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Preview The Burnett Brides Series:
Texas 1874
Rose Severin made her living speaking to the dead. Or at least she pretended to, until she could fulfill her real dream of becoming a famous actress on the New York stage like her mother. But dreams couldn't put a roof over your head or ease the gnawing ache of hunger, and New York was more than a carriage ride from Fort Worth, Texas.
Rose peeked between the curtains separating the two rooms and watched her black manservant, Isaiah, settle tonight's customers. She'd drawn an interesting group. A fairly young woman, a matron, a swanky gentleman, and a cowboy whose burnished hair and rugged good looks certainly caught her attention.
Isaiah stepped behind the curtain and whispered, "Mrs. Florin, the lady who will be sitting next to you, lost her twelve-year-old daughter, Sally, in a carriage accident. She wants to contact Sally and make sure she's all right. The other lady, Miss North, wishes to speak with her brother who was killed in a bank holdup. He was a law-abiding man, just in the wrong place at the wrong time, according to the newspaper."
Isaiah frowned and shook his head. "The gentleman in the brown suit, Mr. Thompson, said very little. The other man, Mr. Burnett, is here because of his brother."
"Burnett. That name sounds familiar." Rose tried to remember where she had heard the name before.
"His mother came in earlier this afternoon. She's the lady who wanted to speak with her missing son. He disappeared during the war and she didn't know if he was dead or alive."
"Yes, I remember her." Rose glanced out the curtain. "What does he want?"
"He wouldn't say."
"I guess we'll find out," she said shaking her head and frowning at Isaiah.
"Are you ready?" Isaiah asked.
Rose brushed back a lock of her dark, wayward curls, checked the bodice of her loose-fitting blouse, and smoothed her skirt. Dressed more like a gypsy than a lady, she took a deep breath and released it slowly. "Madame Desirée is ready."
Isaiah ambled out of the kitchen and turned toward the group of people now gathered around the table. "Let me present Madame Desirée Severin, Voice of the Dead."
Rose swept through the curtain. Holding out her full skirt, she gave a little twirl then curtsied to her audience. "Good evening."
She pulled out a chair and took a seat between the cowboy and Mrs. Florin. She glanced around the table at the four customers who had come to speak with their departed loved ones.
Madame Desirée offered her clients a chance to ease their conscience, say the words they'd meant to say, resolve a disagreement, or for a brief moment feel close to the dead once again.
Whatever reason brought them to her, Rose tried her best to give them their money's worth, and if it eased their pain, then she'd more than fulfilled her job.
She lowered her head as if praying, then raised her eyebrows, gazing at each person sitting around the table.
"Alors, commencon." She paused dramatically, letting her customers absorb the French words and then repeated them in English. "Let us begin."
With a flick of her wrist, she snapped her fingers at Isaiah, her bracelets jingling. From the back of the room, he turned the knob of the lantern until the light slowly faded and a faint glimmer remained, casting the room in an eerie twilight.
The rough scratch of a match striking flint echoed in the darkness as she lit the mixture of cedar, thyme, rose petals, and vanilla. A cloud of smoky perfume drifted upwards, leaving a faint glow in the metal bowl.
"Close your eyes and hold the hand of your neighbor as I call upon the spirits to heed our summons," she commanded in a French accent that she'd practiced.
Isaiah plunged the room into darkness. Like an invisible bond, nervous tension flowed through the room, weaving a seductive spell over her clients.
A quick glance at the cowboy showed the corner of his mouth lifted in amusement. So, he thought this was entertaining, did he? She lifted his hand, rough-callused but warm and strong as he clasped her small hand in his.
He gazed back at her, his eyebrows questioning.
She'd dealt with men like him before. She lifted her chin and turned her gaze to her other customers.
"Many spirits are gathered in the room with us tonight," she whispered. She turned her face toward the heavens and called out loud, "Spirits, come to us. Let us speak with our dear departed ones again."
With practiced ease, Rose quietly slipped her foot out of her backless boot. Her bare foot touched the hardwood floor as she eased it under her chair, until she touched the cool metallic bell. Gripping the handle of the bell between her toes, Rose shook the bell. The clapper clattered against its side three times.
A lady sitting across from Rose jumped. Isaiah silently came in right on cue, stirring the air with a fan in the darkened room. Then the sound of chimes tinkled softly in the night air.
Releasing the cowboy's hand, she clasped her palm to her head, moaning. "Ah . . . ah, so young. So tragic." She swayed. "A little girl with blond ringlets is coming toward me, wearing a pink pinafore. She says her name is Sar . . . no, her name is Sally."
A gasp came from the darkness and one of the Women said in a weak voice, "My daughter's name was Sally, but her hair was dark, not blond." Her voice broke on a sob. "Is it Sally? Tell me more about her, please. Is she happy?"
Rose ignored the woman's comment about her daughter's hair. "Sally says to tell you she's with her grandmother."
Rose hesitated and then began to move her lips silently, as if she were speaking. "The two of them miss you and are awaiting your arrival on the other side."
The lady burst into tears. "Thank God, she's not alone. I've been so worried about her."
"Families often are reunited after death." Rose moaned and pulled her handkerchief to her lips.
"I feel the presence of a man who was gunned down. A law-abiding man killed in a holdup."
"My brother," the older woman sitting next to Rose proclaimed.
Rose massaged her temples, moaning. She held up her arms as if seeking help from the sky. "Is his name Robert?"
"Yes," the woman replied, stunned. "How did you know?"
"He told me. He says you shouldn't feel guilty about his death. It was meant to happen. Your grandfather is with him."
"But grandfather is still alive," the woman said, puzzled.
Rose felt a moment of panic. Whoops, she'd guessed wrong again. The lady's age appeared to be in the mid-forties. Rose had been certain her grandparents were dead. She let out a moan. "I meant your great¬grandfather."
"Oh, we never knew him."
The cowboy beside her snickered just loudly enough to be heard. He was going to cause trouble, blast him.
"Oh, oh. The name Burnett comes to mind." She moaned. "Does anyone know someone named Tanner Burnett?"
"That's me," a husky, curt voice from her left replied.
It was the cowboy. Even in the dark, she couldn't help but remember six feet of rugged, tightly muscled man with honey-brown hair set against tanned skin and eyes that looked more dangerous than friendly.
"Are you certain the person you're seeking is dead?"
She could feel his gaze upon her, and the memory of his brown eyes gleaming with determination and purpose almost made her shiver.
"He's been missing for over ten years," he acknowl¬edged.
"I have a vision of him in battle. There's danger all around him."
His fist slammed against the table, causing sparks to fly from the bowl of incense and her patrons to jump in surprise.
"Bullshit!"
"Lady, how far are you going to carry this farce? You can't see my brother."
"Monsieur!"she exclaimed, throwing up her hands in disgust. Gripping the bell with her toe, she rang it, signaling the end of the séance.
"The sound of the bell indicates that the spirits have gone," she said between gritted teeth. "You've broken the spell. The spirits have all departed because of your disbelief. Your doubt has scared them away!"
Isaiah lit a lantern, casting an ominous glow on the scene.
A chill ran down Rose's back as she stared into the coldest pair of dark-brown eyes she'd ever seen. She stood and turned her attention to her other clients. "I'm terribly sorry, but once the spell has been broken, the spirits will not return this night. Thanks to Monsieur, our evening has been cut short. That is the way sometimes. Please come back and we will attempt to contact your loved ones once again." She gave him a look that could have plunged daggers into his heart. "Without Monsieur Burnett."
He smiled a contemptuous sneer. "Lady, if you can speak to the dead, I can walk on water! All you're interested in is cheating people out of their money!"
"Monsieur!" She motioned for Isaiah to usher her other customers out the door. Business had been good, and she didn't need gossip being spread around town about this little scene. "The Trinity River is right up the street, if you'd like to test your faith."
"I don't need to test my faith. People like you do it all the time," he said.
"If you don't believe in speaking with spirits, why are you here?" she asked bluntly, hoping to get rid of him quickly.
"Everyone deserves at least one warning, and here's yours." He stood and moved around the table. "Don't be holding any more séances."
"This is a free country, is it not?" she said, using her best French intonation.
"Not for cheats."
"I am no cheat"
"Lose the French accent!"
"I cannot! It is where I was born, where I come from," she informed him.
"I'm sure you've been around, but I'd wager you've never seen Paris," he said calmly, his voice a slow drawl of insolence.
"Espéce de casse-couilles!" She said in French exactly what she was thinking. The man was certainly a pain.
"Cut the parlee-voo, lady. I don't believe a word of it."
"You should. I'm calling you, Mr. Burnett, every despicable word I know," she practically shouted at him, enraged at his intrusion in her cozy business.
"Call me anything you want, but I'm warning you. Shut down your séance parlor. You picked the wrong person to try to con, and you're not going to get away with it."
"And just who is this person I supposedly tried to con?" she asked.
"My mother, Eugenia Burnett."
"Ah ha!" Stepping in front of him, she stood within inches of this handsome yet foreboding man. The scent of masculinity drifted to her nose, a clean smell of virile male.
"And if your mother wishes to learn more about your brother? Is this not her choice?"
"My mother misses my brother, and I'll not have you taking advantage of her. This is the only time I'm going to tell you. Leave my mother alone, or I'm going to shut down your parlor."
"Monsieur! If you don't want your mother searching for your brother, then you must talk to her. Not I!" She took a step back, letting her gaze travel the length of his person. "Besides, I see no badge. You do not have the authority to threaten me, or shut me down."
He smiled, his full lips pouty, and took a step closer to her. His hand reached out, the tip of his finger gently tracing her chin, his rough skin sliding against hers. His touch left her oddly unsettled. She tried to swallow the lump that filled her throat.
Now was not the time for her long-denied body to suddenly take notice of a man. She needed this town, needed this job.
She didn't need a gun-toting, overprotective mama's boy, who looked like sin in a nicely bundled package.
"I'll shut you down in a heartbeat," he said, low enough only to reach her ears. "My little brother, Tucker, is the marshal."
Picking up his hat, he strolled out the door, his gun slung low around his hips, his pants snug against his backside.
Rose watched him walk through the door and wanted to scream. Though they had gotten off to a slow start, business was just beginning to increase and the thought of having to pick up and start over again left her furious.
No damn cowboy with a connection to the local law was going to run her out of town.
***
Until yesterday, Travis Burnett had thought his mother didn't believe in ghosts, was as sensible as they came. So why had Eugenia suddenly started visiting a séance parlor?
Travis let the door slam behind him as he entered the house he'd lived in all his life. His father had built this home after he'd made a small fortune trading Texas cattle. Longhorn cattle.
Walking down the short hall, he found his mother in his office going over the books, adding up sums of figures. He sat down in an elbow chair across from her, stretching out his long legs in front of him, his spurs jingling as he crossed his ankles.
Like a wolf in sheep's clothing, Eugenia was steel wrapped in a soft overcoat. A gentle matron with an iron will, stubborn enough to have lived with his father for forty years. Yet since his brother's disappearance more than ten years ago and the death of his father, she'd seemed fragile, in need of protecting. The laughter that had once shone from his mother's brown eyes had overnight dimmed with sadness, and at times she seemed lost, in need of direction.
"What are you doing home so early on a Saturday night?" she asked, not looking up from her paperwork. "Not enough excitement going on in town?"
"I just spent the evening at a séance."
He watched as her head jerked up from the ledger she was working on, her eyes trained on his. She raised her brows questioningly.
"Miss Severin's parlor?"
"Yep."
She gazed at him, her face an innocent mask. "She's certainly a pretty little thing."
He leaned forward, surprised by her comment. "Mother, how did you get involved with this woman? Why are you going to séances?"
"Oh, several of the ladies from my sewing circle were talking about her, and we decided to just drop in and see what a séance was. You know Katie McLaughlin lost her husband recently, and the poor dear is—"
"Mother!"
"Well, the poor dear is terribly lonely and misses her husband something fierce. They obviously were very much in love and had a wonderful marriage."
"Look, I'm sorry about Mrs. McLaughlin, but do you know this séance woman had the gall to tell me she saw Tanner tonight?"
She crossed her arms, a stubborn set to her jaw. "Well, dear, let's hope she had a vision of him."
Travis swore.
"Son, it's impolite to swear in front of a woman, especially your mother. Desirée can read palms and tarot cards, and she sometimes has visions of people who are alive."
"You're upset I'm swearing, not that you gave money to a woman who takes advantage of people who are grieving and lonely?"
"Every penny I spent was worth meeting this young woman if she can help me locate your brother. Desirée is delightful, a very caring person who obviously understands how you feel when you've lost a loved one."
He stared at his mother in disbelief. His brother had been a strong, vital force whom they all missed, but ten years had passed with not a word of his whereabouts. The last time they'd seen him was right before he ran away to join the Confederate army. Travis thought his mother had accepted Tanner's death, but obviously he'd been mistaken.
She tilted her head and gazed at him. "I thought you were supposed to see Cecilia tonight?"
"Don't change the subject. I know you don't like her."
"She's more timid than a church mouse and twice as dull. You marry her and you'll be bored within a week." Eugenia slammed the ledger shut. "Name one woman you've courted seriously in the last year who isn't either afraid of you or only interested in hitching up with the Bar None?"
He grinned at his mother. "Uh, Sister Bertrice doesn't seem to be interested in me."
"Travis!" Eugenia shook her head. "It's not healthy for a man to work as hard as you do. You need to get away from the ranch more, socialize, and get to know people. How else are you going to find a wife?"
Travis took a deep breath and refused to let his mother's words goad him into a confrontation he knew he could never win. So instead, he gave her the same response he'd given her for the last two years. They both knew it was a way of avoiding a subject they didn't agree on. "I'm busy with the ranch right now."
For a moment she just stared at him. She sighed. "You must admit, Miss Severin is a stunning creature."
Stunning didn't begin to describe her. More like a curvaceous stick of seductive dynamite. One wrong move and he'd go up in flames.
The memory of her glossy brown curls, framing a face that was almost ethereal, left him wondering what she looked like underneath that red dress that dipped low, revealing the curve of her breast. Travis reminded himself that it wouldn't matter if she were prettier than Molly Riley's highest-priced whore. She was still a cheat and a liar, even if her emerald eyes teased of hidden promises and enticing pleasures.
He shrugged his shoulders, trying to appear indifferent. "What does it matter what she looks like? She's cheating people out of their money. She's deceiving them."
"Travis Burnett, everything in your world is black and white. If you'd been born a woman, you would understand her plight."
"What plight? Seems to me like she's got it pretty easy."
"A man has choices he can make as to how he's going to earn his living. A woman can either get married or become a cook, a laundress, or a soiled dove. If she's real lucky, she might get a job as a schoolteacher or a governess. But most women choose marriage."
"Maybe." If he didn't divert her attention, he'd be hearing the lecture on getting married and producing an heir. "But do you really believe she saw Tanner?"
For a moment his mother's bottom lip trembled with indecision. Exasperated, she stood—all five feet, three inches—and came around the desk to stand in front of her son. "I don't know for certain."
"Yes or no, Mother?"
"There you go again, speaking in absolutes."
Travis stared at her and frowned with annoyance.
"I can't give up and admit your brother is dead. I have to try everything I can to find him, even unconventional ways if that's what it takes."
Travis hung his head and shook it from side to side in disbelief. His sensible mother believed the little cheat!
One visit and somehow Desirée Severin had gotten her money-grabbing hooks into his mom.
"Then hire another investigator. Just don't go see Desirée Severin again. She's a cheat, a beautiful fraud who wants to separate you from your money."
"She's compassionate and friendly, and she soothed poor Mrs. McLaughlin's grief. She made the woman feel good for those few minutes. And for the first time in a long time, I've felt hope at finding out the truth about Tanner." She sighed. "I'd be doing the same if it were you. I still miss him terribly."
"We all do, Mother. But we don't hold séances to try to contact him."
"Maybe we should." She looked him square in the eye and with a defiant shake of her head said, "We could invite her to dinner. Maybe if you got to know her, you'd feel differently."
A jolt of pure shock almost knocked Travis out of his chair. He reacted instantly. "That's crazy!" Throwing up his hands, he took a calming breath. "Miss Severin, if that is her real name, comforted your friend by lying, by pretending to be able to speak with her dead husband. Tanner is dead or else he would be home. No one can speak with him. She's after your money, Mother!"
"Oh, Travis. When did you become so suspicious of everyone?"
Slowly he rose from the chair, a fierce sense of protectiveness encompassing all six feet of him as he towered over his petite mother.
"You know, Mother, even Father agreed you were stubborn and likely to do what you wanted whether he approved or not I don't want to see you taken advantage of, so I'm going to insist you stay away from Miss Severin."
She lifted her chin. "You're my son, not my keeper."
"I don't care. If you see this woman again, I'll go straight to Tucker and together we'll make sure we close her down."
"But she's not doing anything wrong. She's helping people. Why can't you show a little compassion?"
"She's taking innocent people's money. The woman is using grief to make a living. She's the worst kind of thief—she takes advantage of people when they're vulnerable."
He took a deep breath, the need to protect his family strong within his chest.
"But—"
"Tucker's trying to clean up this town; he won't hesitate to send her packing. Don't see her again, Mother."
***
Eugenia wanted grandchildren in the worst possible way. All her friends' children were married and had children, yet Eugenia couldn't get even one of her three sons married.
Travis and Tucker were both about as interested in love as in a good dose of castor oil. At thirty, her oldest son, Travis, hadn't even tried to find a wife and had managed to scare off most of the women in town. Tanner was lost, possibly even dead. And Tucker, after a youth fraught with danger and youthful foolishness, had finally come home a gunslinger with a past. No children, no marriages, no wives, not even a steady girlfriend to offer Eugenia hope of seeing her sons settled with families of their own.
Desperate times called for desperate measures, and Eugenia would do whatever it took to help her sons find the tender emotion of love, complete with babies. And the delectable Miss Severin, who had stood up to Travis, her overbearing son, was exactly the type of woman he needed. Someone who could handle his impertinent behavior. Someone he couldn't walk all over.
Glancing down Jones Street one last time, Eugenia pushed open the door to The Last Word. A tiny bell jingled above the door, and Madame Severin strolled through a curtained area.
"Mrs. Burnett, you've returned," she said quietly. She wore a soft yellow polonaise dress with a pompadour neck that exposed the creamy whiteness of her breasts, just enough to cause a man's gaze to linger.
"I needed to speak with you," Eugenia said. There was something about this young woman. Something that reminded Eugenia of herself years ago. Whatever it was, she thought the woman would be good for her son.
"Come sit, and I'll have Isaiah make us some tea. I don't have another appointment for at least two hours." Desirée led Eugenia to a small sitting area.
"Thank you." Eugenia sat down on a horsehair couch, while Madame Severin disappeared once again behind the curtain.
Eugenia glanced around the sparsely furnished room where Desirée conducted her business. A small, round table sat in the center of the room. A scarlet cloth threaded with gold stitches and tassels covered the table and hung down to the floor. The urge to explore where meetings with the dead were held teased Eugenia, but she resisted. After all, she was here to get to know Desirée better, to see if her first impressions were correct.
Not that she didn't think Travis was capable of finding a woman for himself. He was certainly handsome enough, but a wife and family were just not his priority. Unfortunately, Eugenia couldn't help but think that by the time he got around to finding a wife, she'd be dead and gone. And she wanted to see all of her children settled before she died. She had to know her children were happy, and if that required her manipulating the situation, then so be it. Just call her an interfering mother. She really didn't care!
Desirée walked back into the room. She smiled, her eyes the color of grass in springtime as she sat in the wingback chair across from Eugenia.
"Madame, I'm surprised you're here today. Your son came in night before last. I'm afraid he doesn't share your enthusiasm for my gifts," Desirée said, smoothing a wrinkle from her cotton challis skirt.
"I know." Eugenia smiled. "Travis is the very reason I wanted to speak with you this afternoon."
"He was quite determined that I never see you again."
Eugenia cleared her throat. "Don't judge Travis too harshly, Miss Severin. He's a very driven man. His life revolves around our family ranch."
"So why did Mr. Burnett insist I never see you again?"
She smiled. "My son takes care of his own. Since his father died and his middle brother, Tanner, disappeared, Travis has consumed himself with taking care of me and our ranch. He thought you were taking advantage of me."
The young woman brushed a stray lock of hair away from her face. "Mrs. Burnett, I am here as a service to my customers. You choose to come see me and try to speak with Tanner. I'm sorry we were unable to contact him the other day. I just keep having fuzzy images of a battle."
"I know, dear, but it may be good news that we've been unable to reach him. He might still be alive."
"There's always hope."
"As for Travis, you must admit that speaking to people who are no longer living is quite unusual." Though from the looks of Madame Severin's surroundings, it was an inventive way to earn money that didn't seem to be putting her in the lap of luxury, Eugenia thought. The poor girl had only the barest of possessions.
"I didn't choose this profession, it chose me."
"How does one decide to speak with dead people?" Eugenia questioned, not really believing the girl could speak with dead people, but interested in her just the same.
A pensive look crossed Desirée's face. "They start talking to you. My father was the one who told me I'd been given a valuable gift and that I should share it with the rest of the world."
Eugenia wondered about the young woman's family. What kind of people let their daughter establish a business like this? "Your family approves of your occupation?"
"My Papa is among the dead."
"I'm sorry. What about your mother?"
"I have no family, Mrs. Burnett. My mother died when I was quite young, and I had no brothers or sisters. My father's occupation kept us moving around, so I have no family ties."
The black manservant entered the room and set the tea set down on the badly scarred walnut Pembroke table.
"Thank you, Isaiah," Desirée said.
He nodded and silently left the room.
An overwhelming sense of kinship swept through Eugenia. She couldn't help but feel sorry for the young woman. Desirée was alone in the world with no one to help her, and Eugenia had been down that difficult road before.
"You must come out and have dinner with us some evening at the ranch. We could try to reach Tanner again."
"Thank you." Desirée poured the tea and then handed one of the china cups to Eugenia. She took a deep breath. "I don't want to sound ungrateful, but are you sure Travis would want me to come out to your ranch?"
"Well, I must admit, he probably will growl about it. But I could invite both my sons."
Desirée took a sip of her steaming tea. "Did you know that Travis threatened to close me down?"
Eugenia cleared her throat. "Yes, he told me. He even threatened to get his brother involved if I visited you again. You see, my youngest boy, Tucker, is the marshal." She stood. "I should go, since I'm threatening your business by being here."
"No, Mrs. Burnett, please sit down. I did not mean to insinuate that you should leave. I just don't think it would be a good idea for me to hold a séance at your home. Your son does not like me."
"Travis thinks you're cheating people out of their money, and he's a very honest man. But what better place to try to contact Tanner than in his home?"
Desirée shrugged. "When you don't believe in the power of the spirits, it's hard to understand."
"Don't worry about my son, Travis. I'll take care of him. He's not going to shut you down. Not if I can help it." Eugenia patted Madame Severin's hand.
"Thank you, Mrs. Burnett."
Eugenia sipped the warm, soothing liquid and then placed her cup back on the table. "I really must be going before Travis starts looking for me."
She stood and Desirée rose from her chair and walked her to the door. "We'll get together soon. I do so much want to find my son."
Eugenia stepped outside.
"You know where to find me. Good day, Mrs. Burnett." Desirée closed the door with a decisive click.
Eugenia took two steps down the wooden sidewalk and halted. Leaning against a support pole, scowling, stood her oldest son.
"Hello, Mother."
Several days later, Rose sat in the kitchen of the small house they had rented to conduct their business and lifted the cup of steaming coffee to her lips. She sipped carefully, letting the hot liquid ease down her sore throat. Business had been brisk the night before, and this morning she needed Isaiah's rich, hot brew to soothe her aching voice.
"I'll fix you some breakfast, Miss Rose?"
"No thanks," she answered, the sound of her real name a pleasant shock. Isaiah liked to use Rose, rather than Desirée, the stage name she had chosen.
Isaiah picked up his morning dishes and placed them in a tub of hot water. "Miss Rose, I need to leave town for a few days."
"Is something wrong, Isaiah?" she asked, surprised at his request.
"I received a telegram this morning. My father is not doing very well. He's getting on in years, and I want to go see him," he said, dipping a clean plate in hot rinse water.
Through the open window, a sparrow sang to the morning sky, his melody sweet, the sound touching.
Running this business took both of them, but the first few days of the week were generally slow.
"I won't be gone long, Miss Rose. My father lives little more than a day's ride away. I'd be back before the weekend."
"You know, Isaiah, that you're free to come and go as you please," she said to the black man. He was her friend, her protector, and her mother had given him his freedom papers when Rose was just a baby.
"I know. But my life is here with you."
"You've been with me longer than either of my parents." She shook her head. "At least when mother was alive, your job was more exciting. Being around the stage, protecting her from the crowds, seeing so many famous people. The years with me must have been dull for you."
"No, ma'am. This séance thing has been the best idea we've had." The black man scratched his head. "Your mother was a good woman, Miss Rose, but I'm satisfied with things the way they are now."
"You need to be careful calling me by my real name, Isaiah. I'm afraid one of these days you're going to let it slip in front of a customer."
"It's hard for me to call you that highfalutin French name. It's not you. It's not the name your mama, bless her soul, gave you."
"Maybe not, but customers are drawn to the unusual. A French woman in this part of the country sticks out like a New Yorker on the range."
"I understand, but that don't mean I like it none."
"No, but it attracts customers. And we need customers."
Rose sat and gazed into her coffee, dreaming of the mother she could barely remember, wishing life had been different.
"Go ahead, Isaiah. Go see your father. But try to be back before the weekend. The next few weeks should be busy, with all the herds hitting town. Soon it will be time for us to move on. Visit your family while you have the chance."
"Thank you, Miss Rose. You be real careful while I'm gone. Your mama gave me strict instructions to take care of you, and I aim to keep that promise."
Rose shook her head. "It's been almost twenty years, Isaiah. You can take a few days off from your death-bed promise."
"Your mama was good to me, and I gave her my word. You just sit tight for a few days until I return."
***
Rose nervously glanced around the table at the two cowboys and the woman who looked as though she belonged in Miss Riley's whorehouse. She'd never held a séance without Isaiah before, and this one didn't appear to be going all that well.
"Debector!"How disgusting! She would never undervalue Isaiah's help again. "Extinguish your cigar, sir."
"Why don't you just continue speaking those pretty foreign words to me and my friend? We're itchin' to spend a little time with you," the insolent cowboy said, as he poked his friend in the ribs with his elbow.
The woman who looked as if she was drumming up business for the local madam became indignant. "Wait just a minute. I've already paid my money so I could speak with my daddy."
"Ladies and gentlemen! Another outburst, and I will call upon the spirits to chase you from this house!" Rose gave a gentle toss of her head, settling her hair across her shoulders and down her back. She scowled at the two young men. "Shall we begin?"
Rose clapped her hands together three times, and the boy she'd hired dimmed the lantern, casting shadows in the room. She glanced around the table, meeting each person's gaze.
"We're going to speak with the spirits in a few moments. Do not treat this lightly, as they could become very angry and I cannot be responsible for their actions."
She closed her eyes and started to sway and moan. After several minutes, when the walls of the room seemed to be breathing in rhythm with her clients, Rose slipped her foot out of her boot. She gripped the handle of the bell with her toes and rang the bell. "I see an elderly gentleman approaching ..."
Pounding on the door jerked her out of her pretend trance. "Merde!" she exclaimed, hopping mad.
Paul, the young street boy she'd hired, opened the door.
"Tell them to come back in an hour," Rose commanded.
"Afraid I can't do that, Miss Severin." A man with a star on his chest pushed past Paul into the room. It could only be Tucker Burnett.
Same strong jaw and prominent chin, though the auburn cast to the marshal's hair was more prominent. Flecks of gold twinkled with amusement in the younger man's brown eyes, and he appeared friendlier, more relaxed than his brother.
Rose slowly stood a welcoming smile on her face as she calmly greeted the marshal. "Come in, Marshal. Paul, please turn up the lantern so we can see our guest clearly."
With dread, she watched as Travis Burnett then stepped through the door behind his brother, his hat in his hand. Her breath caught in her throat at the sight of the tall, muscular man.
What was he doing here?
She lifted her chin and let her gaze travel slowly over Travis and then met his insolent stare. She smiled at his cocky smirk. "Mr. Burnett, what a pleasure. Are you here for another séance? I'm sure I could arrange for you to speak with Benedict Arnold or some equally offensive family member."
Travis stepped within inches of her. His eyes locked with hers, his voice low and rough. "Miss Severin, by the time I leave here today, you're going to think you've met up with the devil."
Rose had a sinking feeling in her stomach. "I think I'm gazing at him."
The cowboy grinned, which didn't make Rose feel any better.
The marshal strolled around the room, picking up tarot cards, running his hands along the walls, searching. "Miss Severin, how did you acquire this talent of yours to speak with the dead?"
"I was born with it. Members of my family have had this ability for generations," she lied.
The marshal walked over to her clients, who sat watching in disbelief. Rose held her breath as she realized the bell was still under the table.
"Don't you people have someplace to go?" the marshal asked.
"Yes, sir." The two cowboys pushed back their chairs and were scrambling toward the door, as if the spirits were hot on their heels.
"What about our séance?" the woman asked, indignant. "I paid."
"Come back tomorrow," Rose advised, glad to be rid of that bunch. "You'll get your séance then."
"Unless the spirits catch the next stage out of town," Travis mumbled, but the woman had already walked out the door, along with Paul, Rose's helper.
Rose was alone with the Burnett brothers. She glanced at Travis. "The spirits don't need a stage; they're always here, Mr. Burnett."
"And I'm a saint," he replied. He shook his head in disbelief and gazed around the room. "Where do you hide the bells?"
"What are you talking about?" Rose asked in innocence.
The corner of his mouth rose in a half grin. "You really don't want to make this easy, do you?"
She shrugged. "Why should I? You haven't even told me why you're here," she stated. But she knew and was determined not to show fear. Bravado had carried her many a day and this one was no exception.
"Not my place," Travis replied, clearly feeding her curiosity.
"Where is your manservant, Miss Severin?" the marshal asked.
"Isaiah has gone to visit his family."
Travis strolled around the table looking, searching. "I heard that bell somewhere near this table. It sounded muffled."
"You won't find a bell, Mr. Burnett, as the spirits ring a bell to announce their arrival and departure, not I."
"But I thought they were always here," Travis said mockingly.
"They are." She smiled. "But they only speak to me when they ring the bell."
Travis glanced at her and shook his head. "One thing for certain, you're definitely not a quitter. I'd have run you out of town that first night if I'd known how stubborn you could be."
"For what?"
Travis shrugged. "Who says I need a reason?"
The marshal lifted the scarlet tablecloth off of the table and looked beneath.
"What are you looking for, marshal? I'd be glad to help you," she asked innocently.
He put the tablecloth back in place and glanced up at her, missing the bell that was tucked under the table. "My brother's charging you with fraud. Claims you tried to con our mother. My mother has been hurt enough by the disappearance of my brother, Tanner. I don't need for you to make it worse."
She whirled around and faced Travis. He leaned against the wall, his arms crossed, his gaze amused, but his eyes were cold, as if there were no joy or spark in them.
Rose glanced at Travis, her fists clenched at her sides. "Why? I haven't seen . . . your mother."
The memory of her brief visit the other morning returned with gale force.
"You're lying."
"No. She came to see me. She wanted to talk. We didn't speak with your brother. I didn't even charge her. It was a social call, nothing more."
"I told you to stay away from my mother." His voice was quiet and even. No emotion at all.
"She came to me. What was I supposed to do, slam the door in her face?"
"Yes."
"I'm arresting you for fraud, Miss Severin," the marshal announced.
"But why? I only give my customers what they want! They receive a chance to heal their wounds, a chance to speak with their loved ones once again. Your mother came to see me!"
"The same could be said for some of the madams in this town, but I arrest them too," the marshal answered.
"I'm a medium, not a whore! I speak with the dead. How could that hurt someone?"
"And I run a boarding house for innocents," the marshal replied. "You're one of the slickest con artists I've come across. And female to boot!"
"Prove that I cannot speak to the dead!"
Travis leaned forward and shoved the chair she'd been sitting in under the table. She cringed at the tinkling sound of the bell rolling and clanging beneath the table.
"Oh, merde!"
Travis bent down and lifted the tablecloth. He reached under the skirt and came up smiling, holding the bell by his fingers, swinging it back and forth. "Proof! The spirits left their bell behind."
Oh! A mist of pure fury glazed her eyes. "No, I've been looking for that dinner bell. I wondered where it went."
He shook his head. "Arrest her, Tucker."
The marshal took hold of her arm and pulled her toward the door. Rose felt a moment of panic and dug in her heals. She'd never been to jail before. "Why jail? You said you would have me run out of town."
Travis stepped in front of her. He lifted her chin with his finger and tilted her head back. "That's where cheats belong. And you, Miss Severin, are the queen of cheats, conning little old ladies with your French accent and your sweet lies. I hope you enjoy your stay in Fort Worth's jail."
Like an errant child, she swung her foot out at him and smacked him hard in the shin.
"Ouch!"
"Espéce de trou du cal!" she said.
He smiled. "And what sweet word did you just call me?"
She tilted her nose up at him, "I called you an asshole."
The marshal laughed and tugged on her arm. "Come along, Miss Severin. My boarding house awaits you."
She glanced back over her shoulder one last time and shot a look at Travis Burnett that she hoped would singe the edges of his cowboy hat.
***
Jail! Rose gazed at the steel bars that enclosed her, trying to stem the rising sense of panic the small space evoked. She couldn't get out. They wouldn't let her go. She was stuck inside a cell that held, including herself, four women, two cots, one pail of water, and a chamber pot. The El Paso Hotel it was not.
Travis Burnett was a pig-sucking, low-life bastard of the worst sort. And Rose couldn't wait to get out of this hellhole and tell him in no uncertain terms what she thought of him and his gun-toting, tin-star brother.
Of all the cowardly things! She couldn't believe he had put her in jail because his mother had visited her! Visited!
She had collected nothing that morning from Mrs. Burnett but a free trip to jail.
Unable to sit any longer, Rose stood and began to pace the small area. How long before she could find Mr. Burnett and give in to the urge to scratch his eyes out? How long before she could get out and shake the dust of this awful city from her feet? She'd done nothing to his mother. Absolutely nothing.
She wrung her hands in front of her. Isaiah would not return until Friday. She had two days to pace this small cell. Three steps forward, turn, and three steps back. Hour after hour to contemplate, wonder, and worry.
"Honey, sit down. You're goin' to wear a hole in your shoes with all that walking. You ain't goin' nowhere," a blonde woman who shared the cell advised.
"I can't," she said, throwing her hands up in the air. "I didn't do anything to her, and that bastard put me in here."
"Which one, honey?"
A lady reclining on the cot spoke up. "If he's male, does it really matter which one?"
"Oh, Henrietta, not all men are bad. Some can be really nice," the blonde said.
"Yeah, as long as you're on your back, they're happy."
"Don't mind her, miss. Tell us who put you in here."
"Travis Burnett."
"Ooh, he's one cowboy I'd let wear spurs in my bed. I'd even be willing to play giddy-up.'' The women laughed. "It's kind of dangerous to double-cross him—after all, he's got the law on his side."
"Yeah, I found out."
"What did you do to him?"
"Nothing!" Rose stopped her pacing, but her foot tapped nervously against the floor. "He warned me to stay away from his mother, but she came to me. She was the one who came to my business. She was the one who insisted on talking to me. And then he blamed me."
"Men in this part of the country are mighty protective of their womenfolk." The blonde pushed back a stray lock of hair and leaned against the cell wall.
Rose threw up her arms and let them fall to her side. "But I did nothing!"
"It doesn't matter to a man like that. He's going to protect what's his." The woman stared off into the distance, and a deep, soulful sigh escaped her lips. "I'd love to have a man like him who wanted to protect me, and keep me tucked away real safe-like."
The woman on the cot rolled her eyes. "Betty, he wouldn't look twice at a woman like you. Not for a wife. Hell, that's the reason he ain't married now."
"He has looked twice at a woman like me. He used to visit Belinda occasionally, before his brother became the marshal."
"That's different. He was using her to take care of his needs. Just like all men use us."
Rose stared at the two women in annoyance. "I don't care who he visited. I only know he has ruined my business!" She swallowed, trying to hold back the hot tears that threatened to fall. "Things were going so well. We could have earned enough money to make it to New York. Now I'm stuck in this cage."
Henrietta stood and handed Rose a handkerchief and patted her on the arm. "Don't worry, honey, things will be okay.
"Hey, lady, I'll marry you. I'll wear spurs," an anonymous man yelled from two cells down. The Fort Worth jail had only four cells, and men occupied three of the four.
"Only if I can use my lead chucker on ya," Henrietta yelled back. "Why do the men get a separate cell, while we're all crammed into one? I don't think it's fair."
"Who said women were ever treated fairly?" a woman called Buckskin Sue replied, sitting on the floor leaning against the cool steel bars. With only two cots, the four women in the cell had to take turns lying down.
"I'll recite poetry if I don't have to pay next time," the man yelled back.
The women groaned.
"Nothing in life is free, honey. You'll pay just like all the others," Betty informed the man.
The door to the cell area opened. "Quiet down in there."
Rose turned, her tears momentarily forgotten, and faced the deputy. "Why should we keep it quiet?" Rose said, raising her voice. "I didn't ask to be put in here. The charges are hearsay."
The door slammed shut.
"Honey, is this your first time?" Henrietta asked.
She glanced up at the whore. "Yes."
"What are you in for, Miss . . .?"
"The name's Desirée Severin." She glanced through the bars. "Fraud."
"You're that lady who runs the séance parlor," Henrietta exclaimed.
"Yes. The Last Word."
Betty smiled. "What we need is something that would pass the time away. Did you bring a deck of cards, Henrietta?"
"Nope. I was working upstairs when the law decided to haul us in."
"They interrupted a séance I was holding for several customers when they visited The Last Word." Rose sat back for a moment and gazed at the group of women. "I can't stand just sitting here in this cramped space."
"Yeah, it's a shame there's nothing to do," Henrietta drawled. She gazed quizzically at Rose. "Not unless you lead us in one of those—what did you call it? Sea ..."
"You mean séance?" Rose asked.
"Yeah."
"Let's do it!" Buckskin Sue said, jumping up from the floor. "Tucker Burnett won't like it one bit."
"The marshal wouldn't be happy at all to hear I'm speaking to the dead here in his jail," Rose replied.
"That's the more reason to do it," Betty agreed.
"All right," Rose said, focusing her anger and her fears momentarily pushed aside. "Form a circle. Hold onto your neighbor's hand and close your eyes."
"What are you women doing?" the man two cells down cried.
"Ignore that man," Betty said flippantly.
"Okay, let's find out who died in this jail," Buckskin Sue said as she grabbed hold of Henrietta's hand, closing the circle.
Henrietta shivered. "That's scary."
Rose started to sway and moan. It was a performance of a lifetime as she cried, "Spirits, heed our call. Visit with us once again so that we can glean from your wisdom."
"Marshal!" the man yelled, banging his tin cup against the steel bars. "Stop them. Stop them or let me out. They're performing some kind of magic in here. Let me out!"
Tucker Burnett burst through the door and strode to the cell. "What the devil is going on in here?"
Rose smiled for the first time since she'd been arrested. "Marshal Burnett, would you care to join us? I'm trying to contact the spirits in your jail."
"Lady, you aren't doing any such thing. Not in my jail."
"Why? You don't believe I can speak with the dead, remember?"
Tucker frowned. "Lady, your kind of trouble I don't need. You've got my jail in an uproar."
"Then let me out."
"Can't do that, Miss Severin. Now don't be holding any more rituals in my jail."
Without waiting for a reply, he headed toward the door.
"Marshal?" Rose called.
He turned back, a frown on his face. "What now?"
"Come here." Rose walked up to the barred door and stretched her hand through the bars. "Give me your hand."
"What for?"
"Just do as I ask."
Reluctantly, he gave her his hand. She pulled his palm up to where she could see through the bars. With one finger she traced the lines on his palm. She dropped his hand, smiled, and took a step back.
"What?" the marshal asked, annoyed.
"You have a troubled past, Marshal," she said, taking another step back, her voice shaking. "Your day of reckoning is coming. Soon."
He shook his head. "You're trying to scare me, and it's not going to work."
She shrugged. "I trust you have a will?"
He looked at her oddly. "I lived through my youth. I'm not too worried now."
"Maybe you should be."
"Miss Severin, this won't work. I've got to leave."
Abruptly, he turned and hurried out of the cell area. The women cackled as they watched him disappear through the door.
Laughing, Rose sank down on the bed and pulled her knees up, resting her chin. She let herself enjoy the last few moments just a little longer and then she sighed. If only she had listened to Isaiah and waited for his return, she wouldn't be in this cell. But she'd gotten bored, and the need to make as much money as possible before they moved on had urged her to continue working.
An hour passed before she heard the outer door open once again and the deputy stepped through. "Miss Severin, your fine's been paid."
Rose jumped up and hurried to the cell door. "By who?"
"Get your things. Let's go," he said as he fitted the key into the cell lock. When the bars swung open, she hurried through the open portal. The claustrophobia she'd held at bay was suddenly released and she shuddered. Freedom! she thought and took a deep breath.
She turned and waved to her new acquaintances. "Good-bye, ladies."
"Good luck, Miss Severin."
Opening the outer door to the marshal's office, she half expected to see Isaiah waiting for her, but instead she stumbled to a halt.
Stunned, she watched Mrs. Burnett hurry toward her. "Dear! I came as soon as I heard. I never believed they would really arrest you. I'm so sorry. Are you all right?"
"Mrs. Burnett, what are you doing here?" Rose asked, realization dawning on her as she stared at the gray-haired lady. "Oh, God! You paid the twenty- dollar fine."
The deputy scratched his head. "The marshal doesn't know she paid your fine. If I were you, I'd catch the next stage out of town. It's leaving at noon today. You've got little more than an hour."
"Gladly!" She took a deep breath to calm her ragged nerves. "Mrs. Burnett, thank you, but I've got to go.
Rose started walking toward the door, the swish of her skirts loud in the small room.
"Desirée—wait, dear," Mrs. Burnett hurried after her.
She halted at the door, eager to make a fast exit. "Look, I appreciate you paying my fine, but I can't be seen with you. Your son put me in jail just for talking to you!"
"Don't worry about Travis or Tucker, dear."
"Don't worry about the Burnett brothers!" Right then, Rose would have done just about anything to keep from being locked back in that small box they called a jail. "You heard the deputy. I should get out of town, all because of your sons!"
Rose marched out the door, heels clicking on the wooden sidewalk as she headed toward The Last Word. No, she couldn't really talk to the dead. But all she'd done was help some little old ladies get over their loved ones' deaths, and now she was being forced to leave town, without Isaiah.
If only she had time to find Travis Burnett, she'd give him a talking to that would cause his ears to blister. First she'd yell at him in English, then she'd curse him in French. But she wasn't about to risk being sent back to jail just to appease her wounded pride.
"Miss Severin, please, slow down!"
Rose turned, her feet slowing as she noticed Mrs. Burnett hurrying to catch her. "Mrs. Burnett, I do appreciate your help in getting me out of jail, but I must pack my bags and be on the next stage. Right now I don't feel like talking pleasantly to anyone. In fact, I feel the urge to throw a screaming fit, but I just don't have the time."
Though her gait was slower, Mrs. Burnett was quite capable of keeping up with Rose as she walked along at a rapid pace. "You don't have to leave town, Miss Severin."
"What? Are you kidding me? You think I enjoyed spending a night in that dank jail?" Rose replied, irritated.
"No," the woman snapped back. "You are welcome to move your business and yourself out to my ranch. You'll be safe with me."
Rose stopped walking and stared at the woman in disbelief. Finally she started to laugh. "What kind of game are you playing, Mrs. Burnett?" She took a deep breath. "You think I'd move out to your ranch with your son? I'm not a miracle worker!"
"Travis doesn't need a miracle. He's a good man, he's just protective of those he cares about."
"Protective! I'd say he's more like a mountain lion—cunning, with a ferocious roar and a determined mindset."
Her voice resonated through the street, and people stopped and stared. Rose shook her head and started to walk again.
"This is nonsense. You're a sweet lady, but your son doesn't want me anywhere near you. Why would he allow me to live with you?"
"Miss Severin, I know you're upset. I know my sons have treated you horribly, but really, they're both very nice men. Travis is stubborn to a fault, just like his father, but I know once he gets to know you, he'll see what I see."
Rose didn't take the time to even glance at the woman but hurried along the sidewalk, ignoring the obvious stares. "Just what do you see, besides a semi-hysterical woman who has just lost her business and must travel to another city?"
"I see a strong young woman who is tender and compassionate, who has had to make her own way in the world. And has done a remarkable job."
They arrived at The Last Word, and Rose turned and stared at Mrs. Burnett. The wind teased a slip of silver hair from her carefully coiffured hairstyle. The lady looked like a nice sweet grandma, and Rose knew exactly where Travis Burnett had received his iron will. A shining example of that determined spirit stood before her, yet she'd grown rather fond of Eugenia Burnett.
"That's about the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me," Rose said, surprised at the older woman's comment. "Thank you."
"My sons want only to protect me, and that includes keeping me from you."
"I'm hardly dangerous!"
Rose opened the door and stepped inside. The feeling of being home assaulted her. She liked this little house. She had felt comfortable here, and now, because of Travis, she had to leave.
"Mrs. Burnett, you're a nice woman, but how are you going to protect me from your sons? Why would you want to?"
"I'm going to tell Travis that he can close you down, he can have you thrown in jail, and every time he does, I'm going to run right down there and get you out. And that will embarrass his brother Tucker enough that he'll quit arresting you." She gazed at Rose, her chin lifted stubbornly. "Travis may be grown, but I'm still his mother, and sometimes he needs to be taken down a notch or two. This is one of those times."
"But why are you doing this?" Rose asked, wondering at the woman's purpose.
"I want to know what happened to my son, Tanner. He ran off and joined the war and he's never returned. I want you to try to help me contact him again." The little gray-haired woman picked at the strings of her purse.
Rose cringed. This woman was sincerely interested in trying to reach her son on the other side. Yet Rose was just playing a game of speaking to spirits. It was just a way to make a living. "I can't help you."
"Why not?"
Rose glanced at the woman and then at the clock. The clock was ticking, the stage would be leaving, and regardless of how much she'd have liked to stay and help Eugenia, it was all an act. She had to be on that stage.
"I'm sorry. I'm not taking any chances on returning to that jail."
She went to the closet, pulled out her trunk, and dragged it across the floor to her bedroom. Everything she owned could be compartmentalized into this trunk. The magic, the tarot cards, the tablecloth, and the dinner bell all bundled together.
"Desirée, I'm asking you to contact my son Tanner and help my son Travis overcome some of his pride." Mrs. Burnett scurried behind her into the bedroom.
"Your son Travis and I get along about as good as a hornet in a bee hive. Right now I'd like to blacken his eyes and knock out his teeth. For a man, he's got a heart of stone."
"You're right. For too many years, Travis has been responsible for the running of the ranch. He takes himself and his responsibilities much too seriously. He needs to learn that life is not all work and should be fun occasionally."
"Well, don't look at me. I'd sooner round up rattlesnakes than try to teach that man to play."
The matron laughed. "Snakes bite."
"Not unless you get too close, and I don't plan on getting anywhere near your son. I'm taking the next stage to San Antonio and from there I hope to take a train to New York in the next few months." She threw her clothes into her trunk.
"Travis was forced to become tough at an early age and young women do not see past his gruff mannerisms. He's really a good man. I know that he, too, would like to find out about his brother."
"I'm sure he would," Rose said absentmindedly, as she picked up personal items and put them in her traveling case. "But not with my help."
Eugenia stepped around the suitcase and watched as Desirée threw things into the strongbox. No matter what she said, the girl was determined to leave. And if she left town, Eugenia felt certain her chances of finding the right woman for Travis would be next to nothing. Only Desirée Severin seemed to have caught her son's attention.
