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Prologue

 


Wyoming Territory, July 1882

 


The bartender set down the glass with a
flourish that slid golden liquid high up one finger-marked shore,
and then the opposite. The customer took a long, burning
swallow.

“So, stranger, you looking to ride for an
outfit?”

Without waiting for an answer, the bartender
hooked a thumb toward his chest, where a stain bloomed on his gray
shirt. “Simon Hooper can always tell a cowhand. Take it fast, but
swallow slow. Like they’re dry, so they can’t wait, but it might be
forever to the next, so they make it last. Same way you done.

“Since you ain’t been in the Texas Rose
afore, you ain’t with no local outfit. And it happens I know an
outfit hiring.”

The customer still didn’t answer. He simply
shifted his gaze from the dust-dimmed mirror to the bartender.

“Widow woman up Jasper Creek way is looking
to hire. Now, you might be thinking July’s late to hire, but the
Circle T lost some hands a time back. They’re not dead,” Hooper
said, with a laugh his customer didn’t share. “Went to big outfits.
Thomas Dunn—you mighta heard of him. First to run cattle in these
parts. He took two of the widow’s new hands right out from under
her nose after roundup. Gordon Wood, he took double that.”

A third swallow left a skim of liquid in the
bottom of the customer’s glass. He inhaled the saloon smell—a
tickle of dust, a bite of fresh liquor, a sour residue as men
sweated out old liquor and the fading cleanliness of what they’d
left behind.

“There’s some as can’t understand why Widow
Terhune don’t marry Wood and take on the Lazy W brand like he keeps
asking.” Hooper nodded. “Some say it ain’t fittin’, him bein’
nearer the grave than cradle. But even them say it’s pure
mule-headedness for a gal to try running a place, even if Doyle
Shagwell is foreman.”

The customer had crossed the river of dirt
that Chelico called a street to the Texas Rose thinking his only
trail was waiting—for an answer and, once he got the answer he
wanted, for a return to Texas by spring. This bartender’s talk
offered a way to fill the waiting.

“Where?”

“Huh? Oh, Widow Terhune’s place? Ride east to
Jasper Creek. Follow it north a day through Lazy W. When you reach
a water hole you’re onto Circle T. Keep along the creek half a day
or so to the home ranch. Now, the stage road to Miles City runs
near enough to spit on Natchez—that’s Wood’s fancy name for the
Lazy W home ranch. It—"

The stranger flipped a coin on the bar and
walked out.

* * * *

Rachel Phillips Terhune came instantly alert.
She’d been riding since first light. Now she was near the fork
between turning back or spending the night in the open. Only it was
hard to quit when she hadn’t sighted as much as a solitary
calf.

But considering her horse’s interest in
something on the far side of this rise, maybe her luck was about to
change.

Before they crested the rise, she halted,
listening. Nothing.

Too much nothing.

The hair on the back of her arms and neck
prickled. She pulled her rifle from the holder Shag had added to
her saddle. Dandy eased, surefooted, through thin underbrush
between cottonwood and willow. With her senses strained for a
rustle that did not come, she almost missed the sign. Remnants of a
small fire, scattered. One horse. Scuff marks of boots on the hard
earth.

She examined the ground from Dandy’s back.
Before he’d died, Pa had taught her to read sign. There was
evidence of only a small fire, enough to heat coffee, maybe cook a
meal. Likely someone drifting through. She had no problem with
that. As long as they didn’t take her cattle, her horses or any
more of her men.

Rachel’s precise reining guided Dandy through
the brush so quietly that their progress couldn’t be separated from
nature’s mutters. But when they cleared the trees’ cover where the
creek detoured into a shaded pond, she realized someone had heard
her coming.

Two yards into the pond, a man crouched so
the water hit him just below the armpits. His face was to her, but
his body was sideways, narrowing the target. His extended arm
paralleled the water, along with the revolver aimed straight at
her.

That didn’t concern her much, since she had a
rifle aimed at him.

They stared at each other. Neither moving.
Neither saying anything. She’d never seen him before. She’d have
remembered.

The man had dark hair. Black even, but that
might be from the water that molded it to his head and the back of
his neck. His skin was tanned. Not just his face and neck and lower
arms, but parts generally covered by a shirt. His face was composed
of unrevealing angles—squared-off jaw, slash of unsmiling mouth,
straight, bold nose. The only hint of emotion came from the V of
dark brows. A frown of concentration, she decided. Deadly
concentration. The gleam of cold, fierce eyes added to her
conviction that if it came to shooting, he’d do his damnedest to
make his revolver stand up to her rifle.

She squelched a shiver. Fear leaves no room
for thinking, Pa used to say.

It seemed a long time, but it probably
wasn’t, before the stranger bent his elbow, pointing his revolver
skyward.

Rachel eased out a slow breath. She would
tell this man what hospitality to expect on Circle T land and what
would not be tolerated. She’d done that a dozen, two dozen times
with men passing through.

No words came. She just kept looking.

The V of the stranger’s brows deepened, the
gleam of dark eyes glinting out at her like a reflection of
sunlight on moving water.

And when he slowly stood, she still kept
looking.

As the water sluiced from his broad chest,
down his back, along his lean flanks and the top of his thighs . .
. As he slowly turned and faced her front on . . . Naked.

His nakedness struck her like the jolt of
whiskey her father had administered when she’d broken her arm. Like
the whiskey, it hit hard and hot, deep in her gut, then flushed
warmth and tingles through her body.

But she wasn’t thirteen now. She was twice
thirteen. A woman, married and widowed. A woman surrounded by men
near all her life, and running this ranch herself for four years. A
woman who should be well past the sight of a naked man sending
tingles and warmth through her. Reaching to parts of her body she
mostly ignored and never expected to tingle. Only, she realized
with a sort of dazed fascination, she’d never seen a man full naked
before.

Stripped of jacket and vest, sure. Down to
their undergarments now and then. But even those times Edward had
come to her bed to exercise a husband’s rights, it had been in the
dark, and with the scratch of fabric covering his stout, hairy
body. So even if she’d kept her eyes open, she’d have seen
nothing.

And if she had seen anything, instinct told
her it would not have been this.

Water and sunlight gilded the man’s tanned
skin to bronze, like one of those statues in her mother’s prized
picture books. Rachel could see on the stranger the same long rope
of muscle in shoulders and arms, the same tapering shape of chest,
the same curved power of thighs.

But there was a definite difference from
those pictures.

Rachel Phillips Terhune might never have seen
a man full naked before, but she had been watching animals
reproduce as long as she’d lived, and she knew the function of this
change. This stranger was reacting the way Warrior reacted to a
mare in season.

Unlike the mares, who most often sidled and
pranced in nervous response, she sat rock still, watching the man’s
body change.

Get out of here! Run away! Shoot him!

Frenetic orders from a horrified internal
voice ricocheted inside her head without bestirring a single
muscle.

For God’s sake, at least close your eyes!

Her eyes stayed wide. But the reality of what
she saw began to blend and mix with images from a corner of her
mind she’d never encountered before. Images of the man and her. Of
bodies and sensations.ß Of touches and kisses. Of heat and . .
.

Her gaze jerked to the stranger’s face, and
she saw her imaginings reflected in midnight eyes.

Her trance shattered like a skin of ice under
a hoof.

She wheeled Dandy and rode like hell.


Chapter One

 


Rachel took Dandy to the barn corral,
encountering only a mild “morning” from Joe-Max. But Shag waited on
the kitchen porch. No chance she’d get past him so easily.

“Sure is nice you came back to see us now,
Mrs. Terhune.”

Optimistically trying to ignore the
barrel-chested foreman’s heavy irony, she gave him a smile and a
“morning. Shag” on her way to the tub and towel Ruth left beside
the door for just such cleanups.

“Morning? Is that so? Thought maybe you
didn’t know the time at all and that’s why you didn’t come back
last night.”

“I was too far out to get in before I lost
the light, and you know Dandy’s not much of a night horse.”

She bent and splashed water into her face to
get the worst dust off. After breakfast and checking the horses,
she’d take a real bath.

Bath . . .

The scene at the pond blew into her mind as
fast and overpowering as a thunderstorm. She grabbed the towel and
buried her face in it.

“I know it and you know it, so how in
tarnation did you let yourself get caught out on him?”

“Other things on my mind,” she answered from
behind the towel.

“Other things on your mind? Other things
on your mind? Alone like that? You know it’s not all that long
ago this was Indian territory—”

“I know, I rode it with Pa then,
remember?”

He wasn’t listening. “And it’s not just them.
It’s animals, prairie dog holes, snakes and getting thrown.” She
glared over the towel and he had the grace to look uneasy. But he
didn’t halt his scold. “It’s bad enough I have to listen to Ruth
saying it’s my doing that you don’t dress or ride like a lady, but
to have her at me all night long saying it’s my fault if all we
ever find of you’s some bleached bones—”

“You’re pinning this on Ruth?” That stopped
him long enough for her to launch an arrow of her own. “Why are you
here, anyhow? You said you’d ride out first light to check the
north camp.”

She turned and gave him a hard look, daring
him to say he’d changed his plans because he was fretting about
her. They’d gone over and over that, and the last time she’d sworn
she’d fire him if he tried to coddle her.

They both knew she’d never fire him, but even
saying the words had been a measure of her determination to carry
the burdens of this spread same as a man would, and he’d respected
it. Till now.

Shag looked toward the south hills, down at
his feet, then up at her, his mouth tight, chin pugnacious, and
grizzled bushy brows stark against florid skin. She stood,
watching, giving no ground.

Finally, he broke the look, glancing toward
the side door. “Well, tarnation, Chell, I got three men who come
about jobs and it seemed like one of us oughta be here to talk to
them.”

“Three?”

“Yeah, surprised me, too,” he said in his
usual voice. The storm had passed. “It seems Simon Hooper that
tends bar over at the Texas Rose is announcing we’re hiring pretty
near any that know a bull from a jackrabbit.”

Her initial pleasure dimmed. “These three any
good?”

“Probably not. One maybe. Hard to tell. When
it comes to words, he don’t use up all his kindling to make a fire.
The young one makes the first look like a chatterbox. And the third
wore long pants before Moses grew whiskers. But we’re not in any
position to be saying no. We need what we can get.”

She knew the truth of that. Trying to dig the
Circle T out of the debt piled up from her late husband and the
costs of following her father’s dream to bring the outfit north
from Platte River, they’d started spring with the barest minimum of
hands. Then, roundup was disappointing, with the only explanation
that they’d lost more head to the winter than they’d figured. After
Thomas Dunn hired away their top two men, then Gordon Wood took
four, they needed help, but couldn’t afford top dollar to lure a
man from another outfit.

“Let’s eat, then see what we got.”

She followed Shag into the kitchen, redolent
with frying steak, coffee and Ruth’s sourdough biscuits. Ruth
Shagwell had ruled the kitchen—first in the Platte River house and
then here—as long as her husband, Doyle “Shag” Shagwell, had been
Circle T foreman, Rachel’s entire life.

“Morning, Ruth. It smells wonderful.”

Without turning from the stove, Ruth pursed
her mouth, which looked at odds with her softly graying hair and
rosy cheeks. The look promised a lecture—but not until it could be
delivered without the distraction of preparing a second breakfast
hours after the first-light meal for the regular hands and, more
important, without an inhibiting audience. Ruth could, and did,
talk to her employer as if Rachel remained a girl with her hair
down her back, but anyone else daring a critical word risked a
hide-blistering.

Rachel swallowed a sigh. Maybe she could slip
away before Ruth let loose.

“Boys, this here’s the owner of the Circle T,
Rachel Terhune.” Shag nodded to a wiry man who stood across the
long table where the hands ate. “This is Henry.”

Rachel smiled at the leathery-faced man,
though she had to prop up the smile when she saw the faint tremor
in his hands and the bleariness of his eyes.

The smile turned genuine and almost escaped
as a chuckle as the towhead whom Shag introduced as Davis tangled
his long legs with a straight-backed wooden chair in his hurry to
stand, then nearly capsized the heavy table and himself in his
effort to stop the chair from falling.

“Ma’am,” the youngster croaked before
subsiding as far away from her as he could get.

“And this is Nick.”

She turned as the final candidate emerged
from a shadow beyond Shag.

The air in her lungs burned and her muscles
felt weighted and foreign.

As her foreman told the three men that Ruth
would give them breakfast, then they’d talk one at a time with him
and Mrs. Terhune, she stared at the man. His big hand cupped the
front of his deep-brimmed hat, tipping it in a courtesy she’d seen
a thousand times. For the first time it struck her how the gesture
obscured the man’s features in a shadow of privacy. But even when
this man settled the hat on his dark hair, lifting some of the
shadow, his eyes showed nothing as they met hers.

The heat branding her cheeks surely meant her
expression was not nearly as unreadable.

One look at her, and the stranger would know
that she recognized him as the man from the pond, even with his
clothes on.

* * * *

“You might as well handle these hirings,”
Rachel said with as much casualness as she could muster once she
and Shag left the kitchen for the room they used as an office.

“What?” Shag dragged out the syllable in
astonishment, looking around as if he didn’t recognize the log
walls, although he’d helped smooth them.

It was the first addition her father had made
to a one-room outpost when he’d ranged cattle here even before the
Indians were moved off after the ‘76 wars. The Indians had let it
stand because Oren Phillips promised them a number of steers each
year, and stuck to it, not trying to pass off old or sick
animals.

That first log structure now served as
kitchen, and the addition’s use had changed with each later
addition—and now was office and dining room. A big walnut desk was
at one end. Her parents had brought it from St. Louis, and in the
old house it had served as Rachel’s schoolroom under her mother’s
tutelage. Now it was headquarters of the Circle T, and on it rested
the ranch’s account books.

For the moment, those books had been set to
one side, making way for the beefsteak, biscuits and gravy Ruth had
brought. The few times Rachel and Shag didn’t join the hands in the
kitchen they ate at the desk, talking over Circle T matters. Rachel
ducked her head, pretending greater interest in her biscuit than
she felt. Shag might just pass off her decision without more
comment if she didn’t make much of it.

The foreman’s next words killed that
hope.

“Can’t be Chell saying that, can it? The one
not satisfied unless she’s in the middle of everything on the
Circle T. Leastwise, the woman who rode out yesterday followed that
trail . . . . But when she forgets Dandy’s no night horse, maybe
something’s happened to her. Maybe—”

“All right. I just thought it would save
time. ‘We need whoever we can get.’ Isn’t that what you said?”

“That’s what I said, and it’s God’s truth.
But there’s taking what you have to and then there’s not looking
into what it is you’ve gotten.”

“I said all right. So call the first one
in.”

With Shag continuing to look as if her brain
had sprung a leak, interviewing the first two candidates provided a
welcome diversion. She discovered Henry came West as a soldier,
worked as a freighter and ran a road ranch. The indisputable length
of his career was somewhat offset by his assurance that he mended
wagons and did blacksmithing.

Twice the time was required to extract from
the second candidate the bare essentials of name (Davis Andresson),
age (twenty-one, to her surprise), home (an Iowa farm) and
experience with cattle (none). But Andresson did have, he promised
in an earnest burst, a strong back, a knack with animals and a
desire to become a cowboy.

After a quarter of an hour, the Circle T had
two new hands at a bargain rate of twenty-five dollars a month
each.

“We’ll have to start at thirty with this last
one,” Shag said before he opened the door for the final applicant.
“But looks to me he’d be worth it, even if we push to forty.”

Rachel said nothing.

The man must have recognized her. Would he
make reference to their meeting yesterday? What would she say? How
should she act?

“Come on in,” Shag invited, “and have a
seat.”

Rachel had risen from behind the desk to
shake hands with Henry; she’d found that went far to show the
cowhands she was boss first, a lady second. That helped ease the
shyness that could strike these rough men in the face of a woman
who didn’t entertain in a room over a saloon. Trying to set young
Davis at ease, she’d stayed on his side of the desk.

When the tall, lanky man called Nick walked
in, boot heels thudding decisively on the floor and spurs jangling
discreetly, she knew an urge to retreat to behind the bulk of the
desk. Instead, she propped herself against the edge in a way Ruth
would have scolded over. Shag stood to one side. With an easy
economy of motion Nick took a chair in front of the desk.

His black hat remained on. His leather
stovepipe leggings protected stout work pants. His shirt was a
clean white, his black vest buttoned neatly, and his brown jacket
and boots bore only a thin layer of the ever-present drab dust.

His black eyes went around the room with no
indication of discomfort, with no indication he recognized her from
yesterday. In fact, with no indication of anything at all.

Shag cleared his voice into the stretching
silence.

She should ask a question. But the only ones
that occurred to her had to do with ponds and naked men and the
look in a pair of heated black eyes that planted burning coals in
her stomach.

“You know cattle?”

Shag’s question to Nick cut across her
thoughts so abruptly she jerked. Neither man paid her any heed.
“Some.”

“Where you from, Nick?”

“Texas.”

“Been in Wyoming before?”

He nodded, a single, economical inclination
of his head. “Few years ago. Stayed a year, then up to Montana.
After a while, to California. A good bit ‘round San Francisco.”

