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He’d saved her life…for the price of a kiss



Though streaked with sweat and ashes, the Navajo man who held her was devastatingly handsome.



“Good. You’re really with me now,” he murmured. “Stick around this time.” His smile was dazzling, filled with tender concern. The warmth of his breath touched her face like a lover’s caress.



“You’re an irresistible temptation, woman. Forgive me for taking advantage of you,” he murmured. Then he leaned over, taking her mouth with his own. Lanie was caught in a swirl of sensations; a tremor rippled through her. This man had sheltered her while they’d escaped the blaze, but in his arms she was finding another kind of fire—one with the power to blaze a path to her soul.



Lanie sat up, moving away from him as she looked around at the unfamiliar surroundings.



“Who are you, and where am l?” “You’re safe, and you’re in my town. I’m Sheriff Gabriel Blackhorse. Welcome to Four Winds.”




Dear Reader,

Welcome to Four Winds, New Mexico! It’s one of those magical towns where no one is who they seem to be…and everyone has a secret. And the sexy Blackhorse brothers are just the perfect tour guides we need.

Harlequin Intrigue is proud to present the FOUR WINDS miniseries by bestselling author Aimee Thurlo. She’s been called a “master of the desert country as well as adventure” by Tony Hillerman, and a favorite author by you, our readers.

Join Aimée for all the stories of the Blackhorse brothers and the town in which they live. Don’t miss Her Hope in November and Her Shadow in March.

Happy reading!
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To Bonnie Crisalli, who saw the promise of Four Winds and gave me the chance to bring it to life.

And to Huntley Fitzpatrick, whose perceptive feedback has guided and supported the series and kept it on track. Thank you for being there!



With special thanks to Bill Hilburn for sharing his expertise.






CAST OF CHARACTERS

Lanie Matthews—Where else could she end up but in a town called Four Winds?

Gabriel Blackhorse—His job was to keep the peace, yet the beautiful drifter had brought enough trouble for a dozen officers.

Bob Burns—He had been accused of juggling the books before. Just how far would he go this time to get what he wanted?

Ted Burns—His father was the mayor, and had always given him everything. Wouldn’t that be enough?

Ralph Montoya—He ran the newspaper, so why was he doing such a lousy job finding out the town’s secrets?

Sally—She owned the diner, but could soon be serving time instead of green chili stew.

Marlee—Scarred both inside and out, she ran the boardinghouse. Was the safe haven she offered Lanie really safe?

Lucas—He was Gabriel’s brother, providing the only medical care for miles. His services would definitely be needed.

Alma Wright—Since her sister had died, their antique business no longer held her interest. Lanie changed all that. The Peddler—Everyone knew his business was trouble, not pots and pans. Everyone but Lanie.




Prologue

Summer 1876



It had been another hot, dusty day. Sunset had left the New Mexico Territory skies the color of burning coals. Standing by the open window, hoping in vain for a breeze, Sheriff John Cooper stared outside, watching the orangered horizon turn to violet over the Jemez Mountains.

Slow ripples of darkness battled the remnants of the day. Night would claim the land soon, and then the fights would start. It was a routine he was more than familiar with by now. Too much whiskey, pockets emptied too soon after several hands of poker at the saloon, and the boys from the Lazy L Ranch would get scrappy, hunting for trouble.

He returned to his desk, checked his Colt .44 six-shooter, then grabbed a handful of cartridges from the box and stuck them into his vest pocket. It never hurt to carry a couple of extra loads. Hearing footsteps and a loud thump outside his door, he cursed under his breath. He’d hoped to get dinner before things got too lively.

“Door’s open,” he roared, resting his hand over his revolver.

No one entered. Annoyed, he scooped up his Colt and crossed the room with quick, bold strides, throwing open the door as he stepped back by the jamb to avoid presenting a clear target. Hearing a moan, he glanced down. An Indian man lay bleeding on the wooden steps, clearly a victim of an unrelenting beating.

Cooper glanced around quickly, jamming the .44 into the holster at his hip. The Navajo man’s horse was lathered with foam, indicating that rider and mount had just made the run of their lives:

Cooper crouched beside the injured man and lifted him enough to see his face. “Flinthawk!” The elderly medicine man’s features were distorted by the cruel blows he’d endured, and by trails of dust and caked blood. “Who did this to you?”

