"Perhaps," the man admitted, refusing to be daunted by the frosty blue depths of Shanna's eyes. "But I have strict orders from the owner. Unescorted women only cause trouble in a hotel of our class."
"Trouble!" Shanna said with a gasp. "What possible trouble could a woman and child cause?"
"Are you a widow?" the clerk questioned.
Shanna frowned, taken aback by what she felt was an incongruous query on the clerk's part. "No, I'm not. And what on earth does that have to do with my getting a room?"
"If you were a widow, an exception could be made. But since you're not, the rule stands. Women do not travel alone, especially a woman your age, unless they...ah...."
Suddenly it dawned on Shanna what the clerk was hinting at. Her voice rose in astonishment and indignation.
"Are you insinuating that I'm a loose woman?" she demanded, completely forgetting about Toby's young ears taking in her every word. "A...a...." Shanna searched her mind for the words her mother would never explain to her. "A barfly...a tart!?" She spat the last word at him, a look of fury on her face.
"Either remove yourself from these premises, or I'll fetch the sheriff!" the clerk shouted back across the desk. "We do not tolerate your ilk here!"
"The sheriff's out with the posse! Give me a key, or I'll come around there and show you my ilk!"
"Dear me, Perkins. What in the world's going on here? I started downstairs to see if we'd had word from my nephew, and here I find you and this lovely young lady caterwauling at each other loud enough to disturb every guest in the hotel."
Shanna glanced toward the new voice to see an elderly lady leaning over the banister of the first landing, an amazed look on her face. Blushing furiously as she realized she didn't know how long the woman had been standing there — or what she might have heard — Shanna dropped her eyes to the floor as the woman moved down the stairwell.
An uncomfortable silence filled the room, broken only by the older woman's footsteps and the clerk's shuffling feet as he tried to decide whether to stand his ground or escape through the door behind the desk again. The clerk started to turn toward the door, but one glance at the face of the elderly woman now approaching the desk put an end to any thought of flight.
"I asked you a question, Perkins," the woman said as she stopped beside Shanna. "Melinda's taking a nap up in our room and I won't have her sleep disturbed. What is this shouting match all about?"
Shanna glanced over at the woman in time to meet a pair of bright brown eyes. Snow white, carefully curled hair topped the worn and wrinkled face, which held an expression of assurance that her request for an explanation would be forthcoming immediately. Still embarrassed, Shanna dropped her eyes to the bodice of the neatly pressed black gown the elderly woman wore. Shanna's experienced gaze found several faded and patched places on the gown, but she could tell it had once been a quality garment.
"I apologize, ma'am," Shanna said quietly, forcing herself to overcome her discomfit and look back at the woman's face. "My brother and I need a room and this man insists we aren't good enough quality to stay at his hotel."
The elderly woman's brown eyes narrowed dangerously as she turned to the clerk. "Is that true, Perkins?"
"Mrs. Garret, just look at them," the clerk babbled. "Why, they're covered in filth and the woman's traveling alone. You know what that means."
"No, Perkins, I have no idea," the woman he called Mrs. Garret said in a steely voice. "You tell me. Could it be she's lost her family in the war? We've got a lot of women even around here like that these days."
"But...but look how dirty...."
"We're dirty because we found ourselves in the middle of a bank robbery the minute we stepped off the stage," Shanna fired at the clerk, her indignation renewed with the obvious sympathy she sensed in Mrs. Garret. "We were luckier than the man who was killed. All we got was a little mud on us."
"Bank robbery?" Mrs. Garret's voice rose in shock and she reached out to grab Shanna's arm. "My God! When?"
"A few minutes ago. I'm surprised you didn't hear all the shooting. The hotel's right next door."
"Some...sometimes my hearing isn't what it should be," Mrs. Garret admitted. "And I was napping with Melinda until just now. Please. Tell me what happened."
Before Shanna could answer, Toby stepped from behind her cloak. "It was terrible," he said. "There was a whole bunch of men and one of them pointed his gun at us. But he killed the man who came up the street instead. It wasn't nothing like they try to tell you it is in books." Toby hunched his small shoulders and shivered slightly as he concentrated on his words. "Real life's different than books, ain't it, Shanna?"
"Isn't," Shanna corrected. She looked at Mrs. Garret to see the woman's hand at her breast and a white pallor on her face. When Mrs. Garret swayed, Shanna grabbed her waist and assisted her to one of the chairs at the side of the lobby.
"Please rest, ma'am," Shanna said in concern. "Do you want me to have the clerk send for the doctor?"
"No," Mrs. Garret gasped. "The man...the man who was killed? Who was it?"