Nothing unusual there; some cowhands stayed
put, more roamed.

“You came here from California?”

“Texas. Came up with a drive to near
Chugwater.”

That explanation raised a number of
questions. Shag attacked them one at a time. “When’d you get to
Chugwater?”

“Couple, three weeks ago.”

“Awful early drive. Or awful fast.”

“Some of both,” the stranger acknowledged.
“The owner needed to get the herd through.”

And had been willing to gamble against
early-spring bad weather and the dangers of trailing cattle too
hard, Rachel thought, welcoming the familiar concerns of
ranching.

“What’d you do on the drive, Nick?” Shag
pursued.

“Trail boss.”

The laconic reply held no intonation, but
Rachel saw his lips compress at the corners. He’d been reluctant to
reveal that. It certainly made Shag look at him closely. Why would
someone trusted as boss on such a risky drive take work midseason,
and at such a small outfit?

“How many’d you lose?” Shag asked.

“None.”

The answer held pride, as well it might. It
also held the unspoken assurance that this man not only had brought
in all the cattle, he’d brought them in in good condition. It was
that kind of pride. And in that pride, Rachel recognized a fuller
answer to Shag’s earlier question. Did this man know cattle? Yes,
indeed.

“What brought you up this way from
Chugwater?”

“Remembered the country. It’s good cattle
country.”

“Yep, it is at that,” Shag said.

The foreman sent her a look she read easily.
First, he wanted to hire on this man. Shag might wonder about some
things, but unless this Nick proved unreliable, he’d be accepted; a
man’s past was private as long as he caused no trouble in the
present. Second, Shag couldn’t understand why she hadn’t jumped in
with questions. And, finally, he wanted to know why she didn’t have
the sense to sign this man up fast? They couldn’t hardly pass
hiring a cowhand like this one looked to be.

“Why did—” Her voice came out tight. She
swallowed quickly and started again. “Why did you come here looking
for a job?”

Without moving, he shifted his gaze to her.
“I heard a widow woman running the Circle T needed hands.”

With a clarity that amazed her at the same
time she accepted it absolutely, Rachel knew he had expected an
older woman. And he was not pleased to be mistaken.

She straightened her spine. If he didn’t like
working for a woman not yet thirty, let him say it. “I am a woman.”
Something slid into his eyes; she hurried past it. “I am a widow—my
husband died four years ago. I run the Circle T. And we do need
hands.”

He met her challenging look with his dark
eyes giving nothing back. “Okay, I’ll take the job.”

Her lips parted as she realized he’d
maneuvered her as slickly as a good cow horse would a recalcitrant
calf. She could swear a glimmer of humor sparked in his eyes.

Before she could say anything in response,
the stranger added, “What’s the pay?”

“Twenty-five a month,” she got in before Shag
could answer.

“Little low.”

Little low? Thirty was a little low.
Twenty-five was near insulting for a top hand. A lot of men’s pride
wouldn’t let them take that little unless desperate. He surely had
the pride and he didn’t look desperate.

“Plus your keep. And there’s no finer cooks
in this country than my Ruth and Fred, who’s camp cook.” Shag
offered the enticements to Nick at the same time he glared at her.
“Same for the horses. Nobody can say they don’t get a good string
at the Circle T.”

“I mostly use my black.”

“Since you’re using your own horse,” Shag
said, “we could go thirty a month, right, Chell?”

If she said no, they’d lose him, and they
needed the help. But the idea of having him around every day made
her squirm against the hard edge of the desk.

“Twenty-seven-fifty.” Ignoring Shag’s frown,
she surreptitiously shifted her fanny.

“And feed for my horse,” he bargained.

“Sounds fair,” Shag said quickly.

Both men stared at her. She couldn’t run the
Circle T without hands. That was what it came down to. She had no
choice.

She gave a short, reluctant nod.

“Okay,” Shag said on a long exhalation.
“Pay’s by the month. Mrs. Terhune will get you signed up official,
then come on out and I’ll show you where to stow your gear and get
you started.”

Shag hurried from the room as if afraid she’d
change her mind. Rachel circled the desk, took her chair, adjusted
the account book precisely, dipped the nib in ink and raised it
expectantly.

When nothing happened, she looked up at the
Circle T’s newest hand to find him sitting as he had all along. She
raised her eyebrows.

He gave no response.

“I need your name to put in the book,” she
said with exaggerated patience.

“Nick.”

“I need your full name for the records.”

“They call me Nick.”

She blew out an exasperated breath. “Is that
what your mama and daddy baptized you?”

In his otherwise impassive face, a flicker
crossed his eyes that left her oddly chilled.

“Close enough,” he said.

She wanted to know the story behind that, but
she wasn’t about to ask. Nor would she give in—not entirely. “I
need a last name.”

After a long pause, he answered absolutely
flat, “Dusaq.”

“Ends with a k?”

“Q.”

“Okay, Mr. Dusaq. Pay’s by the month like
Shag said. You’ll work running through fall roundup.” Any
experienced hand knew all that, but she needed words to cover the
silence that seemed to accompany this man. “Shag’ll tell you the
rest. He should be out by the barn.”

She thought the dismissal obvious. He didn’t
move.

“I saw horses in the barn when I came
in.”

“Horses are often kept in a barn in this part
of the country, Mr. Dusaq. Stables are a luxury.”

“Look to be special horses.” He showed no
reaction to her sarcasm. Still, she immediately felt shamed. Not
having a proper stable for her horses always lightened her trigger,
but her response had more to do with the asker than the question.
The man made her uncomfortable. But that gave her no excuse for bad
manners. No excuse, either, to risk having him quit before he’d
started.

Besides, he’d called her horses special.

“We’ve been working to breed top horses for
working with cattle.”

“Good cow pony can do two men’s work.”

“That’s it exactly. That’s . . .”
Embarrassment swamped her. She’d automatically leaned forward,
toward the agreement. She eased back. “Up to now, good cow ponies
have been found instead of made, Mr. Dusaq. We’re trying to breed
them, to improve the bloodlines by crossbreeding. It works with
racehorses back East and in England, so I hope . . .”

Through the window’s wavy glass, she saw a
corner of the barn that sheltered her horses in the worst weather.
It needed rechinking and the roof was as solid as a sieve. But if
she couldn’t turn a profit with the cattle, she’d never have the
money to pursue her ideas for breeding and training. In fact, if
she couldn’t start turning a profit, she wouldn’t have the Circle T
at all.

She recognized the silence only after it had
stretched too long to be ignored. Turning to the newly hired hand,
she found him studying her. His face gave away nothing. Renewed
discomfort welled in her. She should send him away as far and as
fast as she could.

“Sounds like a good idea,” he said.

She stared for a handful of seconds until she
realized he meant her horse-breeding efforts, not sending him away.
Before she could muster a response, he had risen.

“Ma’am.” His polite mutter of departure and
the tipping of his hat tightened the reins on her impulse to order
him off the Circle T right here and now. They needed him. No
getting around that.

At the open door, he paused.

“Don’t call me Mr. Dusaq.”

It was an order.

* * * *

“If your mama was still alive, having you out
all night like that would have killed her.”

Rachel started at Ruth’s voice, guiltily
wondering how long she’d been staring at the latest name written in
the account book. Instead of commenting on Ruth’s twisted logic,
she stood and began putting dirty breakfast dishes on the tray Ruth
had brought in.

It didn’t appease Ruth. Arms akimbo she
studied Rachel.

“Look at you. What your mama would say to see
you in such a costume . . .”

That seemed a bit unfair to Rachel, since
Ruth herself had fashioned this and two other wide-legged split
skirts from heavy tan canvas twill. Although Ruth had done it only
after Rachel threatened to wear a pair of Pa’s old trousers, since
her skills with a needle didn’t stretch to such a garment. She’d
learned the rudiments of sewing from Mama, as she had the basics of
cooking and running a house, but her education in such matters had
ended abruptly with her mother’s death. From then on her education
had come from Pa, and had covered a much different sphere—cattle,
horsemanship and the land.

“And don’t you be rolling up your sleeves
every minute or you’ll be brown as a berry.”

Surreptitiously, Rachel eased a horn button
through a hole in the front panel Ruth insisted on adding to the
split skirts. With front and back panels buttoned, the skirt looked
as respectable as any other. Unbuttoned, Rachel had the freedom to
ride astride.

“Don’t bother yourself with buttoning up for
my sake,” Ruth said crossly. “I suppose next you’ll go galloping
into town looking like this.”

That struck Rachel as highly unfair. She made
a real effort to keep a neat appearance when she went into town or
otherwise out among society. “You know I won’t do that.

“I suppose I should be grateful,” said Ruth,
sounding anything but. “Though with the way hands talk and with you
going like this to roundups and all, I don’t suppose it matters,
since every soul in the territory likely has heard about wild Mrs.
Terhune up Jasper Creek. How on earth you think you’ll ever find a
man—”

“I don’t want a man.” Her stock response to
Ruth’s laments came out without thinking and with the conviction of
habit. Then an image of a bronzed, wet body rising out of a pond
flashed across her mind.

“That’s as may be, but you won’t have any
choice if you don’t take heed, young lady. If only you’d use a
proper saddle. I could stitch you a new costume from that melton
cloak of your mama’s.”

“I couldn’t rope sidesaddle, and I couldn’t
cut cattle worth anything. Not to mention I couldn’t even get in
the thing by myself. A lot of good I’d be on the range using one of
those.”

“Riding and roping, my sweet saints!” What
Ruth knew about Rachel’s activities on the range and what she could
successfully ignore as long as she wasn’t reminded, were two
different matters. “I shudder to think what your mother would say
about her daughter behaving so.”

“Mama would be proud of me.” Fearing the
ground under that statement might sink like an alkali bog, Rachel
hurried on. “Pa would be proud of me for roping and riding and—”
Ruth interrupted with a sniff eloquent in its low opinion of Oren
Phillips’s suitability for determining proper behavior for a young
woman.

“I will act and dress as I must in order to
run this ranch best I can. It was Pa’s dream to have a ranch here,
and Mama understood that. Now it’s up to me to make it happen, any
way I can.”

* * * *

Nick squinted into the brightness beyond the
kitchen porch and surveyed his temporary base.

Widow woman.

He hadn’t worked up any particular imaginings
when the bartender used the phrase. He’d been thinking mostly that
working through the season at the Circle T would suit his purposes.
And if serving his needs happened to help a widow woman . . . Well,
that padre at the mission used to say a grain of sand could
outweigh a mountain come Judgment Day, and this had seemed an easy
way to pick up a grain of good.

His mouth twisted in derision that such a
naive notion remained anywhere in him.

And look where it got him.

Widows could be gentle, gray-haired ladies or
steely-eyed harridans or anything in between. Anything except a
slim young woman who looked hardly old enough to be married, with
wheat-colored hair and direct, hazel eyes so soft they cut to a
man’s gut. Especially when they studied him with equal amounts of
shock and heat in a look that had made him harder than any whore’s
practiced touch.

Anything except that.

Maybe if her outfit hadn’t so sorely needed
help, he’d have taken his misguided expectations about widow ladies
and ridden off toward whatever turn of the compass appealed.

But riding in, he’d seen gaps between the
barn’s cottonwood logs big enough to put a fist through. The
lodgepole pine of the main house and bunkhouse looked in better
shape. The house, with rooms attached like a crazy quilt, was
clean, but the office curtains were faded and the chair worn. The
bunkhouse’s stove might or might not offset breezes from a pair of
loose-fitted windows, trio of doors and uncountable cracks.

On the other hand, a pair of good-sized
corrals and the fences around a barnyard where chickens pecked and
a couple pigs rooted showed recent attention.

Priorities on the Circle T were clear, even
though Doyle Shagwell said they were so shorthanded they’d trailed
cattle home from spring roundup in two trips. It took fewer men to
hold a herd than to trail it, so they’d divided the herd, left a
few hands to hold the second half and brought the first to Circle T
range. Then they turned around to do it again—while other outfits
had returned to their home ranches.

The Circle T surely did need him. Him and a
dozen more.

He cursed under his breath.

Hell, he should have kept riding. He didn’t
need the job, not really. Riding away might add to his mountain of
sins, but what did it matter? No grains of good deeds could
outweigh a mountain.

“Nick, come get your string,” Shag shouted
from the corral.

He stepped off the porch, heading that way,
still chewing on whether to saddle Brujo and head out

“Just getting Davis and Henry here to saddle
up, so I can show ‘em round a bit,” the gray-haired foreman said as
Nick neared the fence. “That lot over there’s yours.”

Nick followed Shag’s nod toward five horses
watching warily from a far corner of the corral. The horses had
witnessed their fellows being roped—a sure sign of work to come—and
they were on the lookout to avoid the same fate. One, a wiry gray,
promised to be good for spelling Brujo. A buckskin Nick rated as
better than most. The other three he’d examine more closely later.
No outright crow bait, but nothing to match the stock in the
barn.

“Why don’t you saddle up old Miner, Davis,”
Shag suggested to the fair-haired youngster also hired on.

Nick considered the horses allotted to the
other new hands. When a foreman divvied up mounts there was no
appeal. Getting a string of broomtails told a hand he wasn’t much
valued by the outfit. Also that his job would be a damned sight
harder. From what Nick saw Shag made even selections, with Davis
and Henry each getting one real likely-looking mount.

The one called Miner, though, caught Nick’s
eye. As did the reaction of the two hands introduced as Joe-Max and
Tommy, who’d assisted in the roping and now lingered on the outside
of the corral fence as if expecting a show.

A greenhorn show.

Nick swung his regard to the big,
deep-chested sorrel horse named Miner.

He was fat and rested, with that edgy energy
of a horse not ridden lately. Nick moved in, running a hand down
his flank as if to gauge the animal. What he really wanted was to
get near enough for a low-voiced question to gauge the human.

“Done much riding, Andresson?”

The youngster continued strapping the saddle
on the apparently docile horse. “I’ve ridden.”

“Farm horses?”

“So what. That don’t—”

Nick cut across the defensive answer. “Ever
ridden a bucking horse?”

That stilled the long-fingered hands and
brought Andresson’s head around. Blue eyes regarded him with
surprise, abruptly replaced by understanding. And worry mixed with
determination.

Nick sighed.

“Keep your feet firm in the stirrups, try to
sit straight as you can and use your arm to balance. If you hold on
to the horn, they’ll rib you for pulling leather, but if it’s a
choice of grabbing hold or getting thrown, hold on like hell.”

Davis Andresson stared at him a second
longer. “Okay,” he said gruffly. “Thanks.”

He fastened the final buckle before letting
down the stirrups to accommodate his long, gangly legs. He took
hold of the saddle horn, preparing to mount.

Nick went to Miner’s head, fiddling with the
headstall to mask another low-voiced murmur. “If you get thrown,
don’t fight it. Roll. Get to your feet soon as you hit.
Understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

The youngster swung a long leg over Miner’s
back and signaled to release the horse’s head. Nick stepped free,
and waited.

Miner held absolutely still an instant,
followed by a rolling ripple of muscles under his hide. Then the
animal leaped straight into the air like a jack-in-the-box. He came
to earth in a splash of dust with legs ramrod stiff, sending a
shudder through the ground that Nick felt through the soles of his
boots up to his knees, and a shudder through Davis Andresson that
snapped his head forward then back like a whip.

Right about now the boy had to feel as if his
spine had come unjointed. But he held on.

Miner jumped crow-legged in a line, giving
Andresson a chance to straighten in the saddle and tighten his
legs’ grip. Nose in the dirt, the horse tucked his head between his
front legs and kicked out with the rear. Andresson adjusted his
balance. For a rocky moment Miner abruptly returned to his first
strategy of leaps followed by ground-shuddering landings,
complicated by spinning. Nick could see how Miner had earned his
name—he seemed set on boring to the center of the earth.

While the leather straps of the saddle
groaned dismay, Andresson gamely clung to the animal amid rising
spurts of dust. And damned if he wasn’t murmuring soft words to the
horse, even if they did come through clenched teeth.

The jolts subsided, and in another minute,
the whole thing was over. Miner standing still, a sheen of
perspiration gilding his coat and his muscles twitching, but his
ears flicking attentively to the words spoken by the boy on his
back.

“Nice riding!” shouted Shag. Henry and the
two spectator hands added praise, though they didn’t linger with
the entertainment ending so tamely.

Andresson guided Miner to where Nick stood by
the fence.

“Thanks.” A shy smile lifted Davis’
mouth.

“You’re the one who held on.”

“I might not have without the warning, so I
say thanks.” His stubbornness was at odds with his mild manner.

Nick shrugged, turned away—and came
face-to-face with the Widow Terhune, who stood outside the
fence.

Their eyes locked. Hers were warm and shrewd.
He didn’t know how long she’d watched, but he’d swear she had the
situation figured.

And there was more in her eyes. A kind of
speculation, and a faintly begrudging approval.

He tried to build irritation at that. He
didn’t need her approval, and he sure didn’t need some widow woman
ranch owner assessing him the way he had the stock. He could ride
off right now.