His swollen lips moved, but no words came out.

Curly Jordan from the general store across the street rushed up, his breath coming in short gasps. “I saw him ride up all hunched over and slide right off his horse. I yelled for the new doc. He’s on his way.”

“Good. Help me get him inside onto a bunk. From the looks of that old horse of his, I have a feeling whoever took a fist to him isn’t long behind.”

Cooper’s young deputy forced his way through the gathering crowd. “What happened, Sheriff? This morning Flinthawk said he was going over to the Lazy L to see what was killing off their herd.”

“Then you know as much as I do.” As far as Cooper knew, the Navajo healer had no enemies in town. His herbs and remedies had cured almost everyone in Four Winds at one time or another. During the winter of the great fever, he’d been their only doc, and an effective one at that.

Hearing the sound of galloping horses approaching, Cooper squinted into the fading sun. “Looks like we’re about to get some answers.” Cooper stepped out into the street to meet the men riding in.

The group of five reined in beside Flinthawk’s horse. Dusty Calhoun, tall and lean, his face hardened by a network of lines that attested to long days in the territory’s sun, tipped his hat back. “Sheriff, if you’ll let us finish our business, we’d be much obliged. We want no trouble with you. Just turn the Indian over to us, and we’ll be on our way.”

“First, suppose you tell me what you want him for.”

“Flinthawk killed our Indian blacksmith, one of his own people, if it’s any of your concern. Then he beat my tenyear-old boy up real bad, and left him unconscious. Two of my hands saw him riding off in a real hurry. We took off after him. What I just told you happened on my ranch, on my land,” he emphasized. “There, I’m the law, and we serve out our own justice.”

“You’re not on the Lazy L right now, Calhoun. You’re in Four Winds. This is my town, and I’m the law here.”

Calhoun dismounted slowly, never taking his eyes off the sheriff. He wore the expression of a man who knew a confrontation was at hand, and was ready to see it through. “I’ve heard you’re good with a six-shooter, Cooper, and it’s possible you’ll shoot me dead before my Colt clears leather. But if I go down, one of my men will put a bullet in you, sure as can be. You can’t outgun all of us. Just tell these good people to go home, then you and your deputy step back inside your office. You don’t want any bloodshed:”

The sheriff moved directly into Calhoun’s path, blocking his way. “Mount up and ride off. Nobody needs to do any dying.”

Calhoun stepped back, reaching for his Colt. Cooper was faster than Calhoun, but as he thumbed back the hammer on his .44, Calhoun’s men drew their own weapons. Four Winchester rifles pointed at his chest.

“What’ll it be, Sheriff?” Calhoun added softly, bringing his own revolver up. “Five against one are bad odds.”

The ratcheting sound of a rifle shell being fed into its chamber came from somewhere out in the street. Cooper glanced past Calhoun and stared at old Mrs. Riley, standing behind her buckboard. Until now, he’d never realized that the old schoolmarm knew how to use a rifle.

“I think it’s best if you boys take the sheriff’s advice and go home,” she said in her firmest schoolteacher voice. “Do the figuring. Dusty, though you’ll undoubtedly have to use your fingers and toes. You can’t outrun the sheriff’s bullet, and I’ll subtract at least one of your hands, maybe two. Nobody’s taking that medicine man anywhere, not without filling three or four graves first, maybe more. I owe Flinthawk, he saved my life. He’s also done a lot of good things for the people of this town. My guess is you’ve got your story wrong. Flinthawk wouldn’t harm anyone, especially a child.”

Calhoun turned his head. “You don’t want to do this, Mrs. Riley. You’ll slow us down, but you’ll die for your trouble.”

“Oh, I don’t think so,” another voice piped in. “The odds against you seem to be growing by the minute.”

Sheriff Cooper stared at Jensen, the owner of the saloon. He rested the butt of his double-barreled scattergun against his side as he stepped out from behind a porch post. Farther across the street, Cooper could see other rifle barrels poking through open windows, aimed at Calhoun’s men.

Cooper smiled slowly. “You came to the wrong town looking for vigilante justice, Calhoun. Folks stick together here. Best you ride on. A jury will settle this matter in due time. If you press it now, there’ll be more blood than you bargained for.”

“I’ll return with as many men as it takes, Cooper. Don’t think this is over. The Indian is mine.”