The sparks she'd seen in her son's eyes when he mentioned Desirée's name were more than just passing embers. Here was a woman who attracted him, who was strong enough to hold her own against him. Someone who could drag him in off the range and make him realize that land could consume a man. After all, it had exhausted his father, but Eugenia was not going to let that happen to her sons. She'd already lost a husband and possibly a son; she was not about to lose another one.
Travis needed someone who could teach him about the things in life that really mattered, not just what a man thought was important.
She knew that Desirée Severin was the only woman she'd met who wasn't afraid of her son's scowl and loud bark. The continued threat of jail was the only reason Desirée was leaving.
"There's no way I can persuade you to stay?" she asked quietly, wringing her hands.
"Ha! And get to know the girls down in the county jail? I don't think so. Jails are not where I want to spend my time," Desirée said as she leaned into the wooden box to straighten some clothes.
"Now where did I put my brooch?" she said, digging through a chest.
Eugenia laid her hand on the top of the trunk, her diamond wedding band glistened in the sunlight. It sparkled, its brilliance twinkling, distracting her, reminding her of her promise to her husband to make sure their sons found wives. She glanced at the ring, then turned her gaze on Desirée. There had to be a way to change the young woman's mind.
The idea slammed into her with the force of a mule kicking its rider. She took a deep breath and tried to think rationally.
She couldn't! The girl didn't deserve to be treated like a common thief. But then again, if the end justified the means, wouldn't it be worth a little white lie?
Who was she kidding? This wasn't any little white lie. This was a whopper even the state of Texas couldn't contain.
"You know, Mrs. Burnett, I hope you find out what really happened to your son, Tanner. And I hope some woman teaches Travis the important lessons of life, but it isn't going to be me."
Eugenia glanced at her hand and then back up at Desirée. "He definitely has a few lessons he needs to learn." She walked to the door. She had to get out of here, before she gave away the plan that was quickly forming in her mind.
She was about to take a huge risk, but one son was lost and the other two didn't seem concerned about settling down. Maybe Travis needed a little shove in the right direction.
"Have a safe journey, Miss Severin, and I hope to see you again, soon."
Eugenia hurried out the door of The Last Word. She gazed at the ring on her finger and quickly slipped it off and into a coin purse in her reticule. Glancing down the street, she smiled like a naughty schoolgirl and hurried to her buggy.
Things were about to get real interesting! The fireworks were about to begin, and it wasn't even the Fourth of July!
***
"What do you mean, you paid her fine and got her out of jail?" Travis demanded. Of all the stunts his mother had ever pulled, this had to top them all. He stalked the small kitchen, pacing in front of the open window that showed the afternoon sun slinking toward the horizon. "She's a damn crook, Mother. A cheat and a liar!"
"I didn't know. Miss Severin didn't do anything to me, Travis, before you had her put in jail!" Eugenia replied. She took out her handkerchief and dabbed at her eyes. "It wasn't until I left her parlor that I realized my ring was missing out of my reticule."
"What?" He stared at her blankly as comprehension dawned. "The ring Father gave you! You're missing your wedding ring?" he charged.
She nodded and sobbed. "My wedding band! My most precious possession!"
For a moment he couldn't breathe, as rage seemed to engulf him in red-hot flames. "Dear God, I'll wring her neck with my bare hands!"
"No, Travis," she exclaimed. "It isn't worth you going to jail over. Just find my ring. Bring my ring back."
"Why was it off your finger?" he snapped.
"Uh, my hands have been swelling with this warmer weather, and I'd taken it off." She dabbed at her eyes. "She must have gone through my purse."
"Mother, if you'd just left well enough alone, none of this would have happened."
Tucker stood in the corner, his arms crossed, shaking his head, his gun slung low on his hips. Except for the badge, his appearance was the image of his past. "I'm going to fire that deputy of mine. Everyone else I'm going to give instructions to do nothing for my mother without my permission."
"I was just trying to help her. I felt bad, since she really hadn't done anything. She's a nice lady."
Travis stood and grabbed his hat. "I better go, if I'm going to catch the stage."
"I'll go with you," Tucker said.
"No, you stay here. You've got a job to do." Travis crammed his hat on his head. "What time did she leave?"
"It was the noon stage, the one that leaves from the El Paso Hotel going to San Antonio. The man at the stage office said they would stop and spend the night at a coach house right outside of Waco."
"Hell, Mother, why didn't you send someone to get me? They've had a good two-hour head start. It will be late before I reach them."
"Well, I—was too upset. I didn't know how I was going to tell you and Tucker." She held the handkerchief up to her weeping eyes.
"Don't cry," he said, feeling awkward at the sight of his mother's tears. "I'll get your ring back. It could take me a few days."
"Don't worry about things around here, son. Take all the time you need." She stood and went to the stove. "I cooked some biscuits and bacon for you to carry with you, in case you get hungry. And son, please don't be too hard on her."
Travis knew how a dog felt being jerked on a leash. "She stole your wedding ring, and you're worried about me being too hard on her?"
Tucker started to snicker and quickly changed it into a cough at his brother's frown.
"Well ... I'm sure she had a good reason," his mother said.
"There's no good reason for stealing." He gazed at his mother in amazement and then shook his head. Sometimes he thought the disappearance of his brother and the death of his father had caused her mind to slip.
***
Later that evening, Travis burst into the coach house, his eyes quickly scanning the room. "Where is she?"
"Who?" the stage driver asked, his eyes large, his fork midway between his plate and his mouth.
"That French séance woman. Where's she hiding?"
"There was only one woman on the stage, and we gave her the bedroom," the stage driver said.
Travis stormed across the room.
"Sir, we don't want any trouble," the station house manager called.
"Don't concern yourself," Travis responded as he strode quickly to the door the stagecoach driver had indicated. "This won't take long."
He didn't bother knocking, but kicked open the door, startling Miss Severin, who whirled around to face him. She stood before him, clad in only her corset, chemise, and stockings.
The material scarcely covered her ample bosom, leaving her creamy shoulders visible through the thin material, her breasts peeking over the top of the garment.
She yanked up a dress that was lying on the bed and tried to cover herself. Her eyes went wide with fright as she shrieked, "Merde! Not you! Get out!"
A kick in the teeth could not have hurt worse than the sight of her curvaceous body clearly outlined in her underwear. For a moment Travis didn't think he could breathe, but slowly the oxygen returned to his brain, sending blood, rushing through his body like a speeding train.
"You took something of mine!" he demanded, trying to keep his eyes focused on her full lips, wanting only to taste the core of her mouth.
"It must have been your mind! You certainly don't have any manners. Have you heard of knocking before you enter a lady's room?"
"I have to be in the presence of a lady first," he spat, his fingers curling to a fist and then relaxing, over and over again.
"Honey, from what the girls in the city jail told me, I'm probably more lady than you're accustomed to."
He slammed the door closed and took two steps into the room. With a yank, he pulled the dress away from her and tossed it on the bed. She took several steps back, her green eyes wide with fright.
"I'd be more than happy to give you a sample of what the girls in the city jail are accustomed to receiving from me," he acknowledged, a little less harshly.
She looked like a frightened doe, and then suddenly she lifted her chin and thrust out her chest. "You're really not my type, cowboy." She pointed her finger and poked him in the chest, painfully. "I've spent the last two days in jail planning your murder and how it would be slow"—she trailed her finger down his chest—"and painful."
Her finger left a trail of fire. He resisted the urge to grab her hand and bring it to his mouth.
"But when you couldn't find me to extract your revenge, you took advantage of my mother," he said. His voice belied the fact that right now all he wanted to do was throw her on the bed and bury himself deep within her body, despite his fury.
She looked at him oddly. "Why are you here? I left town just like the deputy warned me."
He grabbed her by the arms and pulled her within inches of him. "Let's go right to the problem. You took my mother's wedding ring, and I want it back."
"I don't know what you're talking about," she said, twisting in his arms trying to get away.
"Yeah, and next you'll be telling me you're Florence Nightingale."
"Look, cowboy, I don't know what you're talking about. I didn't take your mother's wedding ring."
Grass-green eyes met and held his gaze unwaveringly. Damn, she was so good at lying that he almost believed her.
"Your mother paid my fine and got me out of jail. She followed me home, and while I packed, she tried to persuade me to move out to your ranch."
She was definitely lying. "My mother would never ask you to move to our ranch."
"You and your mother obviously need to sit down and get to know each other. You don't agree on anything."
"We agree on one thing. Where's her wedding ring?"
Travis shook Desirée hard enough to make her head shake and then quickly released her, her soft skin leaving his hands warm, the smell of her causing his blood to flow like hot lava.
She took a deep breath, the tops of her breasts straining against the material of her chemise, the outline of her nipples peeking through the white material. "I don't have your mother's ring. I didn't steal anything!"
He looked around the room and spotted her reticule lying on the bed. Quickly he grabbed her bag and started rifling through it.
"You're welcome to search through my belongings, but you're not going to find the ring. I suggest you start with my trunk."
Blood heated his already flushed skin. God, she was beautiful, standing there proudly in her chemise and stockings defending herself, even though he knew it was a lie. Her glossy brown hair hung loose and curling wildly down her back, urging him to run his fingers through her locks. Her skin was flushed with anger, her green eyes flashed with annoyance, and like a Gypsy queen she wove a spell around him.
If only she wasn't a cheat and a liar. If only she was a good, honest whore, he'd already have her on the bed and be seeking his release.
He paused and let his eyes roam over her body long enough to get her attention. She tilted her nose in the air disdainfully, yet her cheeks had a rosy tint to them that belied her proud defiance. God, he wanted her.
"To hell with the trunk. What if I start with you?"
Travis watched her swallow and noticed a spark of unease in her eyes. He took a couple of steps toward her. She retreated until her back was against the wall.
He placed his hands on either side of her, touching the wall, trapping her. "I could run my hands inside your clothing and let my fingers slide into the crevices ..."
"Stop!" Nervously, she licked her lips, then placed her hands on his chest and pushed away from the wall, propelling him back. Thrusting her breasts out, she placed one hand on his chest and firmly pressed. She stared into his eyes. "I can talk to you till we're both older than dirt, and you aren't going to believe a word I say. So I'm saying it for the last time. I didn't steal your mother's ring."
He froze. Her creamy white breasts lay before his eyes, and like a man drowning, he swallowed, trying to regain control. He hadn't been with a woman in months, and he'd never been tempted the way this woman was tempting him.
Why shouldn't he take what she offered?
His arms wrapped around her, his gaze drawn to her luscious mouth. He watched as she ran her tongue across her bottom lip, and the urge to follow its path overcame him. What did she taste like? Was she honey and sweetness or something more exotic?
"Like I was saying," he drawled. "I think I'll start with your lips."
His mouth covered hers, and he molded her body against his, letting her feel his response to her teasing display of flesh.
What started out as a simple press of lips soon changed into a melting. He nibbled on her bottom lip, teasing until she reluctantly opened her mouth for him and he poured himself into his kiss and into her. They shared the breath of life between them, as he tasted her sweetness, feeling the blood pulsing through her as his hand gently brushed her neck.
When had he ever kissed such a sassy, tempting morsel who left him craving more?
Travis found himself quickly losing all sense of control. The urge to pick her up and carry her to the bed pulsed through him, like the fire coursing through his veins.
Abruptly, she broke off the kiss. For a moment they both stood there, stunned, until the corner of her mouth lifted in a smile.
"Nice work, cowboy, but I still don't have the ring."
She thought she had the best of him. She thought she could get away with stealing from him. She thought he'd go away and leave her alone. But she was wrong.
He took a deep breath and quickly tried to regain control. "Get dressed."
"I tried, but you told me to stop," she said breathlessly. "Make up your mind."
"Honey, if you don't get dressed in about thirty seconds, I'm going to take you up on your offer, and the people sitting outside this room are going to be blushing at the sounds coming from in here."
"Yes, sir," she said mockingly but scrambled to put on the dress that she'd recently discarded. It took her several minutes to button the garment while he stood back and watched, trying to recover.
When she was finished, she turned around and smartly saluted him. "What other commands, sir?"
"You've got one minute to grab some personal items you need that will fit in my saddlebags before we leave."
She looked at him oddly. "What do you mean before we leave? I'm going to San Antonio. You're leaving."
"Wrong! You're returning to Fort Worth with me, until I find my mother's wedding band."
"I will not go back with you!"
"I'll carry you if I have to. You've got one minute to grab some things."
"I'm not going!" she yelled, her arms folded over her chest. "I stole nothing from you."
"You've got thirty seconds."
"Espece de con."
"Twenty seconds."
"II est casse-pieds."
"Ten, nine, eight, seven, six . . ."
"Espece de salaud."
"Four, three, two, one. Time's up."
He started toward her, and she ran around to the other side of the bed.
Her face was flushed, her lips swollen from his kiss.
"I'm not going anywhere with you, Travis Burnett! I don't have to and I won't."
He jumped onto the bed, his boots sinking into the feather ticking as he walked across the mattress to reach the other side before she could get away. Jumping down to the floor in front of her, he picked her up and threw her over his shoulder as though she weighed less than a saddle.
"Last chance, Miss Severin. Is there anything you want?"
"Espece de con comme la lune, "she said, trying to kick him with her legs.
"You know, I really enjoy you speaking that sexy French talk to me. I think you're telling me how you're going to take that pretty little body of yours and make me hotter than a bonfire."
She hit him with her fist. The blow bounced off his back. He grunted.
"I'm talking dirty to you all right, but it's not sexual. I'm calling you every curse word that I know, Mr. Burnett. None of it a polite lady would say."
"Then we're back where we started. You are no lady."
"You, sir, are no gentleman! Put me down this instant!"
"Right now I don't want to be a gentleman," he said, starting toward the door.
"Grab my valise at the very least," she cried.
He picked up her small suitcase and opened the door to the common room, ignoring her demands to be released.
"What about my trunk?"
"I'll have it returned on the next stage."
All eyes turned and stared as Travis carried Desirée through the common room over his shoulder, her derriere high in the air.
"Help! Someone please help me—he's kidnapping me."
The men all looked at Travis. He smiled. "Women! You just can't keep them at home anymore." He tipped his hat to the men. "Later, boys."
Rose bounced on Travis's shoulder, her head swaying with every step. His arm clasped her legs right below her buttocks as he walked out the door and into the dwindling sunlight. Her hands throbbed from pounding him on the back, but the pain was like a needle prick compared to the hot blaze of fury that consumed her this moment.
"Put me down!" she commanded.
He dropped her with a thump in front of a snow- flake Appaloosa that pranced nervously at the unexpected intrusion.
"How dare you carry me over your shoulder like I was nothing but a sack of potatoes. You arrogant—"
He held up his hand as if to halt her. "Uh-uh. Don't say anything ugly. I gave you a choice. You could have walked."
"I didn't expect you to carry me out bodily!"
Laughter emanated from his eyes, increasing her frustration. The urge to again pummel him with her fists was strong, but she resisted.
"I know," he said.
He stood gazing at her, amused at her show of temper, challenging her with his dark eyes. Finally he moved to stand beside his horse, rubbing the nervous animal on the neck. "We need to get going." He turned toward her. "Let me give you a leg up."
"I'm not going with you!" she said, fervently hoping he would listen to reason. It was more than just the fact that she didn't want to go to Fort Worth; there was the horse.
Exasperated, he started toward her. "Lady, I've already carried you out of that roadhouse. In about ten seconds, I'm going to show you how I can throw you over my saddle. I've had enough of your stalling."
She stepped back, her gaze fixated on the animal, her anger momentarily subdued. Fear rose like a tidal wave, threatening to overwhelm her. Horses were unruly animals that if provoked would run like the wind, dragging a body mercilessly along behind them. This one didn't look too friendly, and she was already far too close.
"Cowboy, if you think I'm climbing up on that piece of buzzard meat, you're crazy."
The animal drew back its lips and snorted hot air.
"I don't care too much for you, myself," Rose responded.
"Belle isn't buzzard meat," he said, insulted.
"I don't want to ride your horse. I don't want to go back to Fort Worth. And I certainly don't want to be with you." She took a deep breath. "Given my feelings, I'm staying here!"
She turned to walk off, certain that being firm was the way to handle this situation. After all, how many times had she and Isaiah handled an unruly customer? Way too many to count.
Travis grabbed her by the arm, his voice soft but firm. "Don't be in such a hurry."
He pulled her back toward the waiting horse, which gazed at her, as if sizing her up. She just knew the dumb animal was calculating how soon it could dump her off its back.
Travis untied the reins of his mount and sidestepped to where he filled her vision. "I really don't care what you want, Miss Severin. You have no choice but to return with me, unless you'd like to give me back the ring now."
Repeatedly he came back to the same subject. Some stupid ring, which she knew absolutely nothing about. Just because she was a medium, he thought she was also a thief.
"Cowboy, if I had that ring I'd gladly hand it back to you just so you would go away, but I don't. So give up and let me go."
"Who did you sell it to?" His eyes bored into hers, and his voice was gruff.
She threw up her arms, exasperated. "I didn't steal the ring, much less sell it. I can't even describe it to you." Rose's frustration rose along with her voice. "Now, get it through your thick skull. I don't have your mother's ring!"
The horse nickered in alarm and stepped away from Travis straight toward Rose, sending her scrambling into the cowboy's arms.
It was a natural fit, her head beneath his chin, his hands around her back, her breasts crushed against his chest. In addition, when she glanced into his dark brown eyes she couldn't help but wonder at the security that enveloped her. The fear subsided, the anger drained away, and a new emotion seemed to take root.
Heat spread through her like a wildfire. The memory of the man's kiss had awakened all kinds of emotions, feelings she wasn't ready to explore. Feelings she didn't want with this cowboy who was certain she was a thief.
Seconds stretched into minutes. He smiled down at her. "I'll assist you onto my horse."
She stepped out of his arms. Her voice trembled. "Look, I'm a city girl. I don't ride horses. I travel by carriage or I walk, but I do not ride."
"Then get prepared, 'cause you're about to have your first lesson, Miss Severin."
He turned and put a foot in the stirrup, swinging his leg over the saddle. Leaning over he pulled Rose up onto the horse before she could protest again.
"Oh, God," she cried as she clung to the saddle horn. "Have I told you how much I despise you?" she said between gritted teeth, her false French accent completely gone.
"Frequently."
She swallowed her fear and glanced down at the ground, which seemed very far away, and quickly closed them. "Merde! I'm on a horse! I don't like horses."
With a jingle of his spurs, he prodded the horse into motion. The animal swayed beneath her, its hips moved slowly. At first she kept her eyes clenched tightly shut, refusing to open them, fearful she would fall at any moment.
Finally, she opened first one eye and then another. They were moving, plodding along, the saddle swaying with the horse's hips in a rocking rhythm. She swallowed and took her first breath since they'd started. She could do this. She could ride this animal as long as she didn't think about falling.
This wasn't so bad. Bravado was the best way to overcome fear, or at least to hide behind. "Humph! At this pace the stage will beat us back to Fort Worth on its return trip."
"Say the word and I'll speed her up," he challenged.
"No!" She turned slightly to her right and glanced up at the man who held her in his arms. She gazed into earthy brown eyes that radiated annoyance and something that made her feel like summer on a cold winter day.
"It would help if you relaxed."
"Relax?" She swallowed the lump that had risen in her throat. "I'm about to die and you want me to relax."
He laughed. "It'll help."
"Who? The horse?"
Travis shook his head, grinning.
"Do you think this horse knows I don't like her?"
"I'm sure. She's heard every word. We'll be lucky if she doesn't throw us at least once before we arrive in Fort Worth."
She jerked her gaze back to his forehead and stared at him. She thought he was joking, but she wasn't quite certain.
"You are a beast."
"Thank you. I'll take that as a compliment coming from a thief like you."
"I am not a thief," she insisted and then concentrated on trying to remain seated in the saddle and not lean back touching Mr. Burnett. Soon she realized just how impossible that was going to be and relaxed, letting her back rest against his chest.
The contact of that hard male body had her imagination stirred up like a calico queen on a Saturday night.
He was tall enough so that she had to look up at him. His wavy dark hair barely graced the edge of his collar, yet the thick strands made her want to curl her fingers around the locks and bring his head down to her mouth. And oh, that full mouth looked tempting. Those lips had the power to suck the strength right out of her limbs and leave her craving more.
The horse whinnied, but Travis controlled the animal, his over-large hands steering the reins with confidence, making her secure in his ability to manage the beast. Yet she couldn't help but remember those large, callused hands skimming her body, caressing her, leaving behind a trail of molten fire.
Was she crazy? She hated Travis Burnett with a passion. He was making her life hell, yet the memory of his lips stroking hers left her blood quickening.
Nevertheless, she couldn't let herself forget Travis thought she was a thief! He despised her and was dragging her back to Fort Worth to get his revenge.
She wasn't worried. She'd handled tough guys before, only this one was more determined and better looking.
But why would Mrs. Burnett accuse her of stealing her ring? The lady had been with her the entire time she packed her bag to leave.
"Are you certain your mother actually said that I took her ring?" Rose questioned, suddenly doubting Travis's story.
"You were the last person she was with before it disappeared. It has to be you."
"Cowboy, you're not too bright, are you? Are you certain she just didn't lose the blasted ring? I could be making this trip to Fort Worth for nothing."
"Miss Severin, I don't care whether you think I have the brains of a jackass. You're going back to Fort Worth."
"You're wrong. A jackass has more brains."
"Do you ever shut up?"
"Does it bother you?" she asked.
He maneuvered the horse around a large boulder in the road. "No, Miss Severin. I enjoy women who prattle on about everything and say nothing."
"Mr. Burnett, you have a nasty streak. I should read your palm sometime. Someone with your mouth usually gets silenced early in life. Especially when you're fond of kidnapping women. Have you ever done this before?"
"Done what? Strangled a woman who couldn't shut up?"
"No! Taken a woman against her will! Or is this the only way you can get women?"
"Good women have nothing to fear from me."
"So I'm not what you would consider a good woman?"
"Miss Severin, shut up while I still have one ear left."
"Despicable man!"
"Mouthy woman!"
Feeling especially vindictive, she leaned back in his arms and squirmed, settling herself firmly against him. She then proceeded to watch as the last of the sun's rays disappeared behind the western sky. The horse plodded along, and Rose felt her body begin to unwind on the back of the big Appaloosa. Maybe riding a horse wasn't half bad after all. It reminded her of being in a rocker that moved sideways, jolting her up and down.
A mosquito buzzed around her ear and she reached up and swatted the pesky bug. When she did she almost lost her balance, but Travis's arms tightened around her, protectively. An enveloping sense of security and warmth stole over her, and she fought the feelings with all her strength. She didn't want to have any pleasant emotions for this man. He didn't deserve them.
Twilight slipped into darkness and still they continued on. "I hate to be the one to mention this, but it's getting dark. Are we going to ride all night, or just to the next inn?"
"We're not going to spend the night at an inn. We'll camp somewhere just off the trail," he advised calmly.
"What? Where am I going to sleep? I'm not sleeping on the ground," she said, aggravated more by his calm, quiet attitude than by his words.
"Then you can sleep standing, and I'll use my bedroll."
"Don't you think it would be better to keep going until we find an inn or a ranch house willing to let us spend the night?" she questioned, fearing before she asked what the answer would be.
"No."
"You know—sheets, blankets, and a pillow? The kind of things civilized people sleep on?"
"I'll sleep on the ground, and you'll have the bedroll, so quit complaining."
She looked up at the stars, as if seeking help from above, and shook her head. "Oh, God! If I'd known how much trouble was coming my way when I met Mrs. Burnett, I'd have refused her money."
"But you should have known. I thought palm readers knew everything," he said, his voice almost laughing.
She glanced up at him, but couldn't see his face clearly in the near dark. This cowboy didn't let anything slip past him. "It's bad luck to read your own palm."
"I just bet it is."
Rose held up her palm and glanced at it in the fading light. "Years ago a friend of mine read my palm and predicted I'd find fame and fortune," she said, unsure of why she was telling him this story.
"Yeah, fame on a wanted poster with a fortune going to the person who finds you."
"You do have a vicious tongue, Mr. Burnett. Not a wanted poster, but a billboard as an actress. Some day I'm going to be a famous actress." Her dreams were just as important as everyone else's. Why did she always receive the same reaction when she mentioned wanting to be an actress?
"And you've already started practicing your art," he said with a laugh. "Playing a medium."
Frustration overwhelmed her. The man just didn't understand. "Of course not! Being a medium is a vocation I was born with. Acting is what I dream of doing. Don't you have dreams, Mr. Burnett?"
"Yes, of a quiet night under the stars without a yapping woman."
"Dogs yap. I speak."
He glanced down at her and grinned. "Lady, you never shut up. Maybe there is some truth in your speaking to the dead. Maybe people have died from over-exposure to your tongue."
"Hardly!" She glared at him in the semi-darkness and said with frustration, "Are we going to eat anytime soon?"
"Mother packed some hardtack biscuits. When we stop, we'll have them."
"How convenient."
She squirmed, trying to relieve certain portions of her body that had no feeling left in them, and in the process elbowed Mr. Burnett.
"Stop moving around or you're going to knock both of us off the back end of this horse."
"Well it's a good thing I don't know how to ride a horse, because otherwise your backside would be in the dirt, and I'd be riding back to Waco."
"You might escape me, Miss Severin. But I'd find you. You wouldn't get away from me for long. And when I found you, I'd make your life hell!"
She faked a yawn. "Another nasty threat, Mr. Burnett? Truly this one makes me quiver in anticipation. Do tell me how you plan on torturing me when I escape. You've already made my life hell. That threat holds little meaning anymore."
***
Travis finally stopped for the night when his mount began to tire. Though Miss Severin weighed little more than a feed sack, he didn't know if the Appaloosa was tiring from physical labor, or if the poor horse's ears were exhausted from the woman's constant chatter.
Somehow he didn't know quite how to take this woman. He'd threatened her, and all she'd done was ask him with disinterest how he planned on punishing her. Was she crazy or what?
A fire crackled within the circled rocks, the popping wood shooting a shower of sparks heavenward. Travis leaned back on his elbows and stretched his legs out in front of him. He was bone-weary, and he knew they still had at least six hours of riding tomorrow before they'd be in Fort Worth. Six hours of the woman's ceaseless prattle and soft curved body rubbing against his.
What in the hell had possessed him to bring her back with him?
At first he'd thought just the threat would be enough for her to give back the ring, but nothing seemed to penetrate this woman's defenses. And when she hadn't given him the band, he'd been forced to carry through with his threat. After all, Travis Burnett was a man of his word.
Him and his big mouth shooting off. Now look where it had gotten him. He was stuck in the dark with a woman who could talk the ears off a mule and tempt a saint, with a body he had fantasized all day about exploring. A body that had rubbed against him all the way from Waco. Every step of the way, he'd been penetrated by her smell, her touch, and her voice. God help him, what had he gotten himself into?
And he was taking her home.
She yawned and stretched, pulling her dress tight across her breasts. He tried not to look; he tried not to notice the way the material clung to her curves.
"So, cowboy, what do we do until bedtime?"
Her words sent heat rushing into his body. He had an idea what they could do until bedtime and beyond. Somehow, he didn't think she'd like the direction of his thoughts.
"We rest and then we go to sleep. Or you can turn in now, if you want."
"I always thought that cowboys sang songs around the fire or told stories."
"Some do."
"Well, show me what it's really like out on the range."
He contemplated her, studying how the firelight flickered across her face, chasing away the shadows of night. He'd like to show her something all right, but it wasn't what she had in mind.
"I'm not the singing-cowboy type."
"Why not?"
He took a deep breath and slowly released it. "Miss Severin, it's time to turn in for the night."
"But we just finished eating. It's still early."
Travis stood and went to his saddlebags. He pulled out two small pieces of rope and carried them over to the fire.
He knelt down at her ankles.
"What are you doing?"
"I'm going to tie you up, so you won't be foolish enough to take off in the middle of the night." He didn't have time to be chasing a silly woman roaming the hills without food or water. Yet he knew she'd be gone at the first chance.
"What?" Her hands grabbed his. "You are not going to tie me up like I'm some—some criminal!"
He glanced up at her touch, and his gaze met the liquid velvet of her green eyes. "In my mind, someone who steals is a criminal."
She looked at him as if she would have liked to carve him into small pieces and feed him to the buzzards.
"Okay, cowboy, what's it gonna take for you to believe me?"
"The truth."
"I've tried that and you didn't listen, you're so convinced of my guilt."
"There's no one else who could have taken the ring."
Rose stared hard at the handsome man, her frustration building. "You're right, cowboy. I took that wedding band." She leaned forward, close to him, and lowered her voice. "And I'm wearing it too. You want to know where?"
Travis tried to swallow the lump that appeared in his throat. Where would a woman hide a ring? Somehow he knew he was in trouble. "Where?"
She whispered seductively, "On my big toe."
She was lying. She was lying as sure as the day she was born, but still he had to disprove her. He had to show her not to tempt him.
His gaze held hers for a minute; then his hands slid down her ankle to her boot. Her feet were small enough to rest easily in the palm of his hand. He started untying her bootlaces.
Laughing, she threw her head back. "I'm lying. I thought maybe you were smart enough to see the difference." As he slid her boot off, he couldn't help but admire her dainty foot. "I knew you were lying."
He slid his hands up her dress, skimming her calves. She grabbed his hands beneath her dress.
"Whoa, cowboy, just what do you think you're doing?"
"I'm taking your stocking off so I can see your bare feet."
"Oh, no, you're not. Allow me." She reached under her dress to remove his hands. She slid her stocking down, but not before he got a quick glimpse of her trim leg from knee to ankle.
Travis moved, trying to hide his reaction to the smooth expanse of white limb he'd glimpsed beneath her skirt.
She held out her foot. "See? No ring."
Quickly she undid her other boot and rolled down that stocking. She gazed up at him defiantly. "See? No ring."
"I know." He shrugged his shoulder. "Thanks."
"For what?" she questioned.
"For helping me get your boots off without a fight. Now I know you're not going anywhere tonight." He snapped the piece of rope in his hands and brought it around her ankles. "I'm tying you up, just to make sure you don't slip away from me."
"Oh! You big bully. How am I to move around?"
"You'll manage."
He took her boots and stuffed her stockings down inside them, then moved the shoes out of her reach.
"I'll keep these safe for you."
"I just bet you will," she said, her eyes snapping with fire.
He took the second piece of rope, and after moving his saddle closer to his bedroll, tied her wrist to his.
They were tied together. Tied together by rope, bound by this hopeless sense of attraction.
The memory of her standing in her underwear sent the blood rushing through his body. Though she was fully clothed now, the image of her up-thrust breasts, slender waist, and shapely hips would haunt him for quite some time.
He lay on the ground next to her, his head resting on his saddle.
All he had to do was roll over and crawl on top of her, and he could have his way with her. She was little better than a thieving saloon girl, after all. Nonetheless, he knew she wouldn't be willing and he'd never forced himself on a woman before. He wasn't about to start now.
She tugged on the rope, pulling him until they were face to face, eye to eye. A stray lock of hair graced her cheek. The jasmine scent he was beginning to recognize as hers teased him. However, the look in her eyes was anything but pleasant.
"Just in case you're still thinking of trying anything," he warned, "I'm a light sleeper."
"Mr. Burnett, someday I hope I have the opportunity to pay you back for this humiliating experience."
He rolled over onto his back and pulled his hat over his eyes. "Good night, Miss Severin. Sleep well."
"Go to hell!"
***
Travis awoke feeling something warm and soft against him. For just a moment longer he clung to the dream world, knowing he didn't want to awaken.
That he wanted to continue experiencing the soft, sweet smell he lay curled around.
He opened one eye and peered into eyes the color of soft green moss. She lay curled in his arms.
"About time you woke up," she said.
"Morning," he said, trying to control his body's reaction to the soft scent of the woman he held in his arms, knowing he was doing a lousy job.
"Sleep well?"
"Yeah."
"Too bad. I dreamed you let me go last night. That you knew I was innocent."
"It was just a dream."
"I was afraid you'd say that. Do you ever get tired of being right?"
"Not when I know I am."
She shook her head. "So if I think I'm always right, and you think you're always right, where does that leave us?"
"You're wrong."
She rose up on her elbow and looked him in the eye. "Okay—hypothetical question. What if I were innocent? What would you do if you were me and I proved my innocence? Don't you think, cowboy, that you'd deserve some kind of punishment for kidnapping and dragging me to Fort Worth? For putting an innocent woman in jail?"
"Lady, I'd bet the Bar None that you aren't innocent. As for punishing me, just having to spend the entire day with you on horseback is punishment enough. It's not even daylight yet and already you're running your mouth off."
Rose tried to jump up, but the rope tied around her ankle and wrist held her in place. He pulled on the rope, hauling her against his body once more. She turned her face away from him.
"I'm tired, cowboy. I didn't sleep real well last night. So I'm warning you, go easy this morning."
Some of her spunk seemed to have disappeared. Gently he pulled her face around until their eyes met.
A man could forget she was a thief when he glanced into eyes the same color as the green hills of springtime. A man could forget she made her living cheating people out of their money when he gazed at her full, rosy lips. A man could forget about the number of other men who had probably had her, when he was surrounded by her rounded curves.
All night she'd invaded his thoughts, his sleep, his dreams, and now she lay beneath him, her soft body pressing into his.
Her eyes widened and she licked her lips nervously. That simple movement was his undoing. With a groan, his mouth descended onto the velvety softness of her succulent lips. Though the sun barely tinged the eastern sky, her breath was as sweet as honey-suckle. In her surprise, she opened her mouth, giving him access, joining them together in the breath of life. He reached up and grasped her face, pulling her closer. He slanted his mouth over hers, wanting to consume her, as if he couldn't get close enough to her.
His fingers trailed down her face. The rope that joined them together rubbed against her delicate skin, breaking the sensual cocoon he had wrapped them in.
She pushed him with all her strength and brought her knee up at the same time. He jumped out of the way, breaking the kiss.
"Salaud! What do you think you're doing?"
Rose yanked on the ropes, pulling at the knots, tugging on him, causing him to bang into her.
"Slow down a minute," he commanded.
"For what? So you can finish what you've started? Is this the reason you tied me up?"
He grabbed both of her wrists in one hand. "Just what do you think I've started?"
She stopped trying to get away, her breathing harsh and her green eyes clouded with alarm. A fear he had put there. At this moment he didn't want to see her eyes, full of apprehension.
He wanted to see a passion that would overcome them both, giving him permission to do what he really wanted. But that was impossible, and he would do well to remember that Desirée Severin was no lady.
Still holding her wrists with his fingers, he reached over and untied the rope that had held them bound together. He reached down and untied her ankles. "Do your business while I saddle the horse. We're leaving."
She rubbed her wrist and glared at him. "Don't kiss me again, cowboy. I'm not some cheap saloon girl you can use and then run out of town. Keep your hands to yourself."
He watched as she walked away, her head held high, her back straight. God, where had that saucy spirit come from and what was he going to do with this woman once he got her home?
Rose strolled away into the bushes, breathing slowly and willing her body to relax. She liked kissing Travis Burnett. She liked the warm sense of security she felt in his arms. As though nothing could ever harm her again when she was nestled in the asylum of his well- muscled embrace.
She enjoyed the touch of his lips on hers, enjoyed sparring with the arrogant man. Yet she didn't like his thinking she was a thief. He'd had her thrown in jail, for pity's sake! And still her body responded to his kisses, hungered for his touch.
Rose Severin was a lot of things, but she wasn't a common criminal who stole from people, nor was she an easy woman.
She walked deeper into the trees, leaves crunching beneath her boots. A flock of birds trilled at her invasion, swooping from the trees in a flurry. Why was she attracted to this man?
As she traveled from town to town, there had been very few men in her life. Flirtations, yes, but she never stayed in one place long enough for any serious involvement. No man had ever courted her, or ever bought her a trinket. So why had she suddenly taken an interest in a do-good cowboy who believed the worst of her?
Shaking her head, she shivered, but not from cold on this warm May morning. She didn't know why her pulse seemed to pound whenever he was around. She didn't know why the mere sight of him in his tight pants and filled-out shirts caused her breathing to quicken. She didn't understand how the touch of his lips could turn her muscles to liquid.
And even though she hadn't wanted to return to Fort Worth, even though she had no intention of staying long with Mr. Burnett, she couldn't help but feel a tiny bit curious as to where these feelings were leading.
Yes, she'd told him to never kiss her again, but Lord, she hoped he ignored her pleas. Because she wanted his kisses, feared his kisses, trembled at the reaction his lips seemed to create.
Maybe she'd stick around for a little while to figure out what made this cowboy different from the rest of the hatted and gunned men she'd met. Maybe, just maybe, she'd figure out what made this man different.
***
Eugenia heard the dogs barking a greeting and knew it could only be Travis. She glanced out the kitchen window and watched Travis's Appaloosa come clopping into the yard. Desirée sat encompassed in the safety of her son's arms, the two of them nestled together upon the animal's back.
The sight of the young woman with Travis made her smile. It was a pleasant surprise that left Eugenia happy and anxious. Happy because the girl was here, anxious about the lie she'd told her son. Still, at this distance they appeared cozy together, and that did her heart good.
But what was she going to say now that he had brought the young woman back? What were Travis's plans for Desirée, and how long could Eugenia let this farce go on before she spoke up and told the truth?
She untied her apron, tossed it onto a kitchen chair, and hurried through the parlor and out the front door, letting the wooden door slam behind her. She stood waiting for the pair as they rode up to the front porch. She tried not to wring her hands, tried to keep a welcoming smile on her face. But the closer they came, the more anxious she became at the scowls on their faces. The perfect picture they presented needed a few strokes to the canvas just yet.
"Hello, son. Desirée, it's good to see you again. I trust your trip was successful?"
Travis glared at her as though she was out of her mind. "A Sunday school picnic, Mother. Desirée hasn't returned your ring." He glanced down at her. "Yet."
Their looks were like steel hitting flint. Desirée glared up at Travis, and Eugenia couldn't help but think what a handsome couple they would make. Their children—her grandchildren—would be beautiful. She was doing the right thing.
You haven't found it yet, cowboy." Desirée issued the challenge, a smile on her face.
"Get down and come in, children. You must be tired and hungry." Tense, Eugenia felt as if her insides were going to be wrung out Travis was clearly frustrated, and Desirée seemed to be enjoying his agitation.
"Mrs. Burnett, you know I didn't take your ring."
Travis made a sound of disbelief. He swung his leg over his horse and climbed out of the saddle.
Eugenia took a deep breath. No, the girl hadn't taken her ring, but she couldn't admit to her fabrication just yet. "Well, dear, come on in and rest from your journey. We'll talk about the ring later."
Desirée swung a leg over the top of the saddle and slid down the horse. She stepped away quickly, almost falling, her legs apparently numb from the ride. Travis reached out a hand to balance her. His eyes flashed for just a moment with what looked like desire.
Eugenia felt a surge of relief. So her son wasn't totally immune to the delectable Miss Severin. The lie Eugenia had told wasn't totally irresponsible.
"Detestable animal," Desirée spat.
Travis smiled and hooked his thumbs in his belt. "She didn't throw you now, did she? You deserved to be thrown for talking bad about Belle."
Desirée glanced at the horse and then at Travis. "She wasn't going to throw me. She knew I would call upon the spirits to haunt her if she did."
Travis rolled his eyes. "Why don't you call upon them to find my mother's ring? Or have the spirits deserted you since you left Fort Worth?"
The two squared off like gunfighters. All they needed was six-shooters. Once the shots were fired and after the smoke cleared, they would be forever entwined. And Eugenia would be a grandmother.
Eugenia watched as Desirée reached out and poked Travis in the chest. "The spirits have been protecting me from you. They know I would never steal, but they're watching you."
The air fairly sparked between the two of them; the tension swirled around them tighter than a whirlwind. Eugenia almost laughed out loud. It was working. The attraction was there just as she knew it would be.
All they needed was a shove in the right direction and they would fall wildly in love. But first they had to get past this bickering stage. Somehow she had to help them by giving them a little nudge. One that would leave them hot enough to be searching for a preacher.
Travis grinned. "Kind of them to watch over me. Tell them there's work to be done, though, and I'd rather they helped out than just stand around and watch."
Eugenia felt the urge to separate the two of them. "See your horse to the barn, Travis, while I take Desirée inside."
Desirée walked up the wooden stairs to the front porch, her calico dress rustling with her movements. She stopped just inches from Eugenia and looked her straight in the eyes.
"You know I didn't take your ring. I don't even know what it looks like."
Taking the young woman by the arm, Eugenia strolled toward the door. "Let's not worry about the ring right now. We'll have time later."
Desirée gave a quick glance behind her to see if Travis followed. But he stood talking to a man who had walked up and looked completely absorbed in the young man's words.
Eugenia led her inside the parlor and through the kitchen door. "Don't mind my son. Sometimes he can be like any other man, obstinate as they come. But once he smells the stew Cook has prepared, he'll come running. He always does."
"Mrs. Burnett, he brought me here against my will," the girl said wistfully, twisting Eugenia's heart.
"Yes. Well, dear, he's just trying to get to the bottom of our little disagreement. Think of it this way—you'll get a few days of rest while you're visiting our ranch."
Eugenia hoped the young woman would never leave again, but that was yet to be determined.
"Now then, you sit right down here in this chair and rest while I serve you some of this stew."
"Frankly, Mrs. Burnett, I'd like a moment to freshen up."
Eugenia stopped. "Oh dear, you can tell how long it's been since I've had guests. You're absolutely right. Let me show you to your room."
She took Desirée up the stairs, purposely taking her to the guest room across the hall from Travis's room. They would be so close that each of them could almost hear the other's next breath. But her son was a good man, and she wasn't concerned about any improprieties.
"I'll give you some time to rest and clean up. We'll eat, say in an hour?"
"That's fine." Desirée stood in the middle of the room, staring at the pink curtains and matching spread.
"I won't be staying long."
"Well, we won't worry about that right now. I'll send Travis up with your bag just as soon as I can. Rest, dear, and then we'll have supper."
Eugenia closed the door behind the young woman and stepped back into the hall. Well, Desirée and Travis were under the same roof. Now what should a matchmaking mother do?
***
Rose watched as the door shut, then ran over to the bedroom window. She tugged at the wooden frame until she managed to slide the pane of glass up. Quickly she stuck her head out and gazed in amazement at the orderly look of the place.
The sweet fragrance of flowers drew her attention to a wooden trellis entwined with climbing roses, their blossoms just below her window. Cattle bawled off in the distance, and occasionally she heard the snort of a horse. The Bar None was just about the biggest spread she'd ever seen. But then again, she'd never been on a working ranch, only heard about them.
And the house. Lord, this place was a mansion compared to some of the hellholes she'd been forced to live in. She stepped away from the window and glanced around the room, wondering what would it be like to grow up in a home like this. With a mother who probably baked cookies and sewed your clothes. What would it be like to sit down at a dinner table and glance across at both of your parents?
She shook her head, cleared her thoughts, and glanced around the room. She would never know, and she wouldn't be here long enough to find out. But for the short time she was here, why shouldn't she enjoy herself? After all, Eugenia seemed excited to have company, and Rose just knew that had to stick in Travis's craw. And she'd do just about anything to make this cowboy suffer. Just about anything.
An hour later Rose came back down the stairs. She had dusted off her only gown and taken a sponge bath in the water basin provided in her room. Overall she didn't think she looked too bad, for having ridden over a hundred miles on horseback. Her derriere was bruised and sore, but otherwise she'd fared pretty well, all things considered.
She walked through the parlor, her eyes taking in the splendid furniture, the classic revival-style couch, a Georgian gentleman's chair, and a lady's rocking chair. The room was elegantly furnished with a richness she'd never experienced in her twenty-one years.
Her eyes were drawn to the painting above the fireplace. The man's steely gaze caused her to stop and stare. Travis Burnett stared back at her, but he was older, more distinguished-looking. The same deep, rich brown eyes, the same arrogant nose and stubborn chin, stared back at her, and she knew this must be Thomas Burnett. Papa Burnett looked meaner than a bull in springtime. She felt as if he were returning her gaze, measuring her worth. And she couldn't help but tilt back her head and meet his gaze head on.
Strolling through the parlor, she lingered to admire the trinkets, wondering if her mother had ever owned a home as fine as this one. Finally, she reached the kitchen door and heard the raised voices. Her hand rested on the door as she listened to mother and son argue.
"Mother, Desirée is not a guest to be treated like royalty."
"Travis, I don't care what you think she's done, she is still a visitor in our home."
"You're the one who accused her of taking your ring."
"You're right, but that doesn't mean I'm going to stand by and let you take her to jail. She doesn't deserve to be locked up."
Rose put her hand to her mouth to keep from crying out. Jail! He wanted to take her back to jail! The memory of sitting in that cramped cell with four other women made her cringe.
"What do you want me to do with her? Slap her on the hand and say 'don't do it again'?"
"I want you to let her stay here at the ranch until the ring is found."
"How do you know we'll ever get the ring back?" he exclaimed. "That is no punishment."
"We'll get the ring back. And keeping her here will be punishment enough," Eugenia snapped.
"She stole your wedding ring, Mother. Do you want her to take the rest of your jewelry, the silver, and anything else of value we have around the house?"
"We don't know for certain she stole the ring."
"Mother, you told me she took the ring. You're the one who started this fiasco." He sounded frustrated. "You're going to let her get away with it, aren't you?"
"I did not say I was going to let her get away with stealing. I merely do not want her punished until I'm certain she did it. After all, isn't that what our country is founded on, innocent until proven guilty?"
"Please. I don't need a history lesson," he drawled sarcastically.
"No, you need a lesson on hospitality and kindness." Eugenia sounded as if she was ready to bend him across her knee like a naughty child.
"That's enough, Mother. You've managed to change the subject. We're supposed to be talking about what to do with Miss Desirée Severin, not fighting between ourselves."
"You're the only one with the problem. I'm perfectly content to let her stay here until the ring is found."
There was a moment of silence. "I'm going into town tomorrow to speak with Tucker. Together we'll decide what to do with Desirée."
"Travis I swear that if you try to take that girl to jail, I will personally go down and get her out again."
Rose clenched her fists. She had to get away tonight. She couldn't afford to stay a moment longer.
There was no way she was returning to the Fort Worth jail for any reason. No one would take her back. She didn't know how yet, but one thing was certain. She was leaving tonight
The decision firmly settled, she took a deep breath and pushed open the door into the dining room as if she'd heard nothing.
"Good evening," she called and took a seat across from Mrs. Burnett. "I'm sorry if I'm late. I lay down for a few moments and fell asleep."
"It's quite all right, dear. Travis and I were just discussing our family reunion, which is coming up in several weeks."
"Oh? Do you have a large family?" Rose innocently asked, watching mother and son try to calm their heated expressions.
"Usually there are around fifty of us."
"Don't worry, you won't be around when we hold it," Travis remarked, his deep voice secure.
"Now, Travis, you don't know that for certain," Eugenia snapped.
Rose raised a brow and smiled at Travis. "I'm sorry to hear that. I had so hoped to meet the rest of your family. I'm sure they're nicer than you."
"Why? So you can steal from them too?"
Eugenia sucked in a great gulp of air. She was past irritated at her son. "Travis Burnett! How rude. Where are your manners? You apologize this moment. You will treat Miss Severin like any other guest in our home."
"Its okay, Mrs. Burnett. He's been rather grouchy since he kissed me this morning." She couldn't contain her smile as she noticed the shocked faces.
Eugenia managed to utter, "He kissed you?"
"He stole a kiss from me. If I had kissed him, that would have been different, but he initiated this kiss and I think it rather surprised him."
Rose almost laughed as Travis gasped, his face turning a heightened shade of pink. "I didn't have to steal anything. You kissed me back."
"Would you deny that I pushed you away?"
He looked as if he could happily put his hands around her neck and squeeze until she gasped her last breath. But Rose only smiled.
The older woman looked shocked for just a moment, and then she laughed a startled sound. "Well, with that interesting bit of news, I think I'll tell Cook we're ready."
Eugenia pushed back her chair, stood, and walked through the door into the kitchen.
Travis shook his head, his gaze troubled. "Did you have to tell her I kissed you? Now she's going to be putting all kinds of ideas together about you and me. Ideas that will never come true."