"I don't know...."
The clerk scurried over as Shanna spoke. "It was one of the divinity students from the school, Mrs. Garret. George Wymore. They brought him to the morgue out back of the hotel. I let them in and that's where I was when this woman came in for a room."
"Not Cody, then," Mrs. Garret said, a look of relief coming into her face with the returning color. "Of course, I'm dreadfully sorry about the young student," she added quickly. "But...I thought for a moment...Cody was due here about now."
"He went with the posse, ma'am." Toby carefully took her gnarled hand in his small one and patted it. "Don't worry. He saved mine and Shanna's life, and then the sheriff asked him to go with him."
"How do you know that, Toby?" Shanna asked.
"That was his name, don't you remember, Shanna? He was the man who got us into the building when that robber was going to shoot us. I heard the sheriff call him Cody."
"I guess I was too frightened to recall his name. Is Cody rather tall and broad-shouldered, with chestnut hair and brown eyes?" Shanna questioned. "He was wearing a sheepskin-lined coat and denim trousers."
"That sounds like my Cody," Mrs. Garret replied. "He's a very nice looking young man."
"I...I d...didn't notice that," Shanna stuttered.
"But you seemed to describe him so well," Mrs. Garret said with a smile. "You must have gotten a pretty close look at him."
"Heck," Toby said. "We should have. He was lyin' under us and on top of us for long enough. That's part of the reason we're so dirty. He had a bunch of mud on him."
"Toby!" Shanna cried. Another blush stole over her cheeks and her knees threatened to give way at the remembered feel of those hard thighs wrapped around her own. "He was only protecting us from the glass from the windows those robbers shot out. And I'll thank you not to use words so close to profanity! Heck is not a nice word!"
"Sorry, Shanna. I didn't know what that word meant. Eddie pointed it out in one of his books."
Shanna glanced at Mrs. Garret to see her stifling laughter, her brown eyes twinkling merrily.
"I understand what you're going through, my dear," Mrs. Garret said. "Why, Cody's Melinda is about a year younger than this young man and sometimes I have a time with her. Her mother's dead," she continued in a softer voice as she studied the blond-haired woman in front of her. "And Melinda's quite a handful for someone my age."
"I'm sure she must be," Shanna agreed. "I wish you would thank Cody again for me when you see him. I didn't really do that properly."
"I will, my dear. I guess Melinda and I'll just have to wait here until Cody returns before we can head home."
"That might be a while, Mrs. Garret," the clerk informed her. "There's quite a blizzard blowing up outside."
"Then we'll wait it out snug in the rooms upstairs, won't we, Perkins?" Mrs. Garret said with a stern look at the clerk. "That is, as soon as you give this young woman a key. And while you're at it, I'll take a key for Cody when he returns. We may be another day or so before going back to the plantation."
"Of...of course, Mrs. Garret," the clerk said. "Right away, ma'am."
Mrs. Garret watched the clerk hurry over to the desk, then shook her head as she turned back to Shanna. "That man needs to be taken down a peg or two. Now, you know my name. I'm Bessie Garret and Cody's my nephew. Most folks just call me Aunt Bessie, though." She shot a glance at the clerk. "Except for those I insist do otherwise. And you two are...?"
"Shanna V...Allen," Shanna stuttered, strangely loath to lie to this woman. But it was necessary, she reminded herself as she introduced Toby. "And this is my little brother, Toby."
"Pleased to meet you, Toby." Bessie nodded and received Toby's polite greeting in return. "You've just arrived in Liberty, I presume?"
"Yes, ma'am," Shanna confirmed.
Silence lingered for a moment while Bessie waited for Shanna to continue. As soon as she realized the young woman would volunteer no more information, Bessie led the way back to the desk. After waiting until Shanna signed the register and paid the clerk from the reticule hanging on her arm, Bessie turned to the stairwell.
"I'll show you where your room is," Bessie said. "It's just across the hall from mine. And I'm sure Perkins will have some food and hot bath water sent up as soon as he can arrange it, won't you, Perkins?" she said over her shoulder. "And the little boy seems to have injured his hand. Don't forget to bring your medicine kit, so his sister can rebandage the wound."
"Yes, Mrs. Garret," the clerk replied.
"What's a barfly, Shanna?" Toby questioned as he followed Shanna toward the stairwell.
"Shush, Toby," was Shanna's only reply.
"I suppose that's something else we'll talk about later," Toby muttered not quite loud enough to reach Shanna's ears and draw a censuring look from her.