As Calhoun mounted his horse, a woman driving a red buckboard at a gallop thundered into town. By the time she had stopped the team of horses, the buckboard was right in front of the sheriffs office. When the dust settled, Cooper saw a boy in the buckboard beside the dustcovered woman, his head bandaged.

“Mrs. Calhoun,” the sheriff greeted with a nod.

She scarcely gave the sheriff a glance. Her attention was focused solely on Dusty Calhoun. “Husband, you didn’t hurt that medicine man, did you?” she asked quickly.

Calhoun stepped back down from his mount. He glowered at his wife as he approached the buckboard from the boy’s side. “What are you doing here, son? You should be at the doc’s. Leave it to me to make sure the Indian gets what’s coming to him.”

“No, Pa, you don’t understand. Flinthawk didn’t hurt me. He saved my life.”

Calhoun’s eyes narrowed and he shifted his gaze, staring at his wife with open suspicion. “Have you been confusing the boy?”

“Pa, I’m telling the truth,” the boy insisted. “I caught Beyale, the blacksmith, pouring something into our well. When I tried to stop him, he acted like a wild man, grabbing me by the throat. Flinthawk must have seen what was going on when he rode up. He ran over to help me. We almost had him, but then Beyale picked up a piece of firewood and hit me right over the head. I saw it coming, but I couldn’t duck in time. Flinthawk pushed him back against the well. I heard Beyale’s head hit the stone sides and saw blood. But then I guess I passed out. Next thing I knew, Beyale was dead, but I was still alive.”

“I heard what you were planning to do, Luke Calhoun,” his wife said, using his Christian name. “That’s when I knew only your son could stay your hand. What you were after was nothing short of murder.”

“If Flinthawk’s as innocent as you claim, then why did he run away?” Calhoun said, shaking his head.

“I wasn’t there, but I can tell you the answer to that one,” Mrs. Riley, the old schoolteacher, offered. “Flinthawk’s Navajo. His people are afraid of the dead and anything connected to them. You should know that, you’ve lived in the territory long enough.”

Before Calhoun could answer, Flinthawk staggered to the door. “I defended the boy and myself,” he managed to say through swollen lips. “Your blacksmith was the one who attacked me. Then you and your men tried to finish the job.”

An ominous hush fell over the crowd.

“The blacksmith was evil,” Flinthawk continued. “He was what my people call a skinwalker, a Navajo witch. He was poisoning your well because through your deaths his magic would have grown even more powerful. You don’t understand our ways, but it happened as I say. If you don’t believe me, perhaps you can believe your own child.”

Calhoun glanced at his son, who nodded, then back at Flinthawk. “Seems we wronged you, old man,” Calhoun admitted slowly. “I’m in your debt now.” He caught the eye of the storekeeper. “From now on, see that he gets whatever supplies he needs. You can put his bills on my account.”

Cooper glanced at Flinthawk. “Just say so, and I’ll arrest these men. I don’t know if the charges will stick, but I’ll be happy to make their lives difficult for a day or two.”

Flinthawk leaned heavily against the wall for support, but somehow managed to stay on his feet without anyone’s help. “That’s not necessary. Let them go.”

As the group from the Lazy L rode off, Flinthawk looked around at the townspeople. “You risked your own lives to save mine,” he acknowledged, his voice weak. “Once my injuries heal, I will repay this town. I will do a sing here. From this day on, Four Winds will be protected by the medicine of my people. The wicked who come here will never know peace, and if they remain, they will find that the cost is more than they ever dreamed they would pay.”

Cooper watched Flinthawk walk slowly but unaided toward his hogan near the stockyards. That was one proud man.

“Sheriff, what do you think he meant by that talk about the wicked paying for their ways?” the deputy asked.

“I’m not sure,” Cooper answered, “hut I know Flinthawk, and he’s as good as his word.”





Chapter One

Spring, 1997



Gabriel Blackhorse woke up in a gnarly mood. He coughed, sputtered and blinked back the sleep from his eyes. Damnation. He’d come out here to get away and relax. Why on earth was he waking up so early?

Tossing aside the top half of his sleeping bag, he sat up, half-naked, and sniffed the pungent air. He suddenly knew what had woken him up, and it wasn’t good. Gabriel squinted through the haze of smoke that enveloped the forest clearing where he’d spent the night. The forestservice boys had been scheduled to make a prescribed burn in the area to clear away the underbrush, but from the looks of it, that fire had gotten out of hand. It shouldn’t have come anywhere near this campsite.