But when she gave him a nod of acknowledgment
that carried some more of that approval, he simply looked at her as
she walked away.

* * * *

Rachel escaped the supper table quickly,
holing up behind the desk and the ever-present task of keeping the
books. Supper lay heavy in the pit of her stomach. A result of
eating in the presence of a sphinx, she supposed.

Nick Dusaq hadn’t said a word to her since
he’d walked out of this room this morning. He hadn’t gotten in her
way. He hadn’t sent his eyes her way at meals. And she couldn’t
stop wondering about him.

What was he thinking? What did he remember?
What if he said something? What would he say?

“Well, what do you think, Chell?”

Shag’s question cut across her own. She
hadn’t even heard the door open.

“About what?” she asked warily.

“About the new hands, ‘specially that Nick
Dusaq.”

Did Shag know something? Had Dusaq talked
about the encounter at the pond?

She felt her cheeks heating and she barely
had the breath to ask, “What do you mean?”

He pinned her with a look from under bushy
brows, but said mildly enough, “It’s only been a day, but I’m sorta
looking forward to all the days that’ll follow and how we can pat
ourselves on the back. Looks to me like we made ourselves a good
hire. A real good hire. And you struck one sharp bargain on his
wages.”

“Oh . . .” Movement beyond the window caught
her eye—a figure crossed the yard from the bunkhouse to the outer
corral. She recognized Dusaq in the waning light by the lean
outline and loose-jointed assurance of his walk. “As you said, it’s
one day.”

“Yeah. But so far it sure looks like a good
day’s work.” Shag stretched. “Think I’ll turn in. I’ll leave first
light to check that north camp. I’ll take a couple boys with me now
that we’ve got ‘em. I thought Nick and Davis. Okay with you?”

“Sure. Good night. Shag.”

“Night, Chell.”

Alone, she stared out the window.

It’s only been a day . . . and all the days
to follow.

Shag might look forward to them; she didn’t.
Wondering if, when, what Nick Dusaq might say. Those questions had
driven her to the corral this morning. She’d seen him tell
Andresson something before the cowhand got up on that old reprobate
Miner. And after Andresson handled the rough ride creditably, she’d
heard his thanks.

So, he’d helped out a greenhorn. That didn’t
make him any saint. And it sure didn’t guarantee he wouldn’t enjoy
regaling the bunkhouse with how he’d had the owner of the Circle T
gawking at him like a silly schoolgirl.

Even with the good men they had now, it was
hard to keep their respect for a woman owner. Nick Dusaq could make
it impossible.

That had fretted her all day. Even as she’d
helped Henry set up a makeshift blacksmithing shed. Even as she
organized a crew to get the wood Henry said he’d use for charcoal
since they had no blacksmithing coal. Even as she showed Henry what
needed mending. Even as she tended Warrior and the other horses in
the barn. Even as she answered the questions and gave the orders
that peppered her every day at the Circle T.

Would Nick Dusaq say something, sometime,
somewhere?

She had to do something. And she had to do it
now. Before any more days followed like this one.


Chapter Two

 


“Mr. Dusaq.”

He took two more steps on his intended path
before he stopped and turned to where she stood in the shadow by
the corner of a shed. His face might not reveal much, but his
movements right now said reluctant.

That gave her courage.

“I told you, call me Nick.”

She supposed she shouldn’t rile him right
this moment.

“I’d like a word . . . uh, Nick.”

“Ma’am.” He accepted with no eagerness.

She looked around. No one else was in sight,
but they’d be spotted by anyone coming out of the bunkhouse or Shag
and Ruth’s cabin. She didn’t want any wonderings or questions over
what she might have to discuss with this particular cowhand in
private.

“Let’s go in the barn.” A moment ticked past
before his hat dipped in acquiescence, then he tucked his hands in
the front pockets of his pants and took a half step back for her to
precede him. In every move, she sensed his reluctance.

Sufficient moonlight leeched into the barn
through the open door and the less than impenetrable walls and roof
that she easily made her way to where Warrior stuck his head out of
a stall. The stallion nosed at her, nodding his head several times,
then stamped a hoof.

“He’s wanting to get out.”

Dusaq’s voice sent a current of uneasiness
through her, even though she’d been aware of him behind her. She
just hadn’t been aware he’d followed close enough that when he
spoke, his breath stirred the tendrils worked loose of her braid,
brushing them against her forehead with a tickling that made her
shiver, though she wasn’t the least cold.

“He had a bad gash in his shoulder. I want to
be sure it’s full healed.”

“Looked healed to me.”

As if in agreement, the stallion nodded twice
and pushed at her shoulder again. She smiled as she gave the
insistent nose a good rub. He was a handsome dun with black tail,
mane and stripe down his spine. He also was intelligent, durable
and good-natured. His get had few blemishes and even fewer defects.
If she had two more stallions like him, the Circle T would have the
best cow horses in the area—no question.

“When did you look at Warrior?”

“Told you, when I rode in.” He reached a hand
over her shoulder, and Warrior snuffled at it inquisitively.

The reference to their interview this morning
reminded her of what she’d brought him here to talk about. She
stepped sideways, no longer caught between the horse and the
man.

“You had him since a foal?”

She suspected he already knew the answer.
Bunkhouse conversation would have filled him in quickly enough on
the outlines of her life and her notions about breeding cow ponies.
She pushed aside thoughts of what else he might have heard. Or what
he might have said.

“Yes. But that’s not what—”

“Can’t breed one stallion. Bloodlines’ll get
too narrow.”

She tried to make out his face in the
filtering darkness. She couldn’t from the distance she’d put
between them, and finally took a step forward.

“You know about breeding?”

“Some.”

That was how he’d answered Shag’s question
about cattle. She suspected this was an equal understatement.

“I’m using other studs besides Warrior.”
Hearing his name, the horse stretched his neck for another rub. She
steppedintogive the required caress, also cutting her distance from
Nick Dusaq. Beyond the familiar smells of horse and hay and barn,
she caught a faint scent that must have been the man. Leather and
clean sweat on cotton and sunshine-soaked skin. Pa smelled like
that. “I trade with other folks around who’re interested in raising
cow ponies.”

“Been interested long?”

She smiled, lulled by his neutral tone and
her memories.

“All my life. Mama used to chase me out of
the barn or in from the range long enough to teach me lessons and
give me lectures on behaving like a lady. She’d wrinkle her nose
and say no matter what she did, I smelled too much like a horse to
ever be mistaken for a lady. Then she’d laugh and hug me. Then
after . . .” She heard her own quick sigh as the memories turned
painful. “She died when I was thirteen. Pa didn’t have the heart to
spend much time in the house with Mama gone. I helped him run the
Circle T. Until—”

What am I doing? With something near
horror, Rachel stared at the dark, still man before her. She
couldn’t believe how much she’d told this stranger. And how much
more she’d been on the verge of telling him. Far more than
bunkhouse talk ever would divulge, because the only people alive
who knew the rights of it were her, Shag and Ruth. “I’m sorry,” she
said stiffly. “I had no call to run on like that.”

He hitched one shoulder in a brief shrug.
“Folks need to talk sometimes.”

“You don’t.” She instantly regretted
that.

To her amazement, the lines around his mouth
slowly lifted, his lips turned up and a slash of white appeared as
Nick Dusaq grinned. It wrought a devastating change to his face,
charming and inviting. She stared at him, with just enough presence
of mind to keep from gaping.

“I’m not most folks,” he said, amusement in
his voice. Then, as slowly as it had come, the grin vanished until
his face settled into its incommunicative mold. “And some things
don’t need saying.”

No telling what he had in mind, but she had
something that did need saying. Or she’d jump right out of her skin
before another sundown with Nick Dusaq around.

“Well,” she started, briskly if unoriginally,
“what I wanted to talk to you about, Mr. Dusaq—”

“Nick.”

“Uh, Nick . . . What I want to make clear is
that whatever contact—no, I mean . . . uh, encounter. Whatever
encounter might have taken place between us before our
hiring you, well, that was before.” She darted a glance at him.
“And . . .”

Her words faded as a longer look confirmed
what the glance had gathered. He wore not a hint of expression.

That irked her. Without stopping to consider
why it irked her or if she wanted a reaction, she demanded,
“You do remember encountering me at Jasper Pond, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

Pa had once shown her a hot spring in the
dead of winter, edged with a skin of ice. If you pushed your hand
below the layer of ice, the water steamed your fingers red in no
time. That was what his single word reminded her of. Heat—dangerous
heat—under ice.

She swallowed, and sought the protection of
words. “Well, that was before you came here and hired on. Not that
it was anything. It wasn’t. I don’t want you misunderstanding or
thinking things that aren’t so. I’m the boss at the Circle T. And I
don’t want there to be any confusion on that. Not with you and not
with any of the other boys, if you should go talking about, um,
about things.”

She glared at him, ready to battle on
whatever front he might choose. He raised his hand, and for a slice
of an instant she had the wild image of him cupping her cheek in
his palm. Instead, he tugged the brim of his hat, perhaps from
politeness, or perhaps simply to adjust its angle.

“As I said, ma’am, some things don’t need
saying.” Before she could respond, he was gone, and she stood alone
in the darkened barn with the touch of cool night air and a jumble
of dissatisfying thoughts for company.

* * * *

Nick settled into the Circle T’s routine. As
much a routine as any ranch had, especially one carrying a dozen
hands when it needed a score.

For days at a time, he’d be gone riding the
herd and learning the Circle T range. Most often Shag paired him
with Andresson. That meant teaching the boy, as well as meeting his
own duties, providing plenty to occupy a man.

Considering how accustomed he was to being
alone, he didn’t much mind.

Davis worked hard, didn’t talk his ear off
and learned no slower than most. To start, the Iowa farm boy didn’t
know cattle from pigs, but his riding was better than adequate, and
animals took to him. The bunkhouse dog shadowed the skinny figure,
and even difficult horses minded their manners better with the
towhead aboard. To Nick’s surprise, that extended to his black,
Brujo, who often seemed to only tolerate Nick and came nowhere near
that comfortable with anyone else.

The boys from the second drive from roundup
straggled in looking worse than the lowest drags of a mangy herd.
Smelled worse, too. Hands and horses alike settled in for a week of
eating heavy and working light.

So, when word came of cattle in trouble. Shag
sent Nick and Davis along with Joe-Max Nelson and red-headed Tommy
Hodge. They found about a hundred half-dead head in a canyon closed
off by a rock slide. They dug out a path, and started trailing the
head a day-and-a-half up-country. At first the cattle were docile,
but Nick warned that with food and water they’d revive quick
enough.

The second afternoon, the small herd
bolted.

“Turn ‘em!” Nick shouted above the hammering
of hooves on the hard ground and the bellowing of the beasts. A
glance showed Joe-Max behind him and Tommy, his red head bobbing in
and out of sight as he waved his hat, on the other side, moving to
circle the leaders into the herd, to form a living pinwheel that
would wind itself to a stop.

But Andresson didn’t seem to hear or to
remember what he’d been told. Instead of turning the leaders then
letting the next rider turn them more, he went head-on with the
run-crazed steers.

“Andresson! Goddammit! Turn ‘em!” Against the
bellows and pounding, Nick’s shout was a feather in a tornado. He
could only watch and grimly hope Andresson hadn’t used up his share
of luck.

Horse and cattle charged headlong at each
other. At the last second, Davis swerved his mount just out of
danger from the first steer’s horns. But the herd came right
behind, seeming to swallow horse and rider in a sea of dust.

If his horse stumbled, or reared, if
Andresson slid out of the saddle . . .

But rather than running over him, as maddened
cattle could, they split around the lone rider, and kept
running.

“Which saved your hide, but meant a sight
more work for the rest of us and ran off meat from head that
couldn’t spare any to start,” Nick snapped at Davis hours later,
after they had the animals under control and could break for water
and food.

“I’m real sorry, Nick. I know you told me. I
forgot.”

“Forgot?”

The blistering word produced a glowing red
beneath the dust-dimmed gray of Andresson’s face.

“You might be too stupid to be worth
anything, but these cows are worth something. And you don’t have
the right to forget when it costs your employer money.” Nick turned
on his heel and returned to the herd.

“Kind of rough on the kid, weren’t you?”
Joe-Max asked hours later when he relieved Nick on night watch.

“No.” He’d seen what hooves did to a
body—that was his idea of rough.

Joe-Max stroked the lush mustache that was
his greatest pride. He’d been with the Circle T since they’d moved
up from Platte River country. If he and Nick got to opposite sides
of too many issues Nick didn’t suppose he’d be picked to stay over
Joe-Max.

Finally, the other hand shrugged, and moved
off. No one said anything more. But Nick noticed next time a herd
ran, Davis did his part right.

Yeah, riding herd on a green youngster as
well as cattle could keep a man busy. Even around the home ranch
Nick kept busy. Too busy to catch more than glimpses of the Circle
T’s owner, to pass more than a word of greeting, to come closer
than the far end of the long table at meals.

If the image of Rachel Terhune rode along
with him over the endless, rolling ground, if it settled in beside
him in the bunkhouse, it was nobody’s business but his own. And
nobody’s fault but his own . . . and perhaps that rattle-mouthed
bartender who’d sent him to the Circle T.

* * * *

After breakfast Nick stowed two cans of
tomatoes, some beans and coffee in his bags, and tied his slicker
and bedroll behind Brujo’s saddle in preparation to follow Shag’s
orders to look over the branding pens they’d start using next week,
and to repair what needed it.

Most outfits waited for fall to catch calves
missed in the general spring roundup. But if you had doubts of the
other outfits branding with you in spring, summer branding could
trim losses. He wondered if the Circle T’s summer branding had
anything to do with the unexpectedly high losses from last winter
Shag had mentioned.

“Nick!”

He turned at the foreman’s shout to see Shag
and Rachel crossing the yard. He went ahead and mounted.

Otherwise he might have been tempted to spend
the time waiting for them by watching the Widow Terhune. She had a
way of walking. No prissy little steps like some women. Purposeful,
but graceful. It set the split skirts she wore swaying. And that
hint of movement had him thinking on what might be hidden with an
uncomfortable amount of interest He twisted around as if a bedroll
tie needed attending.

“Nick, we want a word with you,” Shag
started.

Nick’s eyes slid to Rachel. She seldom looked
as if she wanted a word with him. Mostly she looked as if she
wished he’d disappear. Right now was no exception.

“We’ve been talking it over,” the foreman
went on, “and with branding coming up and all, I’ll need somebody
else out there giving orders, official like, so everybody knows
what’s what. We’d like that to be you.”

“How about the others?” A newcomer set up as
boss might rouse ill feeling. He didn’t mind for himself, but the
Circle T needed all its hands pulling together.

“Shouldn’t be a problem. They’ve taken to
you. And when Bert Overton—that’s the hand who had the job
before—went over to Thomas Dunn, nobody asked about stepping up. I
think they’ll know you’re the one who can handle it. We know that’s
the way of it.”

Nick figured Shag’s statements went for only
half of that “we” he kept throwing around. As if feeling his look,
Rachel raised her head and met his eyes. Hers held a belligerent
glitter.

“There’d be no more pay with this,” she
declared.

“Chell . . .” Shag’s protest died quickly.
Nick figured the old man knew he’d dragged her about as far she’d
go.

Nick crossed his arms and leaned forward over
the saddle horn, enjoying himself.

“No, ma’am, didn’t expect there would
be.”

“All right then. Shag will tell the others
and it’ll take effect with calf branding.”

“Yes’m,” he said, with no attempt at meekness
or gratitude, and the grin still in place as he turned Brujo and
headed out.

Shag’s exasperated grunt trailed after him.
“Chell, what’s got into you?”

* * * *

Three mornings later, a note arrived from
Thomas Dunn announcing his intention of stopping around noon on his
way toward Cheyenne.

Shag had already ridden out, so he wouldn’t
be on hand as an ally. But Ruth had time to bake her special
vinegar pie. Rachel changed from a split skirt into the riding
skirt and bodice Ruth had remade from one of her mother’s riding
habits.

She raised her chin at the mirror as she
brushed her hair out of its braid in order to pin it up. So, her
dress was outmoded. The sapphire-blue wool was good and the fit
adequate, especially considering the adjustments required to
accommodate the extra half a foot height she had over her
mother.

All in all, she looked quite presentable,
Rachel told herself.

Dunn declared her lovely when he accepted her
invitation to take midday dinner. But, then, that was his way.
Slender and not quite eye to eye with Rachel, he had a reputation
for smooth manners and sharp business.

The business purpose of this call—she’d
figured there had to be one—was his interest in a two-year-old
filly she had.

“Matt Sprewell speaks quite highly of her,”
Dunn said.

Rachel didn’t want to part with that filly,
but if Dunn offered a good price, she’d be hard-pressed to say
no.

“There’s a three-year-old filly, Fanny we
call her, you might want to look at instead, Mr. Dunn. She’s
saddlebroke and she’s training real nice.”

“I prefer to train my horses myself. I find
your methods, Mrs. Terhune, produce a horse more suited to a pet
than a tool. A lady-broke animal’s not much use on the range.”