An hour later, Shanna gazed down at Toby's small form, huddled under the blanket on the double bed. One hand lay on top of the blanket, a clean bandage replacing the handkerchief Shanna had rinsed out in the bath water and spread to dry on the back of the rocking chair beside the fireplace. Further examination had proven the cut was indeed minor, despite the amount of blood that had flowed from it. Toby would probably sleep for an hour or two now, his stomach full and his little body scrubbed clean, though not without another somewhat grouchy protest about a bath on any other day than Saturday.
Shanna gazed longingly at the other pillow for a second, but a nap right now would leave her sleepless tonight. And she'd had enough tossing and turning nights the last few weeks to last a lifetime — nights filled with unanswered questions and visions of a cold, empty future facing her if her one and only plan disintegrated into the dust of failed ventures.
Instead, she reached to loosen the belt on her dressing gown, which she had allowed herself the luxury of wearing until after they ate, and decided to investigate her carpetbag for the cleanest gown with the fewest wrinkles.
Loud, clumping footsteps sounded in the hallway, halting just outside Shanna's door. Shanna hesitated, waiting for a knock to sound, then decided whoever it was must be going to the room across the hallway. Mrs. Garret's nephew was probably back. Cody. Cody Garret, she guessed his name might be. Shanna unthinkingly hurried to the door, her curiosity as to whether the robbers had been caught making her forget her improper appearance.
Toby, too, would want to know, she thought as she pulled the door open. And maybe if she at least properly thanked the man, she could get him out of her mind once and for all. She would ignore their confrontation over Toby and....
The chiseled face that turned toward her when the door squeaked made Shanna gulp and realize she should have waited to ask Bessie Garret the outcome of the manhunt. It contained eyes darkened to mahogany in fatigue and lips that lost their fullness when he tightened his mouth grimly and swept his gaze over her.
"I...I just wanted to know if you'd caught the robbers," Shanna said quickly.
"What do you care?" Cody asked in a tired voice. "You didn't have any money in the bank."
"Toby," she hastened to explain. "He'll want to know."
"Tell him they got plumb away. They split up and went ten different directions and we never even got close enough to follow a trail before the snow covered it."
"I'm sorry. Really. I know I didn't lose anything, but that doesn't mean I don't care about the people who did. Will it mean an awful hardship for them?"
Cody removed his hat and swiped his fingers through the flattened, chestnut locks of hair, tousling them into new life. He rested his palm on the back of his head, the heavy coat gaping and the tan shirt beneath it taut with strain across his chest. Deep lines of concern etched his face, both from weariness and worry, making Shanna wish for an instant that she could say something to ease them — or brush them away with her fingertips.
Shanna thrust her arms behind her, clenched into fists to still her wavering fingers.
"Hardship?" Cody said with a shake of his head as he stared at the floor. "Disaster might be more like it. Hell, we've just got started rebuilding around here and now most of us won't have any money for seed to plant this spring. And what's more, the bank won't be able to help us out. Taxes are coming due and...."
Shanna unconsciously took a step forward, the gravelly words stirring her and her heart swelling with compassion at the agony she sensed underlying his voice.
"I'm sorry. What will you do?"
"Do?" Cody said with a shrug, his eyes drawn to the tiny slippered foot peeping out from under the dressing gown, then travelling up the skirt to where the belt hung loosely around a waist he could easily span with his fingers and thumbs.
"Well," he said with a wry twist to his mouth, "we sure won't sit around pitying ourselves."
"No, I don't imagine you will. The people here seem like they're extremely capable of banding together and taking care of their problems. It didn't take the sheriff long to get a posse together. If it hadn't been for the snowstorm, I'm sure they would have caught those bandits and gotten their money back."
Cody kept silent and flickered his gaze on upward. The orchid dressing gown gaped where her breasts swelled, allowing a glimpse of white lace. The promise of fullness he had felt when he covered her with his body in the land office was fulfilled now that the woolen cloak didn't impede his discovery.
"I...." Shanna licked full, pink lips gone dry, with a tongue just as powdery. "I also wanted to tell you something else."
"Ummmm?" The slender neck was graceful beneath the stubborn little chin that had lifted in defiance when she tried to interfere in his talk with her little brother. Well, hell, he had been too abrupt with Toby — his patience at an end after dodging flying lead and failing to keep his bank account safe. He ought to apologize....
That golden hair, tied back with a matching orchid ribbon, cascaded down past that enticingly minute waist....
"I wanted to thank you properly for what you did for Toby and me," Shanna said, interrupting his pleasant thoughts. "Not...not interfering with Toby," she qualified. "But he seems to have accepted that. However, I realize now just how much danger you put yourself in to get us out of harm's way. The clerk...."