Grabbing his jeans and pulling them on as he walked, he went to his Jeep and radioed the dispatcher back in town. It only took a moment to confirm that the fire had jumped the fire line. The rangers were scrambling to contain the blaze.

Well, from the looks of it, nobody was going to have a good day. He searched the ground next to the bedroll for his jish, the medicine bundle with the flint hawk, a fetish carved by an ancestor of his who’d also borne that name. Following family tradition, Gabriel’s father had handed it down to him a few months ago, and he’d kept it with him ever since. Finding the fetish, he quickly fastened the drawstring around his belt, then grabbed the sleeping bag and ground cloth, tossing both into the back of the Jeep. It was time to get out of here.

The Jeep bounced for a few minutes along the uneven dirt trail until Gabriel reached the graveled forestry road As he began the final quarter-mile stretch before reaching the main highway, Gabriel caught a glimpse of something blue and metallic behind a cluster of pines. A car.

Someone else must have had the misfortune of choosing this area as a campsite. He had to go make sure they were awake and getting ready to leave.

Gabriel drove off the forest road, following the tire imprints left on the sandy soil. The camp was just a dozen or so yards off the road. He studied the site as he pulled up. The car was parked near a one-man tent, but no one was visible. “There’s a brushfire!” he yelled, honking the horn. “You’ve got to get out of here now!”

Not receiving a response, he left his vehicle and walked to the tent. Whoever was in there was either stone deaf or just too hungover to care.

He peered inside the tent, but it was empty. A lace bra and lavender-colored panties stuck out of a bright pink laundry bag with a cartoon-chipmunk design on it.

He stepped back outside, curious now about the camper. Frilly things like the ones he’d found inside didn’t fit his image of an outdoorswoman, particularly one who’d go camping alone.

The smoke was getting thicker, moving up from the valley below in a growing cloud.

“Anyone out here?” He shouted loud enough to be heard in the next county, but there was no response.

The woman couldn’t have gone far, since her vehicle was still there. Problem was, he had no idea when the smoke had reached this spot. It was possible she’d gone off on a hike and then been unable to find her way back in the haze.

Gabriel muttered an oath. He’d have to go look for her. He crouched by the ground, studied the direction of the tracks, then returned to his Jeep. He’d cover ground faster that way.

Gabriel drove slowly into the forest, remembering a time long ago when he’d gone to rescue his two younger brothers from a similar situation. He’d broken Lucas’s nose that time for taking good-natured Joshua along on a beer bust that had gone wrong. Not that Joshua needed his protection, even back then.

Gabriel kept his eyes on the trail ahead, focusing on the present. Duty defined him, as did the badge he carried, and he had a job to do. The last thing he needed now was a flat tire, and between the rocks and the smoke, the area was as safe as a minefield.

He’d been driving around for about an hour before he finally saw her. She’d climbed up onto a rock outcropping and was now trapped by a circle of burning brush and grass.



LANIE STARED in horror at the thick sheets of smoke that engulfed the desert floor. How could everything have gone so wrong? It had been beautiful this morning, a perfect time for a hike, the temperature cool and pleasant, the air stirred by a gentle breeze.

Then, within a half hour, everything had changed. The breeze had become a gust of wind, and smoke from several locations downhill had started filling up the canyons. An idyllic morning had suddenly turned into a nightmarish vision from Hell.

Lanie wasted no time, hurrying back toward her camp, always moving away from the smoke. Then the fire jumped the narrow canyon she’d been crossing, forcing her to climb the rocky slope as fire quickly surrounded her.

Smoke stung her eyes, her throat and lungs, making her cough despite the bandanna she’d tied over her nose and mouth. With each passing second, her thoughts were becoming more muddled, her mind encased in a fog as thick as the smoke encircling her.

It was all too clear, however, that nothing but a miracle would save her now. Her heart felt leaden. She’d made so many mistakes in her life, but she’d still dared to dream. In the past few months, those dreams had been pushed deep inside her, but not discarded. With sorrow, she faced the possibility that they’d never have a chance to become real.