He gave her a smile she felt disinclined to
return. Gentling instead of breaking horses improved disposition
and still made fine cow ponies. But try to persuade old-timers.

“And that being the case,” he went on, “it is
the two-year-old I would care to see.”

So, after the meal—Ruth saw to it he wouldn’t
get anything finer tasting at the KD, for all those tins he
imported from back East—Rachel had the sidesaddle put on Dandy and
they began at a sedate, proper pace toward the north corral.
Conversation focused on water, weather, dealing with hands,
railroads and stock prices. Rachel was aware Dunn asked more than
he told, but her answers didn’t lay open the Circle T’s situation.
Though this astute man surely guessed, she wouldn’t hand over the
certainty.

So intent was she on sidestepping any
revealing answers that it was Dunn who pointed out the rider coming
over a fold of hill toward them. Nick Dusaq.

“Stranger to me,” commented Dunn.

“One of our new hands.”

Dunn gave her a long look, but she said no
more until they all met near the pole fence of the north corral.
Nick could have ridden by with a word or gesture of greeting, but
he stopped, his eyes going from her to the man beside her with an
apparent lazy disinterest that she’d wager didn’t miss a
detail.

She performed introductions and, to her
surprise, Thomas Dunn offered a handshake. Nick returned it.
Polite, but in no danger of being overly impressed. “Mr. Dunn owns
the KD outfit east of here. You might’ve heard of it. It’s the
biggest in these parts.”

“But doesn’t yet produce the sort of
horseflesh the Circle T does,” Dunn said with an ambiguous smile.
“I’m here to look over a two-year-old I’ve heard about.”

Nick slid a look at the sidesaddle rig on
Dandy. Rachel was very much aware he’d seen her riding only astride
before, and that he knew this bow to propriety was in Dunn’s
honor.

She tensed, followed by a wave of
irritation—at herself and at Nick. Considering how little the man
talked, she spent considerable time worrying what he might say.

“I’ll get her,” was all he said now.

He’d started Brujo toward the fence before
Rachel realized he meant the filly, who along with two mares had
found the humans and horses just outside their fence too
fascinating to ignore.

Rachel felt both grateful and irked that she
had need to be grateful. What had she been thinking of, coming out
so ill-prepared? She not only didn’t have a prayer of roping from
this sidesaddle, she hadn’t brought a rope. She wouldn’t have asked
a guest—especially not this guest who hardly seemed to attract a
speck of dust to his specially tailored clothes—to swing a rope,
but she could have tried from the ground. Though then she would
have faced how to remount short of asking Dunn’s aid.

Belatedly, she nudged Dandy forward. “I’ll
get the pole,” she told Nick stiffly.

He nodded. From Dandy’s back, she lifted an
end of the loose top pole from its crossed supports and slid it
aside. Brujo sailed over the remaining rails.

The filly and mares scattered, but Brujo was
too fast and he—or his rider—was too smart. The filly’s escape
route closed in a second. It was impossible to tell if Nick gave
his horse orders, or if the animal just knew. They seemed to move
as one, with a flow and balance that made her draw in her breath.
She’d seen good horsemen—her pa included—and she’d seen good cow
ponies. This combination went beyond that.

The filly’s feint to the right was
anticipated beautifully. When she pivoted to try the left. Nick’s
rope looped out in a swoop of movement, and the open circle settled
over her head.

Dunn urged his compact gray over the lower
two rails to get nearer the filly, and Rachel followed on
Dandy.

Nick handed her the filly’s lead rope. “Thank
you,” she said.

“Welcome.”

Dunn apparently thought something more was
called for beyond this terse exchange. “Nice work. Nick,”

Nick nodded an acknowledgment “And that’s a
nice piece of horseflesh,” Dunn added, his gray eyes running over
Brujo’s sleek, powerful lines.

Nick nodded again. With some men, Rachel
might have figured it as a case of being tongue-tied in the
presence of the most important man in the territory. Not Nick
Dusaq.

“Where’d you get him?”

“Texas.”

“A lot of good cow ponies from down that
way,” the older man said with a faint smile. Texans were notorious
for bragging on their horses. He seemed certain that would start
the talk flowing.

Nick sat easily in the saddle, the unshadowed
portion of his face showing nothing, and remained silent.

If Thomas Dunn was surprised, he didn’t show
it. But he became more direct. “You’re from Texas?”

“Yes.”

“I’ve done a good bit of business in that
part of the world. Who are your people?”

Nick shifted, and Rachel could see his dark
eyes level on the other man. With no emotion, he answered. “Take
your pick.”

“Not sure what you mean.” For the first time
a ripple disturbed the placid confidence of Dunn’s voice.

“If you’re wanting to know if I’ve got some
Indian in me, the answer’s yes. And Mexican. And Irish, Polish and
Italian. Could be more.”

Under the evenness of his tone, Rachel
thought she heard a note of bitterness. Nick had named nearly every
group she’d heard derided in these parts; Texas couldn’t be that
different.

“Surely you’ve left one off? French,” Dunn
prompted when Nick didn’t answer. He smiled again. Rachel wondered
if she imagined a bite behind it. “With a name like Dusaq you must
have some French.”

“French Canadian,” Nick said.

“Ah. Well, I claim nothing so exotic. I come
of straight, solid English stock. My father brought the family over
when I was barely out of short pants. His father ran horses, and I
like to think I’ve inherited his horse sense. I like what I see
there.” He nodded toward Brujo. “What would you take for him?”

“He’s not for sale.”

“I can see you’re not hawking the animal. And
I’m sure you’re quite comfortable on the wage Mrs. Terhune can pay
you, but I’m still willing to make you an offer on this beast.”
Rachel’s cheeks stung at the reference to Nick’s wage. Not only
didn’t she pay most of her hands as much as Dunn or Gordon Wood
paid theirs, but she paid Nick considerably less than he was worth,
and they both knew it.

She was looking straight between Dandy’s ears
when the cowhand’s voice came, as even as ever.

“He’s not for sale no matter what the offer,
so I’ll say good-day to you and get about earning that wage Mrs.
Terhune pays me. I’ll get my rope later, ma’am.”

With a nod, he was gone.

Dunn’s eyes followed horse and rider. “That’s
a nice animal,” he murmured. He turned to Rachel with a rather
pitying smile. “I’m not so sure about the man, Mrs. Terhune. It can
be hard to tell with a man like that. You’d best be careful.”

Anger spurred at her, but she gave her
blandest smile. “His work’s satisfactory, though I’ll be sure to
pass on your thoughts to Shag.”

As Dunn dismounted and moved in for a closer
look at the filly, jumbled reactions kept Rachel’s insides jumping.
With a low-heat anger that he had tried, as he so often did, to put
Nick in his place. And with a reluctant admiration for how the
cowhand dealt with it. But mostly with a surprisingly vehement
relief. Because one thing was certain: Thomas Dunn wouldn’t try to
hire away Nick Dusaq.

 



Chapter Three

 


Dunn didn’t take the filly.

That didn’t surprise Nick any.

The powerful rancher left with slick
compliments for the horseflesh he’d seen and smiling promises that
with visitors from the East coming to the KD Ranch in the next few
months, he’d send any looking to purchase quality horses Rachel’s
way.

Rachel said thank you, pretty as you please.
But Nick didn’t believe for a second she had cause for gratitude,
not now and not in the future.

He didn’t figure the man had come to look at
horseflesh at all. He’d come to see the outfit’s condition. And
maybe to look over another kind of flesh.

That last thought left Nick so edgy that two
days after Dunn’s visit he volunteered to go to town for mail and
to fill a supply list that had grown long since spring’s outfitting
in Cheyenne.

“Could use you here,” Shag protested.

“I got business.”

The foreman studied him, then gave a curt nod
of acceptance, without asking what business.

Nick would have told if he’d asked, and that
likely would have ended his stay at the Circle T. Because what he
did in town was talk to the banker handling the estate of a certain
Enoch Wallace.

Nick had seen it his first time through
Wyoming. Even then the buildings hadn’t counted for much more than
piles of logs. But there’d been something in the sweep of land
toward the grand, brave mountains of the Big Horn range that pumped
into his lungs. He’d ignored that, and methodically checked the
water and grass. Both were good.

It was the kind of place a man, with a little
help, could run some cattle and get a start. A safe place to bring
his sister for now. Maybe over time and a lot of hard work, a place
to build up to the size of the Circle T or even the Lazy W or
KD.

But a man working cattle for someone else
wasn’t supposed to own any of his own. It was cattle-country
law—some places unwritten, some places on the books. He’d heard
owners say it kept the hands from a temptation to turn an owner’s
calf into their own. He’d heard hands say it was the owners’ way to
keep anybody else from getting rich. Some cowhands broke the rule
and kept meticulous count. Some broke the rule and weren’t so
meticulous. Either way, a hand caught was near sure of being
fired.

Even with no cattle yet. Nick figured buying
this land would end his working for the Circle T. That might be for
the best.

The Widow Terhune needed him on the Circle T,
but she didn’t enjoy having him around. She made that clear
enough.

Between not being wanted, and the itch under
his skin he’d carried since first seeing her, it sure as hell would
be easier to get on with his own business.

The land Enoch Wallace had claimed and
searched for gold never brought him the riches he’d sought, and all
the son he’d left back in Baltimore wanted from it was cash. Nick
had made an offer right before he’d walked into the Texas Rose the
first time.

Now he’d hear what answer the banker had
gotten.

“May I ask to what use you intend to put the
land?” Carter Armstrong asked after leading Nick to his office.

“No.”

The banker’s protuberant pale eyes stared. “I
simply ask because some might think there are prospects for gold in
the higher elevations, and if you are entertaining such hopes, Mr.
Wallace does not want you to be disappointed.”

Nick didn’t believe Mr. Wallace—or Mr.
Armstrong—gave a damn for his disappointments. The banker wanted to
know what he wanted the land for. And that likely had more to do
with Thomas Dunn than Mr. Wallace of Baltimore.

“I’ll take my chances. Wallace take my
offer?”

“No. He wrote that your offer of eight
thousand—Where are you going?”

“You answered. I’m leaving.”

“But don’t you want to hear what Mr. Wallace
wrote?”

“I heard. He said no.”

“But there’s more.” Armstrong held up two
sheets of closely written paper. He met Nick’s look and let the
papers drop to his desk. “All right, the sum of it is, he’s made a
counteroffer.”

“How much?”

“Twelve thousand.”

“Nine.”

“Oh, I don’t think—”

“You write and tell him I’ll pay nine
thousand for a parcel of land he’s never seen and doesn’t
want.”

He walked out, leaving the banker’s
expostulations behind.

In the Texas Rose, he placed his coin on the
bar and ordered with a single word. The barkeep poured and pushed
the glass toward him, all the while studying his face.

“Well, I’ll be. You’re that hand that came
through here near a month ago, ain’t you?” He didn’t await an
answer. “You went and hired on with the Widow Terhune just like I
told you, didn’t you?”

“Yeah.”

“I knew it. I said to myself, Simon Hooper,
that’s got to be the one he’s talking about. Couldn’t be no other
dark Texan with a dangerous look, had to be the same one, I said to
myself.” A smile creased his round face. “Didn’t know your name. So
when he asked, casual like, if I knowed someone named Nick Dusaq, I
just said no. But when he described you, I said to myself—”

“Who asked?”

“What? Oh, Thomas Dunn. Stopped by the other
day, like always when he comes through town, to pass the time of
day, you know, hear the news. He says before the Texas Rose nobody
knew anything that was happening in this country. Now, all you have
to do is set at the bar to hear it all. I’m not saying that’s true,
because to my way of thinking Thomas Dunn always worked his way
around to hearing whatever was worth—”

“What’d he want to know?”

“—knowing,” Hooper finished, then picked up
without pause. “Wanted to know if I knew this Nick Dusaq. If I’d
heard what business he might have in this part of the world. If
he’d known the Widow Terhune before he went to work at the Circle
T.”

“What’d you tell him?”

“Couldn’t tell him nothing, could I? Didn’t
know any Nick Dusaq.” The barkeeper’s smile grew wide. Nick decided
Hooper was no great fan of Dunn. “After he left here, he went on
over to Armstrong’s office. Thought that might interest you. Carter
Armstrong’s right interested in staying in good with Dunn.”

Nick frowned. Nothing he could do about it.
And Armstrong couldn’t tell Dunn much, since he hadn’t told the
banker any more than necessary. Still, he didn’t like it.

He tossed another coin on the bar before
starting out.

“You leaving? Ain’t you going to have this
drink you just paid for?” Hooper asked, reaching for the
bottle.

“No. Have one yourself,” he said over his
shoulder.

“Don’t mind if I do.”

* * * *

The first day of calf branding, Rachel drove
out a supply wagon to the main branding pen. They would use two
more distant pens, too, but most of the branding of calves not
marked at roundup would be done here, where Pryer Creek fed into
Jasper Creek.

While Fred set up the grub wagon, she and
Joe-Max tied off rope to form a temporary corral for the horses
that Shag and Nick were driving up. The other hands were drawing in
calves between the main ranch and here, so she and Joe-Max built
fires and set out irons to be ready for the afternoon’s branding.
Dinner would allow them their only rest between breakfast and
supper, and Fred muttered and hummed as he prepared the generous
portions that went a long way toward making his reputation as a
cook.

Rachel lost track of his preparations when
the horses arrived. Pulling her bandanna over her mouth and nose,
she mounted Dandy to join Joe-Max in helping guide the horses into
the rope corral. Even with Shag and Nick keeping an easy pace, the
saddle band kicked up a thick haze of dust.

Then Tommy and the others started bringing in
cattle. She helped guide them to the pen, sending the hands for
grub after a morning’s work that had started well before sunup.
Heat and dust burned her throat and nose, and she was so thirsty
she understood why dry cattle stampeded to water.

As hands finished eating, Shag paired the
best ropers with a crew on the ground who would wrestle calves
down, hold a sizzling Circle T brand to their sides and then wield
their knives to change male calves to steers.

The stink of sweat, blood, dust, burned hide
and animal dung fouled the air. Men shouted, calves bawled and
horses protested. Smell, sound, dust, hunger and thirst overwhelmed
Rachel’s senses, leaving her light-headed and heavy-limbed by the
time Davis rode up.

“Mrs. Terhune, ma’am, Shag says for me to
spell you, and you’re to take your dinner now, ma’am.”

The polite embellishments on what she’d wager
had been a brusque order stirred Rachel’s amusement. But she was
too weary to do more than thank him and follow orders. Wiping her
face with a damp rag, taking a brave swallow of Fred’s
coffee—”There’s no such thing as coffee too strong,” was his motto,
“just people too weak”—and downing a plate of hot biscuits, beans
and fried beefsteak did much to restore her energy.

She took a final swallow of coffee, preparing
to return to work, when she saw a rider coming into camp.

Stocky, broad-faced and with a shock of gray
hair a shade lighter than his beard, Gordon Wood cut an impressive
figure, especially on his strapping buckskin. He looked as
weathered and solid as the mountains to the west.

And equally impervious to hints that his
presence was not desired.

“Just branding now, Rachel?” He shook his
head.

Little drawl and no subtlety remained from
Wood’s Mississippi upbringing. But his bluntness had a great
advantage in her mind over Dunn’s polite innuendo—it meant she
could answer in kind.

“What are you doing here, Mr. Wood?”

“Why, we finished branding at Natchez nearing
on two weeks ago.” He added as a hearty afterthought, “None of this
Mr. Wood, now. I told you to call me Gordon.”

She hadn’t told him to call her
Rachel.

“I don’t have as many men as you, Mr. Wood.
They worked hard at roundup, and needed rest. If you’ve come to
hire away more, I won’t take it kindly. In fact, I’d invite you off
Circle T land.”

“An invitation you’d make at the end of that
rifle you’re known for carrying, Rachel?” He chuckled
appreciatively. “A pretty girl like you should be wearing pretty
dresses, not toting a rifle.”

“I’m hardly a girl.”

“Not much more than that.” He dismissed her
comment with a wave of his gloved hand. “What you need is a man
who’d give you pretty dresses. Why don’t you let me marry you,
Rachel, and I’ll get you those dresses. Then you’d have no worries
about anyone hiring away hands. No worries about running a ranch at
all.”

“I don’t mind the worry. And I’ve been
married. I didn’t much care for it.”

“That’s why I figure you’re not staying a
widow now from any partial feeling to the Terhune name.”

Accustomed to his blunt speech, Rachel didn’t
blink. “I’m not.”

“So, why not change it to Wood? It’s a good
name. Natchez is a good outfit With the Circle T added, it’d be a
da—dashed big spread. That’d be a fine thing for a man to leave to
a son.”

Rachel ignored the squeeze of pain in her
heart—how easily the ranch that her father had loved and lived for,
that she’d sacrificed so much for, could be absorbed into the
great, sprawling land. As if it had never existed. Gordon Wood’s
easy disregard for her feelings—as well as his casual inclusion of
her as a means to getting himself an heir—made it very easy to tell
him no.

“You’ve already got a dashed big spread.”

