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"Well, don't let one worm ruin your taste for apples. Indigo claims Franny's a sweet gal, and I have to take her word on that. You know as well as I do that she has a way of seeing straight to the heart of a person."

"Whores aren't sweet, Jake. They have to be hard as nails to survive."

"Not Franny. According to Indigo, she escapes into dream images while she works. In the morning, she wakes up the same shy Franny, unaffected by what passed the night before."

"That must be some trick," Chase said with a snort.

"It's the only thing that makes sense." His brother- in-law raised an eyebrow. "You've met Franny. If you have another explanation for her being so shy and reserved, I'm all ears."

"She's a damned fine actress, that's what. No woman in her line of work could be that shy. I'm warning you, be leery. The girl's after something. She just hasn't laid her cards on the table yet."

"She and Indigo have been friends for years. Kind of slow on the take, isn't she?"

"Famous last words, and mark mine. You'll live to regret not heeding what I say."

"It'll be my regret. At risk of making you mad, Chase, who Indigo and my kids associate with is my concern, not yours."

"She's my sister. I guess I have a right to be concerned."

"I guess I have to give you that. She is your sister, and I know you love her." Balancing the ax on his shoulder, lake met Chase's gaze. "I'm too fond of you to risk our friendship by forbidding you to interfere," he said softly. "But before you say or do anything you might regret, do me one favor and think twice. If for no other reason than you'll be leaving soon. You can't expect to drop in on us once or twice a year for a couple of days and make major changes in the way we go about things or the way we think. Franny is important to Indigo. If you say or do anything to damage their friendship, it'll break her heart."

"I don't want to see her hurt. That's the whole point." Chase sighed and shook his head. "I'll try to stay out of it, okay?" he finally relented. "But I won't make any promises. Just the thought of my sister chumming around with a prostitute makes my hackles raise. I feel just that strongly about it."

"I can see that you do," Jake mused softly.

***
Later that evening, stars as brilliant as diamonds peppered the indigo sky. At the north end of town, Chase sat on the front porch of his parents' house and tried to concentrate on the milk-faced glow of the moon rather than the two upper story windows of the Lucky Nugget, Wolf's Landing's only saloon. One of the windows was faintly illuminated by the glow of a lantern, the other as dark as death. Chase figured the lightless glass probably looked out from May Belle's quarters. Rumor had it that she was retired now and lived on her savings and a percentage of Franny's income. The older woman was most likely asleep by now while Franny worked in the adjacent room with the lighted window.

Franny. He couldn't get those startled green eyes of hers out of his mind. They had haunted him all afternoon and evening. Now here it was bedtime, and what was he doing? Staring at her window, wondering what in hell she was doing right now.

As if he didn't know. Though he took care not to flaunt his living habits in front of his parents and sister, seven years of living in logging camps had seen him in more than one house of ill repute. Redheads, blonds, brunettes, all garishly painted. After a time, they became blurred in a man's mind. An unmarried logger led a harsh, lonely existence, and poker, whiskey, and women offered the only respites.

There had been a time when Chase couldn't have imagined thinking the way he did now. But no one stayed innocent and idealistic forever. Except, maybe, for his father. Hunter Wolf was different than most men, though, purer of heart and noble to his bones. He had set an example that Chase had found impossible to emulate once he left Wolf's Landing.

"Do it unto others before they get a chance to do it to you," was the golden rule he lived by now. The real world beyond these mountains demanded that of a man if he meant to survive.

Chase doubted he could ever make his father understand that, or, for that matter, his mother. To them, there was right and wrong with no gray in between. Chase knew they were disappointed in him.

Hell, if he was brutally honest, he guessed he was even a little disappointed himself. An inexplicable sadness washed through him. Foolishness. A man had to grow up and walk his own way. It was being home again, he supposed, not for a quick visit as had been his habit these last few years, but for days on end. It had left him with too much time to think, too much time to remember how things used to be.

Things had seemed so clearly defined during his boyhood. Back then, he had believed his father had all the answers. Chase gazed at the illuminated upstairs window of the Lucky Nugget and was transported back through the years to the first time he had visited a whorehouse over in Jacksonville. Ten minutes for five dollars. He couldn't remember much about the woman, only that her name had been Clare, and that she was fat and stank. No small wonder, the latter.

He'd gone calling at the brothel with five friends and had been fourth in line.

To this day, Chase could remember how expectant he had felt standing in that dingy, dirty hallway, awaiting his turn. At that age—sixteen, if he remembered right—he had been all crotch and no brains, with one driving force in his life, to do it. All his friends had come out grinning and whooping, saying manly things like "what a honeypot that was," which led him to believe he was about to have the most exhilarating experience of his life. When he had finally gained the chamber of delight, the only thing that saved his fragile male pride was that he had been so worked up before entering that he hadn't lost his prowess quite as quickly as he had his enthusiasm.

As if the night's deeds had been wired back to Wolf's Landing, his father and the fathers of his friends somehow knew what their sons had been up to in Jacksonville. Each boy had received a lecture, Chase included. Only Chase's father, unlike the others, didn't talk about disease and discretion and such. Chase's lecture had consisted of one unforgettable sentence:

"He who preys upon the helpless and offers coin to salve his conscience will one day see the underside of a man's boots and find no solace in a dollar."

As with many of his father's sayings, that one had left Chase pondering its meaning for nigh onto a year afterward. He didn't see how it had anything at all to do with his diddling a fat whore. Helpless? By his calculations, Clare had more money in her coffer than a collection basket on Sunday.

Then one unforgettable night when he accompanied his father to Jacksonville to attend a miners' meeting, Chase learned what his father meant. After that meeting, all the men had come back to Wolf's Landing and congregated at the saloon. Several of them, married or not, had gone upstairs with a sad-eyed May Belle whose bright smile seemed pasted to her mouth. Chase was scandalized, for most of those who availed themselves of her services were men who attended church regularly and wouldn't have nodded to the poor woman on the street. It was blatantly obvious to Chase that they didn't care a rap about May Belle's feelings, if indeed they believed she had any. Because she was growing older and less attractive, they didn't even pay her the going rate of ten dollars.

When the aging whore worked her way down the counter to Chase and his father, Hunter Wolf placed four ten-dollar gold pieces in her hand, enough for eight visits, according to Chase's calculations. For a horrible moment, he thought that his father, whom he had always believed to be perfect, planned to betray his mother and go upstairs. But then Hunter Wolf had said something Chase would never forget.

"My woman says her door is still open. You will find friends within our walls if your footsteps lead you there."