"Your mother is a smart woman. She knows that the two of us go together like boric acid and sugar. Sweet and deadly."
Travis smiled. "It's the first thing we've agreed on."
Rose sat back in her chair and blinked once, then twice. "You know, I think that's the first time I've noticed your smile. It's kind of nice, when you're not barking orders or saying something scathing about me.
"I only bring it out for company."
"Well, aren't I a lucky woman?" she said sarcastically.
He shrugged. "Don't get too used to it. You won't be here long and it slipped out this time. It won't happen again."
"Too bad."
He took a deep breath and leaned forward. "Let's get the rules straight while you're here, Miss Severin."
"Rules? You give all your house guests rules to obey?"
"You're hardly a house guest. As it is, you are confined to the house. No solitary walks, no buggy rides around the ranch, and certainly no horseback riding."
Rose pushed her chair back and rose. She circled the table, her eyes glancing about the room. "So, I'm to sit inside this house, day after day, until I give your mother's wedding ring back."
"That's right."
She ran her fingertips along the top of the wooden china hutch as she moved closer to Travis. The light from the setting sun shone through the window, bouncing off the crystal in the china hutch and creating an iridescent rainbow on the wall.
She stopped just inches from him and then let her gaze linger on the china in the room. "You're going to keep me in this house? A veritable mansion compared to where I'm used to staying?" she questioned as she turned and glanced into brown eyes flecked with gold. "Are you sure that's such a good idea? I mean, from what I can tell, there are plenty of tempting trinkets here for a thief."
He jumped up and with one stride reached her side. Grabbing her by the arm, he pulled her close. "You touch any of them, and you'll be down at the county jail before the next sun rises. If I had my way, you'd be looking out from between steel bars right now. So don't tempt me."
What did she have to lose? He was going to visit his brother the marshal tomorrow morning to see about putting her there anyway. She was leaving tonight. And somehow she couldn't help but want to make him pay for this unexpected trip. She put her arm around his waist and leaned into him. "I'm going to tempt you every chance I get, cowboy."
The door from the kitchen swung open and Eugenia stepped through. Travis stepped back and Rose smiled an impish grin. Caught again.
For a moment Eugenia glanced from one to the other. "Did I interrupt something?"
"Not a damned thing," he snapped.
***
The moon had risen over the horizon and glowed high in the darkened sky before Rose thought she had waited long enough before making her daring escape. Travis had gone to his room long ago. It had been oddly unsettling to hear him moving around across the hall, but finally even his rustling noises had ceased.
She had no choice but to leave tonight. She wasn't taking a chance on being hauled back to jail. Though she had only been there once, it was more than enough for this lifetime or any other.
Mere days had passed since she'd left that dank pit of humanity and less than a week since Isaiah had left to visit his family. Most likely he was looking for her at this very moment, and she missed him terribly.
As soon as she made it to the next town, she would send word to his family where she could be found. But for now, she couldn't return to Waco, so she would have to travel on and hope that Isaiah would catch up with her.
The rustle of leaves reminded her of the window, which she'd purposely left open. With a quick glance around the room, she spotted her valise and wondered how she was going to get it down. She couldn't carry the bag and climb down the trellis at the same time. If she tossed it out the window, it was bound to make noise.
With a yank she threw back the bed covers and pulled off the cotton sheets. She started to tear the bed linen into strips, but just didn't have the heart to rip such nice material. So instead she tied the two sheets together, then tied her bag to the cloth and proceeded to lower the valise out the window.
When her bag touched the grass, she let go of the sheets, watching them fall like a silvery ghost out the window.
She glanced down at the trellis and the roses that grew up the wooden makeshift ladder. It was going to be a thorny descent, but if she gained her freedom, then the pain would be worth the effort.
With a last look at the guest room, she threw her leg over the side of the window and found her first foothold. Holding onto the window ledge, she backed out of the window and placed her second foot onto the decorative lattice. With her full weight on the trellis, she felt it sway slightly and prayed it would hold.
It was too late to back out as she started to descend the wooden decoration. The wood creaked as she slowly found her next foothold and then her handgrip. The lower she descended, the more the roses entwined around the wood, the thorns pricking her fingers.
The urge to glance down to see how much further was tempting, but she feared freezing in fright at the height. The thought of spending the night stretched like a scarecrow suspended on the rose trellis kept her eyes searching at eye level for the next handhold.
The calico material of her dress caught on a thorn, and with a grimace she heard the material rip in the still night air. The sweet smell of rose blossoms drifted to her nose, and she thought she would forever hate roses after this night. Their delicate blossoms fell to the earth below her, and she couldn't help but fear she would be next.
Finally, after what seemed like hours but had only been minutes, her right boot touched the earth, and she wanted to shout hallelujah. But instead, when both feet were firmly planted on the ground, she picked up her valise and headed for the gate.
She was free.
Quietly running, she rounded the corner of the house, passing the wooden front porch where they had arrived just that afternoon.
Suddenly a voice called from the darkness, causing her heart to skip a beat.
"Going somewhere, Miss Severin?"
With a jolt she came to a halt. Travis Burnett sat in a rocker on the front porch watching her. As blood pounded in her ears, she gazed at the man, her nemesis.
The urge to scream obscenities at him almost overcame her and she quickly retorted with the few French words she'd learned.
"Zut alors!"
"It's a little late for a stroll."
"Salaud!"
"There you go again, talking that sexy French talk. You know, it's the time of night that a man doesn't like to be alone. And that French talk is kind of making me excited."
He stood up from the rocker he was sitting in and came around the porch and down the steps.
Part of Rose wanted to run. Part of her knew she would be wasting her time, and part of her just wanted to cry. But she wasn't ready to admit defeat, not yet.
"Hold on, cowboy. Don't be getting any ideas." She took a step back. "Why do you want to keep me? I'm just going to try to escape again. I'm only going to make your life miserable, so why don't you let me go?"
Travis ran his finger down her cheek. "I'm getting kind of used to you being around. Besides, Mother enjoys your company and there is still that missing ring." He leaned down close to her ear and whispered, "The ring is your key to freedom."
Rose took the valise that was in her hand and swung it at him. "I don't have the damn ring!"
The bag smacked him in the chest, causing him to grunt in pain. He grabbed her hand and squeezed until she let go of the bag, tears coming to her eyes.
"Stop! Stop!" she cried. "You're hurting me."
She brought her hand up to her face; blood dripped from her fingers.
"What the hell?"
For the first time she noticed the rose thorns embedded in the skin of her hand and fingers. Tears ran down her cheeks. But they were tears of sorrow more than pain. Tears of frustration and anger. Tears of just plain tired of being defeated at every turn.
He grabbed her by the wrist and gently held her hand up in the moonlight. "You're hurt."
"No kidding, cowboy."
He pulled her up the steps and opened the door. Quickly he walked through the house to the darkened kitchen, pulling her along. "Sit down and don't you dare make a move to get up."
She sniffled. She didn't have the energy to move. She'd used her last resources climbing down a rose trellis, for nothing.
Striking a match, he lit the lantern in the kitchen and then went to a cupboard where he found first- aid supplies.
Putting the lantern on the kitchen table, he took each of her hands and held them in the lamplight. "Well, I don't think you're going to be holding any more séances for a while. At least not until your hands heal."
She sniffed. "I don't need my hands to speak with the dead."
He shook his head and then took out his knife. Slowly and gently, he plucked the thorns from her hand. At times he had to dig into the wound to get the embedded stickers out. Shocked, she sat amazed at how gentle and easy his touch was on her skin.
"So just where did you think you were going, this time of night?" he asked.
"I don't know. I kind of thought that once I got away, I would figure it out."
"Have you ever heard of coyotes or Indians attacking at night? Weren't you concerned for your safety at all?"
He didn't look up at her, but kept his head bent over his task.
"Well, I..."
"We're five miles from town, Miss Severin. Five miles from Fort Worth, the most lawless town in Texas. It isn't safe for a woman in the daytime, let alone at night." He plucked a thorn from beneath her skin. "You best be concerned with both the two- legged and four-legged animals that live around here."
"Let me assure you that I can take care of myself. I've been doing it for years. It's just that I never— never thought about what I was going to do after I left. I just thought I would make it to town."
"Not thinking can get you killed." He ran his fingers very gently across her injured skin. "I think I got all the thorns. Can you feel, any more?"
She felt lots of things, but it wasn't the thorns. Her hands were stinging from the barbs, but her heart was racing from his gentle ministrations. "No—I think they're all gone."
"Good." He started to smear a smelly salve onto her hands. "This should take out the soreness and help your palm to heal."
The salve was soothing, and already the stinging had begun to ease. She gazed at Travis Burnett and couldn't believe this was the same man who had carried her out of the roadhouse, ridden across country with her on horseback, and refused to let her go.
He took strips of clean cloth and covered the welts. "You should get some rest now. Sunrise is only a couple of hours away, and it'll be time to get up soon."
She felt tired and numb as she watched him pack up the first-aid supplies.
"How did you know I would try to leave tonight?" she questioned.
"You don't give up easily. I'd have been disappointed if you hadn't tried something."
"Oh."
He'd either just given her a compliment or told her politely that she was stubborn. After everything that had happened tonight, she decided to accept it as a compliment.
"Come on and I'll help you up the stairs," he said, his voice soothing.
Picking up the lantern, he walked her through the darkened house and up the series of steps. It was an eerie feeling to be climbing the stairs together. She felt as if the whole world was asleep and only the two of them existed.
When they reached their respective bedrooms, she felt awkward. There was a new emotion between them, one she didn't recognize, a feeling that left her oddly unsettled.
She didn't want to fight him any longer. She didn't want to make him mad, but she wasn't exactly sure that he was the man she had thought him to be.
Tonight she'd seen a different side of Travis Burnett, a side that drew her more to him than ever before. A gentle, kind man she hadn't expected from the rough cowboy exterior.
And more than ever before she was drawn to him.
They stood uncomfortable, unsure, outside their bedroom doors. "Do you need the lantern?" he asked, his voice gruff.
"No. I can find my way from here."
"All right then. Good night, Desirée."
It was the first time he had used her stage name, and in the privacy of the moment it all but made her go weak in the knees. Why tonight? Why this moment had he chosen to call her the name that reminded her of just who she really was? Of who she wanted to be?
"Good night," she called and stepped into the bedroom she had left a little more than an hour before, closing the door firmly behind her.
As she turned and surveyed the bed, she realized she had no sheets. What was she going to do now? Sleep on the ticking without a covering? Or she could sneak down to the yard below and get them without Travis knowing.
No, he'd hear her and think she was trying to leave again. Stepping back into the hall, she knocked on his door.
He opened the door and leaned one arm against the frame, his body silhouetted by the glow of the lantern. His naked chest glistened, smooth and silky, his muscles clearly defined. Rose suddenly felt light¬headed and feverish.
"What's wrong?"
She swallowed the lump in her throat. "I ... my bed sheets are outside."
Even in the dim light, she noticed the pupils of his eyes widen.
"Guess you'll have to sleep with me then," he whispered in the night.
Rose felt her breath catch in her throat. It wasn't quite the response she would have expected from this man who resembled everything precise and correct. In fact, he'd taken her quite off guard.
Before she could think of a reply, his arms wrapped around her and his lips descended onto hers. Warm as midnight rain, the feel of his mouth on hers all but drained away the last of her strength. If his arms hadn't held her up, she would have fallen, for her knees went weak.
She leaned into his strength, and a sense of safety and well-being overcame her. Wrapped in the security of his arms, she felt her defenses melting, her body responding to the sweet caress of his kiss. Flashes of fire raced down her limbs, warming her to the very center of her being.
Tentatively, she ran her bandaged hands down his naked back, her fingertips enjoying the feel of his flesh beneath her hands. The muscled contours of his back rippled at her touch, and Travis moaned deep and low in his throat. She opened her mouth to receive more of him, to let him breathe the very essence of her life's breath as she felt his tongue rake the inside of her lips. A swirling sensation of intense pleasure began deep within her stomach, spreading throughout her body, building with each passing moment.
His hands reached down and pulled her buttocks into him, and she could feel his hardened shaft pressed against her. For a moment she was frightened. She was slipping out of control.
She pulled away and slowly opened her eyes. The raspy sound of her breathing was harsh in the darkened hallway.
The thought of making love with Travis was such a tempting proposition, especially given the way he had treated her wounds and the way she responded to his kiss. But becoming intimate with Travis was out of the question.
"I don't—I don't think your mother would approve," she said breathlessly.
Moonlight streamed into the hallway from the bedroom windows, and she could see his chest rising and falling.
He shrugged. "Generally, when I bed a woman, I don't tell my mother."
"That's probably for the best," she whispered. She raised her brow. "Why did you want me? Just so you could put another notch in your bedpost?"
He moved aside. "Take a look for yourself. My bedpost doesn't have any notches in it. It was a suggestion, that's all." He stepped around her. "I'll get you more linens."
Rose crossed the hall to the door of her room, where she patiently waited for Travis, ready for this night to end. Why had she questioned him? Had she hoped for something more than a man who wanted a quick tumble? Wasn't that what most men wanted and expected from a girl like her? Especially the kind of man who would abduct her.
But for just a moment she'd hoped for something different, and somehow she was disappointed. It was obvious that Travis was just as attracted to her as she was to him, and the thought of sharing a bed with him was tempting. Way too tempting.
Travis appeared before her. "Here you go. Do you need me to help you put them on the bed?"
"No. I can manage. Good night," she stepped back into her room and abruptly shut the door, closing the portal to the temptation of Travis and her own body's reaction.
***
Travis jammed his fist into the soft, feather-filled pillow one more time before settling once again into the down-filled bed. If only the cock would crow the end of this eternal night. Every time he closed his eyes, his mind filled with visions of the cunning little con artist across the hall. Sleep was impossible for contemplating the bewitching Desirée and the kiss they'd shared.
She was boisterous and exciting. She was courageous and intriguing. She was sexy and daring. And she was the most frustrating woman who had ever crossed his path.
One moment he wanted to strangle her with his bare hands and the next to ply her with soft words and enticing kisses. Whenever she came near him, his senses seemed to explode; his mind became fogged with the sweet smell of jasmine, and his hands ached to caress her silken skin. Never before had a woman left him so perplexed, so curious, so completely intrigued, and so hard!
Yet the need to resist her tempting flesh was strong. A woman like her could be dangerous—dangerous in the art of seduction, with her tricky ways and subtle lies. A man had to be careful or fall victim to her deceiving ways.
Tonight had certainly proven that, when he opened the door and saw her standing there, her hair down around her hips. God, the urge to pull her into his room had been overwhelming.
Vibrant and sultry, Desirée was a woman who could easily make him give in to his desire to take her at his leisure and much, much more. The kiss they'd shared had left him troubled. He'd wanted to lock out the rest of the world until he'd had his fill of her. But her words had left him anxious.
His invitation had tumbled from his lips, yet he knew in reality it could never be. He assured himself that Desirée was more a pleasant flirtation than an obsession. An enticement rather than an actual wooing. Hell, who was he kidding? He simply wanted to bed her.
Lay her down until he'd had his fill of her. Because then he'd find out she was just like any other woman, only a cheat and a liar to boot. Then he could let her go and be free of this persistent urge to find out just what it was about Miss Desirée Severin that drew him to her.
For he was drawn to her in ways he'd never felt before.
But sooner or later, he was going to take Desirée to his brother, the marshal. Sooner or later, she was going to either return his mother's wedding band or find herself sitting in the county jail for more than just a day or two.
Regardless of what his mother thought, Desirée was not going to get away with stealing from his family.
She was not going to use his mother to finance her shady parlor business, no matter how companionable the woman became to his lonely mother or himself.
Someday his wife and children would occupy his mother's spare time. But no one was going to saddle him with a woman like Miss Severin. Ornery, belligerent and admittedly sexy as hell. No, when he decided it was time to settle down, he wanted a woman who was meek and gentle. One who would run his household, bear his children, and look to him to make all the decisions. He didn't need a woman who kept him stirred up worse than a hornet's nest in summertime.
He wanted a woman who was sensible, truthful, no-nonsense; a woman who liked sex and wanted children.
It didn't seem like too much to expect from the person you were going to spend the rest of your days with. He just hadn't found the time or the energy to go looking for this woman. And somehow, the enigmatic Miss Severin just didn't seem to fit his description of the gal he was looking for.
In fact, the thought of marrying her was just a little unnerving.
He punched the pillow again. Actually, the thought was more like a nightmare, only his eyes were open and his mind was foggy with weariness.
The thought of toppling Desirée onto his bed and relieving his frustration was tempting and delightfully wicked, but she was not marriageable.
There was very little he was certain about in this life, but one thing he'd bet the Bar None on: Desirée Severin might make her living speaking to the dead, but he was certain she knew how to breathe life back into a man. And he'd pretend to be dead, if only she would resuscitate him at least once. Nothing permanent, just a momentary lapse of conscience where she could put her luscious lips on his and restore him to life.
Desirée was beautiful and seductive, she was spirited and exciting, and she was tempting beyond words. But for the sake of his heart, he couldn't let himself be tempted into forgetting she was a sweet, cunning con artist and a thief besides.
***
The next morning Rose awoke early, her mind filled with memories from the night before. Tenderly, she touched her still-wrapped hands and found them sensitive, but not painful, as she'd feared.
Though the sun was barely over the horizon, the sound of people moving downstairs drifted upward, riding a wave of tempting aroma. Swinging her legs over the side of the mattress, she reached for the remainder of her dress at the foot of the bed. Her petticoat would no doubt show clearly through the rips and tears in the calico material.
With nothing else to put on, she hurried down the stairs, her mind filled with thoughts of how Travis would receive her this morning. She touched her fingertips to her lips and remembered the caress of his mouth against hers, the tempting heat of his body, and the fact she'd considered falling into his bed.
Last night Travis had treated her with tenderness and compassion. He'd been responsive and gentle while he'd bandaged her hands, but his invitation had distracted and confused her. Today, would the compassionate man of midnight or the law-abiding authoritarian have returned? Had he always been so serious, so logical, and so demanding?
Yet when he smiled, the corners of his tempting mouth turned up, his cheekbones were outlined by the muscles in his face, and the gleam in his eyes was almost enough to cause a girl to swoon. The Texas countryside oozed from his pores, and she knew without asking that the man had ridden his share of the range.
Adept at keeping his emotions carefully hidden behind his hardened cowboy exterior, Travis was a man of few words and even less expression. Rose was not afraid of his rough voice and clipped responses. There was a certain challenge in exploring the man— like finding the creamy center in a chocolate candy. Gooey and yummy, not bitter and hard.
She laughed at the image and knew she'd find the real Travis Burnett. Somehow she'd get past his tough exterior and discover which man was the true Travis.
Rose pushed open the door and strolled into the dining room. Eugenia glanced up. "Good morning, Desirée. I'm surprised to see you up and about so early this morning."
"Good morning," she answered, turning her attention to Travis, trying to gauge his reaction since their last meeting.
Travis gave her a measured look. "How are your hands?"
"They're better," she said, as she took her place at the table.
"My, my, I hope they're not painful," Eugenia exclaimed.
It was obvious Travis had informed his mother of her escapade the night before. "No, Travis took care of them last night."
Eugenia stood and pushed back her chair. "I'll tell Cook to bring you a cup of coffee and some breakfast."
"Do you have tea?" Rose questioned.
"I'll check," Eugenia said, going through the door.
Alone, they stared at each other until Travis finally cleared his throat. "Sleep well last night?"
"Yes, after you gave me fresh linens, I slept fine," she said, still carefully observing the subtle changes in him this morning. He was distant once more, and there were shadows beneath his eyes that hadn't been there the day before.
He smiled. "Good."
"What about you? How did you sleep?" she asked. The memory of his full lips caressing her mouth began a butterfly riot in her stomach. She recalled the words they'd exchanged and the way she'd been tempted to cast aside her doubts and fall into his bed.
His eyes widened in a look she was quickly coming to recognize—the look that normally preceded him kissing her. Suddenly the dining room felt small and airless.
"I was restless all night long," he drawled.
The door opened and Eugenia bustled back in, seemingly unaware of the suddenly charged atmosphere. "Shouldn't be long," she said, taking her place at the table once again.
Rose quickly averted her eyes from Travis. If she looked at him any longer, she was sure Mrs. Burnett would recognize the hungry gaze in her eyes for something other than food.
Eugenia sipped from her coffee and looked at her son. "Travis, why don't you show Desirée around the ranch today? You could hitch up the wagon and the two of you could spend the day riding."
Travis threw down his napkin. "Can't. I'm going into town."
Eugenia stared at her son, her eyes flashing with displeasure. "There's nothing you need there."
He stood and pushed his chair into the table, then raised his brown eyes in displeasure at Eugenia. "That's for me to decide, Mother."
The undercurrents were ripe with disagreement, but no one mentioned Eugenia and Travis's previous argument regarding returning her to jail.
"I would like to go into town," she said, hoping that if she explained why she wanted to go he'd be more considerate and understanding. "I'd like to check on my trunk and maybe even buy a new dress, since I ripped this one so badly last night."
"Nope." His jaw tightened and his lips thinned. "Have you forgotten the rules already? You're not to go to town for any reason."
Raising her bandaged hands, she pointed to her dress. "But that was before last night. Now I need clothes. You don't expect me to wear a dress that looks like someone took the shears to it, do you?"
He raised his brows and smiled. "I didn't tell you to climb down the rose trellis. In fact, most of our guests prefer to use the stairs."
Rose felt a surge of temper along with the urge to pick up the pitcher of cream on the table and fling it at him, but she resisted.
"I suggest you get a needle and thread and fix your dress."
"It'll look like a patchwork quilt. Besides, what makes you think I can sew?" she questioned. She took a sip of tea, trying to cool her rapidly rising temper.
"All women do needlework. If you can hold a needle, you can sew," he said matter-of-factly.
Rose almost spewed her tea. Of all the arrogant things to say! The man of midnight had evaporated in the morning sun like dewdrops under a noon sun.
He'd hit a sore spot. Rose wasn't like all women; she hadn't had a mother to teach her the proprieties of being a lady. She'd never touched a sewing needle, let alone stitched an actual garment.
"That's like saying all men are farmers. Planted any crops lately?" she retorted.
The look he gave her could have frosted the backside off the devil himself. He stared at her, his irritation obvious.
Eugenia rose from her seat at the table and walked around to her son. "Let's make a day of going to town. I'll go and keep an eye on Desirée while you take care of your business, Travis."
"No!" he barked. "I'm going alone."
If she hadn't been afraid of hitting Eugenia, Rose would have thrown the pitcher of cream at him. "Oh, I see Sergeant Travis has returned. Or are you a general today? Frankly, I think you're nothing more than a bugler making noise. In fact—"
"Do you think you could shut up for just a few minutes?"
Rose tilted her head at him and smiled. "You know, cowboy, we need to work on your manners. Just today I was thinking I should show you how to have fun. You're much too serious. I could teach you how to bring that smile out for more than just company."
His complexion turned a delightful shade of red, and his brown eyes darkened. Turning on his heel, he stomped out of the dining room, slamming the door as he went out.
Rose turned to look at Eugenia, feeling a little anxious. But when she noticed the woman trying her darndest not to laugh, she smiled.
"I think I made him mad."
***
Travis walked into Tucker's office, the sound of his boots loud as they rapped against the hardwood floors.
The smell of crime hung heavy, like the odor of too many unwashed bodies crammed into a crowded space.
Desirée had been forced to spend one night in this pit of humanity because of him, and now he was threatening to return her here.
God, she deserved it, didn't she?
Two deputies looked up from their desks as he passed them on his way to his brother's office. Used to his coming and going, the deputies let him pass unhindered.
Travis strolled into the small office and watched Tucker repeatedly dip his quill into the inkwell and let it scratch against the rough parchment.
"Morning," Travis called as he took the nearest chair, stretching his legs out in the cramped area.
Tucker glanced up and grinned. "Heard you were back. Did you get the ring?"
Travis sighed. "Yeah, well that's what I came to talk to you about. I brought the girl back."
"Oh?"
"Yeah, and Mother is treating this woman like she's a visiting princess," Travis said in disgust. "They wanted to come to town and let me bring them shopping. Mother was going to show her off to her friends in town."
"That's our mother." Tucker laughed, then glanced at his brother quizzically. "So why did you bring her back?"
"Because of the ring. I just thought that sooner or later she'd hand it over."
"You could have brought her back to the jail."
"I wanted to. But Mother told me that if I brought Desirée back to jail, she would just come and bail her out again," Travis said in disbelief.
"So where does Madame Desirée say the ring is?"
"She claims she's never seen it. I searched her belongings and still couldn't find the damn thing. It's almost as if that gold band vanished into thin air."
"And Mother graciously accepted this girl?" Tucker asked.
"Practically rolled out the red carpet in welcome. You'd have thought she was royalty visiting her subjects."
"I must say I'm a little surprised." Tucker's forehead drew together in concentration and he frowned. "Watch it, Travis. Mother's up to something. I don't know what just yet, but she's cooking up some kind of scheme."
"This woman stole her wedding band, and she wants to go shopping!"
"Maybe the two of them are planning on spending the cash?" Tucker joked.
Travis shot him a glare, knowing he was only kidding, but unwilling to laugh at this sore subject. "You know how Mother feels about her wedding ring. I expected her to bust the woman in the lip, rather than entice her with shopping."
"Come on, big brother, you know how Mother works. She's luring her into an unsuspecting trap, and then she'll pounce on her. I tell you, she's planning something."
Travis rubbed his chin. "So you think this is all a big guise to trap Desirée, then?"
"Certainly. Mother's almost as extreme as you are about obeying the laws. If she believes Desirée took her ring, the woman won't get away with it."
Travis sat there a few moments and studied his younger brother. Could he be right about their mother? Was she just pretending to be a good hostess, before she trapped Desirée?
Something didn't feel right. No matter how he twisted the image around in his mind, his gray-haired mother didn't seem the type. But then again, he'd been wrong about her on more than one occasion.
"So you don't think I should bring her to jail?"
"Please, no. She had my jail so stirred up, I thought I was going to have to isolate her." Tucker shook his head. "No, let her hang herself. Keep a close eye on her, and sooner or later, she'll slip up."
"That's easy for you to say," Travis said, uneasy at the thought of having Desirée so close underfoot
"Besides, from what I remember of Miss Severin, she wasn't exactly hard on the eyes. In fact, she was a pretty little piece that I would have been willing to try on for a ride."
Travis bristled at his brother's words. Tucker wasn't saying anything Travis hadn't heard repeated about other women, but somehow he didn't like the words his brother had chosen. Even more, Travis didn't like his own reaction.
The marshal gazed at him. He blinked his eyes and shook his head, a surprised expression on his face. "So that's the way it is."
"What do you mean?" Travis asked, hearing the defensiveness in his own voice.
Tucker laughed. "You've taken a fancy to this woman, haven't you?"
"Of course not, she's a thief."
"I'd wager she wasn't the most honest of women. But she's a hell of a looker."
Travis jumped up and began to pace, his boots rapping against the wooden floor. "I have to admit she's a handful. And I can hardly keep my hands off her." He threw up his arms, exasperated. "Mother put her across the hall from me. She's sleeping within ten feet."
"I've never seen you this rattled over a woman before," Tucker commented. "What's really bothering you, Travis?"
"I don't know. I guess I always thought that when a woman I was attracted to came along, she'd be— you know—an honest woman. Not some con artist who runs a séance scam."
"What do you really know about Miss Severin? Has she told you about her past or what her life was like before she got to Fort Worth?" Tucker questioned.
"No, all we've done is argue over every little thing. She's certainly a challenge. She's a saucy little thing that has me either fuming or laughing. I never know which one to expect."
As if realizing he'd said more than he intended, Travis sat back down in the chair. Silence filled the office. Finally, he sighed. "What am I going to do with her?"
"Why don't you hire a Pinkerton agent to get the real information on her. That way you'll know the truth and you keep her at the ranch, which makes Mother happy." The marshal smiled. "What happens between the two of you—well, that's up to you."
Travis frowned. "A Pinkerton agent?" He thought for a moment. "I could find out everything in her background. How many times she's stolen and where she comes from."
"It would buy you some time. You could use that same gentleman Mother used when she searched for Tanner. He was quick and affordable."
Travis thought for a moment. "You know, that's not a bad idea."
"His office is right up the street. Come on, let's drop in and pay him a visit on the way to grab a bite for lunch."
Travis picked up his hat and shoved it on his head.
"Miss Desirée Severin, voice of the dead, is about to be revealed."
***
After spending most of the day in town, Travis headed for home content with the things he had accomplished. After their meeting, the Pinkerton agent had agreed to check into Desirée's past and locate as much information as possible in the shortest amount of time. Travis didn't have weeks—in fact it was more like days—before he'd be forced to either let her go or carry out his threat of imprisonment.
Sooner or later she'd call his bluff and force his hand.
After he'd left the Pinkerton man, he'd gone over to the stage and checked on Desirée's luggage. With the two women joining forces against him, it'd been hard to walk out this morning and not take them to town. In fact, it was all he could do to keep from running out the dining room door. Sometimes it was better to retreat than admit defeat.
If the truth were known, he'd even missed them today. A fact he'd never admit to under penalty of death.
But off and on during the day, the image of Desirée had slipped through the conscious barriers he'd tried to erect. Memories of her sitting across the table at breakfast looking beautiful, the way she'd sparred with him, defending her position, the sight of her last night standing expectantly outside his bedroom door, the feel of her luscious curves pressed against him, had snuck past his guard. All these memories were more than he'd shared with any woman he'd ever courted.
She was maddening, beautiful, and heated his blood quicker than any flame he'd ever started. And if the truth were told, he admired her spunk, her courage, and the way she stood up to him. She was definitely not the mousy, quiet type and somehow he was beginning to get a nagging suspicion about why his mother had never liked any of the women he'd introduced her to before.
But Desirée kept him on edge. If she hadn't stepped out of his embrace last night, he didn't know if he could have ended it. And her questions had left him anxious.
As he turned his horse up the lane to the house, he couldn't help but wonder what she had been doing all day.
His Appaloosa trotted into the yard, and his dogs raced up barking, welcoming him home. Belle shook her head at the mutts, sending them scooting away from her hooves. Men working in the corral waved hello before turning back to the animals they were training.
Bone-weary from the long ride, he pulled to a halt in front of the house. Swinging his leg over the saddle, he dropped down to the ground and then handed the reins to a wrangler waiting nearby. His men were good. He paid them well, and they showed their appreciation by doing a good job. Not that he neglected his ranch, but it wasn't necessary for him to stand over them every moment.
Climbing the steps, he walked across the porch, wondering why no one had greeted him from the house. He opened the door, stepped into the darkened house, and took a moment to let his eyes adjust from the bright sunshine. Usually his mother or the cook met him at the door. But this time he was alone.
Travis strolled into the parlor and found his mother sitting in her chair sewing on a shirt. She didn't glance up when he came into the room. A cold reception if ever he'd received one.
"Did you have a nice trip into town, son?" Her voice was distant.
"It was productive."
His mother gazed up at him, her look tinged with anger. "And what do you mean by that?"
"Relax, Mother, she's not going to jail."
She smiled with relief. "I'm glad to see you came to your senses. I knew you were, a good son."
"For now," he cautioned.
"For now?"
He glanced around. "Where is she? You didn't let her take off, did you?"
"Of course not. She's resting upstairs. Now explain yourself," Eugenia said, her tone snappy.
Part of Travis wanted to laugh. He'd never seen his mother act this way. But part of him was concerned. What was it about this young woman that seemed to have enslaved his mother?
"It means don't worry, Mother. We'll just have to wait and see what happens. But you're going to get your ring back."
"I'm sure I will, Travis," she said, laying her sewing aside. "It's almost time for dinner. Why don't you go wash up and then we'll eat."
"That sounds good. I am hungry. Should I knock on Desirée's door?"
"No, she's resting. I told her we'd eat not long after you came home."
He tromped up the stairs and went into his bedroom. After changing his shirt and washing his face and hands, he walked out the door of his bedroom. He couldn't help but glance at the closed door across the hall. All the while he dressed, he'd listened for the sound of Desirée's footsteps going down the stairs. Nothing. No sounds came from inside her room.
Hurrying, he went downstairs. He hadn't seen her since this morning, and then they'd not been on the best of terms. The urge to see her was strong.
"Has Desirée come down yet?"
"She's coming," his mother coolly replied.
Something in her voice alerted him. The sound of the bedroom door shutting caused him to turn toward the staircase. He glanced up the stairs, and the sight made him gasp.
Dear God, the woman was wearing his clothes, and somehow she'd altered them to fit her as though they'd been stitched to her very flesh.
Every curve was outlined, every limb defined by clothes that had once held his body, his skin. He didn't know whether to laugh or cry.
If Desirée didn't know how to sew, then only one person could have helped her. His mother. His shirt had been resized to fit her small frame, her breasts clearly outlined through the material. His pants had been cut down and reshaped to fit every delectable curve.
She came down the stairs, one beautifully curved leg at a time, her emerald eyes never faltering from his. Her waist was narrow, her hips were curvaceous, and her legs stretched into next week.
He tried to swallow and almost choked. She came to a halt in front of him and twirled around for his inspection.
"What do you think, cowboy?"
"I think I better lock you up before you harm some poor man. Mainly me."
Travis glanced at the ceiling, cleared his throat, and said a small prayer for patience before letting his gaze drift back to Desirée's face. As long as he kept his eyesight above her neck, he could resist her shapely legs. Couldn't he?
He lowered his eyes, his gaze wandering back to those long, statuesque legs. Oh, but the woman had a mean streak, to dress so provocatively when he was desperately trying to keep his hands to himself.
She had followed his orders, but she'd done it in such a way that she'd gotten her revenge and then some. Why hadn't he taken her into town to buy a damn dress? It would have been so much simpler.
No matter how much he tried, he was invariably drawn to the sight of her narrow waist, long legs, and thighs a man only dreamed about having wrapped around him.
Eugenia shuffled restlessly, drawing his attention. It appeared his own mother had joined in the fight against him, and he wondered at her defection. He was her son, for God's sake! And yet she had helped Desirée, the woman who had stolen her prized possession, carry out this show of defiance.
She cleared her throat nervously. "Excuse me, children, but I just remembered I promised Cook I would help serve the men in the bunkhouse tonight. I'll see you two later."
Travis watched his mother as she backed out of the doorway, her eyes shifting between him and Desirée. No doubt about it, she'd helped the little con artist, and now she was retreating, leaving the two of them all alone.
He realized the women expected him to react in anger. They expected him to respond like any normal man confronted with mutiny. His mother was anxious. Desirée was spoiling for a fight, but she was going to be disappointed. For he wasn't about to give her the gratification of knowing just how much the sight of her tightly clad legs and snug shirt affected him. And, Lord, they were affecting him!
It could be the death of him, but he was not going to give the women the satisfaction of a reaction. Calmly he called, "Good night, Mother."
Eugenia was out of sight before he finished speaking. He turned and saw Desirée staring in disbelief, a surprised look on her face. "Eugenia, wait . . ."
The door slammed shut.
They were alone. The tick of the grandfather clock in the parlor resounded like a gong in the silence.
"You've just been deserted," he said quietly.
"It appears that way," she replied, stunned.
He let his eyes roam over her womanly curves, until they came to rest on her face. The corners of his lips turned up in a smile. He was going to be gracious if it killed him, and it very well could. He might even have a little fun with the situation. "I've never escorted a woman wearing pants before. May I accompany you to the table?"
Desirée swallowed. "Of course."
He took her arm and pushed open the door to the dining room with his free hand. Travis glanced at the table and felt as though he'd been kicked in the chest. What kind of game were his mother and Desirée playing now? Crystal goblets gleamed in the candlelight; the shadow from the flames danced seductively on the wall.
"Your Mother and I wanted to surprise you tonight," Desirée said, stepping into the room.
"With what? The candlelight or the pants?"
She laughed, her voice a light, lilting sound that sent shivers down his back. "The pants, silly. I had nothing to do with all this."
"Well, you definitely shocked me. I can't remember the last time I admired a woman wearing pants."
"You don't think they're too tight, do you?" she asked.
Desirée was baiting him, but this time he was not going to be caught. This time he was throwing the hook, line, and sinker back to her. This time she could be the sucker for a change.
"Well..." He held her out at arm's length, then knelt down beside her and ran his hands along the outside seams, checking the troublesome garment.
She tried to step back, but his hands gripped her legs.
"Uh, what are you doing?" she gasped.
"Checking the seams," he murmured, enjoying the rough texture of the fabric as he smoothed it down her long legs. They were snug against her legs and outlined her cute little rear. Fearing he'd carried the game one step too far, he released her and glanced up into her green eyes. They were wide with astonishment and maybe a dose of healthy fear, which surprised him. He watched as she swallowed nervously.
She hadn't been prepared for his close inspection.
He rose from the ground and glanced down at her. "You know, if you boil these in hot water, you might get them to shrink even more."
She blushed, and for a moment the sight of her rosy cheeks in the dim light caught him off guard, causing his breath to quicken. How could a woman so devious have such an innocent air about her? If he didn't know better, he'd think she was pure and sinless. But a virtuous con? That was impossible.
He pulled a chair away from the table and held it out for her.
"I didn't have anything else to wear," she said, taking the offered chair. She eased down into it and folded her hands in her lap.
"You proved your point," he acknowledged.
Her chin lifted and her eyes flashed with determination. "After your comment this morning about all women sewing, I wanted you to see that not everyone does."
He shrugged. "So, I guess my mother helped you out with the alterations?"
He couldn't help but notice how the light glinted off the darkness of her hair. He couldn't have cared less that she didn't know how to sew. He didn't care that his comment that morning had caused such a commotion. All he could think about was that here before him was a woman who had his blood hotter than the cook's chili and tasted sweeter than honey.
And she'd stolen his mother's wedding ring!
"Yes, I convinced her to help me. She did most of the stitching."
"I bet she didn't take much persuasion, did she?" Travis was surprised that he only felt annoyance at his mother. Desirée, he was beginning to realize, could run around half naked and he wouldn't mind.
"No." Desirée picked up a fork and twirled it between her fingers. "We were pretty much in agreement that we had to do something."
"You couldn't just alter one of my mother's dresses?" he asked, knowing the answer beforehand.
She met his gaze head on. "There would be a lot of work. It would take several days. I needed clothes now!"
He ran his hand through his hair, brushing back the wayward locks. He'd never met a more stubborn, pain-in-the-ass woman, and all he wanted to do was take her upstairs to his room, peel those tight-fitting pants from her body, and show her just how her act of defiance affected him.
The door opened and the cook, who had been with them for most of Travis's life, stepped through the portal. Without a word he set the food on the table and disappeared back into the kitchen.
"Besides, I just knew you were going to come back from town and tell me to get my things so you could take me back to jail." She stared at him, as if she was ready to take him on. "And I'm prepared to fight you every step of the way."
He glanced over at her in the semi-darkness. She'd thought he was taking her back to jail. The memory of the smell of the Tarrant county jail almost made him gag. Somehow he couldn't blame her for her reaction. "So, that's what this little rebellion is all about."
"I overheard you and Eugenia arguing the other night."
"Hmm."
"So, do I have a fight on my hands or what?" she challenged.
"You're the séance woman—you tell me!" he said.
The tempting aroma of roast beef rose in the air, steam twirling through the candlelight like wisps of fog on a warm fall night.
Desirée leaned back in her chair and smoothed the napkin in her lap. "I only speak for the dead. From the way you looked at me coming down those stairs, you're not dead."
Travis watched as she flipped a wayward curl back over her shoulder. So his shock and arousal at the sight of Desirée in men's clothing had been that obvious. No wonder his poor mother had practically run. "No. I'm not taking you to jail. At least not yet."
"Thank God." She breathed a sigh of relief and picked up her wineglass and sipped carefully. "So what changed your mind?"
He shrugged. It was better she didn't know he was having her investigated. That was certain to cause problems he didn't need just yet. "No rush."
"Well, it won't be necessary at all. I'll be gone before you find it necessary to return me there."
He raised an eyebrow and let the comment slide. Unless the ring turned up soon, she could plan a trip to the county seat in the next couple of weeks. But for now he didn't want to think of her behind bars.
Picking up her plate, he put a slice of roast and some potatoes and gravy on it, and returned it to her. "By the way, your trunk should be here day after tomorrow. I'll send someone into town to pick it up for you."
"You did check on it. Thanks." She pulled at the top of his Western-cut shirt, which fit her snugly. "You know, I don't know how you men can stand to wear these clothes. The pants feel like they're going to cut me in two, and the shirt feels like it might bust a button any moment now."
Travis had just taken a bite of food and choked at her comments. God, the woman was determined to kill him. The image of buttons flying off her shirt and revealing her creamy white breasts made him gasp. He coughed, trying to clear his windpipe.
She jumped up and pounded him on the back. "Raise your arm. That's what Isaiah always did for me whenever I got choked."
As she returned to her chair, he glanced at her over the top of his wineglass and tried not to react. What he wanted to do was pick her up, carry her upstairs, and slowly peel his clothes off that well- curved body, one piece at a time. He ached to strip her naked and bury himself in the soft folds of her flesh.
But from somewhere down deep he managed a smile. "Losing a button could be dangerous."
A blush materialized on her high cheekbones. "You're right, a flying button could possibly hit someone or poke an eye out."
"That's not exactly the kind of danger I was referring to."
"Oh?"
"No. I was more concerned about you exposing yourself. But then again, sometimes exposure is good for the soul."
"Ah, cowboy, I talk to souls, not expose them."
He took a deep breath and tried to calm his pulsating body, tried not to think about how much he wanted to forget his conscience, forget the fact that she had stolen from his mother. He only wanted to remember the taste of her lips, the feel of her hot, luscious body pressed against his.
"I think it's time we retired to the parlor, so that I can sip a glass of brandy," he said, jumping up from the table, eager to get away from the candles, the wine, and the cozy atmosphere.
"But we haven't had dessert."
He stared at the beautiful woman staring back at him in her delightful pants. If she wasn't careful, she was going to wind up being dessert. "Not now, maybe later."
***
Rose sat in a high-backed chair and stared uncomfortably around the lavishly furnished room. She'd never stayed anywhere as nice as the Burnetts' home. It was a mansion compared to some of her temporary homes.
She glanced across the room at Travis and sighed. She'd worn the pants to get back at him for his attitude that morning, but somehow the plan had backfired. Now, instead of feeling in control of the situation, she felt uncomfortable in the tight clothes, particularly since they had not had the desired effect on Mr. Burnett.
Of course, she hadn't really thought of what kind of effect she had expected beyond blustering anger. She'd thought he would come unhinged at the way she had carried out his command. Yes, she had taken needle and thread and sewn, but not a dress. And to be honest, she'd done very little of the sewing. Eugenia had quickly and efficiently altered Travis's old clothes, which the two of them had found in the attic.
But the conforming clothes hadn't created the desired effect. He wasn't reacting at all as she'd expected. Instead of venting his wrath, all he'd done was stare. And his stare left her feeling flushed and warm. She'd felt almost naked standing in front of him. Naked and more self-conscious than when he'd barged in and found her in her chemise.
She hadn't planned on feeling so vulnerable when she and Eugenia had come up with this plan.
Swinging her legs, her feet dangling from the chair like a small child, she watched Travis reading his newspaper, sipping his brandy. The homey atmosphere left her slightly bored and a little anxious. If she sat here one more second thinking about what she was wearing, she would go absolutely mad. He wasn't paying her the least bit of mind, but was completely engrossed in that silly newssheet.
She ran her fingers across a cherub sitting on a table. "So, you believe in angels?"
He glanced up and looked at her, his eyes traveling down the front of her shirt. "Don't know. Never gave it much thought."
He went back to his paper.
"I believe in angels. I think they carry us to heaven when we die."
"Hmm." Travis reached across and lifted his brandy snifter to his lips. "You would."
"Well don't you?'
"I don't spend much time sitting around thinking about what's going to happen when I die. I guess I'll find out when it happens."
He set the glass of amber liquid down and went back to his paper.
Unable to sit a moment longer, Rose stood and wandered to the window. "Look, the moon's as full as a butterball tonight. A sparking moon, my dad would call it."
"Hmm. What was your father doing sparking?" he asked.
"Papa was the type of man the ladies loved. He knew how to sweet-talk his way into getting just about anything he wanted. I guess that's why he eventually married my mother."
Travis lowered the paper and looked at her. "Where are your parents?"
"My father's dead. My mother died when I was six. I barely remember her. But people still remember Rosalyn Severin." She sighed. "She was a great stage actress. Played Broadway up until she died."
Travis glanced at her above his paper, his eyes coolly curious. "What about your father—was he an actor?"
Rose laughed. Telling Travis the truth about her father would be like handing him a key to her jail cell. She'd be looking between bars before daybreak.
No, her childhood fantasy was much better than the truth and safer besides. The last time she'd seen her father had been in Kansas City, and frankly she hoped she'd never see him again.
"My father was a banker's son who loved the theater. My grandfather disapproved of the performing arts—and my mother. When he was a youngster, Dad would leave the family business and sneak down to the opera house. It was there that he met my mother and they fell madly in love. Papa left behind a life of luxury and money for my mother."
She sighed and gazed at Travis. For some reason, this fabricated tale had always brought her peace and a sense of security when she was a child, but Travis looked skeptical.
Quickly, before he asked questions, she changed the direction of the conversation. "What about your parents? How did they meet?"
Travis shook his head. "Don't know. They moved from Virginia to Texas, but that's all I know. Dad never spoke too much about his past, and Mom only spoke of her family."
"You never asked?" Rose questioned.
He shrugged. "Not really."
"Why not? Weren't you curious?"
"Nope."
She watched him turn the page of the newspaper. "Did your parents love one another?"
"They were committed to one another. My mother ran the house, and my father took care of the ranch," he said, his voice almost uninterested.
"But was there passion between the two of them?"
Travis frowned. "My father loved my mother. Not because of passion, but because she was a decent woman who took care of their home and raised his children."
"Oh," Rose said, a smile on her lips. "But if there wasn't passion and love, what kept them together all those years?"
His brow rose, and he took a deep breath. "Desirée, it's obvious you don't understand. Love is what naturally happens between a good man and a good woman who spend a lifetime getting to know each other. Passion is just a momentary feeling that, once explored, is gone."
"No!" Rose couldn't believe what she was hearing. "Passion is what causes love to take root and grow. It's a natural occurrence between two people who are attracted to one another."
"Passion is a short-lived emotion that happens when a man wants a woman. She doesn't have to be a good woman. She's just convenient at the moment."
Rose studied him. She'd never tried her hand at seduction, but this seemed the perfect opportunity and a chance to prove him wrong. She walked around the furniture until she was standing in front of Travis. She leaned down until they were eye to eye.
"If you were to feel passion for me, you would not consider me to be a nice woman?" she asked, her voice low and sultry.
He frowned, wrinkling his forehead, and his eyes raked her from head to foot. "Now, I'm having trouble with this question for several reasons."
He paused. "All the nice women I know don't dress in men's clothing that has been resized to fit them like a second skin. Secondly, they don't run a séance parlor or steal. And last, they don't tempt a man the way you do."
She leaned even more toward Travis, who was pinned to the couch, blocked in by Rose's presence, but he wasn't resisting. In fact, his eyes widened and darkened with an emotion that seemed to reach deep inside her and start a flash fire.
"I don't tempt men, Travis. I don't try to entice you." She paused a moment, then added, "Most of the time. So am I to be blamed for the fact that I attract you?"
"Yes," he said. "I'm a man. When you dress this way, you're provoking, and I respond like any man."
"So you don't think I'm a lady."
"Nope."
A flash of anger burst through her, but she quickly tamped down the hurtful feeling. She didn't like his response, but getting angry would get her nowhere.
Yet her voice sounded harsh in her ears. "You're right—ladies don't wear men's clothing. I guess it would have been better if I'd gone naked. At least then I wouldn't be breaking that rule. And it would be better for me not to try to help others who have lost loved ones get over their grief, and let myself starve, since I wouldn't have a job. And I guess a real lady wouldn't lean so close to you and think about how your lips felt against mine when you kissed me. Or admit to the passion created by your kiss."