She searched in desperation for a sign of hope. As a flicker of movement caught her attention, Lanie squinted, trying to focus. Swirling images swam before her.

Suddenly she saw a figure cloaked in gray, running through the ring of fire. He was coming directly toward her.

Wondering if she was hallucinating, she closed her eyes. When she opened them again, the specter she’d seen braving the flames had reached her and was lifting her into his arms. He pressed her against his hard, muscled chest until she could hear his heart drumming fast and strong. His breath touched her cheek above the bandanna as he whispered something she couldn’t quite make out.

Maybe it was all a wild, wonderful fantasy before death. Yet as the thought formed, his arms wrapped even tighter around her, and she knew he was real.

Encircled by the flame-retardant blanket and her rescuer’s strong embrace, she surrendered to the dark oblivion that called gently to her.



AWARENESS RETURNED slowly to Lanie. “Easy.” she heard a man’s deep voice say as he pulled down the bandanna she’d used to filter the air. “You passed out from the heat and smoke, but you’re okay now. Just don’t rush it.”

Lanie’s vision was still hazy, and she blinked madly, trying to make out his face. She was resting against him, but she had neither the desire nor the will to move away from the strength and comfort of his arms. Slowly, like a photograph developing before her eyes, her vision cleared.

Though streaked with sweat and ashes, the Navajo man who held her was devastatingly handsome. His hair was black, long enough to touch his shoulders. His eyes were like a moonless night that seemed to explode from within with a brilliance that made her breath catch in her throat

“Good. You’re really with me now,” he murmured. “Stick around this time.” His smile was dazzling, filled with tender concern.

The warmth of his breath touched her face like a lover’s caress. She moistened her dry lips with the tip of her tongue, and heard him draw in a breath.

“You’re an irresistible temptation, woman. Forgive me for taking advantage of you,” he murmured.

He leaned over, taking her mouth with his own. His lips moved over hers, barely touching, yet so persuasive she couldn’t help but respond.

Caught in a swirl of sensations, she felt a tremor ripple through her. He had sheltered her while they’d escaped die blaze, but in his arms, she was finding another kind of fire—one with the power to blaze a path to her soul.

He drew away slowly. “I hope you won’t begrudge me that reward.”

“Not at all.” Lanie took a deep breath and smiled. “But now the debt’s been paid. We’re even.”

He laughed. “If you say so.”

Lanie sat up, moving away from him as she looked around the unfamiliar room. “Who are you, and where am I?”

“You’re safe and you’re in my town. I’m Sheriff Gabriel Blackhorse. Welcome to Four Winds.”







Chapter Two

Gabriel watched her appreciatively as she stood up, glad she hadn’t been injured. She was a strikingly beautiful woman. Her eyes were light brown, almost the color of brown sugar. A man could drown in the sultry warmth of that gaze. Her hair fell softly down her shoulders in a cascade of brown and gold that tempted him with its promise of softness and femininity.

She looked around, taking in the empty infirmary. “What’s this place?”

“My brother Lucas runs this first-aid station. He’s out on a call right now, though he did check you over before he left. He said you should take it easy for a while.”

“I’m okay, really.” She walked slowly to the window and looked outside. “My car…my things?” she asked. “Did the fire destroy everything?”

Her voice became so taut, he was suddenly very sure that she’d carried everything she owned in that car. What this beauty was doing on the road definitely intrigued him. “Your car and possessions are probably just fine. The fire got out of hand for a while, but the worst of it, at least where your car was parked, was the smoke.”

“Is it safe to return now? Even my purse is back there.” He nodded. “If you’d like, I can drive you back. The forest service and the volunteer fire department have things under control now.”

“I’d appreciate a ride, if you don’t mind.” Lanie looked down at her watch, and was surprised to see it was after noon already.

“You know my name,” he said casually, “but I still don’t know yours.”

She gave him an apologetic smile. “I’m Lanie Mathews.”

“Were you on your way to Four Winds? You were camped just off the one road leading in and out of town. This place originally was the end of an old railway spur.”

“No, I was just passing through this part of the state. I took the wrong road out of Santa Fe, but didn’t figure it out until late last night,” she answered. “If my car’s okay, I intend to be on my way shortly.”

“Where to?”

She paused. “East.”

“Vacation?” he prodded.

“Just traveling,” she answered with a shrug.