He laughed, then gave a grin, surprisingly
boyish against his gray hair and grizzled chin. “But with the
Circle T, I’d have an outfit to rival Dunn’s KD.”

Wood’s honesty about his unabashed rivalry
with Dunn made it very difficult to dislike him.

“You’ll have to find another way. I’m keeping
the Circle T.”

“Can’t blame me for trying.”

“Maybe not the first few times, but these
proposals are trying my patience.” More sharpness edged her words
than usual, and Rachel felt ashamed. Being tired and a shade uneasy
was no reason to be rude to neighbors.

“All right,” he said slowly, eyes locked on
her face. “I’ll let it ride a spell. So long as you know the offer
stands.”

She nodded briefly, relieved.

“And I want you to understand that if you
need help with anything, if Shag should have another of his spells,
or if you have any trouble, you come to me, understand?”

“Thank you.” They’d had this conversation
before, too. She wondered if he noticed she never said yes, she
simply thanked him.

“Are you in trouble now, Rachel?”

“Beyond being behind on the work?” She
smiled, dry and weak.

“Yes.”

His abrupt answer brought her to attention.
“What makes you think I might be?”

“Not you personally, the Circle T.”

She waved off the distinction. “Why?”

“I’m hearing some things about a new hand of
yours.”

Rachel’s heart beat harder; she knew without
asking he meant Nick. While her mind acknowledged Nick had the air
of a dangerous man, something in her prayed he wasn’t.

“What about him?”

“He’s asking questions.”

Air streamed out of her in relief. “What kind
of questions?”

“That’s just it. Odd things. Some of my boys
said he’s asking how things got handled in spring roundup, and
asking about the boys who came over to Natchez from the Circle
T.”

Rachel was hard-pressed imagining Nick
talking enough to ask such questions, much less imagining why he
might want to know. “Maybe things are done different here from what
he’s used to and he’s trying to figure things out,” she
offered.

Wood snorted. “They do roundups same way
Texas to Montana. This ain’t no different.”

“You’d know that better than me.”

He studied her. “Well, as long as he wasn’t
asking questions because you’d had trouble or—” his voice added a
deeper note of warning “—wasn’t thinking to make any trouble for
you. You’ve got to be careful with some of these boys, you know,
Rachel.”

“Thanks for your concern, Mr. Wood.”

First Thomas Dunn, now Gordon Wood. Why did
these men seem to distrust Nick Dusaq? She had reason for
discomfort around him, but did Dunn and Wood see something both she
and Shag had missed?

Wood took his leave, while Rachel remained
where he left her, turning over his comments.

For the first time, the question occurred to
her that should have been the first asked before she and Shag
offered Dusaq a job at the Circle T. It would have been the first,
too, if she hadn’t allowed their earlier encounter to throw her for
such a loop.

With grim deliberation, she yanked a work
glove over her right hand. She couldn’t afford—the Circle T
couldn’t afford—to have her acting like a schoolgirl. For this
ranch to survive, she needed to keep all her wits. At all times.
Around all her men.

She pulled on the other glove and made a half
turn toward the horses.

Nick Dusaq was not ten feet away, looking at
her as if he knew exactly what was on her mind. He sat on an
overturned tub, his back against the wagon wheel, his legs
stretched out, shaded by a canvas awning. He’d been out of her line
of sight, but she’d wager the next year’s calf crop that he hadn’t
been out of earshot.

* * * *

Why this woman made him want to grin so. Nick
would never figure out. Not when grinning was the last thing to do
if he hoped not to rile her. Especially since grinning hadn’t come
natural for as long as he could remember. And because grinning
didn’t match with the quickening the sight—hell, the thought—of her
too often produced in his body.

He’d settled into eat just as Wood arrived.
He’d heard enough to have even less cause to grin. Yet here he sat,
fighting a grin, as she charged in like a windstorm, picking up
speed and irritation as she came.

She stopped directly in front of him, close
enough that he had to tip his head to make eye contact under the
brim of his hat.

“What were you doing at Jasper Pond that
day?” she demanded.

“Taking a bath.”

She frowned. And blushed.

Both reactions pleased him, which made about
as much sense as grinning.

“I know that,” she said, impatient, then
blushed harder as he watched the memory of how she knew deepen the
color of her eyes. “I mean, why were you still there? You’d made
camp the night before, right?”

“No.”

“No? But somebody’d made camp. Wasn’t that
you?”

“Yes.”

She glared at him. “Well?”

“Not night. Made camp near sunup.”

Her frown deepened. “What did you do all
night?”

“Watch.”

“Watch what?”

“Turns out, nothing.”

She squared off to him, fists on hips. “Mr.
Dusaq,” she said, and he knew the emphasis was deliberate, “this
conversational style of yours might do fine for telegraphs, but I
want answers. Whole answers. And I want them now. I don’t want a
grain of sand for every question, I want a mountain. I want to know
what you were doing there and why.”

Shaking off a prickling sensation at her
choosing the same image as the old padre had used for his sins,
Nick straightened from his slouch, then slowly stood, deliberately
closing the space between them. She tensed, but didn’t back away.
He met her look. She was bucking a lifetime of habit. He didn’t
explain. He didn’t answer demands.

“What you think you want, Mrs. Terhune, might
not be what’s best for you.”

Her eyes changed color again; she was as
aware as he that he’d never before called her by name. “I decide
what’s best for me.”

If she’d said it defiantly, stubbornly, he
might have ridden out, might even have succeeded in not looking
back. But she said the words as flat fact . . . with a bedrock of
loneliness beneath. And the fact and the loneliness were so
familiar, it was like hearing an echo of his own soul.

“I left Chelico late afternoon and camped
that night just outside Lazy W range,” he started, reciting facts,
no more. “Covered their spread the next day, reaching the canyon at
dusk. Then—”

“You crossed Natchez from the east road to
the canyon in a day? But nobody . . .” She sputtered out of
protests as he met her look unblinking.

“I spent the night watching,” he picked up as
if she hadn’t spoken. “Scouted for signs of rustling. Didn’t see
any. Cooked breakfast, ate it, got some sleep, then took a bath. As
you know.” He held her eyes, knowing the danger, but courting the
hot slide of awareness that went through him. “Then I rode on to
the Circle T home ranch, and waited to be interviewed by the Widow
Terhune.”

He was pleased to see her swallow hard before
her inevitable questions.

“What made you think there was rustling?”

“It was a possibility. Some men trying to
drive someone out of business would stop at nothing.”

She blinked, slowly. “You’re saying Gordon
Wood is trying to drive the Circle T out of business? That’s crazy!
Sure he wants Natchez to be the biggest and best around here, but
the idea he’d resort to rustling . . .”

“He’d resort to marriage.”

“He doesn’t seem to think it would be such a
sacrifice,” she snapped.

“Wood wants the Circle T under his thumb
and—”

“He knows I won’t sell.”

“—he wants you underneath him, in his
bed.”

Her swift intake of breath was the only sound
for a long, charged moment.

Then she turned and marched away, the twin
skirts swaying around her legs. He watched her go. Feeling the
clamp in his lower body as he watched the slight sway of her firm
bottom.

He wondered if she’d heard, in that crackling
air between them, the whisper of his final thought . . .

Just the way I do.

* * * *

At age thirteen, her first experience
branding convinced Rachel that top ropers got the best of a hard
job.

Ropers stayed on horseback, cutting out a
calf, swinging a loop around its neck and leading or dragging it
near the fire. The ones on the ground dealt with the close-up
stench of branding and the blood of ear-notching and
castrating.

So she’d set to making herself as good with a
rope as she was with a horse, even learning the tricky figure eight
of roping head and both front feet with a twisted loop. From her
second roundup on, she’d never been afoot. She supposed she could
wield a branding iron if she had to, but she’d as soon not have
to.

Still, she acknowledged that night as she
breathed in the sharp scents of sage and campfire and dipped her
bandanna in the creek, staying on horseback didn’t make her immune
to the dust and sweat and smell. She’d washed before supper, but
the water felt cool and cleansing as she wiped at her face and neck
again.

She wouldn’t feel truly clean until she could
get full away from the men and take a good long bath with soap.

A sound made her pivot, still half-crouched.
Nick stood on the slight rise a yard behind her, outlined by the
distant glow of the fire and the faint remaining twilight. A haze
of dust stirred by his boots surrounded him. For a moment of
heart-hammering disorientation, he seemed to her a figure stepping
out of an unearthly smoke, or the mists of ancient legends.

He’s just a man.

He did not move as she slowly straightened.
Then he took a single step forward.

She could see him now in earthy detail. His
shirt and blue vest carried a diagonal smear of blood across one
side, streaks of dirt and the seeping stain of sweat. Dust coated
his boots, masking marks of less pleasant origin. Bearing nicks and
scratches on their rawhide surface, chaps wrapped his legs and
narrowed over his hips to buckle around his waist. She’d seen men
in chaps past counting. For the first time she was aware of how
they framed the area from waist to the juncture of his thighs.

She remembered the look of him there stark
naked. The taut skin, the dark hair. The power.

She swallowed hard. Maybe she’d have been
wiser keeping him a mythical figure.

“Ma’am. What’re you doing here?” he asked,
not quite a demand, but his low voice too rough to be polite.

At least he hadn’t brought up the
conversation from this afternoon. They’d avoided each other the
rest of the day, and even at supper they’d found seats at the
opposite sides of the gathering around the fire.

“Enjoying the evening air.”

He ignored her sarcasm. “Is this where you
disappear to every night?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“It gives the boys a chance to cut loose,
without having a woman—and the owner—around.” Her own honesty
surprised her.

He said nothing. After studying her face, a
regard she forced herself to return, he nodded. That was it.

Irritation surfaced from her jumbled
reactions. “What are you doing here?” she asked with prickly
politeness.

“Enjoying the evening air,” he responded,
deadpan.

The grin slipped loose before she could stop
it. He didn’t quite grin back, but the line of his mouth eased.

“You’re a wise woman, Mrs. Terhune. That’s
why I left, too. They don’t need a boss around, either.”

“Shag’s there,” she pointed out. “Whittling
up a storm.”

“He’s one of them.”

He said it evenly—a man who knew he was an
outsider and accepted it. Because he’d always been an outsider.

Rachel didn’t want to feel sympathy, but
sympathy came regardless. She felt an ache she hadn’t known before.
An ache all the stronger because this man seemed to have no sense
of his own pain.

“That’s all right.” She forced gaiety into
her voice. “Leaves all the more evening air for us to enjoy. Don’t
have to divide three ways, just two.”

He regarded her for an unreadable moment,
then tilted his head slightly, apparently accepting her shift in
mood. “Wouldn’t want to run out of air to enjoy.”

“No, indeed. I used to worry about things
like that as a child. Especially with the stars.”

“Why stars?”

“My mama told me about how the stars in
constellations came from all these old Greek and Roman gods, and I
kept thinking if Orion decided to snatch his belt from the sky,
we’d lose all those stars. Pa would point out the shooting stars,
and I thought for certain we’d run out before too long.”

Nick lifted his chin to survey the rapidly
darkening sky. Rachel watched him briefly before doing the
same.

“Doesn’t look like tonight’s sky’s short of
stars,” he said after a while.

She smiled up at the lights spattering the
brushed satin sky. Clouds scudded across, causing the stars to wink
and blink at them. “No, it doesn’t.”

“Your ma taught you about Greek gods and
such, huh?”

“Mmm-hmm,” she confirmed, surveying the
heavens. “She tried. My mind wandered. While Mama struggled to make
me a lady, I wanted to be with Pa. She’d say I was an unnatural
child, and she couldn’t imagine how she’d come to have such a
daughter. Then she’d laugh and hug me. She was from St. Louis and
liked books and music. She never understood about being out in the
open, with all this space, riding . . .” The memory of mischief
brought a smile. “She especially didn’t understand about my riding
astride. Oh, how she hated that. As if I could rope from that
sidesaddle rig. But I kept it to make her happy.”

Kept it even now, years after her mother,
grown more delicate each year, had not withstood her final effort
to bear her husband another child. Theresa Phillips had been buried
atop the big hill behind their house near the Platte River, where
she had sat many hours by the tiny graves of four stillborn babes,
looking east.

Rachel shook her head against the prick of
sorrow and dropped her gaze from the sky to the man beside her,
whose eyes met hers.

“I’ve never been anywhere bigger than
Cheyenne, but Mama used to tell me of St. Louis. You said you’d
been to San Francisco. What’s it like?”

“Crowded.”

“But the buildings, aren’t they grand? And
the people, what about the people?”

“There’s more people, so there’s more
meanness.”

“Oh.” Was she foolish to imagine a hurt
beneath those flat words? “Well, I can’t imagine being cooped up
the way I hear folks are in cities, but it would be something to
see buildings big as mountains, and people all dressed up like they
show in those magazines. Men in their top hats and diamond studs
and women—”

“In their pretty dresses.” So low were his
words they almost seemed a whisper from her mind. She flicked a
look at his face, then away. “Would you be satisfied just seeing
them?”

“Yes,” she lied defiantly.

“Wouldn’t be natural for a woman not to want
pretty dresses.”

She wasn’t sure if he was mocking her foolish
desire, truly reassuring her or teasing her about Wood’s proposal
this afternoon. Neither his voice not his expression gave her any
certainty.

“When the choice is pretty dresses or another
hand for the Circle T, I’d be a fool to take a dress,” she said
tartly. “And I’d look a proper fool trying to rope a calf wearing
anything but these work clothes.” She wished she hadn’t said that.
She was acutely aware of his gaze traveling slowly over her outfit,
a survey she’d practically invited. Before he could comment, she
hurried into the first topic to cross her mind.

“You have family, Nick? You never speak about
your life.”

He looked away. “A sister.”

The brusque answer, his gruff voice clearly
closed the subject as far as he was concerned.

His very rudeness reawakened the ache she’d
felt for him earlier. He sounded so alone. Or perhaps she was
simply feeling that way herself.

“I would have liked a sister. Someone to play
with and tell my secrets to. Mama used to say I didn’t really lack
a brother or sister to play with, because I had Pa. He took me
everywhere. Especially after . . . after it was the two of us.”
Determined to be cheerful, determined to distract him—and
herself—she went on. “We covered every inch of this place even
before we moved the outfit up here permanent. Why, we found places
I don’t think even the Indians knew. For as long as I could
remember, he used to say we didn’t so much own the land, as the
land owned us. He taught me what that meant on those trips. How the
land could own us.”

She slanted a look at him, fearing she’d
grown too sentimental. His shadowed face held no judgment, and
grateful for that, she hurried on.

“Up-country, nearly into the mountains, we
found a spring. And I remember telling him it was like something
from one of Mama’s stories about those gods. You practically
expected a swan to appear out of nowhere to turn into a lovely
maiden. It was a spring coming right out of a hole in a wall of
solid rock. It’s clear and cold and fresh. And it drops down into
this pool that’s just as clear. You can see the fish in it, you can
see every rock. Right to the bottom. Why, if you’d been in that
pool instead of Jasper Pond, I’d have seen from the start that you
were—Oh!”

She gasped, robbed of air by her own words.
By her memories of this man and the reactions they stirred.

“I didn’t—I don’t . . .”

She stepped back, too horrified to look at
him. Intent only on escaping her embarrassment. After worrying what
he might say, she’d been the one to betray the implicit silence—not
once, but twice in one day. This afternoon she’d had cause, but
now, with the night breeze whispering on their skin and clouds
fading the night sky into velvet, she had no excuse for letting her
words recall what she’d promised herself she’d forget.

She was an instant away from breaking and
running. His hand shot out and grasped her wrist.

“Don’t.”

His voice rasped in the quiet. His hand was
warm and rough and hard around her wrist. They stood, face-to-face,
not a foot apart.

Embarrassment was gone. Rachel wasn’t sure
what she felt in its place.

She stared at him, feeling some of the same
fascinated pull as in those moments by Jasper Pond. After a
heartbeat, she realized that this near, her other senses joined in.
She could feel the heat of his body, as if it had stored up the
day’s sun. She could smell the horse and smoke and less pleasant
odors on him, but also something deeper, more stirring, that she
couldn’t identify. And she could see the details of his face. The
harsh line of his jaw. The tic of a muscle beneath the skin of his
bristled cheek. The glitter of his dark eyes.

He took a step toward her, the space between
them a mere breath now.

And she waited.

Not sure what she waited for, certain she
wouldn’t move, wouldn’t breathe until it happened. His grip on her
wrist was bruisingly tight, but she didn’t try to escape it. Just
when she thought her lungs couldn’t stand the burning another
second, he released her wrist abruptly. A hiss of words came from
his lips that she didn’t understand. She thought they were in
another language but she couldn’t have sworn her understanding
wasn’t at fault.

“Go.”

She understood that. His order was low,
harsh, as he added:

“Run like you did that day at the pond.”

She stood still, returning his glittering
stare. Was she defying him or her own good sense? It didn’t matter.
She wasn’t moving.

For an instant, something came into his eyes,
and she thought . . .

Then it was gone, and instead, he spoke again
in that harsh voice. “No? Then I will go, Mrs. Terhune.”