She took a deep breath and leaned within a hairs-breadth of him. "Maybe I don't want to be a lady."
He gazed at her, and then his hands reached up and pulled her into his lap. "Good. Then I feel free to do this."
His lips covered hers, and she tasted the sweet brandy on his mouth. She traced the edges of his lips with her tongue, feeling awkward yet boldly allowing his kiss.
God, he made her crazy. Nothing ever seemed easy with Travis, yet passion burst forth every time she touched him. Passion that felt so right, so natural that she forgot everything but the feel of his lips on hers.
His newspaper fell to the floor in a forgotten heap as he pulled her deeper into his embrace. His kiss became explosive as his lips moved over hers, devouring her. His hands were caressing her, moving up and down her arms as if he couldn't decide whether to continue or to stop. He pulled her across his lap, cradling her in his arms, his lips never leaving hers. The feel of his callused fingers trailing down her neck to her opened shirt drove her crazy with need.
Why this man? Why this man, who thought she was a wanton, who wanted a lifeless, dull woman? Why this man when she could never be a woman who lived by the social mores dictated to ladies?
And he definitely wanted a lady.
She'd never met a more faithful, dependable man in her life, and for the first time realized what her life had been lacking until this moment. Travis Burnett was true to his word, and she wondered how he could make her feel a sense of refuge and safety, a sense of security she hadn't realized was missing, until he'd held her in his arms. It was almost as if she'd come home, to a feeling she'd never experienced before. Though she would never understand why
Travis Burnett was the man who had awakened her sensuality.
Cool air fanned across her delicate skin, and she realized that somehow the buttons of her shirt had been loosened. She felt his hand slip inside her chemise and tenderly pluck her nipple, rubbing it between his fingers. She moaned deep in her throat. She wanted more, so much more, as she arched her back fervently, giving him access to her aching breasts.
She throbbed with a need she'd never known before, and she wanted him in the worst possible way. His lips wildly covered hers, sucking the very life breath from her as he plundered her mouth.
He roused every emotion within her, from anger and despair to laughter and happiness. She'd never given her heart to a man before, yet this man left her feeling out of control.
Suddenly he broke off the kiss, his absence leaving her with a sense of loss. Dazed, she opened her eyes and gazed up at him in surprise, seeing the turbulent emotions warring in his dark brown eyes just as he pushed her off his lap.
She scrambled to keep from falling onto the floor as he jumped up from the couch.
"Stop!" he commanded, his eyes piercing in the dim light from the lamps.
Travis ran a hand through his hair and began to pace, his breathing rapid and shallow, his face flushed. He'd been on the verge of losing control here in his mother's parlor. Dear God, she could have walked in on them at any moment and found Desirée sprawled on her sofa, her son all over the female thief.
Another five minutes and his sweet little mother could have had heart failure at the sight of the two them deep in the throes of passion. Desirée had taken him to the edge, and somehow he'd managed to crawl back. Barely.
Travis breathed in and out, forcing himself to relax as he paced the floor. How was he going to keep his hands off this woman? How could they continue to live in the same house, if all she was going to do was tempt him? "We can't keep kissing like this."
Her hand reached up and touched her swollen lips. "What's wrong with kissing? I was kind of enjoying it."
Desirée quickly buttoned her shirt.
"Because it's not right."
"Felt good to me."
He sighed, the sound heavy in the room. How could he explain nicely that he was not interested in a woman like Desirée—at least not permanently? How did you describe a woman whose reputation was definitely colorful?
"Look, I'm not looking for a woman like you. I want . . . hell, I don't know what I want in a woman anymore. But I want someone honest. Someone who's not been ..."
"Yes?" Her green eyes flashed like a thunderstorm and for a moment he thought she was going to strike out at him.
"Like I said, you know nothing about me," she said passionately. "And though it's probably a big disappointment for you, I'm not trying to tempt, seduce, or entice you. Just let me go."
The gall of the woman. She was going to stand right there and lie to him. Blatantly disagree with him after she had kissed him. She had bewitched him from the moment they met!
"Yes, you are. Look at you—you're a tempting vixen. You're always there with that twinkle in your eye and a smile on your lips, bustling around the room like a—like a—hussy!"
Damn! He'd lost his temper after all, after he'd promised himself he wouldn't let her get to him. It seemed that no matter what he did, invariably she had a knack for getting him riled.
"How dare you call me a hussy!" She took a deep breath, the buttons on her shirt almost exploding. "That twinkle is not seduction, it's outrage. You big lout! And you don't even know the difference."
"No decent woman would kiss me like that."
"Your definition of a decent woman lives in a nunnery, hasn't had to work for a living, and couldn't take care of a dog, let alone herself. And her kisses would be boring."
He took a deep breath. That hurt! So he wanted an innocent, a woman who lived by the rules—his rules—and depended on him. What was wrong with that?
They were practically screaming at one another, and still the urge to grab her and kiss her was getting stronger and stronger. He wanted to kiss her until she was dazed, breathless, and, with luck, speechless.
But he couldn't. "Look. Just leave me alone. I don't want to get mixed up with a gal like you."
"What makes you think I want to be involved with you? I can be packed within five minutes and ready to leave. We can pretend we never met and this never happened."
There was no way he was going to let her go. He couldn't just let her walk out of his life. Not yet.
"You know the answer to that riddle. Give me the ring back, and I'll take you into town tonight."
"Quel abruti, "she said, with a toss of her hair. "I'm sick of arguing that belabored point. I'm not wasting my breath."
She turned her back on him and strolled toward the stairs as if she were a queen and he was one of her subjects. What did she mean, she wasn't going to argue that one anymore? If she were innocent, she'd defend herself, right?
"Come back here. We're not through talking about this."
"Then talk till you're blue in the face, but I'm through. Good night, Travis."
It was all Travis could do to watch her walk away. The urge to go after her and kiss her until she became pliant and hot in his arms was still strong, but he resisted. But how much longer could he withstand her tempting wiles? And did he really want to?
***
The sound of the dogs barking, sounding the alarm, woke Travis from a fitful sleep. His feet hit the cold floor, and he reached for his trousers and his six- shooter. His first thought was that Desirée was escaping, and he sprinted for the closed bedroom door, tucking his shirt into his pants as he went. Yanking it open, he rushed across the hall. In his haste, he pushed her door open. The wooden portal slammed against the wall.
Desirée sat straight up in bed, her long mahogany hair streaming wildly about her face. Oh God, she was beautiful.
"What's wrong?" she asked.
A sleep-tousled Desirée was almost too much for his barely held-in-check sensuality. She looked so innocent with her hair hanging untamed about her face, her nightgown falling off one silken shoulder. The urge to throw caution out the window and crawl into her bed was strong.
"Nothing," he said and felt like a fool for interrupting her sleep. "Sorry to have awakened you."
"You come crashing into my bedroom in the wee hours of the morning and expect me to go back to sleep?"
He ignored her comment, knowing he'd have said even more if the situation were reversed.
"Just stay in your room." The sound of the dogs growling sent him rushing down the stairs, his gun in his hand, leaving a very sexy Desirée to her own conclusions.
He reached the bottom of the stairs and hurried to the window. He peered out into the inky blackness. The dogs were standing in the yard, growling at a Negro man on horseback.
Several of his cowhands, rifles in hand, were approaching the man. Travis stepped out onto the porch.
"Who are you? What do you want?" he called into the night.
The man threw his leg over the saddle and slid from his horse. His feet hit the ground and Travis's men raised their rifles.
"I ..." The click of hammers being pulled back gave the man pause. "I don't want no trouble."
Just then Desirée flew past Travis, down the stairs, straight into the arms of the man. "Isaiah! Isaiah," she called into the darkened night. "Thank God you found me. I was so worried about you."
The Negro man returned her hug. "Oh, Miss Rose, you scared the life out of me. I searched for you for days. What are you doin' here?"
She leaned back and gazed up at the man. "I'm so happy to see you. It's a long story, Isaiah. But now that you've found me, we won't be here much longer."
Suddenly it dawned on Travis just who this man was. He was the missing manservant. "Put your weapons down, men," he called. "You all can go back to bed!"
Reluctantly, the cowboys walked back to the bunkhouse, occasionally looking back over their shoulders at the touching scene, clearly admiring Desirée in her night shift.
Travis frowned and tried to step between their line of sight and Desirée. He didn't need his men gawking at her every time she stepped outside.
After the men disappeared inside, Travis strolled over to Desirée and her manservant.
"Name's Isaiah Wilkes, sir. I'm Miss Severin's servant. Sorry to ride in this late at night and cause a fuss."
Travis frowned. Something wasn't quite right. "Did you call her Rose?"
Desirée gasped.
Isaiah looked at Desirée, a guilty grimace on his black face, before he lifted his eyes to Travis. "Yes, sir, Miss Rose Severin, otherwise known as Desirée, Voice of the Dead."
A stiff wind could have blown Travis over as he stood, stunned, absorbing the news that Desirée's name was really Rose. Inwardly, he called himself a fool. He should have known her real name wasn't Desirée. Hadn't he mentioned to Eugenia that very first night that Desirée was probably a fictitious name?
"Rose," he said with disgust "From France?"
"Don't go making a big deal out of nothing. My real name is Rose. Rose Severin, born right here in America. But my stage name is Desirée."
"Do you change it each time you change cons, or each time you change towns, or maybe even every Saturday night? Take a bath, scrub off the dirt, and choose a new name? Tired of the old life, change towns, change names? Even change professions?" he shouted.
It seemed so dirty. She'd lied about her name, and somehow he felt betrayed. He glanced at Isaiah, who stepped back and was hurriedly loosening the cinch on his saddle, his eyes downcast.
"That's enough, cowboy. I'm getting tired of your insinuations," she said, her voice tense in the darkness.
"Lady, I don't give a damn. A lie is a lie. You should have told me your real name was Rose."
"Why? So that you could haul me down to the county jail under the name of Rose, instead of Desirée? So you could drag me halfway back across Texas as Rose, instead of Desirée? Or could it be that Rose sounds more like a lady than Desirée?"
Angrily he chewed his bottom lip.
The urge to scream at her that he had given the wrong name to a Pinkerton man was strong. That piece of knowledge was better kept to himself.
She sidled up closer to him, her wrapper flapping in the cool breeze. Like moonbeams, her eyes flashed in the darkness. "You aren't playing fair, so why should I? Abduction isn't a noble cause."
"You're right, I'm not playing fair. But then again, I never play fair when people try to con my family or steal from me."
She laughed. "Guilty until proven innocent."
"Miss Rose, I'm going to take this horse to the barn now."
"Go ahead, Isaiah." She turned back to Travis. "Somehow I don't think having to prove you're not guilty is what the founding fathers had in mind when they wrote the Constitution."
"They didn't have a lying con artist distracting them."
"So now I'm a distraction. A lying distraction at that." She took a deep breath and tried to reason with him. "Look, it's the middle of the night, I'm tired, and you've caused me more than enough grief this evening. I suggest you step back and take a breather, or I'm going to come out with fists flying."
"Well, at least then you won't be kissing me," he shot back, knowing the words were a mistake the moment they left his mouth.
She stepped forward and grabbed him by the arm and shook him. "Wake up, cowboy! You've started a lot of the kissing yourself! I don't understand it and I don't think I want to know why, but there's an attraction between the two of us. It's time you realized it." She stepped back and took a deep breath. "God help me, I'd just as soon kiss a snake."
"Believe me, the feeling is mutual. Snakebite is quick and fatal. Your kiss could be just as deadly."
She raised her arms in disbelief, then dropped them dramatically. She started to laugh hysterically. "I've just admitted I'm attracted to you, and all you can say is my kiss is deadly?" She sighed, her breasts rising and falling. "Merde! You are a stubborn, ignorant man."
For a moment he was stunned, as the impact of her words sank slowly into his dazed, angry mind. She had admitted she was attracted to him. She was drawn to him, just as he was drawn to her. Slowly his anger receded, to be replaced by that anticipatory feeling that came upon him whenever he was with Desirée, or whatever she was calling herself now. That feeling that something better was just a deep kiss away. That feeling he'd been running from since that roadhouse outside of Waco.
God, yes, he wanted her too, but it was all wrong.
The memory of her deception came racing back, and he reminded himself that she'd probably told any number of men she was attracted to them. Why should he think he was the first, though he wanted to believe her words were real? Part of him wanted to believe that she was attracted to him, but he couldn't. "How can I know your words are not just an attempt to seduce me into letting you go?"
The expression on her face drooped like a wilting flower, and he watched as she clenched her fists. "Lourdeau schnock."
"Don't start talking that French talk to me," he demanded. "Speak English so I can understand."
"Vache!" She turned and strolled off, leaving a stunned Travis watching her just as Isaiah returned from the barn.
"What did she just say?" he asked Isaiah.
Isaiah shrugged. "I don't know for certain, but I think she just called you some kind of animal."
***
Rose had never been so despondent in all her life. Her normal cheerful disposition had been beaten down to near extinction. Only Isaiah's return the night before had lifted her spirits. Even then, they'd had precious little time alone until this afternoon.
Sun rays glistened on the shimmering pond as Rose and Isaiah walked along the beaten path surrounding the water. It was their first chance since his return for a private moment out of range of listening ears.
A warm breeze teased wisps of dark curls about her face. She brushed the tendrils back with her hand. "It seems like you've been gone for much longer than a couple of days. How was your father, Isaiah?"
"He's getting old, Miss Rose. I was really hoping we could stay in this area a while longer so I could visit him again."
"I know. Me too," she said wistfully. "We were doing well in Fort Worth. We could have earned enough money to reach New York."
"Yep."
But instead she was trapped on a ranch struggling with a growing sense of awareness of a man who thought she was a thief. One moment she wanted to shoot him and the next she wanted to kiss him. Her warring emotions battled within her, neither one maintaining the upper hand for long.
"I don't think I can take Mr. Burnett's hospitality much longer, Isaiah. I would have tried leaving again, but I was hoping you'd find me." She squeezed his arm. "And you did."
Since the trellis incident, she'd been watching the comings and goings on the ranch, looking for a better opportunity to escape.
"Well, I had to do some serious searching," Isaiah said, his boots scuffing at a rock in the ground. "It gave me quite a scare to see you'd moved on without me."
"Isaiah, I never would have left you." She placed her hand on his arm. "I didn't have any choice."
A bird trilled a song in a nearby cottonwood tree, the noise oddly soothing.
Isaiah chuckled. "Yeah, that's what the deputy told me."
Rose kicked a rock and watched it roll, tumbling down into the pond. Isaiah's arrival last night had been a balm to her disturbed soul. Finally, she had someone on her side. Someone who knew who she was and, more importantly, what she wasn't. Someone to help her make Travis realize she wasn't a thief.
"The marshal told me Mr. Burnett was holding you because he thought you had stolen his mother's wedding ring." Isaiah glanced at her, his dark eyes gazing at her with pity.
"Yes. I don't even know what the band looks like." She paused and then turned to look at Isaiah. "He doesn't know me, but still he's assumed the worst about me."
Isaiah stopped walking, reached down, and picked up a rock. With a gentle toss, he threw it out over the water and watched it skip across the pond, creating small ripples on the otherwise smooth surface.
"Yet you said last night that you're attracted to him. Is that true?" he questioned.
She crossed her arms protectively about her. "I don't know. Every time I start to think he's a nice man who's honest and good, he accuses me of some new violation. He thinks I'm the worst kind of woman. He thinks I cheat people out of their money. He thinks I'm a thief and a seductress."
She put her hands on her hips and stared at Isaiah. "Me a seductress." Picking up a rock, she threw it, trying to make it skip across the water, only to watch it plunk into the pond.
"Miss Rose, you're a beautiful woman. Mr. Burnett doesn't know you've had little experience with men. He doesn't know that we're trying to make a livin' the only way we know how."
"Still, I'm not who he thinks I am. He hasn't given me a chance." She sighed. "His life has been so lucky." She glanced off at the house. "He's lived here with an honest-to-goodness family. He went to church and school, probably even graduated. I bet he never went hungry or watched his father change women as often as he changed underwear."
Isaiah squatted down on his haunches and rested. "Nope. That man ain't like your papa, that's for sure. So is it the man you're attracted to, or living in a big, fancy house? Do you want a family and children, Rose, or to be an actress like your mama?"
Rose glanced at the man who was more of a father than her real father had ever been. His question surprised her. She'd never really considered being anything besides an actress like her mother. It seemed as if she'd been born with the idea of being on the stage, yet she'd never made it up on one yet. It was always in the future. Always when they arrived in New York.
She worried her lip. "Of course I want what I've always desired. I wish to be an actress. You know that's what I've dreamed of doing. It was the reason I started this séance parlor business. To earn money to reach New York."
"I'm only asking," Isaiah said, watching her closely. "I'm wondering if that is still your dream."
"Just because I met a man who reeks of dependability and breathes honesty doesn't mean I'm ready to give up everything I've planned and waited for."
Isaiah picked up another rock and threw it across the water. "If that's what you still want, then that's what you need to do. But sometimes dreams change, and if yours changes, Miss Rose, its okay."
Rose bent over, picked up a large rock, and threw it across the pond. It landed in the water with a splash and quickly sank.
"Nothing has changed. I still wish to be an actress. I still want to go to New York. I'm going to be like my mother and be famous. In fact, the sooner we get out of here, the better. I'll wait just long enough for you to visit your family again, and then we're leaving with or without Travis Burnett's approval."
"You never answered the other part of my question, Miss Rose," Isaiah reminded her.
"What? You mean about being attracted to Travis or his way of life?"
"Yes."
She stared across the pond for a moment. "It's got to be his life. Surely I wouldn't be attracted to the man. He's a do-gooder. We're about as opposite as two people can be. I'd probably be bored out of my mind with a man like him, living here in the sticks."
Isaiah nodded his head. "Just be careful, Miss Rose. You're not very experienced with men and matters of the heart."
"Don't worry about me."
An apple tree full of spring blossoms grew close to the water, and the sweet smell filled the breeze. Rose walked down and picked a small twig from the tree and held the fragrant stem to her nose.
"There might be another reason for us to consider waiting before we head off to another city," Isaiah said, as he watched her.
"What do you mean?" Rose asked.
"Hudson Productions is coming to Fort Worth and they'll be putting on a production of The Taming of the Shrew." They're bringing some of their actors with them, but they are holding auditions for other parts two weeks from now. It would be a good way to get some acting experience."
"Yes!" she cried, doing a little dance in the grass.
Isaiah glanced up at her and smiled. "Yes, what?"
"Yes, I'm going to audition. Yes, I'm going to get a part, and yes, it's finally going to start happening."
A twinge of excited fear filled her. This would be her chance to prove to herself that she could be an actress like her mother.
Isaiah held up a hand. "Have you forgotten, Mr. Burnett doesn't want you to leave the ranch?"
"No, I haven't forgotten. But he can't hold me prisoner here any longer."
Since the first night, she had been a relatively easy prisoner, hoping he would see she wasn't a thief, hoping he would realize his mistake, hoping he would release her. But no morel Travis was about to have his hands full of trouble.
***
Rose peered into the parlor, hoping to catch a glimpse of Travis sitting in his favorite chair. It was late evening, and she and Isaiah had spent the rest of the afternoon stitching up the rips and tears in her only dress. They had washed it, and now Rose felt prepared to take on Travis, whom she hadn't seen all day.
She'd tried not to watch for him, but several times she'd caught herself looking off in the distance, watching for a tall man on horseback, wanting to see his figure silhouetted against the sky. But no such luck.
Restless after her preparations, she'd finally decided to go downstairs and wait.
Eugenia glanced up at Rose as she stood in the doorway. "Desirée, dear, come in. Travis still hasn't come in from the barn. Seems one of the cows was having a difficult birth, and he's been out trying to save the calf."
Rose stepped in through the door and watched as Eugenia's eyes widened. "My, my, you certainly look pretty tonight. You've fixed up that dress very nicely."
"Isaiah repaired it for me."
"Well, Travis will have to be dead not to notice," Eugenia said, her knitting needles silent in her lap.
"Thank you." The thought of Travis thinking she was pretty left a pleasant feeling that she immediately tried to stifle. Right now she didn't want that warm, breathless feeling. She was trying to escape from Travis and his mother. Yet part of her wasn't ready to leave behind the handsome, stubborn cowboy.
Eugenia picked up her knitting, and the sound of needles clicking resounded through the parlor like castanets. Rose took a seat in a rocker by the window and glanced out into the inky blackness.
Tense, she waited and watched, occasionally getting up to pace the floor, eager for his return.
Maybe now would be a good time to apologize to Eugenia. She felt she owed the woman at least an explanation regarding her name.
"Eugenia, there's something I need to tell you."
"What, dear?"
"When you met me in the séance parlor, I introduced myself as Desirée Severin. Desirée is my stage name. My real name is Rose Severin."
Eugenia smiled and tilted her head to the side. "Rose," she said as if trying her name out. "I think I like your real name much better. It seems more fitting than Desirée."
"I'm sorry I didn't tell you, but I never gave it much thought until Isaiah called me Rose last night and Travis had a fit."
She stood and began to pace.
"He acted like I had intentionally misled him. It's just a name. It's all part of the presentation of my skills."
Eugenia laughed. "Travis certainly can get himself riled up. Almost as much as his father." She laid her knitting needles down. "You know, dear, you still owe me a séance to try to find my other son. Tanner was such a dear boy, I can't stand to think of him as dead."
"What do you know about him?"
"Only that at the Battle of Atlanta he disappeared. His body was never recovered, and as far as we know he was not taken prisoner." She sighed. "We just don't know what happened to him."
"Eugenia, I don't want to get your hopes up. I don't think I'm going to be able to help you," Rose said, not wanting to lie to Eugenia.
"But you promised you would try."
"All right. We'll try, but not when Travis is around." Rose twisted her hands, an idea forming in her mind. "You know, Eugenia, I would really appreciate your help with a little problem. Isaiah told me about a theater troupe coming to town."
Rose paused, watching the interest dawn on Eugenia's face. "I remember when you came to visit me, you recommended that I try acting before I went all the way to New York. Well, now's my chance. They're holding auditions in two weeks."
Eugenia had stopped her knitting and sat gazing at Rose, her forehead drawn together in a frown.
"I don't know what to say." Eugenia glanced at her knitting, picked up a dropped stitch, and then the sound of furious clicking resounded in the room. "I did say you should try acting." Eugenia sighed, the sound heavy in the room. "Didn't you tell me your mother was a famous actress?"
"Yes," Rose said, trying to keep the rising excitement out of her voice.
"This is very important to you, isn't it?"
"Oh, yes."
Rose watched Eugenia, her face a thoughtful reflection as her knitting needles went faster and faster, as if racing with her thoughts. "All right, I'll help you."
"Oh, thank you," Rose said, feeling relieved.
"Don't get too excited. There's a small condition to my help," Eugenia warned. "First you must talk to Travis and ask him to let you go to the audition."
"You know he's not going to give me permission."
"I won't help you until he refuses to let you go. Then, if he denies you, I'll do what I can."
It wasn't an unreasonable request, and she had planned on confronting Travis. "All right. I'll ask him tonight."
Thirty minutes passed before Rose heard the sound of Travis's boots clumping on the wooden porch. The sound made her breathing quicken, and her eyes were drawn to the doorway. His piercing brown eyes met hers as he paused before stepping through the door. He looked tired, the lines around his eyes weary from the long day. His clothes were spotted with blood.
"Well?" Eugenia asked. "Did you save them?"
"Yes, for now."
"You did good work, son. They're both alive."
Suddenly Rose realized how much he cared about his animals, even a mother cow and her calf. He'd wanted to save them. The realization left her oddly troubled. She wanted to hate Travis Burnett, yet she just couldn't.
Everything about the man was decent and good, except for restraining her and believing she'd stolen his mother's ring. Somehow it hurt that he thought she could steal. Even in the roughest of times, she'd never stolen, just twisted the truth to fit her needs.
"Yeah, if they live through the night, they'll probably be okay." He pulled his hat off and tossed it onto a hat rack and then proceeded to slump down into a chair across from his mother and Rose.
"God, I'm beat!" he said.
Eugenia glanced at Rose. "I think I'll retire now that I know about that poor animal."
Laying her knitting aside, she turned her gaze upon Rose and gave her a knowing glance. "Good night, dears."
Rose watched Eugenia walk out of the room, the sound of her skirts swishing as she left. She glanced over at Travis, who had laid his head back and closed his eyes. "Bad day, huh?"
"Yeah, you might call it that."
She sighed. Somehow this didn't seem to be the right time, yet she boldly blazed ahead. She had to know. "I need to talk to you."
"Does it have to be tonight?"
"Unfortunately, yes."
Travis opened his eyes and gazed at her with a look that was a cross between annoyance and curiosity. "What's so important?"
"How much longer are you going to keep me here? I need to know, Travis."
He laid his head back against the cushion once more and closed his eyes. "That's simple. Until you give the ring back."
Irritation blazed through her, yet she tried to restrain herself. It would do no good to lose her temper. "Then I guess we're staying forever, because I don't have the ring."
"Glad that's settled. Anything else?"
Rose took a deep breath. "I'm serious. You can't mean to keep us here forever."
"I mean exactly that," he said, his voice level without emotion. "Unless you'd rather go to jail."
"Of course not. I have to get out of here, Travis," she said, her voice rising, her frustration mounting.
He opened his eyes and glanced at her. "What changed today while I was gone? You didn't want to leave this badly before. Did Isaiah tell you it was time to go?"
"No." She twisted her handkerchief. "No ... I mean, yes. I wanted to leave. It's just that now I have something I need to do."
"Like what?"
"There's a theater troupe coming to town next week. They're having auditions. I want to be in this play."
She waited for his response, certain of the outcome.
"Like hell! There's no way I'm going to let you leave here to be part of a theater group that probably has the morals of a gang of carpetbaggers." He sat up and rubbed his hands across his face.
"And just who made you my keeper?" she asked, her voice rising along with his. She'd made a promise to herself that she would not get upset and argue with Travis, yet that was exactly what was happening.
"You did, when you stole my mother's ring. You're confined to the house, until I deem it time to let you go. And I guarantee that won't be soon."
"Travis Burnett, you're impossible." Rose stood up, her skirts flowing away from her as she walked up to him. She stood over him, her hands on her hips. "I want to be in that play. And I'm going to do everything I can to get there, whether you like it or not."
***
"You're not going to let her audition, are you?" Eugenia asked the next morning over breakfast. Rose had yet to make an appearance this morning.
Travis couldn't help but wonder about his mother. She was obviously taking that little liar's side once again. "Nope. Not till I get your ring back."
The thought of letting Rose go into town alone made him feel anxious, and that frightened him. He didn't need to start caring what Rose did, except returning the ring. It could lead to nothing but trouble.
"Why not?" Eugenia asked, exasperated.
He raised his eyebrows at his mother. "You think I should let her go audition for a play? Where she would have the chance to meet up with all kinds of ruffians? Sell your wedding ring, her body, or anything else she might take from the house? Even skip town if she wanted."
"She's not going to sell anything to anyone. You're overreacting."
"You know, Mother, for someone whose most precious possession was stolen by Rose, you seem mighty cozy with her. You're not angry, and you almost seem to enjoy her company."
"What do you want me to do? Flog her? Rose is a delightful girl, who just happened to be the last person I was with when my ring disappeared. It's most likely her, but I can't prove it."
"Mother, I've basically kidnapped this woman, held her hostage to retrieve your ring. I'd be very upset if I found out she didn't steal your ring."
Eugenia swallowed. "Who else could it be?"
"Then I see no reason to let her go audition to be in a play. That will only put her in touch with other questionable characters and give her a chance to escape."
The thought of never seeing Rose again was disturbing, way too disturbing. It had to be because of his mother's ring. That's all it could be.
"But she has nothing to do. And this has always been an interest of hers. I even suggested she try acting before going to New York."
He shrugged his shoulders. "Too bad."
Eugenia threw down her napkin. "Travis, you're being unreasonable. Let the poor girl audition."
"No. Rose or Desirée or whatever name she's going by today will remain here on the ranch until the ring is returned."
Eugenia shook her head. "Sometimes I think you're more difficult than your father."
Why was his mother defending the girl? She'd always been a strong defender of their family. She had instilled in him his sense of duty and honor. So why this time was she so eager to absolve this woman?
"I'll take that as a compliment, Mother."
***
Travis spent the day riding the range, checking out the herd, seeing to the new calves, and examining the cows that had yet to deliver their calves. It'd been a long, hot, dusty day spent in the saddle and he could hardly wait to reach the house and relax a couple of hours before turning in for the night.
Yet all day long his thoughts had repeatedly turned to Rose. All he could think about was the feel of her soft, satiny skin beneath his fingers. The way she smiled up at him, teasing him about something. The way she tasted when he kissed her. The way she passionately argued with him.
What would she be like in bed if she were naturally this ardent?
He shook himself. He couldn't think those kinds of thoughts. She was everything he despised in a woman. But if he felt nothing but disdain, why did he want to carry her upstairs, consequences be damned? Why did the woman have the ability to make him feel more alive than he'd felt in his entire life?
With determination he pushed the disturbing questions out of his mind.
As the barn came into sight, the sun slid below the western sky, creating an amber glow. Travis was suddenly eager to get to the house and see what kind of mischief Rose had been up to today.
Since she'd come into his life, it certainly was not dull.
He pulled on the reins, bringing his horse to a halt in front of the building. From inside came a strange sound, almost like a wailing noise, that caused him to shudder. Swinging his leg over the saddle, he dropped down to the ground and tugged on the reins of his horse. Opening the barn door, he glanced inside and felt like someone had punched him in the gut.
Some of his workers were gathered in a circle, along with his mother, who had her head bowed as if she were in prayer.
He wanted to rant and rave. He wanted to scream and shout. He wanted to pick Rose up and carry her from the barn and make love to her until she never thought about holding another séance.
A candle flame burned on the center of the table.
His men knew better than to have an open flame in the barn! With mounting fury, he couldn't believe they had been so careless. One spark would send it up like a bonfire, trapping the animals in their stalls.
Rose's voice crooned in the candlelit barn, "Tanner, come to us and let your loved ones speak to you once more."
"What in the hell is going on here?" Travis shouted, anger causing his voice to sound loud and harsh. "Put out that candle at once."
One of the men jumped up and blew out the light, plunging them into darkness. A match was struck, and a covered lantern was lit
"Before you get too upset at Rose, son, I asked her to hold this séance."
"Get to the house, Mother. I'll talk to you later. In fact, why don't all of you take a walk, while Miss Severin and I settle this."
Eugenia stood with a huff and hurried out the door. Rose watched his workers leaving, a stiff smile on her face. Finally they were alone.
Rose turned and faced him, her eyes narrowed as she raised an eyebrow. "Once again, cowboy, you've managed to ruin one of my séances."
"Miss Severin or whatever your name is, I don't give a damn whether I ruined your séance. I've been very explicit about how I feel about you holding a séance on my ranch."
She smiled. "I did it for your mother. I was trying to locate your missing brother."
"I don't care if you did it for the queen. There will be no séances held at this ranch. Do you understand me, Miss Severin?"
"Mr. Burnett, I must do something with my time, and since I cannot go to town and audition for the play, then I will hold séances. Here, on your ranch!"
"Tell me, you didn't take money from my men?"
She lifted her chin. "Of course I charged them a small fee. Not nearly what I normally charge, but I don't do this for free."
"Return it! Now!"
"No!"
"If you don't give me the cash you took from my men right this moment, I promise I'm going to search you until I find it."
"You wouldn't!"
He took a step, marching determinedly toward her. God, please don't make me carry out this stupid threat because I know if I touch her, I'm lost.
"All right! She walked over to a small box, lifted the lid to reveal a stash of cash, and then handed the coins to Travis. "Here! Take it!"
Travis reached out and accepted the coins. "You knew how I would feel about you doing this on my ranch, yet you did it to spite me."
"I held a séance because I am bored out of my ever- loving mind with nothing to do. I did it because your mother wants me to find your brother. I did it to earn some cash. I did it to show you I must go into town for that audition. I need that part in the play."
"No."
She took a deep breath and released it slowly. "You know, cowboy, I think I've been pretty patient, hoping you would realize I didn't steal your mother's ring. But I don't have time for this anymore. I'm leaving."
Rose's anger built with each step, until she stomped into the house. Travis had yelled repeatedly for her to stop, but she hadn't even turned and glanced in his direction. Just kept marching on, determined to get as far away from Travis Burnett as possible.
The man had brought her to his ranch and she'd stayed, trying her best to make him understand she had not stolen his mother's wedding ring. He didn't believe her, but her life had to carry on. She was leaving. And he'd have to follow her and drag her back before she'd return.
She advanced up the stairs, threw open the door to her bedroom, and located her valise. Picking up her few toiletries, she tossed them in her bag. As soon as she collected Isaiah, the two of them were heading to Fort Worth. She didn't care that it was almost dark, didn't care about the dangers on the road. She'd faced her biggest danger right here, and still he didn't believe she was innocent. Still he refused to consider that she hadn't stolen his mother's ring.
With a click she closed the clasp on her bag, picked it up, and glanced around the bedroom one last time. It was a lovely room, yet to her it had become a prison. A beautiful jail cell with a jailer who tormented her in ways she'd never imagined.
Rose walked out of the room and closed the door firmly behind her. Hurrying down the stairs, she was surprised when she didn't run into Eugenia, but she couldn't wait to say good-bye. Eugenia would try to stop her, and Rose was determined that this time she was leaving.
She had to get away from Travis before his accusations stung more than her pride. She had to get away before they damaged her soul. She had to get away before he broke down her barriers and eased his way into her heart.
Opening the door, she half expected to see Travis; instead the sight that met her eyes sent her heart plunging to her feet.
Smoke billowed like storm clouds from the barn's hayloft, signaling its death and destruction.
"Oh, God! The horses," she cried, dropping her suitcase on the front porch and running for the barn.
"Fire!" she screamed, her voice shrill with panic. "Help, fire!"
The door to the barn was closed, and she could hear the animals screaming in terror. Tears clogged her throat, her heart pounding in tune with her panic. She yanked open the heavy wooden door and a blast of smoke and soot hit her full in the face. She choked and coughed on the vile smell. Gazing into the blaze, her eyes teared from the fumes and heat. The frightened thumping of a horse kicking at his stall spurred her into action.
"Travis?" she called into the hazy barn, praying he wasn't in there. Fear pulsed with each beat of her heart. God, she didn't want to enter this inferno, but the horses were in danger.
Before her panic overwhelmed her, she stepped into the barn. As she lifted the rope latch on the first stall, she tried not to think about the large horses. She tried not to remember their massive hooves, slicing through the air in fear. Through the hazy smoke, she could see the horse's pupils wide with terror and fought to remain calm.
Swinging open the wooden door, Rose stepped back as the horse raced out of the stall, its hooves thundering through the barn and out the main door.
Coughing, she tried to hold the air in her lungs for as long as possible between each searing breath, knowing that with each gulp of air, she breathed more smoke.
Quickly she ran from one stall to the next, releasing the animals. Wood crackled and popped with the flames, the sound eerie and wicked along with the high-pitched wails of the animals. With each breath she drew, her chest felt scorched from the hot air and smoke.
"Travis!" she called over and over again. Rose had never been so scared in all her life. She kept looking for the man who was both her adversary and her protector, to no avail.
She ran to the next horse stall and swung open the door, but the horse shied away from her. Frightened of the animal, she pushed the door in further and called to the horse.
"Come on, gittee up, get going," she sputtered between coughing spasms.
The air was getting worse, and she knew she was quickly running out of time. But the horse just cried in fright and stomped nervously at the ground with his hoof. Taking a deep breath, she reached in and grabbed him by the halter, trying to keep as far away from the animal as possible. The horse shook his head, but she held on tight.
"Come on, please come out," she pleaded. "You don't want to stay in here. I promise."
The horse made a snorting sound and finally took a step toward freedom. As soon as the animal was out of the stall, she let go of the bridle and he took off through the barn and out the door.
She tried to heave a sigh of relief and only choked on wisps of cinders flying through the air. The smoke-filled air shimmered with heat, the temperature climbing as sweat poured down her face. Her skin felt as if it were melting and she wondered when she would begin to burn.
Where was Travis? Why hadn't someone come in to help her? Her heart pounded fiercely in her chest as she stumbled through the haze. For a brief moment she wondered if he were dead, and the thought brought a swift rush of pain. She hated him, yet she cared about him.
"Travis!" she screamed against the roar of the flames. Coughing continuously, she wondered if she would die from lack of air.
He laid his hand on her shoulder and she jumped in fear.
"Travis!" Impulsively she threw her arms around him, her relief at seeing him so great. "Oh, God, Travis!"
"What in the hell are you doing in here?" With both hands he grabbed her by the shoulders and gave her a sharp shake.
"The horses and cows. I had to help the animals." With each breath, her lungs felt seared with heat and smoke. Bright orange flames licked the walls seductively, dancing to a destructive beat.
"Get out," Travis shouted, spinning her around and trying to shove her toward the door.
"Not without you!" she commanded.
"Go! I'll get the rest of the animals, and then I'll be right behind you."
They had precious seconds before the ceiling would collapse. "I'm not leaving you."
"Then come on!" he said, running across the barn to stalls she hadn't seen.
Throwing open the doors, he shooed the animals out while she herded them through the thick haze and burning embers toward the open wooden door.
"Come on, let's get out of here," he yelled over the growing roar of the flames.
The loud bawl of a frightened cow and a bawling calf stopped her cold.
Travis turned and looked at her. "Come on, let's go-"
"Not yet." She let go of his hand and ran toward the calf.
"Damn it, Rose, we don't have time."
She ignored him and went to the stall. As soon as she opened the door, the mother cow hurried out of the barn, but the calf stood there frightened, braying.
Rose looked at the little calf and her heart ached. She couldn't leave the baby. She reached in and gave the animal a push on the backside toward the open barn door. Thankfully, the frightened baby ran after its mother and Rose followed.
When she reached Travis's side, the roof over the stall collapsed. Wrapping his hand around her arm, he pulled her toward the main door.
Sweat was pouring off her from the heat of the fire, and her skirt started to smolder. She watched in amazement as the hem caught fire. A cry of fright escaped her as she stopped, bent, and tried to put out the small flame.
Behind them the cracking and popping exploded, and the splintering wood fell to the ground, causing them to sprint for the open door, regardless of her flaming skirt. Rose knew they didn't have time to stop. They were mere seconds from death.
Travis pulled her until they ran through the open wooden door and gasped the fresh air. Only then did he grab the edge of her flaming skirt and rip the material from the waist down, leaving her in her pantaloons. Given the alternative, she didn't mind.
Rose collapsed to the ground, coughing and choking on the fresh air. She gasped and sputtered, trying to get rid of the awful taste the smoke left in her mouth and lungs. Tears streamed from her smoke-irritated eyes.
"Travis, Rose, we didn't know you were in there. I didn't know where you were," Eugenia cried, rushing over to them.
Rose lay back on the ground and gulped fresh air. She glanced over at Travis, who was lying on the ground, watching her closely.
He looked up from the ground at his mother. "I came out of the bunkhouse and saw Rose enter the barn at the same time I saw the smoke. I rushed into the barn after her and to try to get the horses out."
"The animals can be replaced. Thank God you're both safe." Eugenia said as she watched Travis continue coughing. "You need a doctor. I'll get one of the men to ride into town and bring him back."
Eugenia walked away, leaving them lying on the ground in the late evening shadows as the men tried to keep the fire from spreading with a bucket brigade.
Travis stared at Rose, his eyes dark with fury. "What the hell were you thinking, going into a blazing barn? You could have been killed."
She coughed, her lungs burning. "I ... I couldn't leave the animals to die."
"You don't even like horses."
"No, but I didn't want them to die. I was afraid you'd blame this on me, just like you blame everything on me. I wasn't going to be responsible for the deaths of your animals."
"I damn sure would hold you responsible. After all, if you hadn't been holding a séance in my barn, none of this would have happened." He stared at her incredulously. "Did you consider for a moment how much danger you were in? You could have been killed!"
She coughed and raised herself on one elbow to lean over the man she'd been afraid was lying hurt or burning in that barn. The man she'd wanted so desperately to leave, yet, when she'd seen the fire, she couldn't walk away from.
"If you would let me go, I could be holding séances back in my nice little house on Main Street in Fort Worth. Instead I'm stuck here with a man who wouldn't know the truth if it smacked him in the face. And who is ungrateful to boot!" She lay back in the grass, whatever energy she'd mustered spent.
"I'm not ungrateful—but you scared me. You could have died in there." His brown eyes darkened, but this time they weren't quite as hostile. This time they appeared softer, gender. "I don't understand why you stayed."
"I know," she said. "But I couldn't let those animals burn to death. I couldn't stand the thought."
Travis rolled over next to her, until their shoulders were touching. He put his arm across her body, effectively trapping her in his arms. He was so close, she felt pinned beneath him, unable to get away from his steely gaze.
His voice was rough and scratchy. "What kind of con are you playing this time, Rose? Every time I think I know what you're going to do, you choose a different direction. Every time I think I know what you're about, you change or add some new dimension. Tell me, what are you really up to? Why didn't you run?"
His face was mere inches from her, yet there was no softness or gentleness in his features. He still believed she had no morals. He still couldn't think anything but the worst about her.
"Have you ever considered that I might be innocent? Have you ever thought that you could be all wrong about me?"
He was so close, and with his hard body laying beside hers her mind seemed to go blank for just one seductive moment. To think of nothing but the sensations his nearness was evoking. She gazed at his full lips and ran her tongue across her own. God, she wanted him to kiss her. They'd almost died together this evening, and right now all she wanted was to feel his lips against hers, his arms around her, the safety and security of being held in his embrace.
His eyes narrowed, and for a moment she thought he was angry again. "I made up my mind about you the first night we met, and everything you've done has only proven me right, except for tonight. So what kind of con are you playing this time, Rose?"
***
Travis spent the next day resting, taking it easy, and thinking. What a fool he was to have gone to the bunkhouse while Rose had been packing in the house. The fire was his own damn fault, and he so much wanted to blame it on his little gypsy. She had given up her opportunity to escape and instead had raced into the burning barn to save his horses. Animals she didn't even like.
Why? What had prompted her to run into a burning barn?
The fire had started when he had gone to the bunkhouse to find Isaiah, to ask the man to talk sense into Rose. The sound of the horses crying in alarm had sent him rushing back just in time to see Rose go into the blazing barn.
The sight of her entering that blazing inferno had terrified him. And even though he wouldn't wish anyone harm, why had seeing Rose in peril given him so much anxiety? He wouldn't want even a liar and a cheat to die that way. But she was, after all, an easy woman, who tricked innocent people out of their money and had probably lain with more men than a body had a right to.
She was a con artist! An actress playing a part. A thief who had stolen his mother's wedding ring. A woman of easy virtue who had managed to send his sexual urges into full gallop. All he needed was the signal, and he'd be all over her like flies at a Fourth of July picnic.
But last night she'd acted highly insulted that he would consider that she was anything less than a lady.
Yes, he wanted Rose in a big way and had resisted the urge until now. But maybe it was time to sample the little con artist. Taste her wares, get the urge out of his system, find the ring and then take her for an extended visit at his brother's boarding house, otherwise known as the county jail.
For once he'd drunk from her nectar, surely this attraction would fade away and die. Surely once he'd experienced her, he could get her out of his mind.
Once he'd had his fill, she would be as forgettable as every other woman he'd ever met. Wouldn't she?
One thing was certain: He was attracted to Rose. He never expected to feel so drawn to her, never meant to think of her as a woman, a woman he couldn't get out of his mind. He wanted her. And for the first time he couldn't help but wonder if that was really such a bad thing.
***
Rose's throat ached the next day, and she knew it was from all the smoke she'd inhaled. She still couldn't believe she'd run into a burning building, after animals she hated and that belonged to a man who hated her. Yet he instilled within her a sense of wholeness and dependability such as she'd never experienced in her short life. Sheltered in the safety of his arms, she felt as though nothing could ever harm her again. It was a feeling she couldn't remember ever experiencing before.
Yet Travis thought the worst of her. Thought she was capable of stealing, whoring, and other vile crimes. Her life had not been the purest, but even she had not stooped to the lowest levels of behavior that Travis obviously thought her capable of.
She must be going crazy. For some unexplainable reason, she wanted him. Within Travis's arms, she felt secure, as if nothing bad could ever harm her again. Even with the fire blazing about them, she felt Travis would have protected her, kept her safe.
She had to leave. She had to get away before she did something really stupid, like fall in love with Travis. Because regardless of how she felt about this man, she doubted he could ever return the feeling. At least, not with a woman like her. He could never love Desirée. Therefore Rose would never be good enough for him, either.
As soon as she was back to her normal self, she had to get away. She took a sip of hot tea and leaned back against the pillows. A knock on the door startled her.
"Yes?"
Eugenia stuck her head in. "Do you feel like company?"
Travis's mother stepped into the room, her skirts rustling as she moved.
"Of course I do. Come in and tell me what the doctor said."
"He said the both of you were fools for taking such a risk. And that you were fortunate. Stay in bed, drink plenty of fluids, and expect to do a lot of coughing over the next few days. Travis is already grumbling."
"I guess that's my fault too," Rose said her voice raspy and gruff.
"That's my oldest son." Rose watched as Eugenia wrung her hands nervously. "I must say thank you for saving our livestock. Our animals are important, but I wouldn't want anything to happen to either you or Travis. I'm missing one son already and couldn't bear to lose another."
She gazed at Rose, her voice steady, her eyes unwavering. "You've made it clear that you don't care for horses since you arrived on the back of my son's mare. I wonder if that's the real reason you went into that barn?"
Rose chewed her lip. "I didn't want to see the animals die, even though they frighten me."
The memory of the flames racing up the walls and the sound of the ceiling crashing as they ran caused her to shudder. "I did release the animals, but not because I was brave. Because they were trapped, and I didn't want to see them die."
"Rose, you are very brave. But more than anything, I like the way you stand up to my son." Eugenia smiled. "1 know you're not here under the best of circumstances, but I have to tell you I'm so glad you've come into our lives."
"Thank you, Mrs. Burnett. But what about your ring? Don't you think I stole it?"
Eugenia paused. "Rose, I hope that you will for—"
"Mother!"
Rose rolled her eyes.
Eugenia released a sigh. "Excuse me, dear."
***
Sick of lying around the house, Travis was eager to escape the confines of his room and get back to running the ranch. But somehow his mother had convinced everyone to ignore his demands and reminded him the doctor said to take it easy for several days. At last count, he'd been escorted twice to the sofa and told to stay there.
He settled into the parlor, where he could watch the comings and goings of the ranch from the front window and still work on his bookkeeping. And catch a glimpse of Rose in his pants as she went about the house, trying to help his mother, only to be shooed back to the parlor or her bedroom to rest.
The sight of her cute little derriere in his tight- fitting pants was enough to cause the parts of his body that weren't sore to ache. The dress she had worn the day of the fire was a total loss. Hopefully, Rose's trunk would be in town waiting for him when he went in to buy the lumber needed to replace the barn.
All he'd thought about since the night of the fire was a way to get Rose into his bed. There must be a place they could be alone, where she could seduce him, free him of this madness he seemed trapped in right now.
Even now he wanted to grab her and kiss her until she was moaning beneath him. The little con artist had somehow weaved a spell around him until all he could think of was holding her in his arms and other delightful things that he wanted to do with her seductive body.
Being cooped up in this house was only adding to his growing frustration at needing Rose.
The sound of horse's hooves thundering into the yard had him leaning to gaze out the window to see his brother Tucker riding in.
A few minutes later, the front door opened and slammed shut. "Where is everyone? I ride all the way from town and no one comes to greet me?"
"In here," Travis called, his voice still raspy.
Tucker stepped into the parlor just as Rose came out from the kitchen. "What happened to you?"
"Humph! I . . ."
Rose stepped into the room, a frown creasing her forehead as she glanced between the brothers. "Hello, marshal. Should I be packing my bags for a visit to jail?"
Travis watched as his younger brother's mouth dropped open at the sight of Rose in his pants.
"Not that I know of." Tucker cleared his throat. "Though maybe I should lock you up for looking so good in my brother's clothes."