Shanna cleared her throat, confused at how hoarse her voice was getting as Cody silently studied her and waited for her to continue.
"The clerk confirmed that the man out in the street was killed. It could very easily have been me or — thank the Lord it wasn't Toby. And thank you. I wish I could think of something stronger to say to let you know how much I appreciate what you did, but thank you is all I can think...."
Shanna clamped her mouth shut when she realized she was babbling. What in the world was it about this man that muddled her senses so? Her teeth tugged at her bottom lip as she ordered her legs to take her back into her room and her arms to close the door. She'd told him what she had to say, quite adequately thanked him this time.
She stood rooted in place, though, when he took a step forward.
"Sometimes words fall short," Cody agreed in a musing voice. "I don't guess I'd be adverse to you showing me your appreciation." He raised one hand to caress her cheek with the back of his index finger, while his other hand, out of Shanna's line of vision, flipped the sagging belt of the dressing gown free.
Shanna's lips parted slightly and her eyes widened into pools of cobalt. Her indrawn breath caught in her chest, swelling her breasts and crinkling her nipples when they rubbed against the stiff lace of her undergown. His arm snaked around her waist and his fingers played against the full swell of her hip, kneading it as he lowered his head. A spreading warmth flowed down her legs from her feminine center.
Cody's lips nibbled gently at first and Shanna fought the lassitude spreading through her, her eyelids slowly descending. The instant the long, feathery lashes met the curve of her cheek, Cody took her mouth fully and pulled her close against the length of his body.
She had been right, Shanna thought as her arms fell into place around his corded neck. There was a haven in his strong arms — a place she could steal away from the maelstrom in her life.
Cody's lips released hers and traced a path down the delectable neck, tasting it and then flickering his tongue up toward the full earlobe.
"Why don't I go get a room key so we can continue this in privacy?" he whispered.
Shanna gasped in horror and wrenched free, her thigh brushing against a strange protuberance below Cody's waist with her movements. The dressing gown slithered off her shoulders and she grabbed it, pulling it back up, her fingers searching wildly for her belt.
"You...you...you...bastard!"
Cody smiled smugly, then bent down to retrieve her belt and his hat from where he had dropped them on the floor. He plopped the hat on his head and pushed it back, dangling the belt from one long finger.
"My, my, Shanna," he growled low in his throat. "You certainly do have a problem finding words. If you'll remember, you've already called me that once. No wonder you had to show me your appreciation, rather than voicing it."
Shanna swiped the belt from his hand, her blue eyes changing to aquamarine and spitting those familiar daggers at him. He chuckled wryly while she wrapped the belt around her waist and glared at him.
"You are an insufferable, conceited ass," she snarled. "I had thought there might be a measure of decency about you, since you have such a marvelous aunt. However, my heart goes out to Bessie. She definitely has a cross to bear with such an unfeeling clod for a nephew!"
"Now just a damn minute...!"
But Cody found himself talking to the unyielding door, the resounding slam echoing in his ears and drowning out his words.
Cody's anger died a hasty death and a snicker of mirth escaped his lips. She'd definitely found some different words to use. And he was right. Fire and ice. Ice and fire. Banked fires, but nevertheless still there.
Rather than the observation placing an effective wet blanket on his ardor, though, Cody found himself more than a little intrigued again.
Ardor, hell! Intrigue! Here he was thinking in the high-faluting, overblown language he had taunted that delightful little package of contradictions into using.
What was it about her that goaded him into implausible actions, he wondered as he stared at the closed door. Granted, there was an air of vulnerability about her that tugged at him — made him want to wrap her in his arms and kiss away any pain she had suffered, cocoon her from any danger waiting in the wings of her future. And that body fit just exactly so against his, sexy curves snuggling into those sensitive spots he had almost forgotten during these last few years of war, grief and rebuilding the plantation.
That had to be it. He'd been too long without a woman and the stiffness bulging against his denims was pure, down-to-earth sex — lust. He was going to have to stand here a few minutes until it subsided or risk Bessie's knowing gaze when he removed his coat. His aunt didn't miss much. Besides, he didn't think he could walk just yet.
Bessie silently closed the door she had opened at the sound of the ringing slam across the hallway, leaving her nephew alone, chuckling to himself and fixated on the door across the hallway. She'd give her eyeteeth to have been privy to the few minutes preceding that slamming door!
Oh, well, she wasn't about to let the friction evidently boiling between Cody and that sweet little Yankee spoil the plans she had spent the last hour or so finalizing in her mind.