He brushed past, not quite touching, striding
into the dark in the opposite direction from camp. The night
quickly absorbed the sound of his departure.

And still Rachel stood there, unable to make
sense of him. Or of herself.

 



Chapter Four

 


Nick rode for all the night watches, then
worked through the day. By the time supper rolled around he was
tired enough to begin understanding how a man could resort to the
trail-drive trick of putting tobacco juice in his eyes—the sting
was so fierce there was no closing your eyes, much less drifting
off to sleep.

After all the long, punishing hours, it was
his luck to take his plate of hot food from Fred and prop himself
against the nearest wagon wheel, only to find Rachel Terhune not
two feet away.

She had finished supper and was readjusting
her hat for another couple of hours in the saddle as the shadows
drew longer and longer until they blended into night. He wished to
hell he didn’t admire her determination. He wished to hell he
didn’t see the dark smudges and fine lines of weariness around her
eyes before the shadow of the brim covered them.

And he truly wished to hell that he didn’t
see the purpling marks around her left wrist as she drew on her
gloves. The marks that matched the span of his fingers digging into
that smooth skin, wrapping around those delicate bones.

She looked up, meeting his gaze, and a
fireball exploded in his gut.

He flung away the untouched food and spun
away. In five minutes he’d found Shag. In ten, he’d arranged to
take Davis and a couple other hands and start for a smaller
branding camp up-country a ways. In twenty he was gone.

* * * *

Sunset came earlier these evenings. The wind
in the drying grass rustled a different song. And the mountains to
the west drew their white caps lower over their peaks.

Nick watched the signs. Before much longer,
they’d be making the fall roundup, gathering the beef herd and
trailing it to a railhead for shipping to market. Then his time at
the Circle T would end. He’d head to Texas for a herd, ready to
start his own outfit. His temporary stop working for the widow
woman would be done.

Staying clear of her these past weeks would
make that easier.

“There,” he said, pointing. He’d picked out
the gash on the flank of a rusty-colored steer even while his mind
gnawed on other matters. “You take him.”

Davis Andresson flicked a look at him. “With
the both of us, it wouldn’t take but a minute.”

“If you’re alone next time you spot an animal
needing tending, you going to wait around for somebody else to
show?”

“No.”

Nick had taught Andresson a lot, but he
hadn’t needed any lesson in how an open wound drew blowflies in a
swarm, or that when the blowflies set their screwworms, an animal
could sicken and die in no time. Andresson, like every hand,
carried sticky, pungent screwworm cure in his saddlebags. Daubing
it on the wound kept the insects clear. The trick was getting the
animal to take the cure.

“Doctor ’im.” Nick tipped his head toward the
steer. “Alone.”

Crossing his forearms over the saddle horn,
he watched Davis move in, working with his horse to cut the animal,
and catching him on the second toss of his lasso. The younger man
was a damned good horseman, though not as smooth as Rachel Terhune.
His roping wasn’t near as neat, either.

Nick shook his head, trying to clear those
thoughts.

Andresson looped a second rope around the
steer’s heels. Two riders’ ropes with their horses standing firm at
opposite ends could be counted on to immobilize a steer. But with
both ropes looped to one saddle horn, a single cowhand had to rely
on the savvy of his horse to counteract the steer’s struggles.
Screwworm cure in hand, Davis slid from the saddle. Miner kept both
ropes taut long enough for Davis to get the mix on the open
wound.

He remounted, released his ropes, gave Miner
some low words of praise and tried to suppress a grin of
achievement as the steer lumbered to its feet and hightailed it for
the rest of the herd.

They sat by a small fire that night, having
heated beans and shared a can of tomatoes.

Davis broke a long spell of quiet. “I wasn’t
sure I could do that this afternoon. Not by myself.”

“You’re learning. Keep on, and you’ve got the
makings of a top hand.”

“Good as you?”

“Sure.”

Nick felt the considering weight of
Andresson’s eyes on him. Long accustomed to hiding his secrets
easily, Nick still felt oddly relieved that the waning fire’s
flickering light would reveal little. For one so young and untried,
Andresson’s look could make a man feel like a lot was being
seen.

Slowly, thoughtfully, Andresson said, “It
don’t seem right, you working for somebody else.”

“They’re paying me, so I work.”

Davis shook his head, stubborn with the idea
once he’d caught it. “You ain’t the type to be a regular hand. Not
even a foreman, to my way of thinking. You should own your own
spread.”

Nick surveyed the young man. “Yeah? What
makes you say that?”

Davis gave a self-conscious hitch of his
shoulders, but answered doggedly. “You got ideas. You got thoughts
on the way things oughta be done. And you’re . . . I don’t know,
you’re sort of separate, like.”

Nick sat back on his heels, considering.

“What’ll you do after roundup, Davis?”

“Me? I don’t know. Hadn’t thought of it. I
guess . . . I guess they wouldn’t be wanting me to stick with the
Circle T over the winter.”

Nick shook his head. “Hands who’ve been round
the longest get kept on to ride sections over winter. You and me
just came on. Not much chance.”

Though winter riding, trying to keep drifting
cattle within vague boundaries of a ranch’s range, wasn’t any plum
job, it still drew a salary in a season when few cowhands had
jobs.

They sat in silence for several minutes
before Davis gave a sigh. “Guess I could take my pay and head back
to Iowa.”

“You could.”

“Don’t much want to.”

“Stay around here, then.”

“But you said—Oh, you mean in town,” Davis
said doubtfully.

“Maybe someplace else’ll come up.”

Davis gave him a curious look, but Nick left
it. For now.

* * * *

At the sound of hoofbeats, Rachel rushed out
of the barn, raising a hand to shield her eyes from the lowering
rays of the sun that reached under her hat brim, only to stop dead
as she recognized the two horsemen as Nick and Davis. After four
days on the range they approached at the easy pace that said they’d
finished their duties but supper time hadn’t come yet.

She and Nick had barely rubbed two words
together in more than a month, since that night by the creek. She’d
guessed he was sidestepping her, and she’d cooperated.

Now, the dark-eyed hand gave her a sharp
look, but Davis asked the question. “Something wrong, Mrs.
Terhune?”

“No. I don’t know.” Being worried, wondering
if you’d made a terrible mistake, did that count as something
wrong?

“What’s happened?” Nick demanded.

“I don’t know if anything has.” She sighed.
She had to explain now. “A Mr. Harris, who’s visiting over at the
KD Ranch, came by and said he’d heard so much about Circle T
horses, he wanted to see them. He said again and again how
impressive they were, and he seemed especially taken with Fanny,
that three-year-old chestnut filly. I explained we had only started
to work with her, but he said he’d had experience with young
horses. So, when he asked if he could ride her some because he
wouldn’t want to purchase a horse he hadn’t ridden, I said
yes.”

She stopped abruptly. Had she given her
permission strictly as a business decision, because the purchase
price for Fanny, as much as Rachel would hate to lose her, would be
a much needed boost to the Circle T’s income? Or partly because
she’d wanted the man gone, because his compliments had not been
limited to her horses, and his bold looks and smiles had made her
very aware of being alone on the place except for Ruth?

“How long’s he been gone?”

Count on Nick to cut to the heart of it.
“Near four hours.”

Davis made a sound of surprise. Nick said,
“We’ll change horses and see if we can find her.”

As Rachel followed them on foot to the
corral, she recognized that Nick’s search would be for the horse,
not the man.

They’d roped fresh horses, transferred
saddles and bridles, turned out the horses they’d come in on and
were nearly ready to go, when Davis asked, “You think this Harris
stole her?”

“I don’t know.” Rachel hated her answer,
hated the helplessness of it.

“Filly might have thrown him,” Nick said,
then added grimly. “If he’s lucky.”

The words had barely left his lips when he
raised his head, his eyes narrowed. Then Rachel heard the sound,
too—a horse being ridden hard.

The three of them rounded the corner of the
barn to see Fanny and her rider crossing the last of the rough
ground behind it. That uneven terrain was an accident waiting for a
horse, and any caring rider would have avoided it if possible.

A hissed oath escaped Andresson, and even
amid her worry, the mild young hand’s reaction so surprised Rachel
that she had to swallow a gasp. Nick just kept striding forward to
intercept horse and rider.

The filly was badly lathered, her sides
heaving, her movements skittish and nervous.

She wasn’t the same horse the man had ridden
out.

Rachel trailed behind Nick and Davis’ longer
strides, her movements further slowed by a stomach-gripping nausea.
As the distance narrowed, she could see welts raised on Fanny’s
flanks, also her neck—signs Harris had whipped around the reins.
Blood-flecked foam showed at her mouth, from the bit being jerked
cruelly against tender tissue.

Harris pulled the filly to a halt just before
Nick reached them.

“This animal has been a grave disappointment,
Mrs. Terhune. I had been led to believe that you possessed
well-trained animals, but this—”

He never got a chance to finish.

When Nick got close enough, he reached out a
hand to Fanny, and the always friendly little horse ducked away.
Rachel had seen that too often not to know the filly was almost
certainly reacting to being hit around her head. It was, perhaps,
the most cowardly act of cruelty to a horse, holding its lead rope
and beating its defenseless head at no risk to the beater.

Nick held absolutely still for a fraction of
a second after the filly’s newly instinctive flinch.

Then he sprang without warning, cutting off
Harris’s speech by dragging the man bodily from the saddle. It
didn’t matter that Harris was no lightweight or that his position
on horseback gave him a great advantage. Nick’s fury was more than
enough to offset that. When Harris’s boot heel caught in the near
stirrup, Nick gave the man a jerk by his grip on the expensive
jacket and shook him loose. The filly gave a cry of alarm and tried
to back away, but Harris still clutched the reins in one hand.

Davis and Rachel rushed in, Davis going to
the filly and Rachel to the two men.

“Nick!”

He paid no attention. His grip had shifted to
two fistfuls of Harris’s white shirt, near the collar, in a hold so
tight the other man’s face reddened, his eyes started to bulge.
Harris tried to use his arms to break Nick’s hold, and Davis jerked
the reins loose. Harris stumbled a few steps backward, but Nick
followed.

“Nick Dusaq! Let him go!” Rachel shouted,
dragging on his near arm. It was like rock under her hand.

He didn’t loosen his hold. Gasping noises
escaped Harris.

A chilling fear entered her. Nick would kill
this man, and he would hang for it. Rachel reached up between the
men and pressed her fingers as hard as she could against Nick’s jaw
to make him turn toward her. “Nick! Let him go!”

The release came so suddenly that Harris fell
on his rump on the ground, further upsetting the skittish horse
Davis now held, and barely escaping a blow to the head from her
hoof when she lashed out with her rear legs. Rachel stumbled.
Before she could fully right herself, Nick had spun on one heel and
was striding toward the barn.

Harris rose awkwardly, spewing threats. “I
will have that man arrested. Even here, where justice is so crude,
there must be laws against assault by such a ruffian. How dare
he—”

“Get out of here, Mr. Harris.” Rachel kept
herself from screaming at him, but barely.

“That man should be horsewhipped, and if you
will not see to it—”

She spun on him. “Horsewhipped? I wouldn’t
bring up horsewhipping if I were you, Mr. Harris. You’ll remind me
that under our crude justice horsewhipping seems a damn fine
punishment for a bastard who mistreats my horses. Now get out of
here. And don’t you ever show your face on the Circle T again. Do
you understand?”

Harris kept blustering, but he wasted no time
heading for the horse he’d ridden over from the KD Ranch. Rachel
followed at some distance to make sure he didn’t have any ideas
about slipping into the barn to surprise Nick.

“Thomas Dunn will hear about this, I can
guarantee you,” Harris said, once safely mounted. “And he does not
take kindly to having his friends insulted so.”

“I hope Thomas Dunn does hear of it—all of
it. And I can guarantee you that he will hear from me that I don’t
take kindly to any of his friends acting in such a manner on my
property.”

She finished that speech with a slap of her
hand to his horse’s rump, just enough to get the animal started.
Also just enough to catch Harris unprepared making him grab
awkwardly for the saddle horn.

After she’d satisfied herself that he was
well on his way off the Circle T, Rachel turned, her gaze skimming
over the barn where Nick had disappeared, then coming to rest on
Fanny, tied to a fence post in the shade of two cottonwoods while
Davis tended to her.

Rachel joined them, as the young cowhand
squeezed cool water from a cloth into the filly’s mouth and on her
tongue. His voice was a soothing murmur. Rachel made sure to keep
her own movements slow and her voice in that same reassuring
register.

“How bad is she, Davis?”

He’d already removed the saddle and bit, and
wiped down her sides, removing the lather, which revealed the welts
more clearly. He continued his ministrations to her mouth now as he
answered.

“He cut her some.”

“There’s that balm you mixed up in the
barn.”

He nodded. “I didn’t want to get it until
somebody else could be with her here, talking to her. We got to
keep her trusting us, can’t let her get to thinking all humans’ll
treat her like that.”

“I’ll stay with her.” He nodded again, and
held out the cloth. Rachel dipped it in the bucket Davis had
brought and repeated the gentle soothing of Fanny’s mouth,
murmuring to her all the while.

Davis returned, and began wiping her down
again, cooling her and cleaning the area before he applied the
balm.

“He must’ve sawed at her mouth something
fierce.” Davis’ voice was as gentle as ever, but Rachel saw
something hard and angry in his face she’d never seen there before.
She understood it perfectly.

“I’d understand with a nervous horse—somebody
who’s not much of a rider can have a problem with a horse like
that,” he went on. “But with Fanny . . . I swear, Mrs. Terhune,
only thing I can figure is he whipped her to make her go, then
jerked back on her mouth out of pure meanness.”

Rachel had come to much the same
conclusion.

“Why would a man do that to an animal?”

“I don’t know.” But it was something she’d
talk to Shag about. Could it have been pure accident Thomas Dunn
had sent a man who treated animals that way to look at one of her
horses?

“Men like that should have their bal—”

Davis gulped down the last of his judgment on
Harris, a horrified embarrassment flooding his eyes as raw color
suffused his face.

“I’m terrible sorry, Mrs. Terhune, for saying
such a thing before a lady,” he said stiffly.

Rachel had all she could do not to laugh. It
felt good.

“It’s all right, Davis. I agree completely.”
But she could see that the only thing that would ease his
discomfort was being relieved of her presence.

“I’d best get on with my chores, ma’am,” he
suggested. “If you’ll see to Fanny now, Mrs. Terhune?”

Rachel couldn’t see denying the horse his
attentions. “No, no, you stay here and take care of Fanny, Davis. I
have, uh, some other duties to see to.”

The first one was seeking out Nick Dusaq.

She wanted to reassure herself that the storm
of emotions she’d seen in his face that instant he had turned under
her touch and before he’d released Harris had passed.

She also wanted—desperately—to turn and walk,
maybe run, in the opposite direction.

At the open barn door, she drew a deep
breath, aligned her posture to her mother’s strict standards and
went inside.

Before her eyes adjusted from the glare
outside, Nick was merely a darker form moving against the dim light
of the interior. It took an instant for her to realize he was
taking the saddle and bridle off the gray named Marley.

“Nick.”

He didn’t pause in his work. “Go away, Mrs.
Terhune.”

“I have something I want to say to you
and—”

“I have nothing I want to hear.”

She ignored that. “I want to thank you for
trying to protect Fanny, but—”

He stopped, and turned around cold and slow.
“Don’t thank me. Tell me why the hell you’re trying to sell
her.”

“I’d think that would be obvious,” she said
stiffly. “I need the money. The Circle T needs the money.”

“How much?”

“Wh-what?”

He stepped forward, closing within easy arm’s
length. She had a sudden vision of his hands going around her neck,
only they didn’t choke her. They caressed her skin, drawing her
closer to him, to that harsh line of his mouth.

“How much do you need?”

His demand freed her from the vision as
abruptly as he had released Hams. “That isn’t the issue. I
don’t—”

“I’ll give you the damn money.”

Shocked, she stared at him for three long
heartbeats. Then she found her voice, though it sounded stiff.
“That’s very generous of you, but I can’t accept. It wouldn’t—”

“Pride?” He made the word a sneer. “You can’t
afford pride.”

Each word struck a stinging blow, but even as
she felt them, she had the impression that the lashes of his words
fell with much greater weight on his own soul. He was punishing
himself, even as he spoke the words to her, she was certain of
that. Though why he inflicted this punishment on either one of them
she had no idea.

“I won’t accept money from you, Nick,” she
repeated, slightly dazed by the ferocity of his cold anger.

“Your pride will be your downfall. You can’t
breed good horses if you sell your stock.”

“I have to sell some to keep going with the
others.” The logical, reasonable words clearly had no impact on the
man standing so close she could see the throb of his pulse under
the bronze skin at his temple, could feel the heat of his anger,
could hear the rasp of his breath as a word she couldn’t make out
slid over his lips. His dark eyes were flat and lifeless. It was as
if his mind had left her and dwelled somewhere distant and
chilling.

“How could you leave anything you cared for
in the hands of a man like that?”

Such seething accusation swelled beneath the
words that she recoiled.