She laughed, faintly embarrassed. "Because of the fire, this is all I have to wear."
"If I had anything to do with it, that's all women would ever wear. Sweet, lovely pants that showed—"
"All right, Tucker, we get your point," Travis interrupted, irritated at his brother's obvious perusal of Rose.
The sight of his brother ogling Rose made him more than irritated. He felt like punching something. He wanted to yank his brother down to the ground and wrestle, as if they were kids once again, but this time it wouldn't be playing. This time his punches would be for real.
Rose smiled. "You must have ridden out here for me to read your palm again."
Travis felt his nerve endings prickle with displeasure. Her lips were turned up into a smile that was genuine, friendly, and reached all the way to her eyes. Eyes the color of a field in springtime that suddenly sparkled with amusement. She'd never smiled at him that way.
Tucker smiled. "No thanks, ma'am. I think I'll skip this time."
"Suit yourself."
Tucker laughed. "I don't think I want to know about my future, even if a pretty lady like yourself would be holding my hand."
Travis didn't know whether he wanted to puke or growl. The two of them were flirting openly—and this was the man who had locked her in a jail cell. He cleared his throat.
"Just tell me when you're ready to try again."
Travis coughed, and the two of them turned and looked at him. About damn time someone realized he was still in the room.
Eugenia walked into the parlor. "Tucker, I'm glad you came." She hugged him. "I guess you heard about the fire."
"Heard in town you two had some trouble, and I wanted to come check on you, make sure everything was all right."
Eugenia took him by the arm and walked Tucker to a chair and began to tell him about the fire. "We had a little mishap with a lantern, which started a fire in the barn. Rose saved all of our livestock and horses that were inside. It was a miracle that no one got hurt."
Tucker glanced at Rose, astonishment on his face, then at Travis. "Rose? I thought ..."
"Yes, her real name is Rose Severin. Not Desirée," Travis said irritably.
"Oh," Travis said, looking confused. "So, Rose, you got all the livestock out. What was my big brother doing?"
"Once he realized I was in there, he rushed in,"
"I got there as soon as I could," Travis said crossly.
Eugenia broke in. "But Rose saw the smoke coming from the barn, and she ran in and released all the animals. Travis ran in after Rose, and together they walked out the barn door just as the roof collapsed from the fire."
"Glad to hear you're okay, brother." Tucker turned back to Rose. "What about you, Rose?"
"Oh, I didn't get hurt. Burned my fingers and my dress."
Tucker laughed. "Is that why you're wearing my brother's clothes?"
"Yes, since my trunk went to Austin without me, that dress was all I had."
Eugenia cleared her throat and frowned at her older son. "Travis doesn't want Rose to go to town and do any shopping. She's confined to quarters until the return of my ring, even though she did save our livestock, including his favorite horse."
Travis glared at his mother. For someone who had had her wedding band stolen, her most precious possession, as she so rightly put it, she wasn't being very cooperative. She was siding with Rose against him, her own son!
Tucker glanced at his brother, his eyes dancing with mischief. Travis knew that look and it didn't bode well. His younger brother had often been a prankster, and somehow he felt as if he was going to be on the receiving end of one of Tucker's jokes.
"Since I'm the marshal in town, I overrule my brother's laws. I would love to take you to town shopping, Rose. After helping the family the way you have, I would think that Travis owes you a new dress."
Rose smiled. "Oh, no, really—that's not necessary."
"I insist. After all, he's the reason you don't have your trunk," Tucker insisted.
"Tucker!" Travis warned.
"You're right. Travis should buy you a new dress, since you lost your last one in the fire," Eugenia acknowledged. "And we all could use a trip into town."
Tucker shrugged. "I would be delighted to escort Rose and Mother shopping while you recuperate."
"I don't think so," Travis said in a low voice. "I was planning on taking Rose with me when I pick up the lumber for the new barn."
"But that's not what you said several nights ago, when we talked about going into town," Rose said, confused. "You told me in no uncertain terms that until the ring was found, I was staying here!"
"I've changed my mind. I'll take you."
"And buy her a new dress," Eugenia added.
Travis glared at his mother and younger brother. "And buy her a damned new dress."
Travis tagged along behind his mother and Rose down Second Street, on their way to Pearl's dress shop. A week had passed since the barn fire, and he was still perturbed at the way his mother and brother had forced the issue of his bringing Rose to town. Rose deserved a new dress and much more for her heroics, but he wasn't about to let Tucker bring her into town alone.
Somehow his brother had switched over to the enemy camp and was not only flirting outrageously with Rose, but treating her like a cherished lady, not the con artist he had locked up in a cell.
Still, the sight of Rose, even in his mother's over- large, borrowed dress was a pleasant view. Walking behind her and watching the rhythmic swish of her skirt, in beat with the sway of her shapely behind, was enough to keep a man following close to her rear.
Tucker nudged his brother and leaned close. "Miss Severin certainly has enough curves to tempt a man."
"Don't you need to go protect the town or something?" Travis replied.
"Not today. I took the day off. Thought you might need some company on this little excursion."
"What I need is for my youngest brother to keep his eyes and hands off this girl."
Tucker chuckled loudly enough that it drew the attention of his mother and Rose.
Eugenia turned around. "What's so funny, Tucker?"
"My brother has lost his sense of humor," he replied.
Rose turned around. "Did he ever have one?"
Tucker continued to laugh, while Travis all but growled at them.
Finally, Eugenia halted in front of the dress shop door. "There's no need for the two of you to wait on us. Why don't you boys come back in a couple of hours?"
"Not a chance, Mother. I'm staying right here with you," Travis replied.
"Suit yourself." Eugenia pushed open the door, and they all followed her inside the little shop.
Travis felt as if he'd walked into a woman's oversized armoire as he strolled past a rack of dresses, skirts, and blouses, his boots clanking against the wooden floor. Bolts of material stood at attention, lining the walls, ready to be shaped and formed into the latest creations. Hats decorated the walls, with wisps of feathers and trails of ribbon adorning the bonnets.
Everywhere he looked there were feminine frills that made him feel about as comfortable as a dog in a cattery. He removed his hat and twirled it about in his hands. He and Tucker were the only men in the shop. Travis glanced at his brother, watching him scan the room and come to the same conclusion.
A frown creased his forehead. "Sure you don't want to go down the street to Frank's Saloon?"
"No, but God, I hope they hurry. Have you ever seen so many frills in one place?" Travis asked.
"Nope. I'm just hoping no one saw me come in here. It could be tough to discourage outlaws, if they see me in a women's store."
Travis slapped his brother on the back. "You could threaten to strap them into a corset."
Tucker shook his head. "Bad joke, Travis."
Rose glanced back at Travis questioningly while Eugenia spoke to the proprietor. "We need to buy this young lady some new clothes."
"Wait." Travis pulled Eugenia off to the side, just the two of them. "I agreed to one new dress. Not a new wardrobe."
Eugenia glared at Travis. "Tucker and I are chipping in to buy another new dress and I'm getting her new undergarments."
She walked back over to Rose and the women followed the shop clerk, disappearing behind a rack of ready-made clothes.
Travis slowly turned and faced his younger brother, resisting the urge to pick him up by his shirt collar, carry him outside, and give him the thorough thrashing he deserved. Instead he asked in a low voice only Tucker could hear, "You're chipping in to buy Rose a new dress? Have you lost your senses?"
Tucker shrugged his shoulders. "I only offered to do my share, since she saved our family operation. Mother was the one who suggested she would need another dress. I had nothing to do with that decision."
"You could have helped me bring Mother under control, by refusing to help Rose," Travis replied, his voice low, almost a growl.
"Why? She did save us a lot of money on replacing livestock." Tucker smiled. "And I would have missed the opportunity to witness your temper."
"My temper has nothing to do with it."
"Face it, big brother, I haven't ever seen you this frustrated by a woman. I'm rather enjoying it."
Travis grabbed his younger brother by the elbow and pulled him into a corner. He stopped right next to a table full of corsets and pantaloons. "I'm not frustrated by this woman, except when my brother and my mother seem to forget she's a criminal."
Tucker held up his hands. "What's happened that's made you so possessive of this woman?"
For a moment Travis was stunned. "I'm not possessive."
"Have you considered taking her to bed?"
"That's none of your business."
Tucker started to laugh. "Now I know the problem. Maybe instead of going and getting a drink we should hurry down to Miss Riley's place. You could use thirty minutes with one of her girls. Ease some pressure off your valve."
Travis glared at his brother. "Why would I want to have sex with a woman who lies and cheats for a living, who pretends to speak with dead people, and who will steal me blind if I'm not careful?"
"Because she's beautiful, sexy, and you want her so bad you can barely contain your lust," Tucker responded. "Isn't that why you want to bed her?"
"Yoohoo, boys. Come see Rose," Eugenia called.
Travis stared at his younger brother. How could he explain that for the first time in his life he was drawn to this woman regardless of her background, maybe even in spite of who she was. She was the most unusual woman he'd ever met, and she frustrated and excited him in the worst possible ways.
"Where did you boys go?" Eugenia called.
"Come on," Tucker said, giving his brother a nudge toward their mother. "I think this conversation will have to be concluded later."
Travis and Tucker stepped into to the dressing area where a woman with hair the same color as Rose's, and eyes just as green, stood atop a small platform. She looked like the beautiful gypsy at The Last Word, but different. He stopped blinking in surprise at the gorgeous, sophisticated creature before him. Rose had been transformed into a butterfly that had burst forth from its cocoon. And butterflies once hatched were wont to flit away.
What was he doing here in this dress shop, buying her a dress that transformed her into an elegant lady who would look at home in any setting, even the Bar None's parlor?
For a moment the men were silent, then Tucker let out a low whistle that sent color rising in Rose's cheeks. God, she was beautiful, and Travis wished he could voice his approval. But his mouth was as dry as the desert in a drought.
She smiled. "Does that mean you like it?"
She stood before him, her hair loose, the riotous curls pulled to where they lay on her shoulder. The green gown was fitted to her waist before a wide skirt flared away from her hips, trailing behind her. The sleeves were gathered just beneath her shoulders, and her bosom was covered, though the neckline scooped to reveal her creamy skin.
" 'Like it' doesn't even begin to describe the dress, or the woman," Tucker commented.
"What about you, Travis?" Rose asked, her eyes darkened with some emotion that always seemed to spark a flame within him. This time when she stared at him, an inferno of need seemed to consume him. How could any man resist her when she gazed at him, all innocent doe-eyes, in a dress that could tempt a preacher?
"It's pretty," Travis commented. But not nearly as beautiful as the woman who had metamorphosed before his eyes. Just when he thought he could resist her, she overwhelmed him again.
None of her previous outfits had looked anything like this dress. This simple garment gave her class, made her look respectable. This dress hid the scarlet woman well.
Rose went back behind the screened-off area. Travis paced the floor, as the sound of clothing rustling heightened his awareness. He stared at his younger brother. "Just remember, little brother, she's off limits to you."
"Off limits? Nobody's off limits who isn't wearing a wedding ring."
"I thought you said there was someone in Arizona."
"There was. A long time ago." Tucker frowned. "That was told to you in confidence. I thought you understood never to bring it up."
"Sorry."
Tucker shook his head. "Travis, you have nothing to worry about. I'm buying her some damn clothes because of Mother. It means nothing more."
Travis walked over to his little brother and said low enough so that only Tucker could hear the menace behind his words: "Make sure of it."
His younger brother smiled. "So when are you going to do something about it?"
"Do something about what?"
"When are you going to give into those urges concerning Rose?"
"That is none of your business."
Eugenia called. "Okay, boys."
The men hurried over to the dress area. This time Travis let his eyes drink their fill. Though much more down-to-earth, this dress had an innocently seductive air that could have been worn by a schoolteacher, but on Rose it was tempting. That temptation made Travis want to carry her behind that screen and peel the dress from Rose very slowly, taking time to caress each inch of skin he revealed.
He began to pace the small, crowded area. Time and again Eugenia brought Rose out, and each time he could only stare at the transformation. And each time his brother also stood there, gaze rapt, and drank in the sight of Rose in the new clothes.
Travis didn't want any man, including his brother, ogling Rose. She was his.
But she wasn't his. Yet he wanted her more than any woman in his life. Rose Severin was not the ideal woman he had pictured in his mind to win his heart, yet she was more.
Just when Travis thought he would explode from seeing Rose's body adorned in so many different styles and colors, Eugenia approached Travis.
"Why don't you boys go on over to the bar and get a drink while we finish up here. I think we've decided on the dresses, but now we .still need to fit the underclothes."
"I'm staying until you're finished," Travis replied.
"Fine. But we're going to be behind the curtain trying on different pantaloons, corsets, and chemises. We've still got at least an hour's worth of things to try on and another thirty minutes worth of browsing. Tucker, take your bull-headed older brother and buy him a drink."
"Come on, Travis, we both could use a drink to cool off. Rose isn't going anywhere."
Reluctantly, Travis gave in. "All right, I'm going."
***
Eugenia came back behind the screen. "Finally, those boys decided to go to some saloon down the street. I thought they would never leave."
"Uh, Eugenia. I have a huge favor to ask," Rose said, anxiety tightening her voice. She didn't know what she was going to do if Eugenia wouldn't help her.
The older woman picked up a pair of pantaloons and held them against Rose. "Hm. I think they're too large. You're going to need a smaller size."
"Eugenia!"
"Yes, dear. I'm listening. You were going to ask a favor. What do you need?"
"The auditions for the theater production I told you about are today. I want to try out."
Slowly Eugenia raised her head until her eyes met Rose's. "Oh, dear. I'd forgotten all about those auditions. We talked about it once before and I agreed to help you, didn't I?"
"Yes, you did," Rose whispered urgently. "The auditions are today, and you know that Travis turned me down or I wouldn't be asking for your help."
Rose seemed to run out of steam as she glanced at Eugenia's face and saw the frown that creased the older woman's forehead.
"That boy of mine is so stuffy sometimes. He needs to loosen up." Eugenia chewed on her lip. "Well, I can't see a reason why I shouldn't help you."
"So, we're going?"
"Get dressed. We can do the rest of this shopping quickly. The main reason I sent the boys down the street was that I was tired of seeing their hang-dog expressions as they watched you model dresses."
Rose threw her arms around Eugenia and shouted for joy. "Thank you! Finally I'll get a chance."
Eugenia unwrapped Rose's arms. "You get dressed, dear, while I settle the bill. Then we'll sneak out the back door, just in case those boys of mine aren't down the street yet."
Rose's heartbeat accelerated, and for a moment she thought she would faint. She placed her hand over her breast as if to keep her heart from jumping clean out of her chest.
"We've got to hurry, if we're going to beat the boys back. Our purchases are all arranged, and all we have to do is pick them up. But we've got to hasten, if we're not going to get caught"
"What if I get the part?"
"We'll deal with that when we come to it"
Lifting her drawstring purse, Rose wrapped it around her hand. Dressed in her new finery, she felt like a million dollars. And now Eugenia was taking her to her first audition. Rose knew she was ready to face her dream.
"Let's go, Eugenia. I'm ready."
The two women hurried out the back door of the dress shop, giggling like two co-conspirators.
***
Rose walked into the tent that had been set up on the edge of town. The stage was being built outside, and the sound of pounding overshadowed the young woman who was reciting lines in front of a gruff- looking man who appeared more bored than enthusiastic.
Her first audition, and she had barely fifteen minutes to learn what she was expected to do. Just long enough to become nervous, and she was already feeling shaky. But Eugenia had taken a tremendous risk in getting her here today, and she wasn't about to ruin this opportunity.
Rose watched the girl before her go in front of the director. She began to speak, and Rose could barely hear her. Rose went through a quick mental rundown of what she'd seen the other girls do and how she could be different. Rose wanted this part in the worst possible way. This was her chance, her opportunity, and, by George, she was going to get this part.
"Next!" the man yelled.
She walked in front of him, her legs knocking, her mouth frozen in a smile. They handed her a sheet of paper.
"Okay, just read your part and Jack will say his lines.
Ready?"
"Yes."
"Anytime you're ready to begin."
Rose took a deep breath and began to read her lines. "Why, gentleman, you do me double wrong, to strive for that which resteth in my choice: I am no breeching scholar in the schools. I'll not be tied to hours nor 'pointed times, But learn my lessons as I please myself. And, to cut off all strife, here sit we down:—Take you your instrument, play you the whiles; His lecture will be done ere you have tun'd. "
She laid her hand on his arm and peered up at him. Lucentio stared at her.
The director called out, "Okay, that's enough. Thank you, Miss ..."
"Miss Desirée Severin."
"Thank you, Miss Severin, come back on Thursday and we'll post who got the part. Rehearsals will begin on Friday." The man took a drag of his cigar. "Next!"
Rose stepped to where Eugenia stood staring at her. "That was very good, dear. I was following along with the story. I didn't want it to end."
"You're not just saying that to be nice to me?"
Eugenia took Rose by the arm. "No, dear, I'm not. Now come along, we've got precious little time to sneak back into the dress shop before the boys come looking for us."
"Thanks, Eugenia," Rose said, feeling both elated and worried.
***
Travis walked back into Pearl's dress shop more relaxed than he'd been in the last several hours, after watching Rose's parade of fashion. A drink or two at Frank's Saloon had dulled the edge off his lust and then a quick trip to visit the Pinkerton man to check on the investigation had eased his conscience. The report would be forthcoming in the next few weeks and soon he would reveal to the world, and his mother, the true nature of Rose Severin.
And who knew, in the meantime he might have even peeled off one or two layers of her clothing and bared even more of the delectable little con.
"Yoohoo, Travis, we're over here waiting for you," Eugenia said, waving to him as she sipped tea at a small table in the back of the store.
Travis and Tucker walked over to their mother, their boots sounding like a herd of cattle traipsing across the wooden floor.
"Are you ladies ready to leave?" Tucker questioned.
"We're finished," Eugenia replied. "I've even settled the bill. Tucker, I'll discuss your portion with you later."
Travis leaned down and spoke softly to Rose, "Did you have a good time in town today?"
She looked so much like a lady, that when he gazed at her, he had to remind himself she was a thief and a con artist.
Rose smiled. "Wonderful. I've never bought new clothes before, just secondhand. So many pretty new things at once and a . . ."
He looked at her oddly. "And what?"
"Chance to wear them before anyone else."
Travis frowned. She'd never had new clothes before that no one else had worn? The thought disturbed him and unsettled him all at once. He glanced around and located his mother.
"It's time we loaded up the wagon and headed back to the ranch if we're going to get back before dark."
The bell over the door jingled as a tall man dressed in casual clothes stepped into the dress shop. "Is Eugenia Burnett here?" he inquired.
"That's me," Eugenia replied. She hurried over to the man.
"I work for Mrs. McLaughlin. She heard you were in town and asked that I bring you this note," he said, handing her a white envelope sealed with wax.
Eugenia took the envelope, ripped it open, and scanned the missive. Glancing up from the message, she frowned at Travis. "My friend, Katie, is ill. The dear has no one to care for her. She asked me to spend a few days with her."
She sighed, folded the note, and put it in her handbag. "Tucker, you wouldn't mind taking me back to the ranch in a couple of days, would you?"
Tucker smiled and shrugged his shoulders. "No, I'll take you home, Mother, whenever you're ready to go."
"Is that okay with you, Travis?"
Travis smiled. "We'll take care of everything at the ranch. Stay in town as long as you need and care for your friend."
A glance at his younger brother confirmed Travis's worst fears. The boy's head was filling with all sorts of ideas that had already crossed Travis's mind. But worse, Tucker looked as if he was going to bust out laughing at any moment. If looks could maim, he should have been hurting at the very least, as Travis shot him a look that clearly warned the young man not to say a word.
God, they would be alone. All alone. He would have Rose all to himself for days. He glanced at her and felt his body stiffen with response. Somehow his wishes had come true.
Eugenia took Rose by the hand. "Dear, do you mind that I'm going to stay in town?"
Rose glanced at Travis, and he sent her a reassuring smile and watched as she swallowed nervously. She turned back to Eugenia.
"No. That will be fine."
"Thank you. I'll be home in several days." Eugenia gathered up her reticule and several small bags.
"What are you going to do about clothes?" Travis asked.
"I'll manage just fine," Eugenia responded.
Travis glanced at Rose, trying not to appear eager, but suddenly anxious to get started. "We've got to get going. It will be after dark before we get home."
They gathered their packages and walked to the waiting wagon. Travis tried to appear solemn, but his brother kept smiling at him as if they shared some secret.
Travis took Rose by the arm and helped her up into the wagon, then turned to his mother and brother. He gave his mother a quick hug. "Hurry home, Mother."
"I will."
Travis looked at his brother who stood beside Eugenia smiling. "Be careful, little brother. I'll see you in a couple of days."
Tucker smiled. "I'll be just fine. It's you I'm worried about."
Shaking his brother's hand, Travis leaned forward and whispered, "I'm going to be just fine, little brother. Don't worry about me."
***
Dusk cloaked the land, like an intimate lover, as the last rays of the sun shimmered over the horizon. Rose and Travis bounced silently along in the wagon, except for the creak of the wooden wheels and the jingle of the horse's harness.
The day had left Rose giddy with excitement and anxious at the same time. The combination made sitting still for the long ride back to the Bar None difficult. Two new dresses and the audition had left her with a glow that seemed to warm her throughout. And part of her felt ecstatic enough to shout out what she'd done, but she refrained, knowing instinctively how Travis would react to the news.
Yet the anxious side of her was fearful of what the darkness would bring. The night loomed in front of them, long and lonely with only a wall of wood and mortar separating them. But there were other, larger, insurmountable obstacles keeping them apart. Small issues of trust and honesty coupled with values and beliefs, little things that were like boulders in their path.
Rose sighed and shifted on the hard wooden bench. It hurt that Travis thought she was a thief. People's opinions mattered more than she was willing to admit, especially the people she cared about. And somehow, the longer she stayed at the Bar None, the more Travis's opinion mattered. And that frightened her. She didn't have time to give her heart to a man. Any man, but especially one who thought so badly of her.
The wagon rocked and she glanced at him and met his heated gaze.
"It'll take us an hour to get home. You must be tired," he said.
Surprised, she gazed at him. He was inquiring as to how she was feeling? "It's been a long day, but I'm not that tired."
"I'm glad to hear that," he said, his voice velvety smooth.
She wondered at his response.
A cool breeze whispered against her skin, teasing wisps of hair away from her face. The urge to trail her hand down her cheek, following the sensuous path of the breeze, gave her pause. When had she ever noticed how the wind felt?
Silence stretched for well over a mile, the quiet tense with unspoken words. He despised her, he thought she was a thief, yet she felt inexplicably drawn to him. He was so law-abiding, honest, and faithful, something she'd never experienced before in a man.
Finally, he cleared his throat. "Why have you never had new clothes before now?"
"Not every child grows up well-fed and clothed, with a family that cares about them like yours." She hadn't known the difference when she was younger. But now she realized just how much they had struggled to make a living.
He shrugged. "I know you're right. Even if I have a snooping mother, in a lot of ways I guess I was lucky. How about you? What was growing up as a medium like?"
Her conscience twinged, reminding her of the charade she played. The game of how to make a living her father had taught her.
"It was different, but not bad," she acknowledged truthfully. "Nothing like your own childhood, I'm sure."
They were raised in different worlds. One loving and honest, the other one on the edge of the law. Drifting from town to town, barely surviving.
They rode for several minutes in silence before he glanced in her direction again. His eyes seemed to skim her, leaving her flushed.
"That shade of green—looks good on you. It matches the color of your eyes," he said awkwardly.
She swallowed. Compliments were rare, yet sincere from a man like Travis, and they only increased her growing awareness of him. "Thank you. I—I didn't expect a dress quite so nice."
All he'd done was gaze at her, compliment her new dress, and she felt hotter than a rock in the desert. What about this man evoked such intense feelings that left her nerve endings tingling in anticipation?
He was strong, dependable, protective of those he loved, and she couldn't imagine he had never kept a promise. Travis Burnett was the type of man who, when he pledged forever, it would be until his last dying breath. He was a man whose word could be written in stone.
Very different from Rose's previous limited experiences with men, whose words were flippantly tossed about, with no expectations of fulfillment. And the only real man in her life had been her father.
No wonder she'd never felt the necessity to get married. Oh, she'd dreamed of a husband once, but not now. Not when she had a chance of accomplishing her real goal, of being an actress like her mother.
She glanced over at Travis. His brawny shoulders bunched as he steered the reins of the horses, and a quickening began in her stomach that left her trembling. Only with Travis did she experience such new, unexpected feelings, and they frightened her.
Sometimes she thought their constant bickering was a way of fighting their mutual attraction. But what had kept other women at bay? Eugenia said he was consumed with the ranch, but was it just the land that occupied his time? Could a man fill his days with cows and ranching and never think to settle down?
"Why haven't you ever married?" She blurted out the question that suddenly seemed so pressing.
He turned his dark-brown eyes upon her, his expression slightly bemused at her question. "Well, I never really had much time to spend courting women. And the ones I did consider seemed more interested in the Bar None and my bank account than me."
His gaze seemed to linger, leaving her breathless. She pushed her wayward curls away from her face and tried to calm her ragged breathing. "You seem like the type of man who would want to settle down."
"I'm in no hurry," he said, his voice a lazy drawl that touched nerve endings she didn't know she had. "I'm not marrying until I find the right woman."
"Which would be?" she questioned.
He tilted his head and reflected for a moment. "I expect my wife to be my helpmate, but also I want her to raise my children in an environment that will nurture and help them. I want an elegant lady. Someone I can trust, who knows a woman's place."
That certainly didn't describe Rose, and she realized how completely different their worlds were. He wanted the perfect woman, who would be a submissive wife, who birthed perfect children and kept a perfect house.
Boring. Her world would never be flawless, and his perfect wife sounded dull and lifeless. She longed for a theater that would train her in the ways of an actress.
She wanted a life with opulent riches and luxuries galore.
She yawned, leaned back, and watched the scenery flow by like a moving painting. The smell of rain mingled in the air, the scent fresh and clean.
A quick glance at Travis and she noticed the sandy locks of hair that peeked from beneath his hat. The way his overlarge hands handled the reins, tugging and pulling. The strength of his forearms and the rippling of his muscles as he maneuvered the wagon.
Her imagination had all those muscles and bronzed skin gleaming by the flicker of firelight, and she clenched her fists in her lap. For a moment she wondered what he would do if she reached over and touched him, laid her hand on his arm, put her lips on his.
She shook her head. Travis seemed to invade her thinking throughout the day and night. Lingering on the edge of her mind, always one quick thought away from toying with her intellect, one heartbeat away from rousing emotions she believed buried deeply away.
Why this man who deemed it necessary to hold her on his ranch? Why only with him did she experience such safety and security as she'd never known?
At no time in her life had she witnessed family ties that held people together, a sense of love and commitment uniting them, like the Burnetts'. Never before had any man aroused feelings that made her want to abandon everything and give in to sweet temptation.
Rose glanced over at Travis and sighed. Yet one thing kept her from falling into his arms and giving herself over to the pleasure she suspected she would find there. He wanted to bed her only because he thought she was easy.
She was anything but easy, but Travis didn't realize the extent of her tenacity. Travis didn't know she was not what he believed.
"How much longer?" she asked, feeling anxious as each bounce of the wagon had them bumping hips and elbows.
"About thirty minutes," he said.
A flash of lightning lit up the western sky, illuminating the night.
"Looks like we could get some rain," he commented.
"Rain would be nice. There's nothing like sleeping to the sound of raindrops hitting the roof. Of course, if its thunderstorms, the rumbles and lightning can keep you awake. And if it's hot and sticky, it's almost impossible to sleep. But I do love the rain."
She was rambling on about a subject they should never be discussing. Hot, humid, sleepless nights filled with longing and the rumble of thunder.
He smiled at her. "Don't you like the clean smell of rain?"
"Yes, and the way the breeze cools everything down after a summer storm."
Rose took a deep breath and glanced at Travis, who appeared to be smiling at her in the dark. She could feel his eyes on her, and she tried to will her pulse to ignore his heated gaze.
God, all she wanted to do was throw her arms around him and experience one of his drugging kisses. Feel his lips as they covered hers, the touch of his hand as he caressed her.
"I have the perfect remedy for a sleepless night," he reassured her, his voice snapping her out of her heightened state of awareness. "It's a special tea that my grandmother made. I'd be happy to make it for you."
She swallowed and tried to still her racing heart. Thunder rumbled in the distance, the sound echoing the beat of Rose's heart. Tea. She sighed, not knowing if she was disappointed or relieved that his cure was only tea and not something more. It was going to be a long, sleepless night, muggy with anticipation.
Rose climbed the steps leading to her bedroom, each step closer to the sanctuary of her room. They were alone in the house, sleeping under the same roof, right across the hall from one another. And for the hundredth time that night, she reminded herself that their worlds were different.
She wanted to be an actress. He wanted a lady. But no matter how many times she remembered that fact, her body recalled the loneliness of her bed and the very real memory of his kiss.
Reaching the top of the staircase, she grasped the doorknob, opened the door to her room, and stepped inside. Travis had taken the horses to the makeshift barn, and after checking on the livestock he would return to the house for the night.
For the moment, Rose was alone with only her thoughts and her desires. How could she survive the next few days with Travis so close? Mere feet separated them, yet a great chasm of differences kept them apart. Differences that could never be bridged.
Somehow she felt the urge to go to bed before he came back. To crawl onto that mattress and cover her head before they were both tempted to explore an attraction left better unexamined. Before she was enticed to seek fulfillment with Travis, if only for a little while, even if the man would never marry her. Not that she would ever tie herself to a man, but still, if ever there was a temptation, this man was certainly beguiling.
Crossing the room, Rose sat down at the dressing table. She pulled the pins from her hair, letting it tumble freely down her back. Picking up the comb, she pulled it through her springy curls, gently pulling the tangles out, wishing the problems in her life were as easily untangled.
Thunder rumbled in the distance, the sound melancholy, lonely, and she wondered when Travis would return from the barn. The ride home had been tense with unspoken feelings made worse by his secret glances and covert scrutiny, which left her flushed, yet shaken. The knowledge that they were alone made her as nervous as a card cheat surrounded by gunslingers.
She wanted what she could not have. She wanted Travis Burnett, in spite of the fact that he thought she was a thief. In spite of the fact that he had dragged her against her will to his ranch. Common sense denied her, but her heart wanted to feel his arms around her, wanted to experience his kisses, wanted the pleasure of his touch. If only for a little while.
Quickly, before she succumbed to her desire, she unbuttoned her dress, struggling with the tiny pearl buttons in the back. Finally, she managed to unhook the diminutive buttons and ease the garment down her shoulders. She would have slept in the garment before she allowed Travis to help her undress.
Stepping out of the new dress, she hung it up in the armoire alongside her other new clothes. She smoothed the emerald cotton skirt, the fabric crisp beneath her fingertips, and wondered about her good fortune, her conscience twanging oddly.
All her life she'd learned how to dupe people, how to play the art of the con. Why was she suddenly having difficulty accepting her profession? Why did her business seem almost contemptible after spending time at the Bar None?
She wasn't hurting anyone. Oftentimes she eased people's pain when they learned their loved ones were happy and doing well on the other side. So why was she having so much trouble now?
Because Travis Burnett thought she was a thief, and suddenly his opinion held significance. She clutched her hands to her head and refused to consider why Travis's opinion was of value. She couldn't think about why he mattered.
She stood, determined not to think of her predicament any longer, and located the new nightgown Eugenia had bought her. She slipped the cottony garment over her head, and the filmy white gauze draped her body, leaving nothing to the imagination. She twirled about, feeling luxurious. Never before had she been so fortunate.
Downstairs, she heard the front door open and close with a decisive click. Only Travis shut the door that way. She couldn't face him, couldn't take the chance of seeing him and being unable to resist the temptation he presented. She blew out the lantern and quickly, before she changed her mind, yanked back the covers and jumped into bed.
The sound of Travis's heavy footsteps tramping up the stairs reminded Rose of a death march. Each step was measured and slow, as if he were climbing to the gates of heaven—or hell.
At the top of the stairs, his footsteps halted. He stood right outside her door. Her heart pounded in anticipation. He paused for a moment, and she imagined him contemplating whether to push open the door or continue on to his room.
Rose held her breath, part of her secretly wanting him to open her door, push open that portal and let her experience the wonder of being in his arms. Experience the sensations only he aroused in her, to their completion.
Yet part of her feared that if he opened her door, she would be forever lost, for it would be impossible to turn him away. That he would take her fragile heart and shatter it into a thousand pieces when he discarded her for his perfect little wife.
Finally, she heard his boots as he walked across the hall to his own room. A huge sigh of relief, a sigh of regret, escaped her. She had no desire to be his woman. She had no desire to be any man's mistress. Yet with each departing footstep she wanted to cry, and that perhaps scared her most of all.
***
Travis stepped into his room and closed the door. Why did he feel this sense of disappointment? What had he expected, her waiting to lure him into her bedroom? So they were alone. Why had he hoped for their aloneness to make things any different?
The only sounds in the house were the occasional creaks and groans of the wood structure and the constant chirp of a forlorn cricket crying for a mate. From the window came the occasional howl of a lonesome wolf somewhere off in the distance. But the room across the hall was silent.
Had he looked for Rose to open her door and seduce him into her room? God, he'd only hoped and dreamed she would entice him into her bed and let him lose himself in her soft curves. He'd thought of little else on the ride home. She was a con artist, an experienced woman, and he wanted her to prove him right. Show him she knew how to use her body to please a man. For one night in her arms, he'd gladly volunteer to ease this constant longing.
Who was he kidding? He was sorely disappointed. She'd turned out the lantern and gone to bed, without even so much as a good-night kiss. She'd shown him that there would be no dance of seduction tonight. She'd closed the door on him, and though he doubted she was asleep, the message was very clear. Tonight was just like any other night.
No chaperone, no invitation, no Rose. Nothing but a long night ahead of him, while he tried not to think of the woman lying across the hall. Knowing if he was lucky enough to sleep, his dreams would be of a seductive gypsy weaving a spell around him. He blew out the lantern and stared into the darkness, waiting, hoping she'd come.
***
Travis hurried down to breakfast, needing a strong cup of coffee to clear his head this morning. Sleep had been as elusive as rain in the middle of a drought. Every time he'd dozed, all he'd dreamed of was Rose. That sweet, tempting woman that even in his sleep provoked him, aroused him, and left him wanting.
The urge to get out of this house, get away from the nearness of Rose, away from the temptation she presented, overwhelmed him. The night had been long and suffocating. He had to get away before he acted upon his urges and lost himself in the wonder of her arms.
He pushed open the door to the kitchen and froze.
Expecting to see Cook, he came to an abrupt halt at the sight of a short frame and curvaceous bottom bending over the stove. It could only be Rose.
She turned around to face him, a pan of biscuits in her hand. "Good morning. Take a seat. The eggs are just about ready."
"What are you doing in the kitchen?" he asked in surprise.
She turned and glanced at him, "Cooking is what it's usually called."
He frowned. "Where's Cook?"
"Leave the poor man alone. He's not feeling very well this morning."
"Which usually means that he had too much to drink the night before." Travis shook his head. "So why are you fixing my breakfast?"
She turned and gave him her full attention, her green eyes sparking with irritation. "I thought you would rather eat than go hungry."
Travis took a step toward her, and when he reached her side, he lifted a loose curl off her shoulder. "That all depends on whether or not you can cook."
"Well, I guess you're about to find out," she murmured softly, her green eyes soft and luminous in the pre-dawn light.
Rose turned back to the stove, and he watched her shoulders relax as she flipped a pancake.
"Your eggs and pancakes will be ready in just a moment. Take a seat and I'll pour you some coffee."
He glanced around at the semi-dark room and wondered what she was up to. "Why are you up so early this morning? I could have gone to the bunkhouse and ate with the other men."
She glanced at him. "I came down to get a cup of coffee and discovered Cook not feeling well. I sent him back to bed, and then I took over."
"Why were you up so early?" he questioned.
She glared at him, her eyes narrowing. "When would I have a better opportunity to steal the rest of your mother's jewelry than when you're in bed asleep?"
"That's not what I meant!" he exclaimed.
"Isn't that your real question? What was I planning on stealing next?"
"To be honest, I just wondered if you were feeling all right to be up so early. The sun hasn't even risen. Usually I'm not up yet."
"Sorry. Guess I'm feeling a little jittery this morning. I ... I couldn't sleep."
The air between them almost crackled and popped, the tension so intense that Travis felt the need to slip away before he did something foolish, like kiss her. She ran her tongue across her full, red-wine lips, and the urge to nibble softly on her bottom lip until she opened her mouth almost overwhelmed him.
"I'll set the table," he said quickly, trying to distract himself.
Rose sighed and turned back to cooking the pancakes and checking the eggs she was scrambling.
Travis took out the forks and knives and put them on the table. The plates he took to Rose and laid them beside her. This seemed so odd, Rose cooking him breakfast before the sun had even risen. It felt so cozy and intimate and was just the sort of thing he expected from a wife. And it left him nervous as hell.
He watched as she walked over to the table, the skirt of her new dress moving with the movement of her hips, and he had to suppress a groan. Would she object if he took her right there on the kitchen table? Slid the dishes out of the way, lifted her skirt, and plunged into her nakedness?
"Would you like some coffee?" she asked.
"Thanks," he practically croaked, eager for something to wrap his hands around, something besides Rose.
She poured the hot, steaming liquid into a cup and then returned the pot to the stove. She stirred the eggs several more times, then scooped them up and dished them out on the plates.
He watched as she set the plate in front of him and then took the seat across from him.
Picking up his fork, he took a bite, as an awkward silence hung heavy over the table. "These are good."
"Thank you."
She picked at her food, not really eating it, but pushing it around the plate and taking little nibbles. He noticed the dark circles under her eyes and wondered if she had experienced the same sleepless night.
He'd been restless and edgy all night long, constantly tossing and turning. And when he had slept, his dreams had been filled with images of Rose trying on clothes, of her defiantly refusing him in her chemise, her breasts peeking through the material. His hands would reach out to her and he would awaken.
God, why had he thought his mother's absence would be a good thing? When was she coming back? And how long before his scruples vanished in a heated embrace?
He glanced up and noticed Rose watching him, her green eyes tempting and seductive, promising enticing pleasures. He couldn't get the chair to slide back quick enough. He had to get out of this small room. Get a breath of fresh air. Maybe even dunk his head in the horse trough, if it would cool him off.
"You don't want your breakfast?" she asked.
"I've got to go," he replied, almost running to the back door. He yanked his hat off a peg, opened the door, and walked out without looking back. He couldn't look at her again. Couldn't glance into those emerald eyes and drown in their depths without touching her. And if he touched her there would be no stopping.
***
That did it! He'd hardly said two words during breakfast, and before that he'd almost accused her of getting up early to steal his mother's jewelry. She'd had little sleep the night before, and she couldn't take the tension a moment longer.
Flouncing indignantly, she ran up the stairs. In her room she changed into Eugenia's old dress and hurried back down. As soon as she found Isaiah, she would tell him to saddle that nag he'd bought in town so they could leave. She couldn't stay here anymore.
Even the prospect of riding a horse couldn't restrain her from leaving this time. She couldn't face Travis alone over the dinner table, in the parlor, or anywhere else in this big, lonely house. She had to get away now, or else be willing to face the consequences of her desires.
Racing back down the stairs, she hurried through the parlor and kitchen, then out the back door, taking the same path as Travis. Hopefully, he would have already saddled his horse and gone.
As she came out of the house, she saw the men riding off in the distance, toward the rising sun, to do the day's work. Isaiah rode with the ranch hands, and her heart sank. She didn't know how to saddle a horse, and it was too late to catch them. She would have to wait until Isaiah returned tonight before they could leave. Unshed tears hovered just beneath her eyelashes. She wanted to leave so badly. She had to get away.
As she watched the men disappear over the hill, she couldn't see Travis among them, but she hoped he accompanied them, because she didn't want to see him right now.
Halfway to the bunkhouse, she turned and decided to walk along the pond. After all, there was nothing she could do until Isaiah returned, and she could use a calming, soothing surrounding right now.
The sun was peeking over the eastern horizon, shooting orange and purple rays against the morning sky. Rose came over the top of the small rise to where the pond lay and groaned when she saw Travis watering his horse there. He raised his head and glanced up at her.
"What's wrong?"
She stepped down the slippery embankment toward him. The mud slid beneath her feet, and she almost fell.
He caught her in his arms, and Rose let out another groan.
"You changed clothes. Why?" he asked, puzzled.
"When you catch up to the men, send Isaiah back. We're leaving."
His eyebrows drew together in a frown and he released her. "Why?"
She took a step back, her courage suddenly failing her. But bravely she pressed on. "I can't continue this way."
"What way? Why are you in such a hurry?"
"I . . . I've got to go."
Travis looked at her, his head tilted to the side. "I don't understand. Yesterday you were perfectly content, shopping with my mother. What's changed?"
She turned around to face him. "That's the problem, you don't understand. I am not content. When you brought me here, you didn't tell me how long I'd have to stay."
"We took you shopping yesterday, and you seemed fine this morning. What has happened to make you so upset?"
She stepped up to within inches of him and shook her finger. "Don't think that just because you and your mother bought me some new clothes that is going to keep me here. I know you think that I'm not a lady, but I can't be bought"
"You know perfectly well why I'm keeping you here." He grabbed her arm and pulled her against him. He took his free hand and pushed a strand of hair back away from her face. Rose felt her anger subsiding and knew she couldn't let the desire only Travis seemed to evoke replace her ire. For once it was gone, she'd be lost.
He was staring at her lips, watching her. She gazed at him as his tongue ran across his own full lips, and then he swallowed. "I can't let you go. Not yet"
She didn't know if it was an admission or just a general statement, but his voice was harsh, almost rasping. He leaned forward and pulled her deeper into his embrace. She watched as his lips descended on her own, warm and wet, and her hands wrapped around his body seeking a place to hang on, as he drained the resistance from her body. This was why she hadn't wanted him to kiss her. This was why she knew last night she would be lost if he touched her.
His kiss was demanding, yet so satisfying, as if their souls were hungry for one another. Rose felt a sense of homecoming, a sense of belonging.
His hands gripped her buttocks, fitting her snugly up against his hardened shaft, and she wondered at the stiffness. She felt faint as his lips moved across her own, the texture of his mouth hard and persuasive.
The scent she'd come to recognize as Travis flowed around her, filling her, tantalizing her, making her crazy with need.
Suddenly he broke off the kiss. His voice was rough, his breathing heavy. "You can't leave. Not until you give the ring back."
She pulled out of his arms and took a step back. She had to break the spell he'd woven around them with his kiss. She took a deep breath, her chest heaving. "You watch me. It's going to take every one of your men holding me down to keep me from leaving. I've been way too patient with you about that damn ring."
"Don't do this." He grabbed her by the arm. "If that's what you want, it can be arranged. But I'm warning you, you're not leaving until Mother's wedding band is returned."
She was frightened of her feelings for Travis, she was scared of the emotions he evoked, and she was a stranger in a family where she didn't belong. And all he worried about was his mother's wedding band.
"Couillon!" She yanked her arm free, turned, and stalked up the embankment of the pond. She had to get away.
Halfway up the steep sides, she heard him running behind her to stop her. It was one of those moments that seemed to last a lifetime, but took mere seconds.
Before he could catch her, her foot started to slide in the slick mud. Flailing her arms, she tried to regain her balance, only to go tumbling backward toward Travis. Her back hit his chest, smashing into him. With a grunt, he fell to the soft mud, catching Rose as she landed between his legs. The momentum of their fall carried them sliding down the embankment until they landed with a splash in the cool water of the pond.
Rose sat up, spewing the muddy water from her mouth, wiping the grit from her eyes.
Travis came up spewing curse words. When he turned his brown eyes on Rose, he glared. "Damn it, Rose, you didn't have to knock us into the pond."
"I didn't do it on purpose, you idiot," she gritted out, feeling the water soak through the calico material of her dress.
He sat up in the water, spitting and cursing, grabbing for his hat before he pitched it onto the bank. "You damn-fool woman!"
Without a second thought, she reached into the mud, grabbed a handful of muck and threw it at him, hitting him smack in the front of his shirt.
His eyes widened; his nostrils flared.
"You deserved it," she challenged, feeling uneasy all of a sudden. Maybe she had acted a little rash. Maybe she should back away for just a moment and give Travis time to cool off.
A dangerous spark glinted from his dark eyes, and she knew she was too close to him, perilously close to Travis and his anger.
She tried to scramble away, but her heavy skirt became bogged down in the water.
His hand, full of mud, landed square on her chest, brushing against her breast and sending a tingle of awareness through her.
She glanced up at him, prepared to do battle. Suddenly he unleashed on her the full extent of his muddy threat as he covered her in the wet, sandy ooze. The water churned around them as they smeared each other's bodies, lathering each other until there was not a spot of color or a glimpse of skin that remained uncovered with the wet, gritty dirt
All the pent-up tension from the night before was released as Rose picked up a handful of mud and plastered it to the top of his hair. Laughing, she watched as the mud ran down the back of his head to his neck.
With a quick tug, her hair fell from its clasp as he retaliated. Her unleashed curls lay floating in the cloudy water.
Running out of breath, she stopped and glanced at him. He was brown from head to waist, covered in the oozy, slimy mire from the pond. He looked like a giant mud dauber, his brown eyes big and angry. The image was too much, and she started to giggle. The laughter changed and deepened until she was holding her side, laughing at the sight of Travis covered in the brown silt.
He stopped and stared, his hand still full of ooze, but slowly a gradual smile lightened his face. With a chuckle, he joined in her laughter. "Don't laugh too hard. You look pretty funny yourself."
The anger of a few moments ago suddenly dispersed as they sat in the murky water staring at one another, cackling loudly, only to be overtaken by a growing sense of awareness.
Slowly he released the last handful of mire. "How often do you do this sort of thing?"
She trailed her hand in the water, cleansing the wet earth from between her fingers. She glanced up at him, her face smiling. "This is my first time. What about you?"
"Not since I was a boy." He reached over and swiped at streak of dirt on her cheek, his fingers brushing against her skin.
Rose felt his touch like the scorch of the hot summer sun. Her cheek was on fire. She gazed up at Travis, dipped her hand into the water, and slowly rinsed the mud from his face, tenderly wiping away the wet earth.
"I guess we better clean up before we go back to the house," she said, her voice soft, a warmth filling her. Her anxiety was still there, but it felt different now.
Travis cleared his throat, his eyes lingering on the front of her dress. "It might take a while to get all this filth off."
"Hmm. Close your eyes."
He gazed at her, his eyes almost touching her, as her breathing quickened. Slowly he closed his eyes, and she wanted him to open them, she wanted to look deep within his soul once more. She wanted him to continue touching the very depths of her with his glance.
She cupped her hands with water, held them over his head and slowly released the water, rinsing his hair.
He gripped her, his hands strong and firm around her waist. Again, she cupped her hands, letting the water trickle down the front of him.
Travis opened his eyes, and Rose felt the heat of his gaze. He released her waist, cupped his hands, and filled them with water.
"Now close your eyes," he said, his voice a husky whisper.
Rose lowered her lids as he requested, a sense of vulnerability filling her, as she waited for him to repeat the same process she had done to him. Slowly his hands emptied over her head, rinsing the mud from her face and hair. Repeatedly he poured the water over her, until she felt she couldn't take it anymore.
"I think I got it all," he said, his voice husky, his breathing uneven.
She opened her eyes and met his gaze, her breathing quickening at the raw, naked desire she saw there.
Slowly he rose to his feet, his hand reaching out and pulling Rose up out of the water with him. He leaned toward her, and she met him halfway, his lips barely touching hers, before he broke away. It was a tease, a gentle promise of more to come, that left her aching with want.
His hands reached for the buttons on the front of her dress, and Rose knew she was unable to say no. She didn't want to say no.
Rose almost quit breathing. Their eyes locked in a not-too-subtle exchange that left no doubt what he was feeling. Her own hands reached up and started to unbutton the front of his shirt, the wetness of her fingers slipping on the wooden buttons. Her nerves caused her hands to shake.
