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Three hours later, Chase rocked back on one of his sister's kitchen chairs, a mug of coffee held to his lips. Across from him, Jake Rand, his brother-in-law, sat with Amelia Rose on his knee, feeding her a horrible- looking mess of meat, gravy, and mashed spuds, all mixed together. Amelia Rose kept rolling out her tongue and gagging, her huge brown eyes swimming with tears.

"Honey, you've got to eat," Jake informed his daughter in a cajoling tone. "One more bite for your pa?"

Amelia Rose skimmed the gook off her tongue with her teeth and let it plop in her lap. She blinked and shuddered. Jake sighed and tried to wipe the mess off her pretty little dress.

"That's the sorriest looking excuse for a supper I've ever seen," Chase commented. "No wonder she won't eat it."

Jake arched a black eyebrow, his brown eyes alight with laughter. "The voice of experience?"

"I don't have to be a papa to have common sense. Why muck her dinner all together like that? It makes me gag just looking at it."

Indigo turned from the sink. With a mischievous glint in her eye, she scooped her daughter off of Jake's lap and handed her to Chase. "Show us how it's done, Uncle Chase. If you get her to eat, I'll bake you an apple pie every day for a week."

His manner challenging, Jake shoved the baby's bowl across the table. Chase surveyed the unappetizing mixture, then studied his niece. He loved apple pie too much to pass. Biting back a grin, he grabbed the honey jar from off the table and dribbled a generous stream over the top of Amelia Rose's food. The little girl's brown eyes lit up with interest.

"That's cheating," Indigo cried, her cheeks flushing a pretty pink. "I swear, Chase Kelly, you're impossible. Now you've ruined her supper, and I'll have to grind more venison."

Chase gave Amelia Rose a large bite. The child chewed, blinked, swallowed and opened her mouth for another spoonful. Chase flashed his sister a sultry look. "Tell me I don't know how to work my way around females. Make the offer sweet enough, and they go for it every time."

Indigo rolled her large blue eyes. "You're rotten clear through."

Jake chuckled. "Whatever works. If she doesn't eat, she'll be as skinny as her ma." As Indigo walked past, he gave her well-rounded bottom a pinch through the seat of her buckskin pants. "Not that I'm complaining."

His tawny-haired wife flashed him a warning glance and returned to washing dishes. Chase continued to shovel honey-laced gook into his niece's mouth. "Roll out the pie dough, half-pint. I've won this bet."

Indigo shook her head. "She's got a sweet tooth, and no mistake. Trust you to encourage her. And don't call me half-pint. You know how I hate it. Hunter repeats everything he hears."

"Since Hunter's already back outside playing, I reckon I can call you whatever I want." At Indigo's indignant glare, Chase laughed, winced when the movement pained his ribs, and then resumed the chore of shoveling spoonfuls of Amelia Rose's dinner into her mouth. After a moment, he sobered and glanced up. "Speaking of name-calling, that reminds me. What did you mean earlier today when you said Fanny was only sort of a prosti— sort of an unfortunate?"

Indigo turned from the dish board. "Franny, not Fanny, and I can't make it much plainer. She just sort of is, but not really."

Chase slid a questioning glance to Jake, who shrugged and shot a look toward the ceiling—a look that said, plainer than words, that there was no figuring Indigo sometimes. Chase agreed. His sister was odd-turned. Of course, folks had once said the same of him. He reckoned it'd be a trick for either of them not to be a little different, raised as they were by a Comanche father and a staunch Catholic mother.

Jake pushed up from the table. "Reckon I'll go split tomorrow's cookstove wood. Want to come, Chase?"

"I'll be right along." Chase scraped Amelia Rose's bowl clean and put the last spoonful in her mouth. The baby dimpled a cheek at him. Taking care to protect his ribs, he leaned over to put her down. "I'll be expecting my pie tomorrow evening, half-pint," he said to his sister as he stood.

Indigo raised a delicately drawn eyebrow. "You aren't going to hold me to that, are you? Not when you cheated."

Chase winked. "You didn't say I couldn't use honey."

Chase followed Jake outside and leaned against the woodpile to watch while his brother-in-law deftly wielded the ax. He wished his ribs were healed enough for him to help, but that would take a couple of more weeks. Frustrated at feeling useless, he searched for something to talk about. Since it was a subject he couldn't seem to let rest, he decided to resurrect the conversation they'd begun in the kitchen.

"Doesn't it worry you, Jake, having your kids subjected to a whore's influence?"

"I'm surprised at you, Chase. I thought your father taught you better than to judge others by the world's measuring stick."

Chase scuffed the sole of his boot in the dirt. Over the last few years, his father's teachings had become a sore point with him. Trying to walk in Hunter Wolf's footsteps was a surefire way for a man to get his teeth kicked down his throat. "I'm not judging her."

"Sure sounds that way to me."

"Call me cautious. I've never met a whore yet who didn't have her eye out for an easy dollar. It's no secret in Wolf's Landing that you come from a wealthy family, Jake, and Indigo wears her heart on her sleeve, always has and always will."

"It's not such a bad way for Indigo to be," Jake replied on the tail of a grunt. "I kind of like her that way."

"How are you going to feel when there's no bacon on the table because she gave all your money to the local whore? I'm telling you, watch out. What else could attract a gal like Fanny to someone like my sister? Indigo's sweet, but exciting, she definitely isn't."

Jake chuckled. "I find her exciting. Guess it's all in the eye of the beholder, hm? And that gal's name is Franny, not Fanny. Tells me where your mind's at."

"Where else? For the right price, that cute little fanny of hers is any man's playground."

Jake's jaw flexed, and he hesitated in his swing, putting more weight behind the ax when he finally cleaved the wood. "Keep your voice down. Hunter's playing just over yonder."

Chase glanced that way and lowered his pitch. "I just don't think you understand how serious a situation this could become. Indigo would give her last pair of moccasins away to anyone with a sad story to tell. Trust me to know."

"Because you're so much alike? Or should I say used to be?"

"People change."

Jake paused to study Chase for a moment then shook his head. "You've changed so much, though. I'm not sure I even know you any more."
"Of course you know me. I've just grown up, that's all. Happens to the best of us."

"Let me stay a kid at heart forever then."

That stung. Chase folded his arms and smiled, pretending he didn't care. But the truth was, he was getting pretty damned tired of everybody in his family finding fault with him. "My line of work gives a man a few rough edges. That doesn't mean I'm not the same person underneath."

Upending a length of log, Jake took a moment to balance it. "It's not your rough edges I'm concerned about, Chase, but how you look at things nowadays. Talk about people with sad stories, something tells me you've got one of your own to tell. Care to share it with me?"

Chase laughed at that and threw up his hands. "Jesus, Jake, would you listen to yourself? I'm not exactly alone in my opinion of prostitutes."

"Nope. You're definitely not alone, more's the pity. I just wonder what happened to make you take such a harsh stand. Sounds like bitterness talking to me. You been trying to rescue whores, Chase?"

"Not since I learned better."

"Got burned, did you?"

"You might say that."