“I didn’t know what he’d do to Fanny. How
could I?”

“You should have. Goddammit, you should have
known.”

He pushed past her, one arm easily sweeping
her aside, and left her to recover her footing on her own.

* * * *

He knew what he had to do before he made a
damn fool offer like that again.

The widow woman might take him up on his
loan, and then where’d he be, besides tied to the Circle T and its
owner for a good long while? Maybe forever.

He shoved open Armstrong’s office door at the
rear of the frame bank building without knocking and, without
greeting or preamble, he announced, “I’m offering ten thousand for
the old Wallace place.”

“Wh—Oh, Mr. Dusaq. Good day. What can I do
for you today?”

“You heard me.”

“But, uh, I haven’t yet received Mr.
Wallace’s answer to your previous offer.” Armstrong looked
genuinely perplexed. “Surely you want to wait to hear.”

“Ten thousand. Right now. Take it or leave
it.”

Take it, before he offered it again to the
Widow Terhune, and she accepted it. That was too great a risk for
either of them.

“Of course,” Armstrong said as if to a child.
“I’ll write to Mr. Wallace with your new offer, but—”

“Telegram. Now.”

“All right. As soon as—”

“Now. We’re going to the telegraph office
now. And we’re waiting for Wallace’s answer.”

So Nick watched the operator taking the
message when the answer came back that he’d be the proud owner of
the old Wallace place as soon as papers were drawn up.

“Do it fast,” Nick ordered when they’d
returned to Armstrong’s office. “Before the heavy snows.”

“I’ll handle the transaction as expeditiously
as possible, of course, but I can’t guarantee—”

“Before the heavy snows,” he repeated
implacably as he headed to the door. There he paused long enough to
look back at Armstrong. “I don’t like people talking about my
business. Not to anyone. You understand?”

“Of course. It’s my policy—”

Nick closed the door on the other man’s
protestations. He’d already seen what he wanted in the pale blue
eyes—Armstrong might want to curry favor with Thomas Dunn, but not
as much as he wanted to protect his own hide. And he was now
convinced that crossing Nick Dusaq would put his hide in
jeopardy.

 



Chapter Five

 


Every last soul on the Circle T had worked
all season to get to fall roundup. Now it was here.

It was a farewell for most hands before they
settled into a well-earned but decidedly dull winter’s
hibernation.

It was the culmination of strain and struggle
to baby a herd spread over territory big enough to swallow a county
back East, and to baby it so well they lost none of the
thousand-pound persnickety bundles of beef on the hoof.

It was the time they would judge how well
they had succeeded. It was the time they would put the weight of
their labors on one side of the scale and discover how much gold
would balance it.

It was Judgment Day spread over a
fortnight.

For a week, they’d been cutting out market
beef from cows and their calves, yearlings or animals too old to
bring top dollar, and gathering a sizable and impressive herd to
trail to the railhead over the border in Nebraska.

“You figure another day, Shag?” Nick asked as
they sat their horses, side by side, watching the quiet herd.

A line of clouds near the horizon wore
night’s colors, but around them the sinking sun proclaimed its
strength by shooting rays of brilliance even as it retreated.

Smells from Fred’s fire rose tantalizingly,
but neither moved from this vantage point, both weary, dusty and
content from a long day’s work. Nick had another cause to delay
going to camp—Mrs. Terhune.

It seemed he couldn’t come near the woman
without the rein on his tongue fraying like a rope in a fire. He’d
done his best to stay away. That hadn’t been easy with her working
roundup alongside the hands, but encounters during their
predawn-to-dusk workdays didn’t ruffle him overmuch.

At night, though, when she slipped away from
the crowd around the fire, he fought to curb his eyes from noting
her path, and his feet from following. So far, he’d succeeded.
Still, sleep didn’t come easy, despite the long days.

“Two days,” Shag said. “We could push it, but
that’d tire the men and the horses more. Weather looks to hold.
We’ll finish here tomorrow, sweep that last area morning after
next, then start the trail the day after that.”

Nick grunted. The foreman was right about the
weariness of the men and horses. He hoped Shag had the right of it
with the weather, too.

Certainly today had been exceptionally fine,
with the sky bright and blue, and the air with a crisp bite.

Shag tipped his head and considered the
sky.

“The sun don’t reach down to these old bones
the way it used to.” He shook his head in bemusement. “Maybe Ruth’s
got the right of it. When I start to feeling the cold when the
sun’s shining and the first snow ain’t come, maybe I am getting to
be an old man.”

Nick knew better than to disagree with Ruth
Shagwell in her husband’s hearing—or in this case to agree with
her, either. He held silent.

“Ruth’s niece in Chelico wants us to come
live with her and her brood.” Shag grimaced. “Well, a man can get
used to anything, I suppose. But I’m not leaving the Circle T the
way things stand now. Rachel Terhune’s a strong woman, but she
needs someone to rely on. Someone who’s not after her land, not
after getting her to marry up. Someone willing to work hard and do
what’s right.”

Nick felt his face go rigid. Brujo shifted
restively, the saddle creaking with the movement.

But the foreman continued to stare straight
ahead.

Like a fool. Nick had listened to a
bartender’s tale and let himself feel sorry for a poor widow woman
caught between two big spreads. He would help her while he waited
to buy his land and before he had to get to Texas to buy a herd,
and then he’d be on his way. That’s the way he’d planned it. That’s
the way it would be.

When they put the last steer in the boxcar in
Hammer Butte, he’d pull himself free of the bog hole he’d stepped
into the first time he set eyes on Rachel Terhune—and she’d set
eyes on him—and he’d walk away. Because he’d be damned if he’d sign
on long-term to look after her with the fatherly concern Shag
described. Nick Dusaq was no damn father, and he was no damn
gelding.

But she wasn’t the sort of woman you could
roll in the hay a time or two, then ride away from without a
thought. Especially not since he wouldn’t be riding all that far
when he left the Circle T. Surely not far enough to escape Shag’s
wrath if the foreman ever thought Rachel Terhune had been wronged.
And not far enough, either, to outrun his own yen for this woman.
Better never to give into the itch than to risk bleeding to death
from the scratching of it.

Giving no indication he sensed anything
besides lack of interest in Nick’s continued silence. Shag scanned
the herd, and gave a deep, satisfied sigh.

“Good-looking beef,” he said. “We’ll trail
‘em easy to the railroad—I’ve got a route with water every camp and
good grazing along the way, so they should arrive looking as rested
and well-fed as a bunch of politicians.”

Nick gave a grunt of amusement, mixed with
relief at the change in topic.

“Looks like we’ll do all right this year,”
Shag went on. “A damn sight better than we thought after the losses
last winter. And if nature’s a mite kinder this winter, we’ll be
headed the right way.”

“You think it was all nature responsible for
Circle T losses last winter?”

Nick felt Shag’s look but didn’t return
it.

“What’re you thinking, Nick?”

“I’m thinking there’s two big outfits sitting
alongside the Circle T and both would benefit from seeing it go
under, especially the one who succeeded in grabbing hold of the
range, the good water and—” He’d almost said the owner. “The rest.
And I’m thinking nature wasn’t nearly so hard on the Lazy W and KD
brands last winter as it was on the Circle T.”

Shag said nothing for a long time. “Is there
anything more to this than just your thinking?”

“Not much,” Nick acknowledged. “Except some
rumblings from men who worked spring roundup for you and
stuck.”

“What’d they say?”

“Nothing direct. Nothing I’d ask them to
repeat. A word here and there that adds up to having some cattle
that carried Circle T brand before roundup having a different mark
after.”

“You didn’t ask the boys outright?” Shag’s
frown betrayed concern.

“No. If they’d known for sure, they’d have
gone to you. They were blowing off steam about suspicions. No need
to call them to account on that”

“Good, good. Because I don’t see how those
suspicions could be right. Round here, Nick, there’re men from a
lot of outfits mixed together at a general roundup come spring,
with reps from other outfits all on hand. They’d all have to look
away, every last one. I just can’t see it.”

“Not if you worked it right. Not if you had
the right men cooperating.” Nick faced Shag, and saw that the idea
had occurred to the foreman. “Not if the Circle T’s representative
was paid to work it that way. Somebody brings in a cow, says this
brand’s not real clear, could be Circle T. All the rep does is say,
‘No, that’s Lazy W or KD,’ and the Circle T’s lost a cow and calf.
Wouldn’t take many to make it seem you’d had a real bad
winter.”

“Damn hard to prove,” the older man said with
some regret.

“Those men you hired this spring that went
over to Dunn after roundup, what were their names?”

“Bert Overton and Matthew Sprewell.”

“You ever see them before this spring?”

“No.”

“Where’d they come from?”

“They had a letter from a rancher down in
Colorado.”

“Thomas Dunn has holdings in Colorado,
doesn’t he?”

The heavy silence was an answer of a
kind.

Nick knew Shag had argued long and loud over
a letter Rachel Terhune drafted to Dunn about his visitor’s abuse
of Fanny. In the end, her temper cooled and Shag prevailed, getting
the letter torn up and coaching her into a more restrained protest.
That drew a response expressing Dunn’s sorrow that his visitor’s
more manly approach to animals perturbed her womanly sensibilities.
And neatly suggesting she was entirely too sensitive to participate
in such a rough business.

Every hand heard her reaction, since she’d
read the letter in the office while they ate supper. They’d also
heard Shag argue that venting her anger in a return letter could be
a costly indulgence.

“Yeah, Dunn has holdings there,” the foreman
confirmed. He shook his head. “There’s suspicion, and there’s
proof.”

“There’re things you can know without having
to prove them.”

“Can’t argue that. But then what do you do?
It can be right dangerous to act on something you know without
being able to prove it. Especially dealing with a certain kind of
man.”

Nick looked to the golden glow of the
horizon. “Sometimes a man’s got to live dangerously.”

Shag sighed. “Sometimes a man can’t afford
to.”

* * * *

The critical first day of trailing the beef
herd was nearly over and it had gone well. Rachel was pleased.

Getting cattle into the habit of going along
placidly won half the battle. But it took vigilance. Because a few
of the more cantankerous steers would take any excuse to start
running—a loud sound, a stray leaf scudding across the ground, a
jackrabbit popping out of the sagebrush—and once started, the
running could become an epidemic, with outbreaks all along the
trail.

So far there’d been no symptoms.

They eased toward the grazing ground Shag had
set for the first night’s camp. Rachel rode along the herd telling
the men where to head. She’d reached the rear of the herd where
Nick took his turn with the drags.

It was the least desirable job on the trail,
with the cowhand sifting through the dust of several thousand
hooves. Top hands could insist on not taking that duty. But Nick
hadn’t done that

At least with the slow pace, the dust didn’t
churn its worst. A strong crosswind helped, too, though the hands
riding leeward of the herd might disagree. Plus, a beef herd like
this didn’t have the old, sick, weak animals that could make riding
the drags like herding turtles.

But as she spotted Nick astride the gray
named Marley, Rachel was reminded that a beef herd’s drags could
include ornery and sly steers. Nick and Marley faced one right
now.

As if he knew what awaited him at the end of
his journey, the brindled steer had sliced away from the herd and
scooted into a dry creekbed. But Marley and Nick stood in his way.
Each step the steer took to pass, they moved, as one, to block. And
each maneuver turned the steer toward the direction Nick wanted him
to go.

Rachel watched the dance of animals and man
from a little distance for a full two minutes before she caught the
flick of Nick’s eyes coming up to her. Had he known all along she
was there?

The thought barely had formed when everything
seemed to happen at once.

The spotted steer, in a sudden frenzy to
escape, ran a dozen yards along the creekbed, with Marley at his
flank. Just as the horse passed a high part of the bank, the steer
turned and charged.

Horse and rider were caught between the cut
bank and the slicing sharp points of a pair of horns backed by an
enraged package of muscle, bone and beef.

Even as she spurred Dandy forward and readied
her rope, Rachel saw that Nick had his lariat at hand, but didn’t
have room to swing because of the earthen wall behind him. Nick and
Marley both twisted in a seemingly impossible contortion as the
steer turned and dipped his head, then jerked it up, as if trying
to scoop out flesh from man and beast with the point of its
horn.

Rachel swung her rope in the familiar
overhand motion without hesitation. It cut through the gusting wind
and settled surely over the widespread horns. She snugged the rope,
and that jerked the steer’s head away from Nick and Marley.
Pressure on the reins brought Dandy from full acceleration to a
shuddering halt, his hoofs sending up spurts of loose earth.

But the danger wasn’t past. Her rope could
hold the steer away from Marley, but she had no way to stop him if
he charged her and Dandy, who stood crossways in the narrow
creekbed. The steer tried to yank free of the rope, turned in the
direction of this new frustration and took a lumbering step toward
her.

Before he completed a second step, Nick’s
rope whistled through the air, and looped around the steer’s rear
hooves.

Nick had put the room her maneuver gained him
to good use. The steer was well and truly caught between ropes held
taut in opposite directions.

“Back to the herd,” Nick shouted.

They dragged the animal over the loose dirt
the short distance to where the last of the drags slowly passed.
They released him, then waited a tense moment to see if he would
round on them again.

“If you do,” Rachel muttered to the heedless
steer, “you’ll be tomorrow’s dinner.”

But the brindled steer saw the community of
his brethren moving away and lumbered off to join them, his
temporary rebellion forgotten.

A stream of breath escaped Rachel. She felt
as if she’d held that breath from the instant she’d seen the horns
swing around toward Nick.

By one accord, they moved their horses to the
windbreak provided by the cut bank. Nick dismounted immediately,
stripped off one glove and ran an assessing hand down his horse’s
side.

“Did he catch a horn?” Rachel asked,
repeating his actions and joining the examination.

“Don’t think so.”

A few more minutes satisfied them both.

Relieved and feeling the welcome letdown
after the tension, Rachel dropped to the sloped ground and, in a
most unladylike manner, propped her elbows on her bent knees.

“Good thing that happened away from the herd.
Could have started a run,” she said.

Nick grunted agreement from behind her.

A second sound drew her head around to where
he was retrieving a canteen from his saddlebags. She caught the
tail end of a wince.

“How about you, Nick? Did he catch you?”

When he turned to her, a glint of devilment
in his usually impassive eyes surprised Rachel.

“Just now thinking of that?” He sat beside
her, his long legs extending farther down the slope than hers.
Another grunt indicated a new soreness, perhaps from the twisting
move he’d used. “I could have bled to death waiting for you to get
around to me.”

He’d been her first fear; the image of that
horn slicing through his flesh had spurred her as surely as she had
spurred Dandy, and had dug a good deal deeper. But that hardly bore
thinking about, much less speaking of. Instead, she shot back. “It
just now occurred to me that if you’d caught a horn, I’d most
likely be the one who had to minister to you, and put blowfly
medicine to your wound.”

“I can think of worse things.”

For the second time in as many sentences, he
stunned her. Did he mean to imply he would have liked her to
minister to him? Or was she loco?

“Well, I can’t,” she blurted out. “It stinks
to high heaven. I hate using the stuff.”

For the first time in her acquaintance with
him Nick Dusaq laughed out loud.

It was a startling sound. Low and a little
rusty, especially when it was interrupted by a cough. When he
coughed a second time, she took the canteen, uncorked it and held
it to his mouth.

His hands came up to cup hers as he
drank.

The sight of his hands—one gloved in worn
rawhide, the other showing marks of rough usage on the bare, dark
skin—covering hers; one also gloved in worn rawhide, the other
unpampered, but so much paler and more delicate than his—mingled
with the sensation of his enveloping touch, as if the two senses
had tangled together like bits of ribbon in a heap. She saw, she
felt. And which sense recorded which sensation she didn’t know. The
heat of his flesh, the faint coolness of the canteen under her
palm, the line of his long fingers, the rub of rawhide over the
back of her hand, the flex of his palm against the covering of her
gloved hand.

She jerked her gaze away, but that gave no
escape. Her eyes fastened on the workings of his throat, the slide
and rise of his Adam’s apple as he swallowed the liquid.

Then the canteen lowered, his hands guiding
hers in the movement. A sheen of moisture remained on his lips,
blending with the dust at one corner to form a streak of mud that
tempted her to rub it away with a finger. And she looked up to find
his black eyes searing into her.

Still with his eyes on her, he wiped the back
of his hand across his mouth, catching the streak, though not all
the moisture. One-handed, he untied his bandanna and used the
corner to wipe the rim of the canteen. She watched as he set it
back in her unresisting hands. He wrapped her fingers around it,
and raised it to her lips, her eyes following the motion until they
rose to meet his.

Her throat abruptly felt drought-dry, and she
squeezed her eyes shut as she took a quick swallow of water. Almost
too quick, as she had to take a sharp indrawn breath to keep from
coughing.

Only when she lowered the canteen did she
realize his hands still cupped hers. She tried to read his eyes.
But he was looking down, with his face an unrevealing pattern of
angles and lines.

She followed the direction of his gaze, to
where his hands enfolded hers. His ungloved fingers slid inside the
flared cuff of her glove, across her inner wrist, returned as
lightly, then repeated the caress. A movement of his thumb turned
down the cuff, and his fingers delved inside, tracing shivering
lines of sensation along her palm.