Shanna glared her rage at the closed door, then whirled to hurry over to the bed. Toby still lay cuddled beneath the blanket, undisturbed by the loud bang of the door, and she studied him silently while one hand, trembling with repressed anger, rose to wipe at her lips. When her fingertips caressed her mouth instead, she gave a quiet snort of disgust and dropped her arm.
How stupid she had been to willingly place herself in a position to contend with that overbearing lout's complete disregard for proper behavior. Evidently the old man at the land office had been right — a completely different set of etiquette governed these Southern men. She was going to have to be very careful that Toby wasn't corrupted.
Toby, who she loved with a deep, abiding ache that was every bit as strong as the love she had seen on her friends' faces when they gazed at their own children. That Toby was her little brother, rather than her own child, didn't matter one whit to her when she found out about her father's plan to separate them. Toby, the center of her world right now and the reason she had journeyed to this godforsaken place and had to tolerate men like Cody Garret.
Funny how that confident streak she admired in Cody's elderly aunt came through in her nephew as a smug, masculine assumption that she should appreciate his dictatorial browbeating of her little brother — and that he could paw her just because she tried to express her gratitude. Of course. His aunt must be related by marriage, Shanna thought as she heard the door across the hallway close.
"Oh, for pity sakes," Shanna growled, keeping her voice soft as she glanced down at Toby. "Quit thinking about a man you hope you'll never have to see again and get dressed!"
Shanna shook her head and walked over to her carpetbag. How different the men in the South were than what she had heard — not courteous and gentlemanly at all. And she was going to have to be careful they didn't corrupt her, too. Great day in the morning. She had already uttered the first profanities of her life, once where Toby could hear!
And what a dunce she had been to open her door wearing her dressing gown. It was her own fault he pawed her. His superior, masculine arrogance had probably misread her actions as an attempt to entice him. She could almost imagine him quirking those full lips into a leer and pulling a devil's tail from behind him, holding and stroking it in his hands while he eyed her!
Shrugging her shoulders in exasperation at the anger still boiling in her mind, Shanna determinedly started sorting through her clothing until she found enough unsoiled underthings to wear. Next she pulled out a blue, woolen day gown, the same shade as her eyes. It would definitely be warm, though it wasn't one of her better gowns. Deciding the wrinkles would smooth out by the time she wore it down to supper that evening, she removed her dressing gown and slipped into the clothing.
She dug a dry pair of wool stockings out of the bag. They weren't the most attractive ones she owned either.
"Good grief, why should I care whether the garments I choose are flattering or not?" she murmured in a pique at the frown she found on her face as she eyed the ugly stockings in distaste. "There isn't one person in this town whose opinion of my appearance matters to me. I just want to be warm!"
And recalling how cold her feet had been on the trip to the hotel in the freezing weather, she determinedly pulled the wool stockings on and knotted them above her knees. No one would see them anyway, and just now she couldn't bear the thought of wearing her corset to have something to fasten the stockings on.
Her kid shoes were stylish, but definitely not warm. Shanna probed deeper into the bag, searching for her riding boots. She could even pull on another pair of socks over her stockings inside the somewhat larger boots.
Suddenly Shanna's fingers froze in their quest. She stared down in horror at where her thumb protruded from a rip in the carpetbag. Heart in her throat, she pushed her arm deeper into the bag and swallowed a stab of terror as her entire hand came out through a tear in the bag.
"No. Oh, please God, no," she breathed in denial.
Frantically Shanna tore the remaining articles from the carpetbag, flinging them around the floor. The riding boots landed with a thump and she heard Toby stir on the bed. How he could sleep through that slamming door and wake up at the lesser noise made by the boots was beyond her. She forced herself to stand when she heard his faint voice.
"Shanna," Toby muttered drowsily. "Shanna, what was that noise?"
Shanna quickly crossed to the bed again. "It...it's nothing, Toby," she managed to say. "Go on back to sleep."
Toby blinked his eyes open once, then snuggled back against the pillow. She stood watching him until his even breathing told her he had returned to sleep, then gently tucked the blanket around his neck before she went over to pick up the carpetbag again.
Somewhat hopefully Shanna upturned the bag and shook it. The darned bag was indeed empty. A sob rose in her throat and, with a glance at Toby, she tried to muffle it. It was gone. The entire sack of money she had found in her mother's desk was gone — slipped out through the tear in the carpetbag.
Or — Shanna's brow creased as she examined the tear. Or had someone slit the seam and taken it? Maybe the stagecoach driver. Who else had handled the bag?
Shanna plucked at the seam threads, and they came away loose in her fingers. No, no one had slit the seam. The threads were just rotten. Why had she been so foolish as to entrust the money to the bag, instead of carrying it on her person? When had the money fallen out?