A woman of mystery. Well, he couldn’t blame her. In fact, if anything, she fit right in around here. He should have been used to it. People in Four Winds always held back more than they shared about themselves.

Gabriel walked outside with Lanie and saw her glance around in confusion. He knew what she was thinking. There were no buildings around, except for the one they stood before. Her gaze darted around the low, pinecovered hills on either side of the narrow valley.

“Where’s the rest of the town?” she asked finally.

“Main street is on a stretch of highway farther west. My brother chose this spot for the clinic because it’s so quiet.” Although Lanie was clearly making a valiant effort at conversation, Gabriel could feel her tension. As they got under way, she sat rigid, worry clouding her features.

“What’s troubling you?” he asked.

“My car is very important to me. If anything has happened to my transportation, I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

“Don’t worry. Four Winds is a hospitable town.”

“I’m sure, but I have my own plans, and staying here for more than a day or two isn’t part of them.”

“Why the rush?” Gabriel’s cop instinct was too sharply tuned to allow that comment to pass.

Lanie glanced at him, then back out the window, allowing the silence to stretch. “I’m very grateful that you helped me out during the fire and took care of me until I woke up,” she said at last. “But what I choose to do with my life is my own business.”

“Fine by me,” he answered with a shrug. Lanie Mathews sure wasn’t big on trusting people. Then again, he had to admit that wasn’t exactly a bad thing, not for a beautiful woman traveling alone. She’d be safer that way.

The drive to the highway took them through Four Winds, and he couldn’t resist showing off his town. “Most of the buildings have been modernized, but we still take pride in our sense of history here. The post office dates back to the early 1800s. If you look, you can see we kept the hitching post, though kids are the only ones who ever ride up on horseback these days.”

“The narrow cobblestone streets are unusual. And everything is so clean,” she said. “No litter. Anywhere.”

“We’re proud of our town, and that’s one of the ways we show it.”

“I like old adobe buildings. You don’t see real adobe much anymore, with those thick, low walls bordering the front of the properties.”

“I’ve always liked those, too.”

As they reached the main highway and headed toward her camp, he gave her a long sideways glance. “Have you done much camping before?”

He saw her hesitate. The woman just wasn’t much on talking about herself.

“I know what I’m doing,” she answered at last. “If you’re thinking that somehow I started the fire—”

He shook his head. “Relax. I’m not accusing you of anything,” he interrupted. “I know you weren’t responsible. The forest service was burning away some underbrush near here to avoid a bigger fire later on, and things got out of hand.”

His answer seemed to reassure her, but her wariness continued to pique his interest and curiosity. Though she didn’t seem afraid of him or of his badge, she was on the run from something, sure as anything.

He mulled it over as he turned off the highway and traveled across a smoking, charred meadow that had been overrun by fire. It was strange how Four Winds seemed to draw people with more than a fair share of secrets. Of course, he could include himself in that assessment.

Lanie leaned forward and gripped the dashboard of the Jeep as they approached her camp. “I got lucky! My car looks fine, and my tent wasn’t touched!”

“Let’s go take a closer look.” He pulled to a stop and walked toward the camp with her.

Her car and tent were covered with ashes and soot, but both were undamaged. As he stopped beside the sedan, he noted the tires were almost bald, and the paint was so dull and faded, even the soot and dust didn’t seem to matter much. It was a ten-year-old model that had seen a lot of miles.

“I’ll be okay now,” she assured him. “Thanks for the lift.”

For some crazy reason, he hated the idea of leaving Lanie now. He glanced at her car and found himself hoping it really was on its last legs, as its appearance certainly seemed to suggest. “Before I leave, why don’t you start up your car, just to make sure it’s working?”

“If that car made it through the fire, it can handle anything. Don’t worry.” But she slipped behind the wheel and switched on the ignition. The car sputtered and almost caught a few times before the battery finally ran down.

Gabriel hooked up jumper cables, and Lanie tried several more times. Finally she leaned back on the seat dejectedly. “I don’t understand. It was working before. The fire didn’t come close enough to it to do any damage, and it’s not like I parked it in the city where kids could have tampered with something.”

“Let me see if I can figure out what’s wrong.” He checked the battery connections and a few other things, but there was nothing he could see to account for the car’s refusal to start. Finally he gave up, admitting to himself that even if it made him a dirt bag, he was glad she’d be sticking around. “I’ll get Charley out here for you. He runs the gas station in Four Winds. If he can’t start it, he can tow it into town and take care of it there.”