She was lost to the sensations his touch evoked as he reached inside her opened dress and caressed her breast. She knew there was no turning back, there was no more denying that she hungered for Travis's touch. She wanted to be in his arms.
She finished unbuttoning the wet shirt and slid her hand inside to touch his satiny skin. His muscles rippled beneath her stroke, and she sighed as her fingers traced the length of his chest, feeling the hard contours.
Still locked in a staring battle, he gasped, "The mud ... let me finish rinsing the mud off you."
His hands slid the wet material of her dress down over her shoulders, down her arms. She stood before him, her chemise showing from the waist up, soaking wet, her nipples peeking through the clinging material.
Taking her hand, Travis pulled her up and led her into deeper water. When they were waist-deep, he turned and began sluicing water on her, trailing his hands down her arms, cleaning the mud off her. She did the same for him, running her hands down his muscular arms, reveling in the feel of his skin, aching to let her lips trail where her fingertips had lingered.
His movements increased in speed, and she followed his lead, hurrying to some unknown destination. Wanting to get there quickly before she rationalized her actions.
Suddenly he stopped, his finger moving down her arm, leaving behind a trail of goose bumps. "I think that's all."
She gazed up at him. His eyes were almost glassy, as they shone with a fire that drew her to his flame. He was mere inches from her and she suddenly was nervous about what was to come next. "I ..."
His lips covered hers in a kiss that promised much more to come. A kiss that tantalized her senses with promises of today and dreams of tomorrow. A kiss she knew would change her forever.
She opened her mouth greedily, accepting his unspoken acknowledgement of passion, wrapped her arms around him, pressing her body into his, sending her own message of sensation.
She felt him lift her in his arms and knew she wanted this moment with this man. Knew that this was her destiny.
Travis lifted Rose up in his arms and carried her from the pond. He couldn't resist her any longer. He'd tried—Lord, had he tried—but now, here, he had to have her.
She wound her arms around his neck, her hands caressing the sensitive skin below his ears, keeping his pulse pounding. Her head lay cradled against his chest as she gazed up at him from beneath her lashes, her emerald eyes dark with passion. Slowly she ran her tongue across the naked skin along his neck, and he thought his knees would buckle.
"Wait," he cried, stepping onto the slippery bank, eager to see her naked flesh.
Carefully, he set her feet on the ground, letting her body slide against his until she was standing. He leaned over and put his lips against her exposed ear- lobe. Nibbling softly, his lips moved down her neck to the tempting curve of her shoulder. She moaned, a soft, delicate sound, and he tugged at her dress. His hands went around to the back of the skirt and quickly he unhooked the waist, letting the garment sag to the ground.
She stood before him, her chemise clinging to her skin like a lover. The front dipped low to expose the swells of her full breasts; her nipples beckoned him through the wet garment and he longed to touch them, put his lips around each sweet kernel.
She reached out a tentative hand and ran it down the front of his chest, down to his pants, her eyes trailing her finger. At the waistband she hesitated, glancing up at him shyly. The urge to throw her down on the ground and plunge himself into her almost overwhelmed him, but he resisted.
The woman had an innocent seductive air about her. He gazed into her lush green eyes and whispered, "If you don't touch me soon, I'm going to burst."
Her hands were shaking as she slowly undid the wooden buttons of his pants; his manhood strained against the snugness of his clothes. She tugged on his pants, and they fell to the ground in a puddle around his feet. He stepped from them and kicked the burdensome garment out of the way. It took about three seconds for him to shed the shirt that clung to his back.
He stood before her, naked and needy, needing her to finally fulfill his fantasies, which had haunted him day and night.
He reached out and touched her breast through the wet chemise, rubbed her nipples, caressed her breasts, and longed to feel them filling his hand.
Raising her hand to his lips, he kissed the center of her palm. His other hand wrapped around her waist, pulling her closer, pressing her against him, her feet between his legs.
With both hands he reached up and peeled her wet chemise down, exposing first her shoulders, then the tops of her creamy breasts, and finally her nipples.
Travis sighed and put his lips to the puckered tip, tenderly sucking on the tiny bud. She gasped and arched her back, trying to give him easier access to her breasts. He held her against him, needing her so badly, unable to relinquish the feel of her pressed against his naked flesh.
This was his cure, his salve, to the emptiness of his soul. One time with Rose would heal him of his need for the seductive wench. One time would last him a lifetime.
He continued lavishing attention on her breasts, while his hand slid the chemise completely down past her hips, leaving her naked except for her drawers. He tossed the wet garment to the side and let his hands explore her like a blind man's. Touch her, caress her, run his fingers down her satiny skin, all the way to her waist.
She was silky smooth, velvety, and he wanted to see more. With a gentle tug, he pushed at her pantaloons. She stepped out of his embrace, her eyes wide with desire. Gazing at him, she took both hands and peeled off her pantaloons, slowly revealing, inch by inch, her naked body until she stood before him completely nude.
Timidly, she glanced at him, her green eyes wide with an innocent stare that almost steamed the dampness of the pond from him.
He lowered his gaze, staring at her with disbelief. Full breasts, shapely hips, and satiny skin that he longed to taste. He longed to run his lips along the inside of her thigh, taste her until she begged him not to stop.
Unable to relinquish his hold of Rose, he held her hand, then reached down and picked up the dress she had worn and spread it out on the ground. He sank to the dress and pulled her down beside him on the makeshift bed. Gently, he pushed her back on the ground until they lay side by side, touching, skin against skin, his lips devouring hers with an urgency he'd never felt before.
Somehow this woman filled his empty spaces; somehow only she could relax his guard and slip behind the barriers he'd erected.
Side by side, they lay touching. Slowly, as if she were afraid, she reached out and touched him. Put her hand on his shaft. He gasped, the sound strange and guttural to his own ears.
She clasped her hand around him tentatively, as if she were afraid he would break. Gently she fondled him, watching him, her emerald eyes wide with wonder. Her hand wrapped around him, caressed him until he knew he couldn't hold back much longer.
His heart pounded in rhythm with his breathing, and he knew that if he didn't stop her, it would all be over in a matter of seconds. And he wanted much more, so very much more.
His fingers trailed down her breasts, past her waist, until he felt the springy curls beneath his fingers. She jerked when he touched her.
Then suddenly she grasped his free hand, squeezing as his right hand found her center. He stroked until she was moaning and wet for him. Stroked until Rose was wild with need beneath him. Stroked until he knew he had to be inside her, had to feel her surrounding him, hear her moaning his name.
She pulled back, her eyes large and dilated as she whispered, "Please do something."
This woman who had from the beginning teased his senses mercilessly, goaded him, vexed him at every turn, writhed beneath him, surprising him once again with the intensity of their lovemaking.
He covered her lips with his, raking the inside of her mouth with his tongue, teasing and dancing, retreating and withdrawing. He moved his body over hers until his manhood lay between the vortex of her thighs.
She was so wet for him. He couldn't wait another minute to be inside her. He had dreamed of this, wanted this moment, and couldn't believe it was going to happen.
He surged ahead, powerful and tender—and met a wall of resistance.
For a moment he was stunned. He broke off the kiss and glanced down at Rose, then forged ahead again and met the same wall of resistance.
No! She wasn't a virgin. She couldn't be a virgin? Not a woman like Rose!
He trembled, his need overpowering him. Pushing forward, he broke the resistance, feeling the barrier give way, and realized Rose had indeed been a virgin.
She gave a sharp cry, and he rolled her to her side, trying to ease his weight off her. He waited, partly knowing that he needed to give her a moment to recover, partly in shock.
Rose had been a virgin!
She shifted beside him, drawing his attention to her face. Her emerald eyes were dilated with passion, her breathing heavy. Shyly she brought her lips to his, and with a tender fierceness, his desire overcame him.
Rolling her to her back, he drove himself into Rose with an intensity he'd held in reserve. His lips covered hers in a kiss that sizzled with the fervor of his pleasure.
She writhed beneath him, receiving his thrusts, feeling so good as he tried to control his passion.
He wanted to devour her. Absorb her into his skin until they became one. He could feel his climax building and knew that this time there would be no stopping. This time there would be no holding back.
Rose lifted her lips from his and gazed up at him, her eyes glassy, her breathing shallow and fast. "Travis."
A shudder ran through her, and she tightened her hold on him, her eyes closing, her head thrown back. "Oh, Travis!
He closed his eyes, unable to watch any longer as his own release ripped through him, shattering him as he climaxed. He shuddered, clinging to Rose as his world lurched.
Spent, he sagged on top of her, before shifting and rolling them to their sides, facing one another. Closing his eyes, he lay back, dazed.
For several minutes he lay there stunned. Depleted, his mind and body slowly readjusted. He'd just had the best sex of his entire life, and it had been with a virgin.
Rose had been a virgin.
Over and over the phrase repeated in his head, echoing like the inside of an empty canyon.
He laid his head back on the ground, unable to open his eyes and look at her. He'd thought the worst about her. He'd thought she was easy with her favors, little better than a whore.
Maybe he was the biggest fool of all.
But what was the truth? If Rose had not been a woman wise in the ways of seducing a man, then who was this woman who stirred him, aroused him, and made his life generally hell? Who was Rose and what was he supposed to do now?
How did one treat a virgin after her first time? And why, even now, did the feel of her satiny-smooth skin against him make him harden once more?
Slowly, he opened one eye and stared at the woman he thought he knew. She reached up and caressed his face with the back of her hand. Her green eyes sparkled with mischief.
"I'm so glad that my very first time was outside beneath the trees and sky."
Travis cringed. What did he do now? What if she became pregnant?
"I hope no one comes by to water their horse. They might get a shock," she said with a laugh.
"The men are gone," he replied quietly.
She rolled her naked body up against him and giggled. Trailing her fingers down the length of his stomach, she tickled him playfully. "Oh, Travis, let's stay here all day."
He glanced at her. Her face was rosy pink, her eyes sparkling, her hair was a tousled mess, and she'd never looked more beautiful. The urge to take up where he'd left off was tempting, but it was already mid-morning, the sun was climbing in the sky and . . .
It was an excuse. God, what did he do now?
He jumped up, shoving Rose aside, unable to continue lying there beside her another moment without touching her once again. Without losing himself in her body a second time. It was then he spotted her virgin's blood staining the dress that his mother had given her.
There was absolutely no doubt. Until thirty minutes ago, Rose Severin had been a virgin. And he had taken her innocence.
He grabbed his pants and started to pull them up over his hips. "I've got to go!"
Glancing back at Rose, he saw that she'd sat up naked, looking at him a quizzical expression on her beautiful face.
"But . . . wait," she said, stunned.
He swallowed, picked up his shirt, and slammed his hat on his head. "I'll see you tonight."
***
Travis spurred his horse out of sight of the house. He had done everything but jump up and run as fast as he could to get away from Rose. Not that he was a coward, but he needed some time and some space away from the gorgeous woman who had just put his world into a spin.
Rose had suddenly turned into a chatterbox, rattling on about nothing, acting as though nothing had changed. Yet he knew differently. Everything had changed.
Reeling from his recent discovery, and feeling the need to escape, he'd all but run. In a matter of moments, he'd ridden away, leaving a bewildered Rose behind.
All this time he'd thought she was a loose, immoral woman, only to find out he was her first lover.
Travis had taken her virginity and now, like a bastard, he'd almost run from the scene, leaving her naked by the pond. But he had to get away. Get away from the reality of the situation.
He didn't know what to say. He didn't know how to act, and all he could think about was the fact that he'd taken her innocence. No wonder the woman had always had a naiveté about her. No wonder she'd often gazed at him with lack of understanding in her eyes. She'd been untouched. Until him.
Yet it didn't make sense. How could a woman like Rose remain an innocent? She was a thief. After all, he'd found her holding séances in a little house on Main Street.
She had been conning people into believing she could talk with their dead relatives. He'd had her thrown in jail, chased her to Waco and retrieved her from a roadhouse, tied her up, and brought her back to his ranch. He couldn't be that wrong. Could he?
He cringed. How could things get so tangled? For weeks he'd been lusting after the little Jezebel, only to find out maybe, just maybe, she wasn't who he thought she was.
So what did he do now? The thought of letting her go just wasn't appealing, and he didn't want to consider why he felt that way.
The detective had said he needed another week to finish his investigation. Soon Travis would uncover the truth regarding Rose and maybe even discover just who Rose Severin really was.
***
Rose picked up the pieces of clothing that lay strewn about the bank and heaved a heavy sigh. She would never understand Travis Burnett. Never figure out how such a complex, interesting man could be so gallant and dashing one moment and a total ass the next.
Why had he all but jumped up and run when they were finished?
Though she certainly wasn't an expert at these kinds of things, surely the man did more than complete the act and then dash away.
There were no words of endearment, nothing. Just a frightened, half-scared look in his eyes that hadn't been there before. Did he think she meant to force him to marry her? Did he think she was going to spend the rest of her life with a man who didn't want her?
Rose bent over and picked up her drawers and then angrily yanked her chemise over her head. There was tenderness between her legs, and her breasts were irritated and sensitive. So this was what having sex with a man was all about. Thirty minutes of tussling about on the ground, only to be left sore and alone. It just wasn't worth the effort.
Who was she kidding? It had been worth it. Every wonderful, touching moment in Travis's arms had been worth it. Every aching sore spot or muscle had been worth being with Travis. Making love with Travis had been absolutely breathtaking—up until the moment he'd left.
She pulled on the dress and slowly started to button the wet garment. She sighed. Maybe he hadn't enjoyed being with her. Maybe she hadn't pleased him the way other women had. Yet, he'd moaned and groaned until she'd thought he was going to die. And then she'd felt as if she had died right there in his arms and fallen back to earth.
Rose glanced around the area, looking for any leftover evidence. Would people know what had happened here today? Did she look different?
The cool breeze blew against her skin, and she held her arms out to the sky. Now she was a woman through and through. She was a woman, he was a man, and what they shared had been beautiful.
At least until he'd rushed off, leaving her to wonder what had chased him from her embrace. She dropped her arms and glanced at the pond.
Travis had affected her life in many ways, and for some reason she'd allowed him to take control. But no more.
He'd been the first man she'd been attracted to in a long time. He'd been the only man she'd had sex with. He'd taken her virginity, awakened her body, but she would never allow him to steal her heart!
Rose waited for Travis all day, waited to see how he would act when he came home, but it was after midnight before she heard him stomping up the stairs, and the next morning he was gone before the first light of day. For almost two days she wandered around that big old house, trying to keep busy, wondering why Travis was avoiding her. For two days she simmered and stewed, her emotions fluctuating between anger and hurt, while he ignored her completely.
He had pursued her with fierceness, and now he was avoiding her so visibly that it almost made her laugh and cry at once. But she would not be outwitted. She'd be waiting for him this evening, and he'd see that their encounter, though brief, was over.
In fact as soon as she could, she would be gone. But still his actions hurt. His avoidance was so predictable. It was the very reason she had never given herself to any man before now. Her father had warned her repeatedly that men would use a woman and then discard her for the next pretty face. And certainly she'd watched her father go through women like underwear. Soil them and discard them—that had been his objective in life and the only real thing he'd been accomplished at.
And Rose had sworn no man would ever use her the way she'd watched her father use women. It was the reason she had stayed an innocent. It was the reason there had never been one special man in her life.
The sound of a wagon pulling into the yard and the bark of the dogs alerted her that someone was coming. She glanced out the kitchen window at the wagon being pulled down the drive by two chestnut horses. Eugenia was returning. Rose let out a sigh of both relief and regret.
She'd wanted one last chance to be alone with Travis, one last chance to clear the air, before his mother came back. Before Eugenia became their chaperone once again. But that wasn't meant to be.
Tucker drove the wagon, his own horse tied to the back.
"Cookie," Rose called. "Tucker has brought Eugenia home. Set two extra places for dinner, please." Not that she had expected Travis to come home and eat with her. She'd taken her meals alone these last few days.
Rose smoothed her new skirt, opened the door, and stepped out onto the porch, watching as Eugenia and Tucker rode up. She waved a greeting, but felt nervous about seeing them again. Could they tell that she was different? Would they question where Travis was?
Rose had no idea what part of the ranch he was working on today, and when his mother asked, Rose was tempted to tell Eugenia the truth. Her son was a big louse who couldn't even say hello to the woman he had bedded. But she knew she wouldn't. She could never tell Eugenia about that morning at the pond.
The wagon rolled to a stop, and only then did Rose see Travis walking into the yard, his horse limping along behind him. Even from the house she could see the scowl on his face. His hat was pulled low, and he walked with a determined stride that she'd only seen when he was angry.
The dark bay horse limped behind him as Travis tugged at him with the reins.
The wagon pulled to a stop and Eugenia called, "Rose, dear, hello!"
She waved. "Welcome back."
Tucker smiled at Rose and nodded his head. He set the brake on the wagon and then climbed down and went around to help his mother. Once Eugenia was out of the wagon, she walked up the steps of the porch and gave Rose a hug.
"It feels so good to be home."
"I'm glad you're here. How is your friend?"
"Oh, she's going to be fine." Eugenia glanced around. "Where's Travis?"
A nervous laugh escaped Rose, and she pointed off in the direction Eugenia had just traveled. Eugenia turned and sighed.
"Oh, dear, his horse must have thrown a shoe or gotten a stone bruise. Tucker, see about helping your brother."
Tucker glanced up from unloading the wagon and, seeing his brother, laughed. "Looks like he's got troubles. As soon as I unload this stuff, I'll help him."
Eugenia patted Rose on the arm and then turned her toward the house. "So tell me, how are things here? Any problems? Did Travis treat you right while I was gone?"
Rose almost choked, but managed to control herself at the last second. "I . . . Travis treated me fine. Cook was sick one day, though."
"Oh, dear, he had too much to drink the night before, didn't he?"
"He was sick. I didn't question him."
Rose felt so awkward. Somewhere on her face must be written that she'd given Travis her virginity while Eugenia was away. The woman's staring only increased Rose's own discomfort.
"I ... I watered your flowers while you were gone and dusted the main room."
"Why, thank you, dear."
Eugenia stepped back and stared at Rose.
Oh, my God, she could tell. Rose had checked herself repeatedly in the mirror, and nowhere could she find anything on the outside that showed the changes that one morning with Travis had wrought. But on the inside, she knew she was different. She felt older, sad, and disheartened by the way Travis ignored her. That he had treated their time together so lightly angered her beyond comprehension.
"What's wrong?" Rose asked, afraid of the answer.
Eugenia glanced at her, a quizzical look on her face. "Nothing. I was just noticing how nice that dress looks on you."
"Oh."
Rose inwardly cringed. The dress that Eugenia had lent her would never be the same. She could never return that dress spotted with mud, stained with her virgin's blood.
The sound of boots striking against wood had her glancing up into Travis's brown eyes. Her heart lurched at the sight of him, hot and scowling from beneath his hat.
"Hello, Mother," he said, hugging the older woman to his side as he stepped onto the porch.
"What happened to your horse?"
"Stone bruise, nothing serious. She needs some rest." He took off his hat. "How was your stay in town?"
"Nice." Eugenia glanced between the two of them. "How about the two of you? Everything all right while I was gone?"
Rose felt blood rush into her face. She gave a quick glance at Travis, feeling that anyone could tell from the expression on her face what had transpired between them. Eugenia must know.
"Fine." Travis's voice was gruff and to the point. "Everything went fine."
Tucker stepped from inside the house. He reached out and shook Travis hand. "I brought Mother back to you. I thought by now you'd be ready for her return."
Travis nodded his head, but didn't say anything.
Tucker glanced over at Rose, a grin on his face, and she twisted her hands nervously. "So you two didn't kill each other while Mother was away. Well that's a start. I really wasn't looking forward to arresting my own brother."
Travis cleared his throat and glared at Tucker.
"But then again, maybe this was a good time for the two of you to sort of clear the air. Settle your differences and—"
"We did fine," Travis interrupted.
Eugenia grabbed Rose by the hand. "Oh my, I almost forgot." She took Rose by the hand and led her to a swing on the front porch and sat down beside Rose. "You got the part, dear. They want you to play Bianca in The Taming of the Shrew."
Rose looked at her stunned. "What? I got the part?" She stared at Eugenia, who nodded yes. "Oh, my God. I got the part."
She squealed with delight. "My first acting job!"
"What part?" Travis asked. "How could you get that part? You never auditioned."
Eugenia scowled at her oldest son. "Rose is going to be in The Taming of the Shrew."
"I told her she couldn't audition for that part. I specifically said I didn't want her around those people."
Rose glanced at Travis. "You're not stopping me."
Cookie stepped out onto the porch. "If anyone's interested, dinner's ready."
They stared at one another, and Rose felt as though an invisible line had been drawn on the porch. They were facing off like gunfighters. The first one who said anything would fire the first shot. She waited, patient, expectant. After the last few days, she was ready to do battle. She was more than ready to put Travis in his place.
Eugenia glanced between them, then patted Rose on the knee. "Dinner's ready. We can discuss this later."
"We'll certainly discuss it later," Travis snapped.
With a scowl on his face, he walked over to the door and yanked the wooden portal open. He motioned with his hand and said, "After you."
Eugenia stood and Rose followed as they strode into the house. As she passed Travis, she glanced into his eyes. A glint of anger and something else shone from his brown eyes, and she couldn't help but give him a little half smile, along with a mocking glance that she hoped relayed to him that she would not back down. She would take this part.
Eugenia sat down at the table, and Tucker took the seat across from his mother, leaving Travis little choice but to sit across from Rose. She glanced at Tucker and met his smiling gaze. The man knew exactly what he'd done.
Travis pulled out the chair across from Rose, but refused to look at her. There was nothing worse than a tense meal.
Rose sighed. She refused to let Travis get the upper hand. So she had given him her virginity, and since that time he had avoided her. She was not going to let him make her miserable. She had more pride than to let him think that she would mope and pout because of his lack of attention. She would take this part, earn enough money to leave, and find her own place in town once again. She and Isaiah would soon be gone, wedding band or not; she was not going to be confined any longer for something she had not taken.
"Tucker, how are things at the jail?" Rose asked, a pleasant lilt to her voice. She was determined to show Travis she was okay.
"Other than arresting a few drunks and settling a bar room fight, things have been rather quiet. Nothing like when I first took this job," he replied, smiling at her.
Cook brought the food in and set it on the table. The smell of steaks wafted through the air.
"Anything happen while I was away?" Eugenia asked, glancing between Travis and Rose.
Rose thought she would choke on the greens she had just spooned into her mouth. She glanced at Travis, and his eyes met hers. For a moment the memory of his hands caressing her body made her heart somersault, but then the reality of the situation hit her like a bucket of cold water.
They both tried to speak at once, their eyes locking in silent combat. Travis spoke up finally. "Nothing happened, Mother. I have the men still rounding up the cattle. With the newborn calves we have this year, we should have a very productive year."
Eugenia nodded her head, glanced down at her plate, and asked, "So what did the two of you do while I was away?"
Rose swallowed and knew she couldn't look at Travis this time or her face would give away exactly what they had done. She gazed at the food on her plate.
"I found the Complete Works of William Shakespeare on the bookshelf, so I spent most of my time reading."
Eugenia glanced at Rose. "I'd forgotten all about that book. Did it help you?"
"Yes, I think so. At least now I have an idea of what this play is about."
Travis laughed. "I hope you got the part of the shrew?"
Rose glared at him. "No. I'm Bianca, the beautiful sister everyone wants."
Travis glanced at her, his brows lifted. "Why not Desirée, the fortune teller, séance holder, all-time con artist?"
Anger, as fierce as a hot fire, spread through her, and she swallowed, trying to calm her rapid pulse. Her first response had been to lash out at Travis, but she refrained.
She smiled. "Shakespeare didn't know Desirée, or he might have included her in one of his dramas."
Tucker burst out laughing, his laughter contagious as it spread around the table to Eugenia. Rose simply smiled at Travis as she met his glare of indignation.
He jumped up from the table, reached over, and grabbed her by the arm. "Come on, we're going to settle this right now."
Rose pushed back from the table and turned to Eugenia and Tucker. "Excuse us, we have a problem to take care of."
As they were leaving the room, Rose heard Tucker say, "Nothing's changed." But it had.
***
Travis didn't know if he was more upset about the fact that he had taken her innocence or that she had lied to him and disregarded his directive that she not try out for this play.
All he knew was that since that day at the pond, he had been confused. All he could think about was that he had taken her virginity, her innocence. Though he'd never thought of her as untried before that morning, he was the man who had shown her how it could be between a man and a woman.
Yet a tiny voice kept asking if he would have believed her even if she'd tried to tell him of her innocence.
He had a tight grip on her forearm as he dragged her out of the kitchen, down the steps, and around the back of the house.
"Where are we going? Back to the pond?" she asked, her voice taunting.
Travis ignored her. She knew he couldn't take her to the pond. That place held too many memories that constantly nagged him. He didn't need any additional ones to get in his way.
They walked past the trellis, where a rose petal drifted on the wind. Hell, he couldn't talk to her here either, without remembering the night she'd tried to escape down the lattice.
He continued walking, past the burned-out barn, the memory of seeing her in that burning building still a frightening image.
The last few days had been hell. Everywhere he turned, there was Rose, a memory of Rose, a glimpse of Rose, or a thought of Rose. Until he thought he was going to go stark, raving mad.
The woman filled his mind, his senses, even his sleep, and he didn't know what to do about her. There was only one thing he wanted to do with her, and he couldn't.
He strolled past the barn, past the bunkhouse, and out into the pasture before he felt they were far enough away from prying ears and away from memories that would haunt him.
He released his grip and stared at her. "I told you no, you could not be in that play. How did you get this part?"
"I tried out like everyone else," she smugly replied.
"You haven't been out of my sight, except for that short amount of time at the dress shop," he insisted.
She smiled.
"My mother helped you?" he questioned in disbelief.
"Don't start blaming Eugenia. I talked her into helping me once we were in town. I've waited my entire life for a chance like this, and you were not about to stop me."
He grabbed her arm again and pulled her up against him. It was a mistake; he should never have touched her, brought her so close, smelled the lavender in her hair, gazed into emerald eyes that made him burn with unbridled desire.
He'd tasted the little gypsy woman once. Once was all he needed to purge her from his system. Once had satisfied him for all time.
Hell! Who was he kidding? Once had only whetted his appetite for more. He wanted to throw her on the ground right now and have his way with her.
But he couldn't touch her again. To touch her again would only cause him even more guilt, and he was suffering enough.
"You know I don't want you doing this."
"Why? What difference does it make to you?"
"I ... You're under house arrest. I'll have you thrown in jail."
She rolled her eyes. "Go ahead, cowboy, arrest me. Put me in jail and I promise I'll tell your mother what happened between us," she said, her voice low.
She meant every word. He knew, with a certainty he found almost frightening, that she would tell Eugenia about their tryst. Yet he didn't want her out of his sight.
He took a step back, along with a deep breath that he slowly released. He glanced up at the sky and the white cumulus clouds drifting by.
He'd been holding her hostage, and while she was in his care, he'd had a moment of weakness. He felt lower than a snake and meaner than a rattier. He owed her. But to pay her money would be insulting, and he didn't know quite how to handle this situation. So instead he gave her what she wanted. He glanced back at her, his eyes holding her gaze.
"Okay, you've got your part in the play. But I don't want you going into town alone. Every day one of the men will drive you, and every night you'll come back to the Bar None. You'll be escorted at all times by one of my men."
She threw her arms around him, giving him a spontaneous hug that almost completely undid him. What would it be like to receive impulsive affection from Rose every day of his life?
Suddenly she realized whom she was hugging and she released him, and then took a step back.
Her chin lifted and she glanced up at him. "I'd say thank you, but then again, who are you to tell me what I can and can't do? I'm warning you, cowboy, back off or you're going to get burned."
With that announcement, she turned and practically skipped back toward the house.
Travis scuffed his boot in the dirt, wanting to kick something, anything, to ease this frustration. She was not the perfect woman he was looking for. Yet how could he want her so badly, knowing it was imperfect, yet still hunger for her embrace?
***
Several days later, Rose stepped onto the stage, cleared her throat, and tried her best to relax. She had waited and wanted this day for years, and now, when it was upon her, she only felt anxiety. Pure fear pulsed through her. And to make matters worse, the stage seemed large and bare, making her feel vulnerable.
"Okay, let's all find our marks and read the scene one more time," yelled the director.
She picked up her handwritten script, found her mark, and waited for her cue. It was so important that she prove herself capable and worthy of being in this play. Not only to herself, but also to others.
She was Rosalyn Severin's daughter, and she must do well, even if for no other reason than to honor her mother.
"Miss Severin, are you with us?" the director yelled.
Rose glanced up, coming out of her daydream. "Yes, sir."
"Then please read your lines."
Rose took a deep breath. "Good sister, wrong me not, nor wrong yourself, To make a bondmaid and a slave of me; That I disdain: but for these other gawds, Unbind my hands, I'll pull them off myself, Yea all my raiment, to my petticoat, Or what you will command me will I do. So well I know my duty to my elders. "
The actress who was playing Katharina said her lines, and then once again it was Rose's turn. She repeated her lines, and then Katharina was to pretend to slap her. But the actress's hand connected with Rose's cheek, leaving her stunned.
"Sorry, guess I missed my mark," the woman replied.
A few snickers could be heard around the stage. At first Rose was shocked the woman had actually hit her. Then the director started yelling at her, waving his arms. "You're supposed to run off the stage."
Still holding her bruised cheek, she ran across the stage and behind the curtains. For a moment the urge to continue running was strong, but she shook her head in denial. It would take more than the leading lady's jealous behavior to run Rose off.
Several hours later, Rose felt as if her cheek was bruised from being slapped, her voice was scratchy, and her legs were aching. But her first rehearsal had gone relatively well, with the director only yelling at her twice.
Isaiah brought the wagon around to the front of the makeshift theater, and she crawled in, her feet aching and her body tired. Bart, the man Travis had insisted ride along with her, climbed in the back of the wagon.
Rose ignored the man, just as she'd pretended all day he wasn't there.
"Good even', Miss Rose," Isaiah said, looking her over. "How did your first rehearsal go?"
Rose sat down wearily in the wagon and glanced over at the older man. "All right, I guess. But I am tired."
Isaiah smiled and clicked to the horses, putting the wagon in motion. "I remember your mama saying those same words. Rehearsing ain't easy. She used to come out of the theater and want to go straight home and to bed. She would be plumb tuckered out at the end of a play."
Rose glanced at Isaiah as she hung on to the side of the rocking wagon. She sighed. "I wish she were here now to help me. I feel like there is so much to learn."
"You'll get it, Miss Rose. Don't you worry."
"Either I'll start to understand what the director wants, or he'll be looking for a new Bianca." She gave a little laugh. "I'm certain that would please Mr. Burnett."
Isaiah reached up and scratched his head. "I was surprised he let you act in this play."
"He didn't have any choice. I was not going to miss this opportunity."
Isaiah gazed at Rose, his black face wrinkled in a frown. He turned and glanced at the man sitting in the back of the wagon. His hat was pulled down low, and a soft snore occasionally drifted out from under it.
"Why is acting so important to you, Miss Rose? Is it because of your mother or do you have a real love for it?" Isaiah asked, slapping the reins of the horses, to pick up a little speed as they left the city of Fort Worth behind.
Rose turned and glanced at the older man. "It's all I've dreamed of since I was a little girl. I can't remember anything else I've ever wanted as much."
Isaiah glanced at her, his dark eyes full of understanding. "But why have you wanted to be an actress? Because of your mother?"
Rose grabbed the edge of the wagon to keep from bouncing off the seat as they hit a rut in the road.
"You know I can't remember very much about my mother. Only hazy images of her all dressed up on her way to the theater."
"Do you remember your father with her?" Isaiah asked.
She looked at him oddly and searched her memory. Strangely enough, the few memories she had were not of her parents together. She had images of them, but they were always apart.
"No, Isaiah, it seemed that there were men with her, but I don't remember who they were, only that they weren't my father."
"Miss Rose, your mother was a good woman, but she made a lot of mistakes in her life. You were probably the best thing that ever happened to her."
"What are you saying, Isaiah?" Rose asked. She gazed quizzically at the Negro man as he controlled the horse, his strong hands managing the reins.
"After you were conceived, your mother didn't see your father until right before she took ill and died. He'd already moved on down the road, looking for a new game and a new woman."
A breeze blew across the prairie, swirling the dust in odd twists and patterns. Rose turned her face away from the stinging crystals.
"If you think I didn't realize what kind of man Daddy was, then you're wrong. I knew a long time ago he was not the kind of man who kept a promise to a woman. So if you're trying to tell me my parents didn't live together, it's really all right." She sighed, wondering what her life would have been like if her mother had lived. "Daddy was not the kind of man I'd ever consider marrying, and I'm sure Mama must have regretted falling in love with him."
"Miss Rose, your father had a good heart. He just had a roving eye and a restless spirit that kept him on the move all the time."
"I know, and after Mama died, I was fortunate he made room for me in his life. He wasn't a bad father, just not the kind of man a woman would want to marry." She considered her thoughts carefully for a moment. "Actually, living with Daddy was often fun. Right up until he met that witch of a woman he married. I still can't believe he ran out on us for her."
Isaiah shook his head. "I never understood how he could abandon us that way either."
"I guess he felt he'd found something better," she said, glancing out at the spacious land surrounding her. "Still, I can't imagine growing up in such wide- open spaces."
Isaiah shrugged. "It's a lot quieter than those northern cities you were accustomed to."
Rose couldn't help but think of Travis as a young boy, riding the range with his father. "I bet growing up at the Bar None was nothing like my childhood either."
"Uh-huh. Different as milk and rum." Isaiah turned the wagon in a more southerly direction. "As different as fire and rain. You were taught how to make a living as best you could. Mr. Burnett was taught how to take care of himself and his family."
"True." She laughed. "If Travis only knew I could have picked their pockets clean anytime I'd wanted to, he would be more understanding concerning his mother's ring."
"Oh, Lord, Miss Rose, please don't say that to Mr. Burnett. He'll lock you up in that jail for sure."
"You're right, Isaiah." She sighed, the sound heavy in the lengthening twilight. "It probably would be better not to tell Travis the truth about my father and how I spent my childhood, learning the art of the con. Travis certainly could not trust me at all if he knew the truth."
Rose glanced around at the family mingling in the yard of the big house and felt completely overwhelmed. Never in her entire life had she been in one place with so many people who were related to one another. Of course, she knew very little regarding her own family and had very limited contact with people who were related to her, besides her parents. Her father had mentioned a brother once, but she'd never met him and didn't even know his name.
The whole concept of a family reunion was foreign to Rose.
A warm summer breeze stirred the curls that lay against her nape as she watched small children chase one another among the tall oak trees that graced the yard. She glanced at the crowd of fifty or more people and was awed by the fact that all of these people shared a common bond. They were a family, and she'd never experienced that tradition, never really thought much about it until now.
As a child she had often wondered what it would be like to have siblings, cousins, aunts and uncles gather together at the holidays, but it had never been a reality. And now she doubted she would ever experience the connection these people seemed to have, and that saddened her. A family didn't have a place in a successful actress's life.
Eugenia came up behind Rose, startling her as she lightly touched Rose's arm.
"Come along, dear, I want to introduce you to everyone," she said excitedly, tugging Rose along.
"But . . . I'm busy," Rose said in protest.
"Oh, come on, it will be fun and stir up all sorts of speculation about who you are." Eugenia's dark eyes sparkled.
"Don't you mean it will start rumors regarding my association with Travis?" Rose asked, not needing any more complications with that stubborn cowboy.
Eugenia smiled and began walking toward a group of women. "I have no control over what people are talking about. And besides, I do want to show you off. You're the closest thing to a daughter I have."
Rose swallowed to keep the tears at bay. How could she turn the woman down, when she made her feel so special? "Thanks—Eugenia." Her voice almost broke. "That's quite a compliment."
"You're welcome. Now come along, dear."
"Why do you think everyone will assume that Travis and I are together? You know he won't like it."
"I've waited years for my sons to get their lives in order, find wives, settle down, and give me grandchildren, and not one of them has managed to even have a steady girl that I know of. So they can indulge me in this brief moment when the family wonders if one of them is finally settling down. They can indulge me by letting me pretend."
Rose shook her head at the older woman. "Let's get started."
For a moment Rose felt uncomfortable; then she shrugged. Eugenia was right. People would believe what they wanted about her relationship with Travis, whether or not Eugenia introduced her. And there was definitely something between them; it just wasn't what Rose had expected.
But then, what had she expected from a man who had taken her from that roadhouse in Waco against her will?
At first she had not wanted to acknowledge the attraction she felt to the handsome rancher, but then she'd been drawn to his honor, his fierce protectiveness, his loyalty to his family. But after the morning at the pond, when they had made love, she didn't know what to expect or what she wanted from the rugged man who held her captive.
They had barely acknowledged one another since that morning by the pond. For over two long weeks, she had wondered why he suddenly acted as though she was invisible. Why, he had all but refused to talk with her.
His disregard hurt more than she'd ever expected. But as soon as she was able, she was going to leave the Bar None. When the play moved on, she was hoping there would be a permanent need for her to play the part of Bianca.
Rose sighed. Until that time, there was nothing she could do to change the situation with Travis. She'd be damned if she was going to go to him begging for his attention, and she was not going to mope after him like some starry-eyed, helpless female either.
People were standing around in small groups talking, laughing, and even occasionally giving each other hugs. They seemed genuinely happy to see one another, and Rose was infected with their enthusiasm.
The rehearsals for the play were going better, it was a beautiful summer day, and she was outside enjoying the warm sunshine and what appeared to be a cheerful group of people. And Travis stood apart watching as Eugenia took her through the crowd introducing her. She was determined to be joyful, even if inside she felt like crying.
Her father had warned her about giving herself to a man, and she had disregarded his warnings. But she had no regrets. She'd wanted Travis. She'd longed for him.
She glanced over at the fierce man who stood beneath the shade of an oak tree watching her. Their eyes locked, and for a moment she felt transported back into his embrace. Her heart fluttered, and she almost sighed. No, she had no regrets. She'd enjoyed every moment—until Travis had left her alone and naked on the bank of the pond.
Eugenia stopped beside an older woman who was setting a bowl of sliced peaches on one of the long tables the men had set up for lunch. The smell was fresh and sweet, and Rose ran her tongue along her lip, savoring the aroma, eager for a bite of the tangy fruit.
"Martha, dear. I want you to meet Rose Severin. She's a good friend of Travis's and is staying with us for a while."
"So, you're Travis's lady," the woman said, smiling at Rose as she winked at Eugenia. "Is she the girl you wrote me about?"
Eugenia smiled. "Yes, Rose has been with us now for over a month."
Martha reached out and patted Rose on the arm. "You're very lovely, dear. I'm sure Travis must be so pleased to have made your acquaintance."
Rose shrugged. "I don't know if pleased is the correct term, probably more like vexed."
Martha giggled. "Good. That boy has always been way too serious. He needs someone to lighten him up a bit, put a smile on his face."
"Rose is an actress, Martha. She's going to be in that new play that is opening up in town, The Taming of the Shrew," Eugenia said, obviously bursting with pride.
'' Congratulations.''
"Thank you." Rose smiled at the older lady. "It's my first play, actually. My mother was Rosalyn Severin, and I've always dreamed of becoming an actress just like her."
"Well, good luck to you, dear. I daresay we'll be waiting to hear of any announcements the two of you might wish to make."
Eugenia hurried Rose away.
"Did you hear her? She thinks we're close to announcing our engagement," Rose said, stunned.
The older woman just laughed. "Oh, well."
Eugenia fairly beamed as she took Rose around, introducing her to the various family members. Rose felt honored that Eugenia and her family treated her as special, but she couldn't help but wonder about Travis. What was his reaction to the way his mother was including her? How did he feel about his family accepting her with open arms, while he stood on the outskirts, watching?
She glanced around, looking for him, and saw Travis sitting in the shade of an elm tree, talking with an older gentleman.
Tucker sauntered up beside Eugenia, smiling, and gave his mother a hug. "I see you're showing Rose off to the family."
"Yes, and everyone has been happy to meet her."
"I've heard. People are asking me when's the wedding."
Rose started to laugh. "That's ridiculous. The man can barely tolerate me and would just as soon see me hanged as marry me."
But the thought of marriage to Travis put little flutters in her stomach, and she glanced over to the tree where Travis stood, tall and handsome. Like the elm tree Travis stood beneath, he was sturdy, tough, and as shielding as the limbs that shaded the earth beneath. Everything a woman would want in a man.
Marriage was not a part of her plans. She had an acting career to think about, and adding a husband to her life would not be practical. But still, the thought of her and Travis was enticing.
Tucker smiled. "I don't think it's quite that bad, but I have to admit, Travis isn't quite ready to take the plunge with you or anyone else, for that matter. But it shouldn't be long now."
"Travis could never accept me as his wife. He's looking for that perfect lady and that's not me."
Tucker smiled. "He'd soon be bored."
Eugenia glanced at her youngest son. "I'm going to finish introducing Rose to everyone. Rumors and people playing at matchmaking are just part of the problems of being unmarried. Travis is certainly not immune." She paused, peering at her youngest son. "And neither are you."
Tucker gave her his best smile. "Forget it, Mother."
As they walked away, Rose glanced back to see Travis still talking to the older gentleman. Their eyes met and held for a moment. The urge to run her fingers along his rough cheek and over his full lips made her breathing quicken. For several seconds, they stared at one another, until Eugenia brought her attention to yet another relative.
***
Travis stood underneath the large elm tree, talking to his uncle, watching Rose. Rose was the talk of the reunion. All day he had observed his family accept Rose with open arms. All day he had overheard the whispers regarding weddings, engagements, and that Eugenia would finally have a daughter.
All day he'd wondered how they could so easily accept Rose, a con artist and a thief, into their midst. But she had smiled and laughed away their inhibitions. She'd listened and cajoled away their fears. She'd charmed and bewitched her way into their hearts. Just as she was trying to inveigle her way into his heart. But he wouldn't let her.
He had never felt at ease around his kin the way Rose was being embraced. In fact, he could almost feel their displeasure and wondered how he had gotten to be the bad boy. He'd done nothing wrong.
Except taken her virginity and not offered her marriage. Though his family had no way to know that, it still stung him.
"Boy, if you keep staring at that woman like that, her clothes are going to fell clean off her," his uncle said, bringing him back from his daze.
He glanced at the elderly man who was his father's brother. "Sorry, I just like to keep an eye on her. Make sure she's staying out of trouble."
"That's a good thing to do for a woman like that one. So when are you going to marry her?"
Travis glanced at his uncle in disbelief. "Marry her?" He paused, trying to overcome the surge of anger. "Why does everyone assume I'm going to marry her?"
"It's in your eyes, boy." The old man leaned close.
"You're gazing at her like she's naked. That's what most folks do when they're as love-struck as you are."
"No. I don't love her."
The old man smiled a wizened grin. "Okay, you just want her real bad."
Travis smiled, unable to deny the truth.
"Marry her, then. You need a wife, she needs a husband."
"No. She's not...."
"She's not what?"
Travis glanced at Rose, his heart pounding in his chest. God, he'd taken her virginity. They'd had the best sex of his life and yet he couldn't marry her. At the snap of her fingers, he would be willing to have sex with her again, but he could not marry Rose. She wasn't a lady and she wasn't who he planned on taking for a wife. Or was she?
"It's just not possible, Uncle."
The old man glanced at Rose again. "Son, that girl is a jewel. She's kind of rough around the edges, but a bit of polishing and she'll be a diamond."
"I think you're wrong. I think she's more like fool's gold. All flash and glitter, but no real worth."
His uncle tilted his head. "I could be mistaken, but I don't think so. Sometimes the glitter blinds the buyer from the real value."
Travis glanced at Rose. Was he confused about her? Just who was Rose Severin? He'd delayed going into town to get the results from the investigator. For some reason, he was suddenly dragging his feet about finding out the truth regarding Rose.
He glanced over at the woman and noticed her holding his aunt's hand, tracing her fingertips across her palm and talking earnestly to her. The other women crowded around, blocking his view, laughing and smiling.
My God, she was reading his aunt's palm! He stared in disbelief. Conning the sweet little old lady with lies, filling her mind with useless prattle. Telling her God-only-knew what, right here in his family's midst.
No, he wasn't mistaken about Rose.
He turned his attention back to his uncle. "Thanks for the advice, Uncle. I'll consider what you said."
The old man smiled a knowing smirk. "Anytime, son. I'll talk to you again before we leave."
Travis strolled away, certain of one thing. He could never marry Rose Severin. Once again she had proven herself to be untrustworthy. His family surrounded her, and she knew he would never approve of what she was doing. Once again she'd disregarded his wishes and this time was reading palms.
Hot, self-righteous anger rolled through his body in waves.
He strolled into the circle of women, trying not to appear too abrupt. "Hello, ladies. I hate to interrupt, but I'd like to take Rose for a little stroll."
Rose glanced up at him, her eyes meeting his. Those emerald orbs flashed with indignation. They were the first words he'd spoken to her since their fight over her acting.
Several of the women giggled. His aunt gazed at him, smiling. "Just be careful to bring her back safe and sound, young man. No kissing until the engagement."
He flushed and his conscience twinged him. He'd done more than kiss Rose, yet didn't feel a bit of remorse for having sex with her, only that he'd been her first.
His anger seemed to intensify. "Excuse us, ladies. Rose will return soon."
Travis gripped her wrist tightly in his hand and tugged her from the circle of aunts and cousins. He dragged her away from the crowd of family across the yard. Finally he took her hand and placed it in the crook of his arm, his hand covering hers.
Rose glanced at him, her eyes flashing with indignation. "I know you're mad. Yes, I was reading their palms, but I was doing it for free and they asked me to, after they found out I knew how."
He marched her away from prying eyes and listening ears. They walked in silence until he felt they were far enough away.
Finally he slowed down, his hand still holding her arm. "You know you're about as nervy a person as I've ever met."
"What do you mean?"
"It takes a lot of audacity to come meet my relatives, get yourself into their good graces, and then start working the crowd."
"What? Your mother was introducing me to everyone. She was the one who wanted me to meet your family."
"You're trying to take advantage of them!"
"How? By being friendly, by saying hello?" She turned to face him and put her hands on her hips.
"No. By smiling and flirting and then telling them lies as you read their palms."
"That's not what you're upset about. You wanted me to sulk away in some corner, like you're behaving. You didn't want me to talk with anyone." Her voice seemed to climb higher as her anger from the last few days spilled forth. "You're jealous that I was having a good time, while you pouted."
"I am not pouting. You can hang around with the whole bunch of them. But I refuse to allow you to take advantage of my family by giving them some cock-and-bull story while holding their hand," he shouted.
She glared at him. "I don't tell cock-and-bull stories. I read palms. I hold séances. That's my occupation."
"You're a liar and a thief, is what you are! And now you've got half of my family believing we're going to be married."
There was a moment of silence, and Travis could hear birds chirping in the background along with the high-pitched squeals of the children.
"You know, if that's what you think, then why have you been kissing me? If I'm such a liar, then why did we have sex? As for everyone believing we're going to be married, that was your mother's doing. But don't worry, even though we had sex, I wouldn't marry you." She took a deep breath. "Ever since that morning down at the pond, you've acted ridiculous."
"I have not."
"You jumped up and practically ran that morning. You didn't even come back to the ranch until after I was in bed, and then you left early the next morning. You've barely said more than five words to me since ... since we had sex."
"I've been busy."
"Busy avoiding me."
He took a deep breath and walked away from Rose. "You should have told me you were a virgin."
Her eyes grew wider, her voice louder. "Would you have believed me, even if I had? Or would you have thought that it was just another lie?"
He swallowed, trying to find the words to respond. His anger all but dried up, and he knew she was right about everything, but he didn't want to admit the truth to himself—and especially not to her.
Rose reached for the dainty watch pin attached to her chest, her movements stiff and huffy. "I have to go-"
"You have rehearsal today?" he asked quietly, suddenly feeling drained.