Shanna retraced the last day of their journey in her mind. The money had been there last night at the waystation where the stage stopped. She knew it had been, because she had checked. Suddenly a vision of the bag lying against the land office with her clothing strewn across the walkway surfaced. Could the money have fallen out then? Or maybe when the driver dropped the bag from the top of the coach?
Shanna silently crossed to the window and drew the curtains back to peer outside. She couldn't even see through the glass. A howling wind blew sheets of snow against the window and ice crystals covered the pane.
She had to go out there, though. She had to find that drawstring bag. She barely had enough money left in her reticule for meals and another few days at the hotel. And she wouldn't be able to wire her bank in New York for a possible advance on the trust fund her mother had left her without her father finding out where she was.
Toby. She couldn't leave him alone. What if he woke while she was gone and came out in that weather looking for her? Oh dear God, what was she going to do now?
Shanna moved from the window and dropped into the rocking chair. Burying her head on her knees, she clenched her teeth and tried to hold back the threatening sobs. She couldn't go to pieces — Toby depended on her.
But just look how she was taking care of him. She had brought him with her on a journey that had no promise of ending successfully, in an attempt to locate a man she had never met. Indeed, she knew barely more than the man's name. Now they were hundreds of miles from home and almost penniless.
Resolutely, Shanna sat up in the chair and retrieved her boots, along with a pair of socks. She pulled them both on, then tossed another log into the fireplace grate. After securing the fire guard, she picked up her cloak from the foot of the bed and stared down at Toby.
Almost as though sensing her eyes on him, Toby stirred and his small mouth opened. "Promise, Shanna?" he whispered in his sleep. "C...cross your...."
"I promise, Toby," Shanna whispered in return, restraining herself before she could move around the bed and caress his forehead. Her actions would probably bring him back to full wakefulness and it would be better if he stayed asleep. Surely she wouldn't be gone very long. She could leave him a note.
A few minutes later, Bessie Garret opened the door on her room, determined to check on the two occupants across the hallway. Probably she was just a nosy old woman, but something about the young woman she had met downstairs told Bessie that Shanna needed a friend. Besides, at her age she had a right to poke her nose into situations other people would think didn't concern her.
Bessie's eyes widened when she caught sight of Shanna disappearing down the stairwell. Surely Shanna couldn't be going out into that storm. Bessie quickly crossed the hallway and turned the knob on the door of Shanna's room. It opened smoothly, and Bessie shook her head at Shanna's foolishness in leaving the door unlocked. Peering inside, Bessie saw Toby curled up alone in the big bed and Shanna's clothing still scattered all around the floor.
That confirmed it. Something dreadfully wrong had to be troubling that young woman. Bessie closed the door quietly and hurried back to her own room.
"Cody Garret, put that child down on the bed and come out here into the hallway. Right now!"
Cody raised his head from where he had been nuzzling his nose into the stomach of the golden-haired child in his arms and immediately the child's giggles stilled. They both stared across the room at Aunt Bessie, and Melinda's small lips rose in a pout when she caught the look on Bessie's face.
"I want to play with Daddy," Melinda said.
"You can play with him later," Bessie said sternly. "Right now, I want to talk to your father."
Cody picked Melinda up and plopped her onto the bed. When the little girl tossed him a tremulous look, he patted her curls and smiled down at her.
"I'll play with you some more in a minute, honey, like Aunt Bessie says. And if you wait for me quietly, I'll see if the hotel kitchen has a big piece of cake for you."
"Chocolate," Melinda insisted.
"All right," Cody said with a chuckle. "Chocolate." He placed the doll lying on the bedspread in Melinda's arms before he joined Aunt Bessie in the hallway.
"You spoil that child rotten, Cody Garret," Bessie said in a firm voice. "You know how picky her appetite is. I won't have her dinner ruined."
Cody sighed resignedly, determined not to get into yet another battle over Melinda with his aunt. "What did you want to talk about, Aunt Bessie?" he asked to forestall Bessie's sharp tongue.
"That young woman over there just left her room," Bessie informed him. "She had her cloak on, and the little boy's alone. She must have a desperate reason to go out in this weather and I want you to go after her. She might need some help."
"No you don't, Aunt." Cody emphatically shook his head. "You're not getting me involved in another of your charity cases. I've got enough to worry about myself right now. You know most of the little bit of money we did have was taken in that bank robbery."
"That doesn't mean we can't help other people who need it," Aunt Bessie insisted. Her head rose proudly and she returned his glare with one just as frosty of her own. "We'll get by. We always do. Now, are you going after the poor woman or am I?"