“Towing’s expensive…” she said under her breath. “And I have a feeling that car repairs will be, too. But I don’t have a choice.”

“Charley’s honest. He won’t take advantage of a stranger.”

“All right. While you contact him, I’ll gather up my camping gear and put it in the car. I can’t just leave my stuff out here.”

“Give me a minute, and I’ll help you break camp.”

“No need.” She glanced at her tent. “I only unloaded a few personal things.”

He followed her gaze and glanced at her tent. The memory of her soft lace bra and the lavender panties taunted him, making his body tense. He looked at the ground and focused his thoughts on business. “Suit yourself.”

She took down the tent like an expert while he radioed into town for a tow truck. By the time he finished, she was already loading her car. Boxes filled with textbooks and what appeared to be lesson plans were crammed into the back, along with boxes marked Shoes and Clothes.

“You’re a teacher?” he asked.

“I used to be. I’m not anymore.”

He noted there was a sad twist to her words, though herexpression had remained neutral. “What do you do nowadays?”

“Any honest job that allows me to pick up enough cash to stay on the road.”

Maybe it was that curious blend of vulnerability and toughness that drew him, or maybe he just knew what it. was like to go it alone. This woman stirred him, touching him on more levels than he would have thought possible. The way she looked into his eyes when she spoke, and the haunted look there, really tugged at him. And that meant big trouble unless he watched himself.

“How long will it take Charley to drive out here?” Lanie asked, interrupting his thoughts.

“About an hour, maybe a little longer. But if you have no place in particular to go, why are you in such a rush?” he asked, even though he thought he knew the answer. Her hurry was so much like a bilagáana. Anglos were always fighting the clock, even when there was no need.

He saw her open her mouth as if to speak, then shut it. For that brief instant, the promise in her parted lips brought on the urge to kiss her again, to burst through that reserve of hers in the most primitive way of all. Cursing himself, he disciplined his thoughts. The time for them was already past. They’d shared an adventure and a moment. Now it was time to move on.

“I’m going to turn official now and check out the area making sure everything’s okay and that there are no more stranded campers anywhere. Why don’t you come with me? I can take you into town as soon as I’m done, and you can meet Charley there.”

She shook her head. “I’ll stay here. Thanks for everything, Sheriff, and good luck.” She extended her hand to him.

It was a cool goodbye after their intimate kiss, but he took her hand, glad for the chance to touch her one last time. Her hand felt soft and small against his.

“Take care of yourself.” He walked away, determined not to glance back. She didn’t want him here, and he would never push himself on anyone. The fact that he wanted to stay was enough of a danger sign. She appealed to him in such a strong way that it made him jittery. As he stepped inside his vehicle, he heard her soft voice one more time.

“Goodbye, Gabriel.” Her whisper barely rose over the rustle of the wind as it sighed through the pines.

Her voice echoed in his mind as he drove away, his gut in a knot. He couldn’t remember the last time anyone had called his name in a voice as soft as that. He ran an exasperated hand through his hair. Brushing back the crazy emotions bouncing around inside of him, he kept his eyes on the road ahead.



LANIE SAT DOWN on an old stump several feet away from her car. Back on that rocky outcropping, she’d prayed for a miracle. What she’d received was a flesh-and-blood man who was equal parts lightning, fire and magic all at once. What a devastating package! She closed her eyes, remembering his kiss, and pictured him here with her now. He was big and strong, yet so tender as his roughened palms touched her skin. His mouth was gentle over hers, leading her down a path of fire and velvety soft caresses. A long, delicious shiver traveled up her spine.

She forced open her eyes. That was enough of that. A clear head. That’s what she needed now. She glanced at her car, wondering anew why it wouldn’t start. It seemed fate was against her. The darned thing had been just fine the evening before, and the fire hadn’t even come close to it!

Here in the middle of nowhere, she wasn’t sure what she’d do if the repairs and the tow cost more than the one hundred dollars she had left. Not many jobs would be available in a small town like Four Winds.

Time dragged, each minute increasing her irritation. She wanted—no, she needed—to keep moving. Where was that Charley?