"I have rehearsal every day until the day of the show," she snapped. "But don't worry, I'm coming back here to face you after rehearsal. Every night I hurry home to sit across from a man whose face could easily turn to stone, as he tries to avoid contact with me." She glanced again at her pin. "I've got to go."
"I'll drive you," he suggested.
"No! Isaiah takes me. Stay here and visit your family."
She walked briskly away from him, her long skirts swishing as she hurried away.
He watched her leaving and his heart ached. She'd been right. He hadn't known how to face her, so he'd avoided her. Though all he really wanted to do was pick her up and carry her to a quiet, secluded place and make slow, languorous love to her sexy body for as long as it took to completely satisfy them both.
How much longer could he go on observing her every day without touching her again? And did he want to?
Isaiah helped her into the wagon, and it was all Travis could do to keep from running after her. Rose Severin was a beguiling woman, an exciting vixen, and he couldn't seem to get her out of his thoughts. But worse, he couldn't seem to keep the thought of having her out of his mind.
Their morning together had been so hot and sweet that even now it haunted his nights. Kept him from sleeping as he lay in that cold bed and wondered if a second time with Rose could be any better.
Yes, she was right, he had treated her abysmally. He had avoided her, refrained from being alone with her, and tried his best to put her out of his mind.
Because he wanted her so badly.
But she was always just a heartbeat away. She was always just a thought from crossing his mind and the memory of her on a warm summer day, muddy and soaking wet, would remain with him forever.
He'd been a fool. What woman would have accepted being treated the way he had handled Rose? What woman would have calmly gone on about her business when he'd taken her virginity and then ignored her?
Not many.
Maybe it was time he tried to be a little more understanding. Maybe he needed to at least be kinder to her. Maybe he should start with an apology.
***
"Where is Petruchio?" screamed the director. Nothing was worse than a director with only three days left before the opening, a drunken actor, and a weeping leading lady.
Rose didn't want to be at rehearsal. For well over two weeks, they had practiced five hours a day, until she felt as if she were repeating the words in her sleep.
At least clearing the air with Travis had felt good, except he still believed she was a liar and a thief. He'd never shown any trust in her, and she was past taking his unfounded accusations. She had reached her limit with Mr. Burnett, and he would do well to recognize her anger and show some respect.
For weeks now she had hoped he would one day realize that she was innocent, not the evil mistress that he painted her, but so far nothing had convinced him. And this afternoon's disagreement had left a rancid taste in her mouth.
She'd given the man her virginity, made love with him, shared her most private, intimate self, and he still believed the worst about her.
"Rose, are you supposed to be at stage right or stage left?"
The director's voice yanked her back to the present, and she glanced around at where everyone else was standing and realized she'd missed a cue. She was supposed to be on the other side of the stage. "Sorry, I missed a cue. I should be over on the other side of Katharina."
She hurried across the stage, and the actress who was playing Katharina glared at her.
"Okay, everyone, let's start again from the top of Act Two, scene one," the director yelled.
Rose put her hands behind her back as if they were bound. "Good sister, wrong me not, nor wrong yourself, To make a bondmaid and a slave of me; That I disdain: but for these other gauds, Unbind my hands, I'll pull them off myself, Yea— "
"Stop!" The director yelled, shaking his head. "Your sister is tormenting you, trying to find out about your suitors. Bianca is distraught, not whiny. Can you grasp that, Miss Severin?"
Rose nodded. "Yes, sir."
"From the top of act two again, please."
Rose started her lines again, wanting only to be back at the ranch, with Travis and his family.
Being with such a large family had been interesting as they sat around and spoke of years past and generally caught each other up on what was happening in their lives. She'd never belonged to a group of people who shared a common bond. Right up until the moment Travis dragged her away from the Burnetts, she had been enjoying herself.
"Miss Severin!" The director screamed.
Rose stopped and glanced out at the irritable man.
"Yes?"
"I'm sitting out in the audience and I can't hear you. Speak up! Make your voice vibrate with the emotions and feelings of your character. Once again, Bianca is not whiny!" He shook his head. "Begin again."
For the third time, Rose started saying her lines and somehow, this time they made it all the way to the slap before the director screamed at the actress playing Katharina.
Somewhere in these last few weeks, acting had suddenly ceased being a dream and had become a reality. A very real reality that was no longer fun, but hard work that was tiring and monotonous.
And sometime during the last month, Rose had begun to enjoy living out on the Bar None, experiencing the ups and downs of ranch life. The cattle, even the horses, no longer seemed as frightful as they once had.
Sometime she had learned to love the way she could stand on the front porch at night and see the stars twinkling above her in the sky, hear the crickets singing and the cows bawling.
Somehow since her arrival at the Bar None, there had been a subtle change going on inside her. She felt more contented, more relaxed, and just a little mollified, despite being held against her will.
But soon she would be moving on. Soon she and Isaiah would catch a stage out of town.
A full moon hung in the eastern sky just above the horizon as Isaiah helped Rose from the wagon, while Bart, the man Travis insisted ride with her for protection, held the reins of the horses. She was so tired, she didn't know if she could make it across the yard to the house and up the stairs to bed.
Whatever naive joy she'd found in acting, the director seemed to have killed these last few rehearsals. Tonight he'd kept them an extra two hours trying to perfect the scene. How had her mother done this day after day, rehearsing, giving up personal time, to be coerced, yelled, and screamed at?
The extra two hours of rehearsal, then the long ride home, had gotten her and Isaiah back late. The reunion was long over, everyone had gone home, and the house was dark except for one lone lantern. She was tired, she was heartsick, and her bed upstairs beckoned invitingly.
"Good night, Miss Rose. You get some rest," Isaiah said, unhitching the horse from the wagon.
"Good night, Isaiah. I'll see you tomorrow." She nodded her head toward the driver. "Night, Bart."
"Night," he mumbled.
Rose trudged slowly toward the house, her legs leaden and heavy, her back aching, and her voice sounding scratchy and rough from repeating her lines over and over. Hopefully, the world would appear a better place in the morning, for tonight it seemed a dark, lonely locale. A site where her dreams appeared more like a nightmare than her heart's desire.
She stepped onto the wooden porch, her hand on the rail, when she heard Travis's voice.
"I was starting to get worried about you," he said, his voice deep and husky in the night air.
She jumped, startled by Travis sitting in the shadows. "You scared me."
"Sorry. I wanted to make sure you made it home okay."
His voice was low and as smooth as silk, sending a delicious shiver down her spine.
"The director kept us an extra two hours tonight."
He'd waited for her, pretending to be concerned for her safety. She continued walking up the steps and across the porch until she stood before him. She didn't have the strength to fight him and had no desire to continue their earlier disagreement. He reached up, took her by the hand, and gently pulled her down onto the swing beside him. The touch of his hand was warm and pleasant, almost comforting.
"You look like you're about ready to fall down."
"I'm tired," she said.
"Rough rehearsal?" he asked.
"The worst yet. I don't know what I expected from acting, but I wasn't prepared for the endless hours of standing on the stage saying the same lines over and over. Or waiting while someone else repeated their lines time and again."
"It's a lot of hard work then?"
"Harder than anything I've ever done."
A cool night breeze blew against her skin, teasing the wisps of curls that had fallen from the twist at the back of her head. Sitting next to Travis in the dark, not talking, just resting, was soothing. A sense of closeness enveloped her, as if they were the only people for miles and miles in the dark.
It was almost as if she knew when he was going to take his next breath, and her body adjusted to be in pulse with him. Adjusted and fell into a rhythm with this man who was her captor.
She turned her face toward Travis in the dark, and he reached out and brushed the curls away from her face. "I ... I owe you an apology."
Rose swallowed, feeling suddenly very nervous. She was tired, and she was enjoying the peace of just sitting beside him, feeling close.
"Do we have to talk?" she asked, wanting only to enjoy his presence beside her.
He pulled her head down onto his shoulder, and she relaxed against him, soaking up the feel of his body heat.
"I mean, didn't we say it all this afternoon?" She was so tired, she knew her defenses were down and she couldn't take another battle. Not now. Not when she needed to feel his arms around her, holding her as though he was keeping the world at bay, keeping her safe in the security of his embrace.
"That's what I need to apologize for." He picked up her hand and held it, his thumb caressing her skin. "This afternoon, you were right. I have been avoiding you," he said, not looking at her. "I wasn't prepared for the fact that you were a virgin. Your innocence took me completely off guard."
She didn't move; her head lay still against his shoulder. "You thought there had been many men in my life, didn't you?"
He nodded his head. "Yes."
She laughed. "Why? What made you think that I was well acquainted with the ways of love?"
"The way you acted at that roadhouse in Waco and the way you talk sometimes led me to believe you weren't an innocent," he acknowledged, gazing at her in the darkness. There was genuine surprise in his voice.
"If you had known I was a virgin, would you have made love with me?"
He was silent for a moment.
"Honestly?" he asked, pausing to consider. "Yes. But you should have given me some clue that it was your first time."
"I wasn't thinking very clearly at that moment. And I certainly wasn't contemplating stopping you," she admitted, feeling the heat suffuse her face in the darkness.
She would never admit it out loud, but even now she didn't know if she would stop him if he were to pursue her again. But worse, she didn't want to halt him. The strength of his arms around her caused her breathing to quicken and her pulse to beat erratically.
"You have to remember that my father, Isaiah, and an occasional woman friend of my father were the people who took care of me when I was a child." She yawned. "My father's lady friends did not exactly attend church."
"I'm sorry for the way I've treated you since ... since we were down at the pond."
She sat up and gazed at him. "You really are apologizing?"
"Yes, I am." He smiled. "Have I been that bad?"
"You were a casse-couilles. "
"And what is that?" he asked.
"A pain in the derriere."
He chuckled while his hand stroked her face. "Where did you learn to speak French? And you've already admitted to being born here in America, so don't give me that line about coming from France. I'm not buying it."
Rose smiled and relaxed against the back of the swing. "Papa had a girlfriend who was from France. I was eighteen and completely enamored of her. She was teaching me to speak French—until she found Papa with another woman. Then I never saw her again. But she taught me mainly curse words, so that I could say them without anyone knowing what I was saying."
He laughed and brushed back her hair.
"I found that I attracted attention when I spoke French. People automatically assume you're from France. I never lied, but I also never contradicted what they wanted to believe."
Travis shook his head, but didn't say anything.
Rose glanced out at the stars twinkling in the north Texas sky. It felt so cozy as she pushed the swing back with her foot, sending the wooden seat to rocking. Travis followed her lead by leaning against the back of the swing. Slowly he raised his arm and slipped it around her shoulders, pulling her in close. She enjoyed the feel of his body against hers.
Swinging on the front porch in the dark, with Travis's arm around her, felt so good, yet they still had so much unresolved between them. The ring, his accusations, and her acting separated them like the bars of the city jail. But tonight she just wanted to relax, be with him, pretend that everything was fine, pretend that he was courting and she was his lady. Nothing would ever come of this strange attraction between them, because he could never accept who she was. But for just tonight she wanted to forget their problems, if only for a little while. She needed comforting, and for some reason Travis soothed her better than anyone.
He turned his head toward her at the same time she turned toward him and glanced into his smoldering brown eyes. As the moon slipped from behind a cloud, she could see him gazing at her in that special way that always seemed to take her breath away. His full lips were mere inches away. Inches from pressing against hers, after being separated for what seemed like an eternity.
She needed his touch, his hands molding her against him in the most intimate way. She wanted to feel the way his kiss shattered her soul and left her soaring for the sky. She longed to see if what she had experienced by the pond had been real and not just a muddy dream.
With a sigh, she moved, slanting her lips over his, reveling in the sheer joy that consumed her as their mouths connected. Eagerly, he pulled her closer into his arms, his tongue mating with hers, his scent heady and powerful.
It'd been so long since he'd kissed her, so long since the pond, and she'd missed his touch, his strong embrace, the warmth of his kiss, the taste of Travis as he moved his mouth over hers. The closeness she felt with him tonight was powerful, yet frightening.
Travis Burnett had the ability to sway her ardently, to persuade her to give herself and her deepest emotions to him. He was her captor and her lover, yet she'd wanted neither. Now she didn't know what she desired, though the thought of leaving Travis left a hole the size of Texas in her heart.
With his arms, he shifted her until he could lay her down in the swing, his body leaning over her. Her head came to rest against the arm, and the swing teetered unsteadily as his lips moved over her mouth, teasing her bottom lip, gently nibbling until she opened her mouth, reveling in the feel of his lips against hers.
Why did this man have the power to make her feel more than anyone?
She cared about Travis. She'd missed him these last few weeks; she'd missed his scent, his smile, the way his eyes followed her around the room. She'd missed his honesty, his trustworthiness, but most of all she'd missed his sensuality that had the ability to make her lose all rational thought.
His hand trailed down her body, down her chest, his mouth never leaving hers while his lips continued working their magic. She squirmed beneath his touch, wanting her handsome cowboy so badly.
Heat stronger than the midday sun fired through her as his fingers kneaded her breast. A moan slipped from her lips as desire rippled through her, causing her to twitch beneath him. She wanted to feel his lips around her nipple, feel his caresses once more.
Her breathing was harsh as she lay beneath him in the swing. The feel of his fingers pushing aside her clothing had her arching to give him easier access. But when she moved, the swing started to teeter precariously. Her bodice was open, her breasts exposed, her arms pinned by the material of her dress. Before she could halt the swing with her foot, she felt herself catapulting through the air.
At the last possible second, Travis twisted her body so that she fell on top of him. They hit the porch with a thud, sending the swing flying out of control, precariously close to their heads.
"Keep your head down," Travis gasped as the swing came flying by. "Are you hurt?"
For a moment Rose was stunned. They'd fallen out of the swing onto the hard surface of the porch, but Travis had taken the brunt of the fall. She had landed on hard muscles that had softened the blow, cushioned in the safety of his arms.
A giggle surfaced. How totally ridiculous they must look, half lying in a swing, pushing aside clothing only to come tumbling out while in the midst of a passionate kiss.
Rose giggled out loud, trying to hold it in, knowing she should ask about Travis, fearful she had crushed him during the fall.
Her exhaustion had colored her perspective of the world, making everything appear funny. She would have laughed at anything, at this point.
"Are you all right?" She giggled.
He was silent. "Yes. I'm fine. My pride is slightly bruised, but I'm not harmed."
She laughed, and soon he was laughing with her. The sound was intoxicating to her ears. "We must look very silly, lying here on the porch, the swing going back and forth over us in the dark.'' She paused. "I guess you've never tried this with anyone else."
He rolled her off him to his side and positioned himself facing her. "No, you're the first I've fallen out of the swing with."
She smiled. "You need to perfect that maneuver if you plan on using it again," she whispered in the dark.
He reached out and smoothed away a curl that had fallen around her face. She swallowed, trying to calm her erratic pulse. A couple of minutes longer would have found them with their clothing shoved to the side, their bodies joined together. But the fall from the swing had cooled their ardor somewhat, though not totally.
And Rose wondered if it would always be this way between them.
"I ... I really do need to go in. Rehearsals start at ten in the morning and will go late tomorrow. I need to get some rest."
Travis ignored her remark, his hand tracing small patterns on her back. His fingers reached out, touched her chin, and gently turned her toward him. His lips brushed against hers in an exploratory kiss that held so many promises and unspoken desires. He gently sucked on her bottom lip, teasing the edges with his tongue.
Her breathing grew harsh and she put her hands between them and gently pushed, breaking the kiss.
"I really must go to bed."
She sat up and brushed aside the curls that had come loose with her fall. She glanced down at Travis, who was still lying on the porch. "Thanks for apologizing. I didn't understand and thought that maybe I had done something wrong that morning at the pond."
He reached up and touched her cheek. "You did nothing wrong. It was me. I . . . didn't know what to say. So I ran. Sometimes I feel like I'm still running."
***
Three nights later, Rose stood behind the makeshift curtain and looked out at the growing crowd. It was opening night, and the benches were rapidly filling up with people. Two rows of Burnetts sat close to the stage, and Rose couldn't help but feel nervous. Not only was this her first public performance, but Travis's entire family for miles around had come to show their support.
While it was a nice gesture, it didn't help her jitters, and she had a bad case of nerves. Sometimes she felt as though she was going to throw up, and other times she felt like laughing.
Everyone was ready backstage and wandered around with a half-dazed look on their faces. Rose could only imagine that they also suffered from stage fright. She watched a young man walking around the scaffold, lighting the lanterns. The audience was almost seated, and soon the curtain would open.
Rose glanced out the curtain one last time and spotted Travis and his family sitting on the fourth row. His shirt was fresh, and his hair was combed so perfectly that she wanted to run her hands through it and muss it up. Handsome was not a strong enough word to describe the virile cowboy.
She hadn't seen much of him since that night out on the swing, but somehow she felt a sense of calmness about their situation and even a sense of hope that he would soon realize she could never steal his mother's ring.
After the play was finished, she would be moving on, and somehow the thought of leaving Travis behind saddened her. He had disrupted her life, ended her business as Desirée, Voice of the Dead, taken her virginity, turned her into a woman—and somehow touched her heart. She wouldn't call it love, but something about Travis called out to her with longing.
For the first time in her life, she was doing what she wanted, what she'd always dreamed, and it left her miserable.
She shut the curtain and turned back to her fellow actors and actresses. Maybe it was just this play, she told herself. Maybe the situation with Travis clouded her perspective.
"Everyone to their places," yelled the director.
Rose hurried behind the stage to an area where the actors could watch before they appeared on stage.
As the curtain went up, Rose stood and viewed the action of the play, coming in whenever she received her cue.
After her first time out in front of the audience, she forgot her nerves and became engrossed in the tale. The first and second acts passed very quickly, with very few mistakes by the actors, and Rose was beginning to think opening night was turning out to be a success.
Act Four began. Rose knew the end was at hand and was sorry that her first performance was almost complete. Somehow the hard work, the sacrifice, for this short time seemed too high a price.
She walked out on stage and knelt in front of Baptista. "Pardon, dear father. "
"How hast thou offended ?—Where is Lucentio?"
"Here's Lucentio, Right son unto the right Vincentio; That hath by marriage made thy daughter mine, While counterfeit supposes blear'd thine eyne.
"Here's packing, with a witness, to deceive us all!"
Gremio responded.
"Where is that damned villain, Tranio, That fac'd and brav'd me in this matter so?" asked Vincendo.
"Why, tell me, is not this my Cambio?"Baptista asked.
"Cambio is chang'd into Lucentio."
A voice yelled from the back of the crowd. "I want to be Lucentio. As long as I can have one of those women."
Rose ignored the man, and the actor portraying Lucentio opened his mouth to say his lines, when the man yelled again.
"Desirée, you French whore, I'll marry you," the drunken cowboy yelled out.
Rose felt her heart sink. She tried to continue her lines, but a firecracker came flying up on stage, sending everyone scrambling to get out of the way. The lead actress screamed, and the other actors shrank back against the back curtain of the makeshift stage as loud pops and smoke filled the stage.
Rose caught a glimpse of movement in the crowd. She stared in disbelief as she watched Travis jumping over benches in an effort to get to the heckler. She whirled around just in time to see Travis throw the first punch. He grabbed the man by the shirt collar and yanked him up, his face inches from the unknown cowboy. Tucker was there beside his brother, trying to pull Travis's hands off of the man's shirt.
It was all over in just a matter of moments, but the crowd had grown restless and people were shrinking away from the fight and even slipping out the back of the tent.
Travis finally released the man, and Tucker hauled the drunk out of the tent, his hands wrapped firmly around the man. It was then that Rose saw the blood trickling down Travis's face. Her heart plummeted to her feet. He was hurt. He was bleeding, and it was all her fault.
He took out his handkerchief, wiped his face, and took his seat next to the rest of the Burnetts.
Rose shuddered. What if someone had been seriously hurt?
The actors resumed the play, grateful it was the last act. When it was over, the remaining audience clapped and cheered for the group, and Rose was exhilarated by their ovation. The hard work, the sacrifice had been worth it after all, for the applause, the congratulations, and the cheers. She'd completed her first public performance, and she knew she would never forget the excitement, the suspense—and the fight.
After their final bow, she hurried from backstage and ran to find Travis. The crowd was trickling out of the tented arena when she found him and the other Burnetts waiting for her.
Eugenia grabbed her and gave her a big hug. "You were fabulous! I was so proud of you and told everyone around us who you were."
"Thanks," she said, sheepishly gazing at Travis, his face a bloodied mess. "If you look this bad, he must look awful."
"Yeah, he was a mess. I'm sorry about that drunken cowboy spoiling your performance," he said quietly. "I tried to shut him up."
"I see that," she said, reaching out and touching his cheek tenderly. "I guess Tucker took him away to jail?"
"Yes. Can you believe he threatened me! My own brother said if I didn't quit hitting that boozer, he was going to haul me in with him."
Rose smiled. "A Burnett brother threatening another?"
Travis tried to grin, but his busted lip cracked, and he put his hand up to his mouth.
"Let's get you home, so we can clean you up. That lip looks bad, and so does your eye," Rose said tenderly.
He took her arm as they walked toward the door and glanced down at her. "I thought you did a real good job tonight. I haven't been to many performances, and none by Mr. Shakespeare."
She smiled. "So you think it was worth me fighting you to come into town over?"
He scowled. "We wouldn't have had that problem if you would just return the ring. You're free to go as soon as I get my mother's wedding band back. You know that."
Rose stopped just outside the tent and stared up at him, disappointment almost overwhelming her. She had foolishly believed they were making progress, when in fact they were no closer to resolving this issue than they were when she arrived. He didn't believe her; he just didn't voice his disbelief quite as strongly as before."
"I can't return a ring I don't have."
His brown eyes gazed at her with as much frustration as she felt. "Is this another performance?"
She dropped his arm and walked on ahead. "Believe what you want, cowboy. Nothing I say is going to change your mind."
He hurried to catch up with her and took her by the arm and whirled her around to face him. "Look ... you were good tonight. I want you to know I think you did a great job."
She stared up into his brown eyes. She could get lost in their mesmerizing depths, but she resisted. His accusations stung. "What is going to become of me, Travis? You don't want to let me go, but I can't stay here forever, and I don't have that ring."
"I don't know. Right now I can't think about you leaving. Not until I find out the truth about the ring." He turned her toward the wagon and started walking, refusing to look at her. "Let's go home."
The trip home was lively and fun, with Eugenia keeping the conversation going between Isaiah and Rose, while Travis drove the team of horses and brooded on the evening's events. Rose had been good, much better than he'd expected, and that frightened him. Somehow he'd hoped she would turn out to be a terrible actress, which would result in her being forced to stay in Fort Worth, with no place else to go.
It didn't make sense, but then, nothing about his feelings for Rose had ever been logical. No matter what the little con artist had done, he felt drawn to her. Even though his mind pointed out her flaws, some deeper emotion overruled his reasoning.
Just like tonight.
When the drunk had yelled out Rose's name, he'd wanted to grab the inebriated man by the throat and slam him against the ground. The calming touch of his brother had been his last grasp of sanity, before he would have seriously harmed the man.
It made no sense. Rose was just a woman, a damn good-looking woman, but nothing to go crazy over. She tantalized and tempted him, and made him look at things from a completely different viewpoint. She was an enigma, and he wanted her again so badly, he could almost feel her velvety skin beneath his fingers, smell the scent of lilacs in her hair, and taste the sweetness of her lips.
He sighed. He couldn't have her. In fact, the time was coming when he could no longer detain her. How much longer could he restrain her, when he had no evidence she'd stolen his mother's ring? How soon before he was forced to let her go and watch her walk out of his life forever?
His mind rebelled, saying it shouldn't matter. She meant nothing to him, and there were plenty of other women around more than willing to take her place. But some deeper inner voice warned him of impending doom. It didn't matter what his head was telling him, he didn't want her to leave. He didn't want to watch her go.
And after tonight, he knew she would be departing soon. He'd known as soon as he saw how accomplished she'd become. He'd known it and tried to remind her of the ring, tried to show her he still thought she had stolen the band.
All he'd done was make an ass of himself, first with the drunk and later with Rose. All in all, he'd been the one inwardly rebelling all night against the need to accept that Rose would soon sprout wings and fly out of his life forever. And he was doing a lousy job of accepting her new standing.
Travis rounded the last hill before the ranch, suddenly feeling eager to get home. His eyes ached from strain, his brow felt bruised, and his jaw was sore from the drunk's punch. Tonight Rose received the applause, while all he'd acquired were a few well-placed jabs.
As they pulled up in front of the ranch house, he helped his mother out of the buckboard and then Rose. He put his hands around her waist, and she tensed as he lifted her out of the wagon. She felt so small, so fragile, yet he knew from past experience that she was tough.
Her feet touched the ground, and his hands lingered, reluctant to let her go. The rough texture of her dress was a contrast to the warm flesh he knew lay below the clothing. She glanced up at him, her eyes questioning, but not warm. A coldness seemed to radiate from her.
She reached out her fingertips, lightly grazing his swollen right eye. "Does it hurt?"
He shrugged, instantly aware of her touch. "Just a little bit."
"I'll fix some tea and then doctor that eye," she said briskly.
"Thanks," he said and turned away. Obviously, she was still angry at his comments about the ring.
He unhitched the horses from the wagon and led them away to the makeshift barn. Hurriedly he removed the bridle from the animals, combed and fed them. This was usually a chore he enjoyed, but tonight he wanted to get inside. Let Rose doctor his swollen flesh, so he could enjoy her ministrations and revel in her touch while she was still around to do it.
When the last horse had been curried, he rushed to the house and up the wooden steps. Opening the back door, he stepped into the kitchen, glancing around the small room. She stood with her back to him, gathering the materials she would need. Her back was rigid, and she didn't turn to greet him.
He stepped into the room and asked, "Where's Mother?"
"She said to tell you good night. She's tired and has gone off to bed," Rose said. She turned around and glanced at him.
Her emerald eyes sparkled in the light of the lantern, touching him like the strike of a match. The burn was quick and instantaneous.
"Sit down and let me tend to your injuries," she said, carrying her supplies to the table.
He pulled a chair out, away from the dining table, and turned it sideways so he could watch her. She walked to where he sat and methodically laid down the cloth strips she'd gathered. Moving between his legs, her cheeks flushed, and he almost groaned when she leaned over him, her breasts right at eye level. The urge to reach out, pull her into his arms, end stroke her almost overpowered him.
She dipped the rag into what looked like water and laid it against the open wound. Travis felt as if tongues of liquid fire were consuming his face. The pain almost took his breath away.
"Ow! What's on that rag?" he asked, pushing her hand away from the stinging cut.
"Oh, come on. It can't be that bad," she said with a false smile.
"What's in there?" he asked, pointing to the bowl.
"I'm trying to sterilize the wound. It's just a mixture of alcohol and water to make sure no infection sets in," she said innocently.
He glared at her, but her eyes flashed defiantly while her face held a false smile. She was definitely still peeved at him over his remark earlier in the evening. How could he explain to her that he was confused? How could he make her understand he didn't know what he thought about her stealing the ring anymore?
Travis closed his eyes and leaned back, trying not to grimace as her hands wiped his battered face. He hadn't meant to get involved in a fight tonight. He hadn't wanted to make a spectacle of himself in front of the whole town with his family watching, but he couldn't let that pervert get away with yelling obscenities at Rose. But then, he hadn't meant to upset her either when they'd gotten into their almost daily argument regarding the missing wedding band.
If only she would give the band back, he would be free to pursue Rose. He would then be able to ... to what? Make love to her? Offer her the wedding band as a token of his affection? Watch her take the earliest stage out of town?
Who was he kidding? If she gave the band back, it would confirm his worst fears. He didn't want Rose to leave. He just wanted to carry her to his room and strip the clothes from her and lose himself in her sweet body.
But why would she stay? He hadn't treated her in a warm, gentle, courtly fashion. No, he had done everything but make her experience totally miserable, while she had laughed and cajoled him every step of the way. She was unendingly optimistic even in the face of his wrath.
He cleared his throat nervously. "I'm sorry if I upset you earlier. Tonight was important to you, and I should never have said anything that might have spoiled the occasion for you."
"Two apologies in one week, Mr. Burnett. That must be some kind of record." She halted her ministrations and glanced down at Travis. "I appreciate the way you defended my honor. I've never had anyone to protect me. I'm just sorry you got hurt."
Travis resisted the urge to tell her just how he would like to protect her. How he would like to keep her locked in his bedroom or even set up in a nice little house. But that was impossible. He couldn't tell Rose these urges, and somehow the thought of setting her up as his mistress just wasn't appealing.
"It's because of men like that drunk that I didn't want you working in the theater to begin with. Nice women don't work as actresses or run séance parlors. I just don't want to see you get hurt."
She picked up a new cloth and dipped the rag in a second bowl. This time when she laid the compress against his skin, the cloth was warm and soothing. "Travis, I consider myself to be a very nice woman. But I have to earn a living. I can't stay here forever, depending on you. My mother earned her living as an actress up until she died. I intend to pursue a career full-time."
She wiped the cloth against his skin. "You have to accept the fact that I never took your mother's ring. I know you don't believe me, but I don't know how to convince you."
Travis's gaze held hers. His hand reached out and stopped her hand from wiping the blood from his face. "I don't know what to think about you, Rose. I want to believe you didn't take Mother's ring, but everything points to you. There was no one else."
And he wasn't ready to let her go. Not yet. But he would never admit it aloud.
Even if she had taken his mother's wedding band, he didn't want to see her walk out the door and out of his life.
He released her hand, and she stepped from between his legs. She took a deep breath and slowly released it.
"You always want to believe the worst about me, though time and again I've proven you wrong. What will it take to convince you of my innocence?"
Her voice was steady and sure, and he wanted to believe her, but he couldn't.
"No ... you're wrong. I don't know what to believe about you anymore. I only know you're different from any woman I've ever met."
Silently he added, I don't want you to leave.
***
Rose blew the lantern out and climbed into bed alone. The moon shone through the window, a moonbeam skittering across the foot of her bed like her thoughts through her head.
Travis's own words came back to haunt her. He didn't know what to think of her anymore. He didn't believe she was innocent, and he could not convict her either. Therein lay the problem.
She had stayed here at the ranch now for well over a month while he tried to decide what to do with her. While he tried to find some proof of her guilt. While he waited for her to confess. And stubbornly she refused to admit to a crime she hadn't committed.
After everything, the fact that he still thought her capable of stealing from his mother hurt. How could he believe that she would steal from Eugenia? She'd never seen the ring, couldn't even describe the band. It was as if he were blind to the truth and her personal standards. Yes, she'd been a con artist, but never a thief. She'd never taken anything from people they hadn't been willing to give.
But more important, why did she care? The man had kidnapped her, held her captive, and still refused to let her go.
Her life had not been the same since Travis Burnett had come charging into it, and she must be demented to be attracted to the man. Why else would she have stayed at his ranch so long? She could have left at any time, but something held her back. Something much stronger than Travis.
She'd given herself to him and would gladly do so a second time, if only he would give her the chance. She'd considered seduction, but somehow the thought of her seducing anyone made her want to laugh. She hardly had the feminine wiles to seduce him back into her bed. Yet she wanted Travis, yearned for him, and that was hard to swallow considering the man held her imprisoned in his home.
But their time together had not felt as if she was being held captive. She had stayed with Travis only because she wanted to explore these feelings he seemed to evoke. She'd stayed because the only other place for her to go was a cold boarding house in another Western town. And she was enjoying the close-knit atmosphere of the Burnett home.
Never had she experienced a place where family seemed to take a genuine interest in one another. Never before had she longed for a life that revolved around a home, land, and a stubborn cowboy. A man who exuded honesty, goodness, and a voice that made her tremble inside. He was everything she'd dreamed of in a man. Yet she knew she didn't stand a chance of being with him permanently.
The sound of him rustling around in the room across the hall heightened her awareness. Her experience with men was limited, to say the least, but no one else had ever made her wish she were someone else. Someone Travis could accept, fall in love with, care about. But why did that matter?
She could only be who she was and no one else. Travis Burnett could never accept her or the love she felt for him.
She turned and punched the pillow next to her. There—she'd admitted it to herself. She'd let the thought she had kept at bay so long finally sneak through the barriers she'd erected. She loved him. Had probably loved him since the night he had tenderly plucked the thorns from her hand. Definitely since the morning they had spent at the pond. But she had refused to acknowledge the tender emotion. She didn't want this feeling for any man. She hadn't planned on including a man in her life as an actress.
Yet somehow those words didn't inspire her the way they once had. In fact, they only seemed to discourage her, and right now she needed encouragement. She was hopelessly in love with a man she would never be good enough for.
Travis could never accept her love, so therefore there was no way she was going to let him know how she felt about him. She'd keep this little secret all to herself. But she could no longer stay in his house. Living in close proximity to him day in and day out, watching him, and knowing she could never have him, would be impossible. It was time to move on.
The play would be in town for the next week before the troupe headed south to San Antonio, and tonight the director had asked her to come along and play the part of Bianca permanently.
Rose had been thrilled they thought her capable enough of doing the part on a continuous basis, yet torn at the thought of leaving Travis behind. But this was what she had waited for all of her life, and she knew this could lead to her goal of becoming a star on the stage.
Unfortunately, acting didn't seem as exciting anymore. Not since living with Travis, at the Bar None, had awakened her to a life she was missing. But she had to go; she had to get away or lose her heart permanently to a man who would always think of her as a thief and a con artist. A man who could never love her.
***
Travis sat down in a chair in the Pinkerton man's office and glanced across the desk at Jake Hall. The Pinkerton agency had opened an office in Fort Worth due to the recent number of stage and railroad holdups.
Tucker had used Mr. Hall when he had tried to find out exactly what happened to Tanner, his missing brother, though Mr. Hall hadn't done the actual investigation himself. One of his assistants in Louisiana had tried to find Tanner, with no success.
Still, Travis felt uneasy sitting there waiting for the man to find his report on another human being's life. Rose's life.
"Here it is. I put this together a week ago."
He flipped open the book and scanned the report. "Oh, yes. Miss Rose Severin, otherwise known as Desirée Severin. Nothing much was found on her, but her father was a different story. Seems he had quite a reputation with the ladies and was known for swindling women. He especially liked rich young widows. If he wasn't making enough money that way, he had several scams he liked to run. One was buying and selling stock for a company that didn't exist."
"What about Rose? Was she involved?" Travis asked, anxiety suddenly gripping him.
"I'm getting to that, Mr. Burnett." He took a deep breath. "Her mother was the famous actress Rosalyn Severin and played the New York stage. She married Mr. Severin a year prior to Rose's birth. For most of their married life, Mr. and Mrs. Severin lived apart. Seems Mr. Severin had a way with the ladies, especially more than one at a time. When Mrs. Severin passed away, Rose and a servant named Isaiah went to live with Mr. Severin."
"So far you've not told me anything that Rose hasn't told me," Travis said, feeling frustrated. So far everything the detective had said didn't paint the picture he'd expected of Rose. In fact, it seemed rather tame.
"So she's been telling you things about her past. Hmm." He fiddled with his pencil. "Let's continue. Isaiah was a black slave who belonged to her mother. He was given his freedom papers before Rose's mother died. But he chose to stay with Miss Rose and was her primary caretaker, since her father spent most of his time escorting ladies or playing cards."
"What about Rose? What has she done?" Travis pointedly asked. He couldn't have been wrong about Rose, could he?
"I'm getting to that. Several years ago, Mr. Severin met up with a woman who was just his type. Young and rich. He latched onto her quickly and married the woman. But the new Mrs. Severin didn't want any reminders of previous loves hanging around, and Rose was way too pretty. Mr. Severin abandoned his only child, so he could live with the new Mrs. Severin, leaving Rose to fend for herself. He left her stranded in Kansas City, Missouri, and she was barely eighteen at the time."
"She told me her father was dead."
"Well, I'm sure he probably is in her eyes. Far as we could find out, that was the last she heard from him. He was only married a short time before he died of heart consumption."
"What happened to her after that?" Now he'd find out the bad stuff. Now he'd see that he'd never been wrong about Rose. He couldn't be wrong about Rose.
"Isaiah was still with her, but they had no obvious source of income. I would assume she did what all young women must do when they have no man to provide for them, though I could never find any house of ill repute she had been associated with."
Travis bristled.
"Later, Miss Severin started her own con game. Séance parlors, where she called herself Miss Desirée Severin, Voice of the Dead. She traveled from town to town playing a medium."
"That's all?" he questioned. "No stealing from little white-haired ladies? No being chased out of town or thrown in jail?"
"Nope. Morally she's a little shady, but nothing on the wrong side of the law, yet. Of course it could be she's never been caught. Women get away with more than a man," the detective observed.
Travis sat there stunned. She wasn't the person he thought she was, and he had kidnapped her and held her captive, believing the worst about her.
"Are you sure you have the right person?" he asked, still certain of her guilt, puzzled by what the Pinkerton man was telling him.
"We check and double check our sources, Mr. Burnett. This information is correct."
"Oh." Travis stood, feeling the sudden urge to get out of there, to get away and think. He held out his hand. "Thanks."
"Here's the report. You can take it with you and read it at your leisure."
"Thanks," Travis managed to say as he took the report. His mind buzzed with the knowledge that the image he had carefully constructed for Rose no longer fit. Had probably never suited her.
He rushed out of the man's office. Rose Severin was an innocent. She had never been the lying, stealing thief he thought her to be, but a woman trying to survive in a hard world.
And he had treated her deplorably just because he thought he knew the type of person she was. He'd been wrong.
What the hell was he going to do now?
It was late when Rose returned to the ranch from town that night. Late enough that everyone had gone to bed, with the exception of Travis. Light poured from his bedroom window, a beacon in the otherwise inky sky. He was still awake, probably waiting up for her.
She took off her hat and gloves, then climbed the stairs slowly. The house was silent except for the sound of her shoes hitting the wooden steps that led to her bedroom and the occasional creak of a floorboard giving beneath her feet. She'd hoped Travis would be downstairs waiting for her again, but not tonight. Tonight he was in his bedroom, and her news couldn't wait.
The news of her departure would nag her until she told him the truth. She had thought briefly of simply leaving, but that was not how she wanted to depart. She was not a thief, and she refused to sneak off in the middle of the night, like the swindler he thought she was. She would walk out of there on Sunday and catch the stage like everyone else.
At the top of the stairs she glanced over at his room. Light emanated from beneath the closed door. She tossed her hat and gloves onto her bed, turned, and took the few steps to reach his room.
Rose raised her hand to knock, feeling awkward, and then hurriedly tapped on his door before she could change her mind.
He opened the door and stood there, framed in the lantern light, his bare chest gleaming, with the top button of his pants undone.
God, he looked gorgeous standing there, half naked, framed in the doorway.
"Hello," he said, his eyes raking her with a hungry glance. "Did you have a good performance tonight?"
"Yes, I ... it went well," she stuttered at the sight of him staring at her.
"No more drunks?" he questioned.
She smiled. "Not a one. I think they're afraid to show up and take the risk of being beaten. Tucker has been there every performance making sure everyone is peaceful."
"Good. My brother is doing his job then."
She shrugged. An awkward silence fell between them as he stared at her, and the warmth of his eyes made her breasts tingle with awareness. His bed dominated the room, though it was only a piece of furniture. Its presence took center stage and she couldn't help but stare at him, trying to avoid looking directly at where he slept.
"I... I need to talk to you," she said, barely managing to get the words out. She loved this man, and suddenly the urge to fling herself in his arms was almost overpowering, but she resisted. She had to leave or forever be cursed by the knowledge that he thought her a thief.
His hand reached out and pulled her into his room, shutting the door behind her. She felt trapped as he leaned against the closed door. "What about?"
"I've been offered the part of Bianca for the duration of the play. The troupe is leaving on Sunday, and I'm going with them," she gushed, almost tripping over her words in a hurry to expel them.
Travis just stared at her; he didn't say a word.
"You can't hold me any longer, Travis. You must let me go. I didn't steal your mother's ring."
He ran his hand through his hair. His brow furrowed, and his eyes darkened. His face held an odd grimace that twisted her heart. She didn't want to leave him, but she must, for the sake of her future and her heart.
"All this time I've waited for you to either find the ring or the person who stole it, and all you've done is concentrate on me. I don't have it. So I plan on being on that stagecoach on Sunday. You can't stop me."
Travis took a step toward her. His eyes were unreadable, his face drawn, and she felt his edginess, even if he didn't show his displeasure. The air was so ripe with tension, she could almost touch it. His eyes seemed to engulf her, and she fought the urge to retreat across the hall to her bedroom. But she stood her ground, refusing to back down from him ever again.
"Where are you going?" he finally asked.
She swallowed. He hadn't said she was free to go, but he hadn't refused either. "Waco. We'll be down there for two weeks before moving on to San Antonio. They offered me a job through the rest of the tour."
He nodded. "I told you, you were good."
"Thanks. I ..." She stuttered, her eyes locked in a staring battle with his large brown ones. "Look, I can't stay here any longer. I should have left before now, but—"
Reaching out, he ran his hands down her arms. A rush of heat sent her blood raging through her. He put his hands around her waist and hauled her into his arms, molding her body against him.
"I don't want you to go," he whispered huskily, before his lips came crashing down on hers.
***
Desperation had him clinging to her. Greedily, his lips covered hers with an urgency that clawed at him. She was leaving. The very moment he'd been dreading was thrust upon him before he had time to recover from what the Pinkerton man had told him that afternoon.
He was filled with an urgency that surged through his blood, thundering in his ears, reverberating through his mind. This woman who tempted him, tantalized him, and had led him on a merry chase was not who he'd thought she was. Like a medieval knight, he had captured her and brought her to his lair, and now, when he didn't want her to leave, she was going.
And he didn't have the right to ask her to stay.
His mouth plundered hers as he melded her sweet body to his. His hands were everywhere as his need exploded through him in a gripping sensation. He needed her in a blinding way. He needed her to chase the demons from his consciousness and clear the voices from his mind. He needed her to chase his doubts away.
He'd been wrong once again about her. Rose was his own little con artist. She was not greedy and mean, but an innocent victim of a father who had abandoned his only daughter to somehow make it on her own. And she'd done the best job she knew how with the resources available to her.
Her mouth opened up like a flower, and his tongue caressed the inside of her lip, then swept her mouth, insistent and urgent. She wrapped her arms around his neck and clung to him, pressing her sweet body against him, seeking what he was more than happy to supply.
With a swish of skirts, he lifted her in his arms and carried her to his bed. Needing the contact of her mouth to his, he covered her lips once again, nipping at her bottom lip, drinking of her sweet nectar.
Joining her on the bed, he curled around her, wrapping her in his arms.
The urgency to be next to her, to touch her, almost overwhelmed him. She was leaving, and he needed to be imprinted by her body one more time. To somehow absorb as much of her in one night as he was capable of, though he knew his thoughts were irrational.
His hand skimmed down the front of her dress, cupping her breast, kneading the soft mound, while he ached to wrap his lips around her sweet nipple.
He'd taken her once in a hurried fashion, along the banks of the pond. This time he wanted to linger over her body, explore her, relish in her sweet curves. This time had to be special, since it would be their last. This time had to last him a lifetime and then some, because he couldn't ask her to stay.
She tasted of erotic dreams and lazy mornings, and if this was a dream, he didn't want to awaken if Rose was not in his bed, lying beneath him. His lips trailed down her neck, across her silken shoulder, as his hands worked at the buttons of her dress.
His fingers fumbled, and she brushed them away. Quickly she undid the buttons on her dress and opened the bodice of her gown. He smiled and for a moment felt lost in her hot emerald gaze.
Until she pulled his mouth back down to her lips, collecting his attention once again, while kissing him hungrily. His hand reached inside and tenderly plucked her hardened nipple from her chemise, the pebbled kernel hard and wanting, just like him.
Reluctantly, he released her sweet mouth and continued his exploration across her shoulder and down her chest, leaving a trail of soft, moist kisses across her sensitive flesh.
God, he didn't want her to go. She'd brightened his life, she made him laugh, she defied him at every turn, and now she was leaving.
He encircled her nipple, moving closer and closer until finally he flicked his tongue across the hardened pebble. Rose arched her back, pressing the kernel closer to him, wanting more. She moaned, a deep, earthy sound, as he suckled her breast, his mouth teasing and taunting her with his tongue.
From the very beginning she'd attracted him, intrigued him. Yet he'd believed the worst about her, when really she'd been an innocent, left to struggle and find her own way in the world.
He opened her chemise wider when her dress got in the way. Finally she pushed him aside and sat up on the edge of the bed. She stood and faced him, her lips turned up in a tantalizing smile that left him breathless. Slowly, she peeled her dress from her body and stood before him in her under-petticoat, her chemise hanging down to her knees. Her breasts beckoned him through the filmy material.
Rose untied her petticoat and let it drop to the floor in a pool at her feet; then she stepped out of the cambric material. Her drawers peeked out from beneath her chemise as she turned and pulled the loose garment over her head. When she turned around, she faced him in nothing but her drawers, and he gasped at the sight of her naked breasts, pleased she was no shrinking violet.
He held out a hand and she placed her palm in his and he pulled her into bed, determined not to let her out again.
But Rose had other ideas as she promptly pushed him out of bed.
"Uh-uh. It's your turn now," she indicated with a wave of her hand, pointing at his pants. "Lose 'em."
She reclined in his bed, her dark hair splayed across his pillows. She looked as though she belonged there. This room, this bed, might have been made for her, and he couldn't help but stare.
A smile creased her face. "What are you waiting for, cowboy? Dawn?"
He sat on the edge of the bed and pulled his boots off. When he was finished, she pushed him off the bed.
"On your feet. Last time was a muddy blur. Not this time."
Travis had never felt more self-conscious in all his life, yet he couldn't help but grin. He could play her game. He slowly turned toward her and unbuttoned another button on his pants. His hands moved to his feet, and as he pulled off one sock, he caught a quick flash of disappointment in her eyes. He unbuttoned another button of his pants and smiled down at her.
She grinned, catching on quickly, and settled more firmly into the mattress.
He reached for his second sock and pulled it off. His fingers flicked another button open on his pants.
He glanced up and met her gaze; the fire in her eyes scorched him, and he clenched his fists to keep from yanking the rest of his clothes off.
Gritting his teeth in agony as he tried to prolong the suspense as long as possible, he straightened and undid another button on his pants. His manhood strained as he tested the strength of the remaining button.
With a quick glance and a naughty smile, Travis unhooked the last button. Turning his back to her, he shucked his pants to reveal his naked skin beneath.
When he turned around, she took one long look at him and smiled. "Where are your long johns?" she questioned.
He crawled on the bed beside her and pulled her up against his naked skin, reveling in the feel of her satiny flesh against his.
"I don't wear underwear in the summer," he whispered in her ear.
She gasped. "Oh, my. You mean you're always naked under those pants?"
Travis chuckled as his tongue teased the soft ridge of her ear. "Just me and my birthday suit."
"Oh . . ." she said as he rolled over on top of her, his hands trailing down her silken flesh.
"Maybe you should try it sometime," he drawled, grasping the curve of her sweet bottom.
His hand returned to the waistband of her drawers and he yanked them off, sending the garment flying to the floor. His fingertips continued their path, down past her waist, down to the thatch of hair between her thighs. She was soft and silky and oh-so-warm and moist, just for him.
He'd been her first lover. He was the only man she'd let get this close in her short years. He was the one she had trusted enough to show her how it could be between a man and a woman. The man who held her captive, who'd never believed in her, who thought the worst about her. Yet, she'd trusted him.
"Oh, Travis," she whispered in his ear as his fingers delved into her moist depths.
Gently, he cupped the center of her being, while his lips nibbled on her earlobe. His fingers brushed her satiny folds, tempting and teasing while his lips brushed her neck, trailing down her creamy shoulders, sampling her sweet flesh. Her lashes fluttered and he could feel her pulse beneath his lips pounding rhythmically as, like a cat, she arched her back against his hand, wanting more.
In the glow of the lantern, he felt her heated release against his hand as he stroked her center, until she called his name out loud and he quickly silenced her with a kiss.
Before this woman, no one had ever called his name out loud with need. No one had ever abandoned herself totally in his arms, the way Rose let herself go. She lay limp, trusting, in his arms, and he'd never felt so connected with another human being in his life.