Cody's lips thinned and he continued to stare down at the small woman in front of him, refusing to answer her. Besides, how could he explain that he would be the last person Shanna would want to come to her aid again?
"Fine," Bessie said as she started to move around him to the door of the room. "You keep on eye on both these children, in case that little boy over there wakes up. His name's Toby."
Cody caught her arm and Bessie looked up at him, her challenge plain in the clear, brown eyes. Immediately Cody knew he had lost yet another battle of wills with his aunt. He dropped Bessie's arm, giving in grudgingly.
"I know his name," he said in a fatigued voice. "And I'll go. Just let me get my coat." He paused inside the room as he reached for the heavy jacket hanging on a hook in the wall. "Aunt Bessie," he said, keeping his back to the elderly woman. "What did that young woman say her full name was?"
"She said it was Shanna Allen, Cody," Aunt Bessie replied with a strange look on her face that Cody couldn't see. "But if my instincts don't fail me — and they shouldn't, given the seventy years' experience I've had reading people — I think she's hiding something. She stumbled over her name and gave the little boy a funny look when she spoke. Now, that young lady has to be at least twenty, and you'd think she'd know her own name by now, wouldn't you?"
"Yes, Aunt," Cody said with a grim smile on his lips. "You'd think so, wouldn't you?"
Cody set his hat on his head and turned back to his aunt, determined to give one more try at convincing Bessie that any involvement with Shanna Allen wasn't in their best interests.
"Aunt Bessie, why don't we just keep an eye on the boy for her until she returns? That way...."
"That way, we don't even have to let her know we're watching over her, is that what you mean, Cody Garret? What are you hiding from me? And," she continued before Cody could form the lie in his mind he knew he would have to tell his aunt, "do you really think I could rest easy here in my warm room, knowing that young woman was wandering around on the streets of this town just after a bank robbery and in the middle of a snow storm?"
Cody pulled his hat brim down over his eyes and strode out the door, refusing to answer either of his aunt's questions. One answer might lead to another one, and he wasn't really sure what he was hiding from Aunt Bessie just yet. But his every instinct told him that Shanna Allen — or whatever the hell her name was — was going to explode in his life with an even bigger impact than the loss of his money in the bank robbery.
"The hell with the money," Cody muttered to himself as he went down the stairwell, his boot heels clumping on the uncarpeted steps in time to the anger pounding in his mind. "How the heck am I ever going to tell Aunt Bessie that her own grandson might have been one of those robbers, along with two of our closest neighbor's sons, who helped save Aunt Bessie and Melinda's lives?"
Head bowed in dejection and gloved hands shoved into her cloak pockets for added warmth, Shanna toed the snow drifted on the walkway outside the boarded up windows of the land office. Nowhere could she find a large enough crack for the drawstring bag to fall through. Instead, the boards were tightly nailed together and fairly new. They abutted the land office wall, and walking around on them didn't give any indication of a weak spot that might yield under a heavy footstep and open a wide crack for the bag to slip through.
She sighed in defeat. Her plan had been to notify the sheriff and ask him to have someone crawl under the walkway and search out the bag. She could recite the exact amount — five hundred dollars — and even quote the denominations of the gold coins to prove her ownership. The only place left to look was where the stagecoach had stopped.
Plodding on down the walkway to the general store, Shanna wished she had paid a little more attention to exactly where the stage had pulled up on arrival. Even on the somewhat sheltered walkway the gusty wind swirled around her, and she snugged her cloak tighter. Catching a whiff of wood smoke carried on the wind, she glanced through the store window to see a pot-bellied stove glowing red with heat.
Shanna stifled the urge to warm herself inside the store, which seemed to be the only place still open in town. She couldn't imagine how the store owner could expect any customers in this weather.
The only other people she had seen were two riders, who passed by in the street while she searched in front of the land office. Bundled up against the frigid winds, the men sat astride horses with lowered heads that obeyed their riders' commands to plow ahead through the six-inch-deep snow covering the street. The figures emerged into sight only a few feet from her, with even the horses' hoof beats muffled in the adverse weather, and disappeared as silently as ghosts in the swirling snow almost as soon as she glimpsed them.
Determinedly stiffening her shoulders, Shanna stepped into the street and paced off what she thought to be the distance to where the stage had stopped. She stumbled over a rut beneath the snow and almost went sprawling. After catching her balance, she stared around her, knowing it was hopeless to try to find the bag of money. The muddy streets had crusted over in the falling temperatures and even before that street traffic had churned furrows and ruts, now covered in a blanket of snow white. Her shoulders slumped, but she glanced behind her to measure the distance to the walkway. She had to try. What else could she do?