Two hours had passed when Lanie finally heard the sound of a vehicle approaching from the direction of the highway. A moment later, a black-and-white tow truck appeared. A man in his early forties, wearing dark blue, grease-stained overalls climbed out of the truck and smiled at her.

“I’m Charley. You must be the lady Sheriff Blackhorse called about.”

She nodded. “My name’s Lanie. I had to leave my car here because of the fire, and though it looks okay, for some strange reason it just won’t start.”

“I’m the best mechanic around, don’t you worry. If anyone can get it going, I can.”

“I don’t have a lot of money,” she warned.

“That’s okay. I take credit cards.”

“I took a pair of scissors to mine months ago.”

“No problem. We’ll come to terms we can both agree on. Don’t give it another thought.”

His answer surprised her. It was certainly not what she’d expected him to say. Maybe in this sparsely populated area, working out terms of payment was a routine he’d grown accustomed to, something he took in stride.

He lifted the hood and checked inside for a full fortyfive minutes, poking and prodding. He removed the battery and replaced it with a spare he had in his truck. “Would you try the ignition and see if it’ll turn over while I try some things under the hood? Leave your foot off the gas.”

Lanie did as he asked, but the battery wore down quickly without any results. Finally, Charley mumbled under his breath and slammed the hood shut. “You’ve been pushing this car pretty hard from the looks of it. Where you headed?”

Lanie shrugged. “Down the road.” As the words left her mouth, she regretted them. Now there would be barrage of well-meaning questions and maybe even advice about women traveling alone. To her surprise, neither happened. A hooded look came over Charley’s eyes, and he glanced away.

“You’ll have to ride with me,” he said, hooking up the sedan to the tow truck. “Your car is going nowhere on its own power. Not until you get a new battery, fuel pump, plugs and distributor cap, and maybe even a rebuilt carburetor.”

Dismayed, she got into the truck and, as the miles stretched out before them, Lanie glanced back at the way they’d come. The highway was empty except for one dust-colored van just coming over a hill. Ahead of them, a stretch of vacant road wound into the hills.

“How long will it take for my car to be fixed?”

“Depends. Everything except the battery and plugs will have to be shipped in. I don’t carry that many spare parts in stock. Costs too much, and people in Four Winds can usually catch a ride for a few days while they’re waiting. Everything has to come in either by bus or U.S. mail. Shipping is expensive, and some distributors don’t like messing with the schedules. I figure you should plan on staying at least a week, maybe more.”

“Are there any campsites near town?”

He shook his head. “Just houses and private property. You’d be better off getting a room at Marlee’s. She runs the boardinghouse and charges reasonable rates. I stayed there myself a few years back.”

“Is that how long you’ve lived here?”

Charley’s expression grew distant, and instead of answering her, he glanced out the window. “Her rooms are small, but really affordable. And the rates include kitchen privileges.”

Though he’d evaded her question, she didn’t press. She also didn’t ask what “affordable” meant. First things first. “What’s the repair on the car going to cost me?”

“My guess is about three hundred, including labor.”

That cinched it. It looked as if she’d be in Four Winds for a while. She would have to get a job somewhere in order to earn enough cash to pay for the repairs and replenish her funds.

As they entered town, Lanie realized again just how small it was. Main Street was only a few blocks long. Unlike city stores that were bunched together, each business was housed in a separate building edged by a thin strip of land. Storefronts were brightly painted. The sun shone on doorways and windows trimmed with that vivid shade of blue seen all over the Southwest. That color was said to keep the evil spirits away.

Once they arrived at the garage, Lanie went into the rest room to clean up, although she suspected the charred smell would never come out of her clothes. Everything, including the upholstery of her car, was probably permeated with it. For now, it looked like that would be something else she’d have to learn to live with.

As she had so many other times in the past few weeks, she questioned the wisdom of having quit her teaching job. She missed her students and the challenges of the classroom. If only she could have had a second chance, she would have done things differently. As it was, Lanie knew she’d never teach again.

She splashed cold water on her face, hoping to replenish her energy and drive the memories away. She needed to come up with a plan. The last thing she’d expected was for her car to break down. It had never failed her before, and in fact, last time she’d had it checked, they’d told her everything was okay. Having it break down now, with no previous warning, seemed strange. Of course, she’d put a lot of miles on it since then.

Lanie placed the lavatory keys back on their hook, then left the garage.
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