His hand reached out and brushed the tangled mass of curls away from her face, and she opened her eyes slowly. She almost purred his name.
"Travis, I . . ."
Her lips were too tempting as he covered them once again. He didn't want to talk right now. He only wanted to feel, to experience this woman.
Feel her body lying beneath him. Feel her flesh wrapped around him, pulsing against him. No thoughts of tomorrow, only tonight, the two of them pursuing the desire between them.
She slid a hand down his chest, past his waist, until she reached her final destination. He gasped, his lips releasing hers, as she wrapped her fingers around his hardened flesh, flicking the head with a gentle stroke. He lay back, letting the fierce pounding of his blood overwhelm him, as pleasure wafted over him in pulsating waves. She leaned over him, her hand still caressing him as her lips covered his. Greedily, she devoured him, her tongue tracing the edges of his lips, her hand sliding up and down his blood-engorged manhood.
Deep, resonant sensations filled him, and he lay back and let her fingertips work their magic, rhythmically stroking him ever closer to the edge. Her lips gently nibbled on his mouth, her tongue teasing a seductive path down to the hardened muscles of his chest. Her mouth lavished his nipple, tenderly caressing the tender orb.
Suddenly, unable to take the ecstasy anymore, he lifted her up and rolled her to her back in a single movement.
She wrapped her legs around him as he placed his manhood at her womanly entrance. With a primal surge, he entered her, needing to feel her flesh surrounding him, burying himself deep within her.
Her soft whimpers of pleasure increased with each long, slow stroke of his body as he slowed his pace, feeling the need to make it last. This moment with this woman had to last a lifetime. In less than two days, she would be gone, a distant memory to keep him warm on cold winter evenings and hot summer days. But his life would never be the same.
Rose had changed him, made him see life from a different angle. Made him realize just how empty his existence had been until she'd stumbled into his world.
And once she was gone, how lonely he would be once again.
His lips covered hers as they shared the breath of life, his nostrils filled with the scent of Rose, the taste of Rose on his lips. And he was consumed with a passion that surpassed anything he'd ever felt before.
He clasped her hands in his, bracing against her, plunging deeper and deeper into her, feeling as if his soul was joining with hers. Her eyelashes fluttered against her cheek. Her body quivered as she shuddered with completion.
"Travis," she whispered in the dark, and his heart swelled inside his chest. God, this woman had a way of making him feel larger than life.
He couldn't hold back any longer. He'd waited as long as he could, but Rose was ready once again. And this time they both rode a star to the moon and slowly fell back to earth clasped in each other's arms.
***
The moon had risen to its full height and was once again descending when Travis awoke with a start. Rose lay curled against him, snug in his arms, her silken skin warm against him.
In the moonlight, he could see her eyelashes curled against her pale skin, the dark shadows underneath her eyes. She looked so innocent, so peaceful and gentle, the will of iron and steel hidden beneath her kind heart. This tiny woman who had tested his strength in so many ways lay curled, sleeping, in his arms.
They had only hours before dawn. Only days before she went away permanently, leaving him alone once more. He'd never known just how isolated he was until she'd come into his life. But now he knew his existence before Rose had been dull and lifeless. Now he wondered what he would do once she was gone.
It wasn't as if he'd fallen in love with her. But he couldn't keep his hands off her. There was this persistent itch that only she seemed to soothe. Her touch brought instant relief to his drought-ridden soul and left him hungering for more.
Maybe it would have been different if both times the sex hadn't been so gratifying as to leave him stunned at the intense satisfaction. But Rose had taken him to heights of pleasure that he'd never before experienced.
He'd resisted succumbing to her magic every step of the way, but somehow he'd been unable to defy the potency of her charms. And deep down, he no longer wanted to.
She intrigued him. She frustrated him and challenged him at the same time. Life would indeed be dull without her. He didn't know why her leaving should matter so much, but it did.
Rose wasn't what he wanted in a wife, so he hadn't fallen in love with her. She wasn't quiet, meek, and trained in all the fine arts a lady should know. She didn't know how to cook, clean, or live the life of a rancher's wife.
She wasn't a lady, but she was so much more.
Rose Severin was an enigma who constantly kept his life in turmoil. She was a good woman, and he'd taken her virginity.
For a moment he stopped, stunned. He had taken her innocence.
Tonight he'd slept with her beneath his mother's roof. A good woman would insist upon marriage.
He didn't want her to leave.
A good woman would insist he must marry her.
Rose was a good woman. Indeed, it was his duty to marry her.
Travis pulled her tighter against him. It would be less than honorable not to offer her marriage, and he was an honorable man. He had to offer her marriage; he had no choice in the matter. It was the solution to his dilemma.
In the morning he would insist they marry. Then she wouldn't be leaving.
Rose stirred sleepily in Travis's arms when the light, feathery kisses he placed on her neck and ear roused her from a deep sleep. For just a moment she wondered where she was. Then memories of the night before came rushing back, and she burrowed deeper under the covers, her mind still in a sensual daze.
She felt his lips graze along her naked shoulder, and all she wanted to do was snuggle closer to him. Her eyelashes fluttered open, and she glanced up at the man whose arms she lay in and met his clear, brown-eyed gaze. God, he was handsome all sleep-tousled, warm, and sensuous.
"Wake up, sleepyhead," he said softly, his breath tickling her ear. "I hate to kick you out, but it won't be pleasant if someone found you in my room."
"Hmm. I know," she said, burrowing a little deeper, not yet ready to slip back to her room. Day after tomorrow, she would depart and leave him behind. Each moment they were together she memorized, to enjoy later when she was alone.
Yet she couldn't stay and face Travis every morning, see him every day, without giving away the knowledge that she loved him. She couldn't stand the thought of being cast aside, once he found his perfect wife. These last few moments were all she had left, and she wanted to enjoy the feel of his arms around her, snuggle just a little longer with him beneath the covers.
"What time is it?" she asked sleepily.
"Time for you to wake up and talk to me before you go back to your room."
The moon shone through the open window, clearly enough so that she could see his eyes in the darkness. He looked so serious that she turned her head to his chest instead and nestled deeper down into the covers.
"Rose, don't go back to sleep."
"I'm not, I'm listening," she said drowsily.
"I've been thinking. Most women would have expected marriage after what we've done," he said, his voice tense.
"Hmm."
"I ... I think we should get married," he said nervously.
Suddenly her body tensed, and she jerked up from his chest. She stared at him. Had her ears been deceiving her?
"Did you just ask me to marry you?" she questioned.
"Yes," he stated.
"But Travis ..."
"Will you marry me, Rose?" he asked, gazing at her.
Rose felt her body start to tremble, and her eyes filled with tears. She threw her arms around him. "Yes! Yes."
Marriage! Travis was asking her to marry him. She laughed giddily, a rush of happiness stunning her. They were going to marry.
"We can tell Mother this weekend and then see about the arrangements. By next weekend, we could be man and wife. There would be no more sneaking around," he said, smiling.
Travis's lips covered hers in a kiss, and Rose thought she'd never been happier. No other time in her life had she experienced so much turmoil and now blissfulness. She felt as though she was still asleep and wanted to pinch herself to make sure this wasn't a dream.
But there was so much to discuss. She put her hands between them and broke off the kiss, her heart pounding, her breath coming in short gasps.
She pulled back away from Travis. "Why are we waiting until the weekend? Why not tell everyone now?"
"We'll go into town on Sunday and have dinner with everyone and announce it at the dinner table. It will be a nice surprise."
She thought for a moment. "Um. That would be fun. Who all will be there?" she asked.
"Mom and Tucker. Maybe my aunt and uncle, but I know Tucker will be there," he said, running his finger down her cheek.
"Do you think we can keep it a secret until Sunday?" Rose asked.
Travis rubbed his hand along her back in a caressing manner. "I know I can, but what about you?"
"It's going to be hard. And your mother will probably be suspicious, especially if we're getting along."
"Then I'll pick a fight," he said teasingly.
"Just try it, mister. I'll come to your room tonight and punish you," she promised.
He kissed her neck, the curve of her shoulder, easing his way beneath the covers. "Sounds like fun. What do you want to fight about?"
She gasped as his lips found her nipple and he nipped the delicate bud with his teeth. She couldn't think. She could barely talk. "Right now I ... just want you to continue what you're doing."
***
Saturday afternoon, the hot summer sun beat down unmercifully on the land and the people. Rose sat inside the parlor trying to read a book and stay cool, her thoughts on Travis and their upcoming wedding. A week from today she would become Mrs. Travis Burnett, and she felt her lips turn up in a secretive smile.
The knowledge was fairly bursting from her, yet so far she had managed to keep the news to herself. Fortunately, with Travis out working the cattle and Eugenia gone to visit a friend, the secret was safe. And soon she would need to leave for town to give her last performance.
They hadn't discussed her acting last night. She'd only assumed he would want her to give up her position with the troupe. Though she had enjoyed being in the play, it suddenly no longer seemed the important, all-consuming way she wanted to live her life.
She gazed about the parlor dreamily. She never would have believed it if anyone had told her that Travis was going to ask her to marry him.
All this time, Travis had accused her of stealing his mother's ring, yet in the end, he had asked her to marry him. Surely he no longer believed she could have taken his mother's jewelry.
But early this morning, they hadn't discussed the ring, but instead lay there enjoying one another. Not really talking, but expressing with their bodies what their hearts had not said.
So if she hadn't taken Eugenia's wedding band, then who had? Or could she have lost the ring? Rose thought about searching the house, but if she found the ring, wouldn't it seem convenient and a little suspicious that she had located the ring after Travis had asked her to marry him?
She felt so anxious, so nervous. The urge to write Travis a note overcame her, and she hurried into the office to search for a blank sheet of paper.
Rose stopped at Travis's desk. She shuffled through some papers, searching for a blank sheet, when suddenly a bundled group of papers came loose in her hands. She glanced at the name on the page and gasped.
Written across the top it said: A Report on Rose Severin, by Henry Gates, Pinkerton Agent.
For a moment she simply stared at the papers in her hand before she sank down into the chair behind Travis's desk. He'd had her investigated! He'd had someone search into her past and find every dirty little detail he could uncover.
She took a deep breath and flipped the page and began reading about her life. The investigator had really done his work. She read about her mother and father's marriage, her mother's death, and then the life she had lived with her father as a child. How they had traveled from town to town, moving on when the sheriff started pressuring her father to clean up his act.
How three years ago, when she was eighteen, her father had abandoned her and Isaiah for his new wife, leaving her to find some means of support. What the report didn't say was how she had been forced to put together her own con, the séance, and eventually travel to Fort Worth.
But the last paragraph of the three-page report was the one that startled her the most. She gasped as she read the lines. George Severin died of heart failure three months after his marriage to the new Mrs. Severin.
Her father was dead. Had been dead the last three years, while she traveled the Southwest trying to earn enough money to get to New York. She sat staring out the window of Travis's study, stunned at the news that her father was dead. Knowing she was being illogical, but angry just the same that Travis hadn't told her. Yes, she'd told him her father was dead, but she hadn't known the lie she told was really the truth.
When was Travis going to tell her he had her investigated? Or would he ever have told her?
A lone tear trickled down her face as she thought about her father and how he had always been searching for that one deal that was going to make him a wealthy man.
She glanced down at the three handwritten pages and felt the slow burn of anger infuse her body. So, Travis had not trusted or believed her, but had paid some man to dig into her past and find out everything he could, before he'd asked her to marry him.
Come to think of it, what had Travis brought to this union other than asking her to marry him? Last night, all he'd mentioned was that they should get married. And she'd jumped at the opportunity to spend her days with the man she desired.
Had he ever said the word love? Or vowed that he cared?
Nothing. Travis had brought nothing of emotional value. He had merely asked her to marry him.
Even in the throes of passion, he'd never made any declarations of love or caring. But why would he marry her, if he didn't love her? Was the wedding just another ruse to get her to stay?
She put her head in her hands as tears trickled slowly down her face. Travis Burnett was a man who would never gush romantic poetry or recite love sonnets. He lived by the rules, was honest to a fault, and expected everyone around him to live by the law. He was virtuous, trustworthy—and unable or unwilling to express his feelings for the people he cared about.
So why had he chosen now to ask her to marry him, when he knew she was planning to leave?
Could it all be a ploy just to get her to stay, until he found his mother's ring? Had he really had no intention to marry her, but had known the right words to say to get her to stay?
Better still, how could she marry a man who had never spoken endearments to her, told her he loved her, or even said he cared about her?
A tear rolled down her cheek and landed on the report. No matter how she tried to leave behind the life she had come from, it always managed to find her. She would never be good enough to marry Travis.
Slowly she climbed the stairs, carrying the report in her hands. There was one final act to this performance, before the curtain came crashing down.
***
Travis walked in the front door and noticed Rose's valise sitting beside the door. The wagon was waiting outside, hitched and ready to go, loaded with what appeared to be Rose's trunk.
He glanced at the suitcase and then up the stairs as Rose slowly made her way down. Her face was drawn, and her eyes held an odd light in them that somehow sent a chill down his spine.
"Where are you going?" he asked, his gaze shifting to the suitcase.
Her slipper touched the floor, and she moved past him into the parlor, not even saying hello. He automatically followed her. Something was wrong.
She turned on him, her eyes fairly smoldering. It was then he saw the envelope she held in her hand, and he inwardly groaned.
"I went searching for paper in your office to make-out a list of things we'd need for the wedding, when I happened upon this...this paper with my name on it"
"Rose, I—"
She tilted her head, shaking it in disbelief. "You had me investigated? How could you?"
Travis walked toward her, but she backed away.
"You were cheating my mother. I had to find out everything I could about you," he said empathetically.
She moved in closer, almost touching him, but her body was rigid with anger. "I've never cheated your mother. All you had to do was ask, and I would have told you anything you wanted to know."
"I didn't trust you. I wouldn't have believed you."
"Do you now?" she questioned. "Do you trust and believe in me? Do you believe I stole your mother's ring?"
She watched his face become a grimace that saddened her. "I don't know. Who else could it be?"
She all but staggered from the impact of his words. He could see the devastation on her face, and his heart ached.
"I ordered the investigation to find out about you months ago, when I brought you back. It's really all right. I found out you weren't who I thought you were."
"That's all right?" She stared at him incredulously.
Travis shifted, suddenly uneasy.
"I'm not who you thought I was, so now you're going to marry me? But you still believe I might have stolen your mother's ring!"
"No, I just—"
She interrupted him. "You didn't ask me to marry you until after you received the report," she said in stunned disbelief.
He ran his hand through his hair nervously, trying to collect his rattled thoughts.
"Well... I didn't see a need until the other night," he said, regretting the words the moment they left his mouth. What was wrong with him? He was sounding like a complete fool. "I'm trying to protect you. You could be with child right now. It's my duty to marry you. I should marry you."
"Curse you and your duty! Curse you and your respectability!" She stepped up to him, pointing her finger into his chest. "When I marry, I want a man who loves me, not his honor."
She stepped away from him, her arms tightly folded across her chest, and she walked to the window and gazed out at the ranch. Her voice became low, almost sorrowful. "Come to think of it, Travis, I can't remember a time when you've ever told me you loved me. Or cared for me. But you've certainly been able to tell me how displeasing I am."
He stood there, unable to say anything, his heart aching. She looked so forlorn, so sad, but he couldn't utter the words she wanted to hear. They were stuck in his throat. Couldn't she see he was offering her his world, just not the words that went with the gesture?
There was total silence while she waited. But the words refused to come, and no matter what, he couldn't say them. He cared for her, but certainly nothing he could call love, and he wouldn't lie to her.
She bit her lip and then let out a heavy sigh. "Well, I guess that pretty much lets me know how you feel."
Rose looked up and met his gaze. "You know, I always thought I should hate you when you first brought me here, but even then I was drawn to you. I didn't want to be, but I was, and I fell in love with the good, honest man you are, knowing who you thought I was. I always hoped you would come to love me for who I am. I may not be the perfect lady, but I think I'm a lot better."
She picked up her valise. "My papa always said I was a dreamer, and I guess I am. Obviously your offer of marriage was one last gesture to get the ring back. But I still don't have it."
"No. I wanted to marry you so you wouldn't go."
Rose smiled bleakly. "If you don't love me or trust me, we could never be married. I have to go."
"I ... I want to do the right thing. I'm trying to protect you from the consequences of our passion."
She turned back to the window and sniffed. Her hand reached up and wiped a tear away.
"I don't want your chivalry. I want your love," she said angrily. "Tonight is the last performance. Tomorrow I'm catching the stage out of town."
"But—"
"I guess it's a good thing we never told Eugenia about the engagement. No one has to know of your act of chivalry."
He ran his fingers through his hair, a tight knot of apprehension seemed to ball itself up in his gut, twisting until he wanted to cry out in pain.
"I'm asking you to stay. To be my wife. You won't have to work. I'll keep you safe. You'll be respected."
She whirled around, her face a tight grimace of hurt. "Respected by everyone but my husband." She grabbed her valise and yanked open the door, then stopped and turned to face him. "Damn you and your respectability! I want love. I want a husband who can tell me how much he loves me—not that he did the honorable thing in marrying me because he had sex with me."
She slammed the door as she hurried out the door to the waiting wagon.
***
Rose handed the stagecoach driver her ticket and glanced around the street one last time before she stepped up into the stage. She'd held out hope until now that Travis would come after her, but he didn't love her, and he wasn't going to try to stop her from leaving.
Rose waved to Isaiah as he mounted his horse. He would follow behind the stagecoach all the way to Waco, where the next performance was scheduled to take place.
But there was no sight of Travis on the street this Sunday morning. No sign of Tucker or Eugenia. There was no one but Isaiah, and Rose couldn't help but think they were back where they started. Back traveling, trying to make a living. But who would have thought that their lives would change so drastically in one cattle town?
All night she'd dreamed Travis would come running down the street at the last moment, certain that he couldn't live without her, knowing they were destined to be together. But the street was strangely quiet this Sunday morning. Only the sound of an occasional carriage making its way to church or the clop of a horse and rider making their way to some unknown destination could be heard.
How did you make your heart quit loving someone, when they didn't return your affection? How did you ride out of town and leave your heart behind?
A tear trickled down her cheek, and she quickly wiped it away, trying to keep the flood of tears at bay.
Under the circumstances, leaving was for the best. She still had her acting career, her dreams of becoming an actress. But the dreams seemed to die on barren ground within her heart. What once had seemed exciting no longer appeared so intriguing.
The stagecoach jerked as the horses pulled away. Rose glanced out the window and watched the city roll by and knew she could never return to Fort Worth. Too many things had happened here. This was where she had lost her heart to a muscular cowboy who couldn't say the word love. For all of his goodness, he couldn't get over the fact that she had been earning a living the best way she knew how, and somehow Rose knew he still believed she had taken the wedding ring.
At the edge of town, she pulled down the curtain blocking the landscape, leaned her head back, and tried her best not to cry. Travis didn't love her, so it was best she forget him.
Two days later, Travis felt saddle-sore and weary. He'd been riding aimlessly since he'd left the house late yesterday afternoon, trying to make sense out of the last few days. Trying to reconcile what had happened between him and Rose.
How could she have fallen in love with him, when he'd had her thrown in jail, and when she got out he'd done everything but run her out of town? Only then to discover his mother's missing ring and go racing across country to kidnap her from the road- house. He'd forced her on the back of a horse, accused her of tricking his mother, swindling his men, of setting fire to his barn, of lying and cheating, not to mention being a loose woman.
And somehow she'd fallen in love with him anyway. No one had ever loved him for himself, only for the ranch or his money.
God, he'd missed her these last few days. Missed her laughter, the way she brightened up his day. Regardless of what had happened between them, she made him see life from a different perspective. She always found something to smile about; she'd always brought joy into his world.
Though often she'd pointed out his faults, she'd still fallen in love with him, while he had only criticized, complained, and threatened her. Why had he been unable to see the goodness in Rose? Why had he been so hard on her?
From the very beginning, he'd thought he knew who she was, only to discover he was a fool. He hadn't known her at all. At least not the way he thought he knew her.
Yet he'd known she was running a séance parlor; he'd known she was a con artist. But still he'd been attracted to her, and that bothered him. How could a man who valued honesty and truthfulness be drawn to a woman who told lies for a living?
The day he stepped into her séance parlor, Travis knew there was something special about her. But it wasn't until he carried her out of the roadhouse that he'd realized just how much he wanted her physically. And now all he knew was that he felt as though a ray of sunshine had disappeared from his life. He was lonelier than he'd ever been and felt as if half of his soul had gotten on that stage Sunday and ridden out of town.
She claimed to love him, but why? What was there about him to love? What had she seen in him that made her offer her heart so willingly? Until recently she had defied him at every turn, had challenged, opposed, and resisted him, all the while claiming she was innocent of his charges.
No woman had ever stood up to him and bullied him the way Rose had. No one had ever made him think about his actions quite the way she had. Somehow Rose had made a better man of him, and he had let her walk away.
A pain so deep and overwhelming left him gasping. His own stubborn pride had kept him from seeing that she made him whole. She had laughed and cajoled her way into his heart, and in the end he had stubbornly refused to give her the love she so desperately needed.
All he'd thought about was his damn sense of honor and duty, which wouldn't keep him warm at night. No, Rose would never be the lady he had dreamed of marrying, but then she was so much more than a dressed-up woman with an empty head. She was full of life, she was good, she was decent, and he wanted them to have babies and grow old together.
God, he loved her. He had stubbornly refused to say the words she so longed to hear, but he did love her.
Travis was a fool. The biggest fool of all for letting her get away. He had loved her for longer than he could admit, longer than he could remember. He trusted her and he wanted her for his wife.
He had to go find her, apologize to her and ask her to forgive him. Tell her that he loved her. And then, if she would have him, he was going to get down on his knees and ask her again to marry him. Ask her to be his wife for the rest of their natural days. Tell her he was willing to follow her and her dream of acting, if that was what it took. As long as she would be his wife, his helpmate, and his lover, he would give her his heart and then some.
He glanced up and noticed his surroundings for the first time. He'd let his horse amble any direction he wanted, and now he was on the outer boundaries of the ranch, so far away that there was a line shack in the distance for shelter.
He kicked his horse into a gallop. He had to get to Waco and find Rose before she disappeared out of his life forever.
***
Travis opened the door and hurried into the house, eager to grab a few things and be on his way. The place had felt like a mausoleum since Rose had left and Eugenia had gone visiting a neighboring ranch. Everywhere he turned, he had mental images of Rose laughing and smiling. Walking through the rooms, he could almost swear he'd smelled her perfume. But he knew better. She was gone, out of his life for good unless he could find her.
"Is that you, Travis?" his mother called from the back of the house.
"Yes," he replied, eager to be on his way.
Eugenia stepped into the entryway and glanced around. "Where's Rose? I thought she was with you."
Travis set his gear down. When Eugenia left, Rose had been deliriously happy; now she was gone and he was going after her, to confess his love and beg her forgiveness. He would have to tell his mother what had happened while she was away.
"I can give you five minutes, and then I've got to be on my way," he said, turning toward the parlor.
Her forehead wrinkled in a frown, but she didn't say anything, only followed him into the parlor, where Eugenia took a seat on the loveseat. Travis began to pace the floor.
"What's wrong, son? You seem upset. Has something happened to Rose?" Eugenia questioned.
Clenching his hands, he turned and faced her, dreading giving her the news. "Rose has left for good, and I'm about to follow her."
He waited for her to absorb the information and watched as she looked at him, surprised.
"What do you mean, she's gone? She was here when I left Saturday morning, and the two of you seemed to have reached an understanding. I thought that maybe ..."
Her voice trailed off. Travis wasn't surprised his very observant mother had realized that the two of them had become a couple.
"She went with the acting troupe on to Waco. They left on the stage yesterday morning," he said, unable to tell his mother how it had taken every ounce of will power he possessed to keep from riding after Rose. In fact, he'd ridden out to the farthest pasture to work, just so he couldn't change his mind and go after her. Now he knew how foolish he was to have let her get away.
"But I thought the two of you . . ." She paused. "I thought that maybe you would eventually ask her to marry you. It was pretty obvious you wanted the girl."
Travis shrugged. "I did ask her to marry me."
"She turned you down?" Eugenia exclaimed.
"No. She accepted." Travis ran his hand through his hair.
Eugenia stood and walked over to her son. "What happened? Why did she leave, if you asked her to marry you?"
He glanced at his mother and shoved his hands in his pockets. Why did he feel that he was ten years old again and had to explain why he had gotten in trouble at school?
"After I brought Rose back to the ranch from that roadhouse in Waco, Tucker told me about an investigator in town who could search out her background. I thought I would find out how unscrupulous she was, and then I could prove to you that this woman was meant to be behind bars."
He glanced at his mother, feeling awkward. It wasn't often that he admitted to anyone he was wrong, but to have to tell his mother was tough.
"The investigator gave me the report last week. Rose is a con artist, but she's not even close to how bad I wanted her to be. Until she stole your wedding band, running a séance parlor was the worst thing she'd ever done."
"I thought that was a more creative way to earn money myself. But you still haven't told me why she left," Eugenia pointed out.
"Saturday she found the report on my desk," he stated. "She was upset that I had her investigated instead of asking her these questions directly. She said I didn't trust her. And then, when I couldn't tell her I knew for certain she hadn't stolen the ring, she left."
He sighed and sank down on the couch. "At the time, I thought I had to investigate her. She was a con artist; after all, and your ring disappeared while you were with her. But now I realize how much I love her, and I don't care what's become of your ring. I'm going after her."
Eugenia laid her hand on her son's arm in a comforting gesture. She took a deep breath. "You love her?"
"Yes, with all my heart. I don't care if she took your ring, I only know I love her."
"There's something I need to tell you about my wedding band," his mother said, a dire note in her voice.
She paused, and he could see the apprehension in her eyes. "Rose never stole my ring."
Unable to comprehend what she was saying, Travis stared at his mother in disbelief. "How do you know for certain she didn't take it?"
"Because I still have it."
"What?" Comprehension slowly dawned. Travis groaned and leaned his head in his hands. How? Had she lied to him? He couldn't be that wrong about Rose. Could he? "Why did you do this, Mother?"
"I've waited for years for one of my sons to get married, and finally I decided the only way this was going to happen was for me to take matters into my own hands." She paused and glanced at her son guiltily. "After you had Tucker put her in jail, I knew she would stand up to you. That she was just the type of woman you needed. I didn't require an investigator to tell me Rose was a good person. I knew it from watching her actions and her deeds."
"What did you do with the ring, Mother?" Travis asked, clearly irritated.
Eugenia wrung her hands. "Well, after I bailed Rose out of jail, we went back to that little house she was staying in. While she was packing, I tried to convince her to stay, to move out to our ranch. I so desperately wanted her to stick around that I offered to let her try to contact Tanner. But she turned me down."
Eugenia paced the floor, clearly nervous. Travis waited patiently, his anger building as his mother avoided his direct question.
"I was desperate. I knew how protective you've been of me since your father died. I knew you wouldn't stand for anyone taking advantage of me. So I slipped off my ring, and well ..." She glanced up at Travis. "I lied to you, son. I had the ring all along."
The room became deadly quiet, with only the ticking of the clock to be heard. A gut-wrenching pain made Travis almost cry out. His own mother had lied and tricked him. She had manipulated him to gain what she wanted, and in the end he had been duped and hurt. Not to mention what he'd done to Rose, the woman he loved.
"I ... acted without thinking, Travis. If I had thought this thing through instead of reacting, I never would have done this. I've been unfair to you and Rose, and I don't blame you one bit for being upset with me."
God, if she wanted to, Rose could prosecute him for what he had done to her. All because of his mother. Travis had never yelled at his mother, at least not until today.
"How could you do this and sleep at night?" he yelled. "You let me abduct an innocent woman, drag her kicking and screaming back to our ranch, only so that you could play matchmaker!"
"Well, I did it with your best interest at heart," Eugenia said timidly. "I know that doesn't excuse my actions. But you know my children are important to me."
"Mother, it was wrong! Do you realize how I have treated her? You let me disrupt her life, you let me believe that she was some sort of evil con artist who was stealing from innocent victims."
"Now, wait just a minute. I was wrong, I admit, but you came to that conclusion all on your own. If you remember, I was the one who defended her. I kept telling you she was not who she seemed. And she wasn't, was she?"
"No. But that still doesn't excuse you!" he yelled. "Damn it, Mother. She told me she loved me before she left. But she couldn't be with me because I didn't trust her or believe in her."
Eugenia stared at her son. Travis clenched his fist and felt the urge to hit the nearest wall, but he resisted. "What you've done goes against every principle you taught me. All along she's been innocent. She's been exactly who she said she was, and I've never believed her, but I believed you."
He'd always prided himself on being an honest, fair-minded person, yet knowing his mother, he'd taken her side and believed Rose had stolen her wedding band. Now to find out he was wrong, that all along Rose had been innocent, made him feel ten times a fool.
But worse than anything, he'd hurt the woman he loved.
Unable to sit any longer, he jumped up and strode from the room, his steps angry and forceful.
"Where are you going, Travis?" Eugenia cried, running after him.
"I'm going after her. I'm going after the woman I love and tell her how sorry I am for believing my mother instead of her."
Yanking his hat off the rack, he shoved it on his head.
"Give me the damn ring!"
Eugenia reached into her handbag and took out the small diamond band. She gave it to her son. "Give it to Rose."
He paused at the door. "Do me a real big favor, Mother. Stay out of my business from now on. Don't interfere again."
Rose missed Travis so much, she didn't know how she got through each day. Waco was a small town compared to Fort Worth, a peaceful community. But the ranch wasn't there, Eugenia wasn't there, and most of all Travis's dimpled smile wasn't there. The dependability and security she had experienced for the first time in her life was suddenly missing.
Though the feelings were wonderful, she couldn't stay and have them any longer with Travis. If he couldn't say he loved her, couldn't tell her he knew she had never taken his mother's wedding band, then they had no future. But living with her decision was not easy, and the urge to jump on the next stage and return to Fort Worth was strong.
Fortunately, the theater had kept her busy. The performance had been packed the night before. People from miles around had come into town to see The Taming of the Shrew.
In the small community, they were all celebrities. People stopped her on the street and told her how much they enjoyed the performance. Yet, she seemed to have lost whatever pleasure she'd found in acting. And sometimes she wondered if she had ever enjoyed this or simply had become an actress because that was what her mother had done, and it was Rose's last connection to her mother.
She was alone in the world. Both of her parents were dead, and now she was going to let Isaiah go. It was time for her to start over, make a change in her life. And that change meant starting fresh.
A knock on the door alerted her that Isaiah had arrived.
She opened the door and gave him a brief hug. "Come in, Isaiah."
"Miss Rose, are you all right?" he asked, thrown off balance by her hug.
"I'm fine, Isaiah. I'm probably better than I have been in months—I just don't feel that way yet," she said, knowing her whole world was about to change. "Sit down, Isaiah, I need to talk to you."
He took a seat across from her and leaned forward, his hands clasped together. "What's wrong, Miss Rose? You don't seem too happy."
She smiled. "You're very perceptive, Isaiah. No, I haven't been happy since before we left Fort Worth." She glanced down, and then she raised her eyes to him again. "Travis asked me to marry him."
She shook her head when Isaiah made an excited sound. "Then I found out that he had me investigated. I probably overreacted a little bit about the investigation, but when he couldn't admit that I was innocent of his accusations of stealing his mother's ring, and he couldn't tell me that he loved me—well, I broke it off."
"Oh, Miss Rose. I'm so sorry."
"It gets worse, Isaiah. In that report I found out that my father is dead."
"Oh, no, Miss Rose. How?"
"Apparently he had some problem with his heart and died not long after he remarried."
"My, oh, my. I'm sorry to hear about your father."
"I've been taking a long look at my life and what I want to do."
"Yes'm."
"Since I was a little girl, all I've heard about is the fact that my mother was Rosalyn Severin. I always thought that if Mother made it in the theater, I could too. But I don't know anymore."
"Miss Rose, your mother loved the attention she received. She always said it was hard work and not the sort of thing most people are cut out for."
"Isaiah, I think I've been chasing my mother's dream and not my own. I really don't enjoy acting. You know, all my life I've been dragged from one town to another, chasing my father's dream of getting rich. Acting is the same type of life. Going from town to town, never putting down roots or making friends.''
"So what are you going to do, Miss Rose?"
"I don't know yet. I've got a little money saved. I think I'm going to California. Make a fresh start and leave behind my parents' ghosts. At least there I won't be known."
"But it's so far, Miss Rose," Isaiah said.
"I know, and that's why I'm releasing you from your duties," she said solemnly. God, it hurt to let him go, but she had to release him, let him stay and take care of his aging parents. Let him live his life for a change.
He stared at her, stunned, as if he'd never thought of the two of them not being together. He bowed his head, and when he raised it, there were tears in his eyes. "I always thought I would hand you over to a husband."
"Isaiah, you have family here who need you. I can't ask you to travel all the way to California and leave them behind. It's not fair. You've been faithful to your promise to my mother all these years—now it's time you took care of your family."
She couldn't let him see her cry, or he would refuse to go, and she knew she was doing the right thing, even if it did hurt.
"When are you leaving?" he asked.
"Tonight is my last performance. I've told the troupe I will not be going on to San Antonio with them. I'm going to travel to Galveston and catch a boat from there."
"You will let me know when you reach California that you're all right?" he asked.
"We won't lose touch, Isaiah. You're the only family I have now. Of course I'll let you know."
Together they stood, and she reached out and hugged him to her close. "I'll miss you so much."
"Not near as much as I will you. I'll talk to you again before you leave."
He released her and made his way to the door.
"Miss Rose, I really had hopes for you and Mr. Burnett. He was a fine gentleman."
Tears clogged her throat before she managed to clear them. "Me too, Isaiah. Me too."
***
Travis had just about killed his horse and himself getting to Waco. In fact, he would have been there sooner if the beast hadn't thrown a shoe. He had to walk her for ten miles to the nearest settlement before he could get her fixed up with a new shoe and continue on.
It was Wednesday night; the play would already be in progress. He was dirty, dusty, and tired, but he didn't care. He thought of finding a hotel room, taking a bath, and getting cleaned up, but was afraid that in the time it took him, the play would end and somehow he'd miss Rose. And nothing was going to keep him from finding Rose.
He tied his horse up outside and swiped at the dust on his clothes in an attempt to brush it off, but it didn't help much. Travis bought a ticket, stepped into the theater, and took a seat. The play was already in the second act, but he didn't care. Just the opportunity to see Rose, watch her, and know that soon they would talk made him feel better.
Somehow he felt that his entire life was riding on this night. All the way here, he'd thought about the words he was going to say.
If only she'd give him a second chance, that was all he wanted.
He watched the play, his eyes mesmerized by Rose. She was amazing, an exceptional actress, and she had been willing to give it all up for him. Until he had refused her his love. As he sat watching her, he hoped and prayed she would listen to him.
The commotion started during the third act. Once again an inebriated man left his seat and made his way toward the stage. Travis felt his heart start to hammer inside his chest as he watched the man stumble toward the stage. When he could walk no further, he started yelling at the women on stage.
"Lift your skirts. Do the can-can and kick your legs!" he cried out. "Dance, girlies, dance."
Just then Rose came to the end of the stage to say her part. The man lunged for her, and Travis was out of his seat, running for the stage.
Rose had retreated when the drunk reached for her, and Travis didn't know if she saw him or not. He reached out, grabbed the man by the shirt collar, and whirled him around. The drunk swung at him, Travis ducked, and his right fist decked the man, knocking him out cold. Travis then dragged him out of the theater, depositing him outside with the local law.
It was then that he saw Isaiah. The Negro man ambled over to him. "I was just going for that man myself when I saw you coming down that aisle. What are you doing here, Mr. Burnett, or need I ask?"
Travis smiled, as he'd always liked Isaiah. "I'm here to see Rose, Isaiah. What else? We have some unfinished business."
"It's a good thing you got here when you did. She's already told this acting troupe she's quitting and going to California. She's catching the stage tomorrow to Galveston. Head'n out of town for good."
Travis cringed as he realized that if he'd waited any longer, he might never have found her. Together, the two of them went back inside and finished watching the play.
When it was finally over, Isaiah shook his hand. "I'll be hanging around until she leaves town, and then I'm headin' back to my family. I want what's best for her. Good luck, young man."
"Thanks, Isaiah." Travis said, and then watched the man amble away.
People were leaving the tent as he made his way around back to the curtained-off areas for the actors.
He came to the makeshift rooms, and as a young lady was going in, he asked her, "Would you tell Rose Severin that someone is outside to see her?"
The woman gave him the once-over and then said, "Sure."
She disappeared into the room, and he heard her call out, "Rose, there's some good-looking cowboy outside waiting to see you."
Rose felt her knees start to shake. He was here, but why? Slowly she opened the curtain and peeked outside. Her heart leaped in her chest at the sight of the man she'd fallen desperately in love with. So that had been him in the audience. She hadn't dreamed she saw him carrying out yet another drunk.
"You're a long way from home, cowboy. What are you doing here?" she asked anxiously.
He held his hat in his hand, his clothes dusty and dirty. His face was haggard, as if he hadn't slept. He looked like hell, but he was a gorgeous sight to behold just the same.
"We have some unfinished business we need to talk about, if you don't mind."
"If it's about your mother's ring, we've said everything there is to say," she quickly informed him.
He smiled. "No. The ring has been found. Walk with me for a little ways and I'll tell you everything," he said.
"Just a minute." She ran back inside, grabbed her bag of personal items, and hurried out of the tent. Travis stood waiting for her, looking tired and saddle- weary.
They walked beside one another away from the tent theater, strolling along, not touching, just walking.
"When did you get in?" she asked.
"About an hour ago," he said. "I would have been here sooner, but my horse threw a shoe. I'm sorry I didn't take the time to clean up. I came straight here."
Oh, my, he had come directly to her, and he now knew where the wedding band was. Rose felt her pulse quicken.
The moon was full as they walked along a darkened street until they reached a park bench. The stars twinkled above, and a cool night breeze blew softly.
"Would you like to sit?" he asked.
"All right."
They sat at opposite ends of the bench, not touching. She was afraid to touch him for fear the resolve she had built would crumble and she would be lost.
He leaned his elbows on his knees and twirled his hat nervously. Rose didn't say anything. He was the one who had ridden all this way to talk to her, and she was going to wait him out.
Finally, he cleared his throat, sat up, and faced her. "I owe you an apology."
Rose almost jerked, she was so surprised at his words. This was the last thing she'd expected from him.
"I'm very protective of my family, and from the beginning I saw you as a threat to my mother. And when her ring turned up missing, I was told you had taken it. I treated you horribly, and for that I'm sorry."
He took a deep breath. "I had you thrown in jail, I kidnapped you, I forced you onto the back of a horse, I treated you like a prisoner at the house, I've accused you over and over of stealing the ring, of being a thief and a whore. Yet you were innocent all along."
Travis gazed straight into her eyes. "You didn't deserve to be treated the way I behaved toward you. I'm sorry, and I hope you will forgive me."
She gazed at him in bewilderment and awe. "I must say that I'm surprised you followed me here just to apologize." She paused. "We had some trying times, but I never felt abused. Just tied down. I accept your apology."
She'd never seen him this way. He seemed to be struggling, wanting to express himself, but having a hard time of it. Her heart went out to him.
Yet something held her back. Some instinct for survival kept her from throwing her arms around him.
"Before you accept my apology, you should know there's more. Seems my matchmaking mother knew that you were the perfect woman for me, and she knew I would protect her at all costs. The ring was never missing, Rose. She schemed to bring us together by falsely accusing you of taking her ring."
"What?" Rose said, outraged. "The ring was never missing? I've been forced to stay at your ranch all this time, and all along your mother still had the ring? How could Eugenia do this? She knew how upset I was at your accusations."
"Looking back, I should have realized something was wrong. The way she kept defending you, protecting you, should have made me realize something about her story wasn't true. I know it doesn't make you feel any better, but I thoroughly chastised her for the wrong she did to you."
"I knew she was trying to bring us together, but I never realized just how far she would go to keep me there," Rose admitted. "But I'm still angry with her."
"And you should be," he agreed.
He jumped up and started to pace nervously. "There's something else I need to tell you. Ever since you left last Saturday, there's a part of me that's been incomplete, that seems missing. I'm not a man who can easily express his emotions, but you were right to leave me that day. Until you left me, I didn't know how much you had changed and improved my life. I didn't realize that you had become my reason for living."
He stopped and got down on one knee. Rose almost cried at the sight of this strong, prideful man on bended knee.
"I didn't know that you had captured my heart. I've fallen deeply in love with you, but didn't know it until you were gone."
Rose gasped, not believing the words Travis was speaking.
He reached into his pocket and pulled out a gold wedding band and held it up. "This is the ring that brought us together." He paused. "Will you please marry me, be my wife?"
Rose stared down at the big, handsome cowboy who was on bended knee asking her to marry him. Who had managed to say the words she so longed to hear. She knew what this had cost him in pride, yet he had done it for her.
A sob escaped her throat and she threw her arms around him, knocking him back onto the ground. They both lay in the grass, her on top of him, kissing.
Finally he pulled back, breaking the seal of their lips. "Does this mean you'll say yes?"
"Yes. I'll marry you, Travis Burnett, bear your children, and even learn to ride horses with you. But I will not learn how to be a proper lady."
He laughed. "I love you, Rose. Please don't ever change or stop loving me."
Covering her lips with his own, he sealed their promise to one another.
Finally, Rose broke off the kiss. "I'm still angry at your mother, but without her scheming, we would never have found one another." She held up her hand in the light. "This little band of gold brought us together and will have kept us together until death do us part."
He kissed her lightly on the nose and laughed. "Even death won't keep us apart. Madam Desirée will find a way to unite us.
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EXCERPT:
“"I've Waited Years for a Husband."
Beth stopped in front of Tanner, her hazel eyes flashing indignantly. "To have someone who would wake up in my arms each morning, a baby to rock to sleep. Isn't that what all women dream of? So why am I so bad for wanting the same things?"
"You're not as long as you know I'm not good husband material." Tanner took a deep breath and tried not to reflect on what he could see beneath her sheer nightgown. "But you think you can soothe my hurts and make me care about you enough that I'll change my ways."
"I don' t give a fig about your hurts."
Tanner didn't want to stop. "You think that beneath this rough exterior there's a man worth saving, worth turning into a husband. You're wrong."
God, how he wanted her even when she was pushing him, making him feel things he'd long forgotten. He still wanted to feel her arms around him, even while he was trying his best to push her away.
"I have a man waiting for me. Why would I want a coldhearted bastard like you?"
"Because the man waiting for you, doesn't make you feel like this," he said as he pulled her into his arms.
––– end of excerpt –––
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EXCERPT:
A RELUCTANT BRIDE
At the sound of the rapid knock, Tucker glanced up from the paperwork on his desk. Why did the sight of Sarah always cause his heart to give a small leap? She stood in the doorway, her face red, her body taut, something was dreadfully wrong.
“Can I come in?” Her voice was polite and brisk.
Tucker jumped up from behind the desk and hurried around to greet her. “What’s wrong? You wouldn’t have come if there wasn’t a problem”
He could see the tension in her body in the way she walked toward him carrying a small tin.
“What’s in there?” he asked, afraid of the answer.
“This is what’s the matter,” she said, laying the tin on the desk and pulling off the lid. Then she reached inside a layer of white tissue paper and pulled out his mother’s bridal veil.
Tucker cringed. “I tried to warn you.”
Sarah watched him, a frustrated expression on her beautiful face. “I was bluntly honest with her, and she didn’t hear me. She had the gall to ask me to wear the thing when I marry you!”
Tucker stared at her, thoughts racing through his mind. How could he honor his plan to help Sarah find another man when his own mother was so determined to see him wed to Sarah? And when all he could think of was the chance to kiss her again.…
––– end of excerpt –––
Read more on Smashwords: The Marshal Takes A Bride
If you liked the Burnett Bride series you might also like…
Alexandra Thurston wants revenge. Revenge on the husband who wrongly accused her of infidelity and divorced her, tainting her as a scarlet woman. She vows she will reclaim her good name and never marry again. However, her father wants grandchildren to be heirs to his banking fortune and he' s determined to find her a husband. He has no luck , though, until she finds herself caught in a compromising position with the handsome plantation owner, Connor Manning.
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B
ook 1 - The Trouble with Twins Series
EXCERPT:
"Never again," Jennifer Riley vowed as she stepped into the black-paneled wooden coffin outside the entrance to the Hilton Hotel in downtown Tyler, Texas. Traffic whizzed by on Main street, while she laid inside the macabre structure. She tugged at her filmy black chiffon dress, trying to cover as much of her exposed cleavage as possible. "No matter how busy Julia gets or how much she pleads, I refuse to do this again. I didn't come back to Tyler to dress up as an over-the-hill sex queen."
Paul, her sister's employee, stood quietly by, holding the lid open. "Ready?"
Jennifer took a deep breath, dreading the darkness that would engulf her. "Yes, make it quick. I hate lying inside this creepy box."
Jennifer watched the coffin lid come down, shutting out the noise and headlights from the traffic.
"You all right?" Paul asked.
"Hurry!” Her breath sounded harsh in the darkness. She felt the pallbearers lift the coffin onto the cart and roll it along the sidewalk into the hotel.
After tonight, Julia, her twin sister, would have to find someone else to jump out of coffins and sing seductively when she needed help with her business. No ifs, ands, or buts!
As the new Development Director at County General Hospital, Jennifer would be way too busy to fill in at her sister's fledgling singing telegram business. Not to mention that popping out of coffins could be damaging to her new career.
The cart jostled along the hallway of the hotel until she heard wolf whistles and loud, boisterous, voices cheering, and she knew they'd arrived at the party.
Paul rapped on the coffin lid. "Are you ready?"
Jennifer cleared her throat and searched for the button that would pop open the door. Whatever happened to women jumping out of cakes? What nut case thought coffins were funny?
The coffin lifted. She gripped the sides, trying to find her balance as the pallbearers slid the casket off the cart until the box stood upright. She landed with a jarring thunk on the floor. You just couldn't get good pallbearers anymore.
Paul tapped on the side of the coffin to signal her it was show time.
"In honor of your birthday, your friends and family have given you a gift from the other side. The other side of the hill, that is," Paul announced as the noise from the crowd swelled.
Music started to play, and Jennifer hit the button on the inside of the wooden box. The lid sprang open and she slinked out, her chiffon dress clinging like a second skin that left little to the imagination.
"Happy Birthday," she sang in her alto voice, her eyes blinded by the lights. She blinked rapidly, hoping her eyesight would adjust to the brightness of the room. When her vision finally cleared, she found herself staring into the face of the one man she'd hoped never to see again.
There before her, wearing a stunned expression on his face and a Marvin the Martian child's birthday hat on his head, sat Brent Moulton.
"Well, I'll be damned," said the captain of her old high school football team, the person voted most handsome and most likely to succeed.
Jennifer's voice cracked as she gazed into the emerald eyes of the boy who'd once been the object of her teenage dreams. A lock of dark hair lay across his high forehead. His full lips smiled as she stumbled over the words to the song she'd sung countless times.
I should never have agreed to do this tonight!
Dancing for a man who, almost fifteen years ago, hadn't known the difference between her and Julia was anything but special, but the show had to go on.
She slinked around him, her heart beating in her throat as she ran her hands along the hard, contoured muscles of his shoulders during her act. Brent must have existed on nothing but Wheaties since graduation, because his physique resembled a professional football player's, rather than that of a high school kid.
Of course, he would never remember her. She had portrayed Julia that night so long ago when they'd pulled a switch on him. Nevertheless, deep down inside, the foolish young girl Jennifer had convinced herself that he'd known which twin he was with. To her, their identity seemed apparent. Yes, they looked alike, but when someone really knew the two of them, their differences were obvious.
With a coo that she hoped resembled Christina Aguilera's crooning, she ran her fingers down his cheek as she began the last chorus of the song, the place in the act where she was supposed to lean forward and place a chaste kiss on his cheek. She gazed at his lips, full and inviting, and remembered the feel of them against her own that moonlit night when he believed he was kissing Julia's lips.
She chickened out.
––– end of excerpt –––
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