The driver had dropped the bags from the top of the coach at hers and Toby's feet before he climbed down and headed for the general store, ignoring Shanna's request to assist her in carrying the bags out of the street.
"Crusty old coot," Shanna muttered to herself, recalling the driver's tobacco stained beard and lack of manners.
Shanna knelt in the snow, ignoring the icy coldness penetrating to her knees through the cloak and wool dress. She brushed aside snow, continuing her efforts until she had a wide swathe around her. The blowing winds quickly covered the area anew, and the snow soaked her knit gloves, numbing her hands.
When the wind died for an instant, Shanna noticed something sticking out of the dirt. It looked like the top of a drawstring bag — the one holding her money! Heart quickening with hope, she closed her numb fingers around the object and pulled. It refused to move and Shanna jerked off a now useless gloves to work her fingers into the frozen dirt. At last she managed to clear enough of the crust to yank the object free, her excited and hopeful mind ignoring the blue fingers, whitening with frostbite.
A dirty man's sock dangled from her fingers, and Shanna dropped it in disgust. There was probably a story behind how the sock got there — a story Shanna didn't remotely give a darn about just now.
"What the hell are you doing? Trying to get yourself killed again?"
Cody swept Shanna into his arms just as the horse and rider emerged from the swirling snow. The startled horse reared over them and the rider cursed them roundly as Cody carried Shanna back to the walkway. Ignoring the rider's threats to follow them and give them both a sound thrashing, Cody plopped Shanna on her feet in front of the general store and glared at her.
"My God, woman," he said angrily. "Don't you know you're practically invisible in that gray cloak out there in the snow? I had a heck of a time finding you myself. Why the hell were you out there groveling in the dirt, where anyone could ride right over you?"
Shanna shivered violently, trying to clamp her chattering teeth together and searching her mind for a suitable retort to fire into the brown eyes scowling at her.
"I...I...you...d...damn it...!" She lifted one hand and pounded on his chest to make her point without words.
"Good lord," Cody breathed as he caught her hand. "You're going to lose those fingers if we don't get them warmed up quick. Here."
Cody jerked the other sodden glove from Shanna's fingers. He opened his jacket and pulled her into his arms, placing the frozen hands against his chest and wrapping both their bodies in the sheepskin-lined jacket. The shock traveling over him when Shanna gave up her brief resistance and snuggled into the warmth he offered wiped the chill from him, and even his denim clad legs, protected from the wind by only the thin cloth, radiated with warmth.
Gratefully, Shanna spread her hands on Cody's chest. Just for a minute. She had never been so cold in her life and the welcoming warmth spread through her — awfully swiftly it seemed to her when she could think rationally. Surely even the warmth from the pot-bellied stove inside the store couldn't be this soothing.
Something tickled Shanna's nose and her eyes flew open. A mat of sandy hair curled around her face where the top two shirt buttons were open, and the skin beneath the wiry curls warmed her cheek. Though it took every bit of effort she could muster, she recoiled in Cody's grasp, recalling just who it was that held her.
"Let me go!" she demanded. "There's a stove in the store and I can get warm there. I don't need your help!"
"Yeah," Cody muttered as he reluctantly loosened his arms. "You never do."
Despite Shanna's outraged elbowing against his chest, Cody refused to relinquish his hold entirely. Keeping Shanna firmly within the shelter of his coat, he opened the door on the store and walked her inside. With one hand he pulled a ladder-back chair up to the stove and pushed her into it. He knelt in front of her and reached for her blue hands, chafing them gently between his own and ignoring her mutinous attempts to free them.
"Gramps!" he yelled over his shoulder. "Do you have anything hot to drink back there?"
"What's going on, Cody?" A little round man emerged from the door to his living quarters behind the store. "Good heavens. That little mite looks half frozen. You want I should go for Doc?"
"No," Cody tossed back. He gently picked up one of Shanna's fingers and rolled it between his own. "We need to get her warm right now."
"Well, I ain't got no coffee ready. Was fixing a pot, but it's just startin' to perk."
"How about some of that brandy you keep behind the counter to nip on?"
"Now, Cody," Gramps replied in a hurt voice. "You know Doc said I have to give up the spirits. My heart, you know."
"Gramps!"
"All right. All right."
A second later, Gramps joined them at the stove and handed a brown bottle to Cody.
"For pete's sake, Gramps," Cody said in an exasperated voice. "Don't you have a glass?"
"'Course I do!" Gramps held out his other hand, containing a clean juice glass. "You think I don't have no manners when it comes to knowin' how to treat a lady? I didn't 'spect her to drink from the bottle!"
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