Lassitude spread over Rachel, a longing to
close her eyes and drift on this current of sensation. Such a small
touch to make her feel so alive and tingling. Such a gentle touch.
So different from the harsh hold that had bruised this same wrist
not many weeks before. So different, too, from the way she had
touched him to break his hold on Harris. So very different . .
.

A faint, shrill warning broke through her
pleasure.

Her eyelids, drifting lower, shot up, and she
saw the intense, taut cast of his face with a clutch of alarm. His
gaze rested on her lips, as if they could quench a thirst the water
had not. He slowly raised his eyes to meet hers, the sleepy eyelids
not hiding a burn of emotions in his black eyes that was far from
gentle.

She would have held her ground against a
rattler, stilling her instincts because she knew she had to in
order to survive. But she couldn’t with this man. She scrambled up,
overturning the canteen.

Only when she was standing, no longer
touching or being touched, did she pause to draw in a deep breath,
and cover her escape as best she could.

“I have to, uh, get to camp.” She hurriedly
brushed off her seat and pressed her hat more firmly on her head.
“See everything’s set for night watch and all.”

He rose slowly, recorked the canteen and
shook out his bandanna. She mounted Dandy.

“Thanks for coming to my aid, Mrs. Terhune.”
Only a quarter of his face was visible as he nearly turned his back
on her, but she heard him clearly.

His tone made her stomach clench. “No thanks
needed. It’s nothing I wouldn’t—”

“I know.” His hard words cut her off, and she
stared as he mounted Marley then turned to face her. His eyes were
polished, black marble that no emotion could penetrate. “I know,”
he repeated, quieter, but with the same sharp edge. “It’s nothing
you wouldn’t have done for anyone else.”

An irrational fury tempted her. She wanted to
chip at that marble in his eyes and his soul, to break it apart and
crumble it in her fingers.

“That’s true,” she said before spurring
Dandy, her back as ramrod straight as her mother could ever have
wished. “But I was going to say that it was nothing I wouldn’t have
expected you to do for me if circumstances were reversed.”

* * * *

The drive continued as smoothly as Shag had
predicted.

The third night they’d camped near Chelico.
Nick rode into town to complete his business with Armstrong and
returned in time for midnight watch, with the deed to the old
Wallace place in his bags. If anyone noticed he’d been gone, nobody
commented to him.

Four more nights and they were within a day’s
ride of their destination.

This morning, Rachel Terhune had gone ahead
with Fred’s camp wagon. The herd was trail-hardened, so her absence
was hardly noticeable, Nick told himself. When they got to evening
camp, not far outside the burgeoning town of Hammer Butte where
they would ship out the cattle, she wasn’t there.

“Thought Mrs. Terhune came with you,” Joe-Max
said to Fred.

Nick didn’t move from his spot turning a rib
of beef over the fire, but his attention was sharp enough to hear
Fred’s breath as he prepared to answer.

“Went to town. Staying at a ho-tel
tonight so she can gussy-up for meeting the buyer first thing, and
get us our wages.”

“Seems odd not having her around, don’t it,”
Davis ventured.

Tommy agreed, and a mood of nostalgia settled
over the dozen men, with the talk recalling incidents of the season
not quite passed like cherished memories of childhood.

Nick shifted on the hard ground. You’d think
these men considered one another real friends instead of a group of
strange cowhands paid a wage to do a job.

“If you like the work and the trail so much,”
Nick drawled in his first contribution, “guess you’ll stay in camp
instead of celebrating in town.”

“Hell, no,” said Joe-Max, affronted. That
drew laughs all around, and the talk turned to what delights the
town held in store for them.

“Gonna get me some of that licorice I got
last year.” Fred smacked his lips.

“Or something sweeter,” Tommy said with a
grin.

Hammer Butte wasn’t near as big as some
Kansas cattle towns Nick had seen on drives from Texas, but it was
bigger than Chelico and the railroad brought in such wondrous items
as a piano for the best saloon, ready-made clothes and fancy
materials for sale at the dry goods store and a tiny gentleman from
somewhere called Belgium who made fine boots and saddles. All in
all, it offered more by way of civilization than these hands saw in
a month of Sundays.

And mention of it got their talk off the
Circle T.

Nick wished he was as successful with his
thoughts while he rode night guard. He would set his mind on
planning what he’d do now that he owned a spread, and it would
circle right around on him to the Circle T and its owner.

Relieved by the next watch, he and Davis and
Joe-Max found Shag saddling up in the dark when they rode in.

“Well, boys, last night for night-herding for
a while, huh?” he greeted them as they began unsaddling their night
horses.

“Fine with me. I’m so tired, I could sleep at
a full gallop,” said Joe-Max, though he’d been one of the leaders
in the earlier talk. A dose of watch could certainly rub the glow
off a man.

“Aw, hell, you can sleep all winter,” Shag
chided. “For that matter you’ll sleep away your old age. Enjoy this
while you can. Don’t last forever, you know.”

“You’re sounding downright sentimental. You
taking a final watch, Shag, just to say farewell?” asked
Joe-Max.

“I’m not that almighty fond of those
critters,” the foreman grumbled, resettling his hat over hair that
glinted silver in the faint moonlight. The others’ quiet chuckles
didn’t stir the sleeping men, though one sharp word would have had
them out of their rolls and heading to the horses. “No, I’m going
into town to meet Mrs. Terhune and find out the arrangements. Start
moving them in around sunup, and I’ll meet up with you at the
pens.”

Nick nodded as the foreman mounted and rode
southeast toward town. On his way to meeting Rachel Terhune at the
hotel. Where she likely slept this moment between soft, clean white
sheets, her honey hair loose on the pillow.

A deep sigh from beside him jerked Nick’s
thoughts from that dangerous path as he settled into his less than
soft, less than clean bedroll.

“You got an ache, Andresson?”

“Just thinkin’.” Another sigh. “It’s almost
over.”

“What?”

“The season. The year. Being a hand.”

Davis’ voice held a confiding tone. Perhaps
he’d noticed that they were isolated, with the only other bedrolls
this side of the fire deserted by hands gone on watch.

“Shag’ll sign you on again come spring. Or
catch on with another outfit if you’ve a mind to.”

“Not if I go home to Iowa this winter. If I
go back, I don’t think I’ll ever get free again.”

“Just leave.”

Another sigh stirred the night. “You don’t
know my pa. He wouldn’t stand for me leaving again.”

“Then don’t go back,” Nick said more sharply
than he’d intended.

“What’ll I do for the winter?”

“Shag would probably let you stay at the
Circle T. No wages, but you’d have your keep. Or ride the grub
line. Folks’ll feed you, long as you bring them news.”

“New places all the time?” Davis murmured
with a singular lack of enthusiasm. “I don’t much like the idea of
not working for my keep.”

“I got a place you can stay.” The offer
sounded grudging to Nick’s ears. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to
help Davis or that he didn’t think Davis could help him. But he was
accustomed to solitude.

“What do you mean? Where?” Davis’ hopefulness
made Nick feel mean for his reluctance.

“The old Wallace place.”

“The old Wall—that the spread northwest of
the Circle T? Toward the mountains?”

“Yeah. I bought it. Got the papers in
Chelico.”

“You bought—But a cowhand ain’t supposed to
have any head—”

“I don’t. Not yet. I got some land and
ramshackle buildings. I’ll pull ‘em together best I can. Then I’ll
bring up a small herd from Texas.”

“Your own ranch,” Davis breathed, as if Nick
planned a palace in the middle of the plains. Then again, maybe his
plan sounded as outlandish. “Have you told—”

“Nobody but you.”

Even in the dark, he knew the weight of
Davis’ look. “I won’t say anything, Nick.”

Nick nodded. “I’ll give you ten a month to
help repair the buildings this winter.”

“Ten?”

“It’s not much, but you’d earn your keep and
have some money.”

“I didn’t mean—Ten’s just fine. I’ll do it,
and thanks, Nick. Thanks a lot. And maybe come spring, if you need
somebody . . .”

“Maybe. Now get some sleep or neither of
us’ll be worth a tinker’s damn taking the herd in.”

Davis obeyed almost immediately. But Nick lay
for a long time, considering what he’d gotten himself into—taking
on the old Wallace spread and taking on young Andresson. And he
spent even longer trying not to dwell on one other thing he’d like
to get himself into—the widow woman Terhune.

* * * *

They drove the herd slowly along the road to
the railroad pens, which also was the town’s main street

The younger hands shifted in their saddles,
itching to hurry the process along, so they could collect their
wages and break loose. The fact that they’d cut a more dashing
figure whooping alongside a thundering stream of beef than they did
astride placid mounts keeping pace with plodding cattle also
chafed.

But Shag and Nick, one on each side of the
street, passed quiet reminders that the townspeople wouldn’t take
kindly to a storm of dust.

“Besides,” Nick told Tommy Hodge, “no sense
running an ounce of meat off these carcasses after taking such
trouble to baby them along.”

“S’pose not,” Tommy muttered, casting a
longing look at a young miss outside Benton’s Dry Goods, who stole
glances at him from beneath her bonnet—and around her mother’s
formidable bulk.

Nick nudged Brujo on, indulging a slight
smile. Tommy had talked a big story about cutting a wide swath in
town. But here he was thinking of impressing that sort of girl
instead of the ones sitting in the windows above the saloon.

Nick’s eyes rose then, as if by instinct. But
his gaze didn’t go to the Cattle Annies calling to him. It went
directly to the narrow second-floor balcony boasted by the town’s
most genteel establishment, the Pitch Hotel.

Rachel Terhune stood next to a portly man
with a ruff of carroty hair beneath a gleaming bald dome. His brown
jacket, vest and pants matched and his shirt’s white sparkled. He
smiled, though even from this distance Nick could see the sharpness
of the man’s gaze as he surveyed the cattle heading to the
boxcars.

The man surely was the representative of the
buyer. Shortly, he and the owner of the Circle T would tally the
cattle delivered and get down to a final reckoning. Shag would be
there later, but for now Rachel Terhune stood alone.

He’d never seen her before in anything but
her canvas split skirts, faded calico work dresses or that
old-fashioned riding habit she wore now and then. Her honey hair
usually was hidden under sunbonnets or a wide-brimmed hat he
suspected had been her father’s.

Now she wore a dark dress, with black buttons
down the front and beading around a white collar and cuffs as well
as the hem. Her movements, with sunlight glinting off beading,
showed the dress wasn’t as simple as he’d thought. It seemed to
glide over her figure, except in back where lifted drapes of
material swayed with even her tiniest motion.

She’d drawn her shining hair up smoothly at
the sides, caught there with combs, then gathered it at the base of
her neck. Atop her head perched a small velvet bonnet, with its
matching black bow tied precisely under her chin.

A pretty girl like you should be wearing
pretty dresses.

No pretty dress here. But clothes befitting a
widow woman. They reminded Nick all the more that the woman inside
them was not the pitiful, declining figure he’d envisioned so long
ago. She smiled at something her companion said as she turned her
head, and her gaze locked with Nick’s. A strange, dull ache bloomed
in his gut as her smile diminished. He ignored it.

This was fitting. Rachel Terhune, decked in
her widow’s weeds, standing high above where Nick Dusaq worked amid
sweat and dust and stink.

He had no call to touch a woman like her, as
he’d reminded himself not so many days ago. Had no call to dream of
a woman like her, as he reminded himself every night.

He tugged at the brim of his hat in a
farewell salute, then moved on with the cattle.

* * * *

“Get cleaned up so you don’t frighten the
honest folk—and, you, Tommy, get that red mop of yours cut so
nobody thinks the town’s on fire—then c’mon up to the hotel. Head
of the stairs, then to the left,” Shag told the gathered hands
after they’d counted and penned the last steer.

“It’s a respectable hotel, so don’t go
getting too rowdy.”

The Circle T’s hands didn’t need that
warning. If anything, the hotel’s propriety and the extreme
demureness of two matrons they passed as they trooped up the stairs
subdued them into shyness. Even though they’d taken the time to
indulge in shaves, haircuts and hot baths that made them look an
entirely different crew from the ruffians who’d brought their herd
in that morning.

As they waited to be called in, one by one,
to the room where Shag dispensed their wages, there was a good deal
of foot shuffling and throat clearing, and not much talk. Those
who’d received their money didn’t linger, scooting away with
promises to meet up with those still waiting at an establishment
more in keeping with their temperament.

They’d scatter soon enough after that, Nick
reminded himself. Never see one another again, more than likely.
These men, like all the others he’d worked with over the years,
were temporary companions, nothing more.

Nick was the last called in.

Davis Andresson had left nearly a quarter
hour earlier, pausing only to tell Nick that Shag had said there’d
be a spot for him at the Circle T come spring if he wanted it.

The door opened now and Henry, the
second-to-last to be called, emerged, a smile wreathing his
face.

“Thanks, Shag. Thanks to you and Mrs.
Terhune,” he said.

“No thanks due. You’ll be working hard.”

“Thanks just the same.” As he passed Nick, he
announced in a confidential tone, “Staying on wages the winter, I
am.”

Nick dipped his head in acknowledgment of the
older man’s satisfaction.

“C’mon in, Nick.”

Shag ushered him into the room, set up as a
tiny sitting room with a side door Nick figured led to the bedroom
occupied by the Widow Terhune. The foreman went to a small table by
the tall window that opened to the balcony. Shag made a notation in
a big book and, without any ado, handed over the season’s
wages.

“Wish it was more,” he said. “You’re a top
hand. You should be drawing top wages.”

“It’s what we agreed to.”

“How would you know, Nick? You pocketed it
without counting.”

“You warning me you’ve taken to cheatin’,
Shag? Figured you as too old a dog to learn new tricks like
that.”

Shag let out a deep laugh. “I am at
that.”

That seemed as good a note as any to end his
association with the Circle T, so Nick started for the door,

“Hold on there, Nick. Not so fast. Got
something else to talk to you about”

Nick looked over his shoulder, but remained
where he was.

“I intended to work up to this gradual, but
since you look to be in such an all-fired hurry, I’ll spit it out.
We’d like for you to stay on this winter. We did all right this
season, so we got a little more room to be thinking about what’s
best for the Circle T instead of just hanging on. We lost so many
head last winter, we thought we’d try keeping somebody out at the
west camp. Keep an eye on things. We’d like it to be you.”

Nick turned slowly to face the foreman. He
met Shag’s eyes, trying to read beyond the words. With a jerk of
his head toward the other door, he asked, “Her, too?”

“You mean Mrs. Terhune?” Shag asked
repressively. “She knows I’m asking you to stay on. She knows full
well, same as me, that the herd came through better this summer
because of having you on the range, and how you brung along young
Davis to being a solid hand. We’d like to have you help make it a
good winter for us, too—leastwise not as bad as last year. And we’d
like to have you around come spring. You’re a good hand, Nick. Good
for the Circle T. That’s what matters. To her and me.”

Nick held silent and still. On the range he
acted without hesitation, never letting doubt creep in, but this
wasn’t a matter of reflexes or instinct. This was a decision, and
it needed to be made right.

“If you don’t want to stay on, Nick, we
aren’t beggin’. We’ll do fine. It’s not top dollar, no denying
that. So if you don’t want it, that’s fine by—”

“Better call her in.” He interrupted Shag’s
slightly irritable dismissal. “I got something to say you both
should hear.”

 



Chapter Six

 


“I killed a man.”

Rachel’s hands clenched in the lap of her
best dress. Her eyes stared so hard at the black-and-charcoal-gray
stripe that the narrow lines seemed to waver.

It wasn’t Nick Dusaq’s words. She wasn’t
surprised. There’d been something in him from the start.

Maybe she’d been preparing herself for this
from that first day. Or maybe just from minutes ago when Shag
called her to the sitting room.

As soon as she was seated, her foreman
demanded, “So what is it you got to say, Nick?”

And the man who had arrived as a stranger
nearly four months ago answered, cool as ever, “I’m wanted in
Texas.”

In that instant she’d remembered his face
when he’d gone after Harris for abusing Fanny and she’d known.

No, it wasn’t the answer to Shag’s next
demand of “What’re you wanted for?” that caused her hands to
clench. It was the look in Nick’s black eyes that said he didn’t
regret it.

Even more, it was how much she wanted to know
why Nick had killed and what could put that look in his eyes. She
needed to know.

She raised her head.

“Why?” Her demand came hoarse and reedy.

He flicked a look at her, then away.

Shag cleared his throat. “Now, Chell, there’s
reasons a man has that a woman shouldn’t—”

“Were you drunk?” She sliced through Shag’s
words, not taking her eyes off the dark-haired man standing on the
other side of the small table.

“No.” Nick stared over her left shoulder, his
face impassive.

“Was it over gambling?”

“No.”

“Over stealing?”

“No.”

“An accident? During a fight? Over
politics?”

“No.”

“Was it over a woman?”

She’d heard the saloon women calling to the
men this morning. They’d called to all the men. But not with the
same admiring phrases they’d lavished on “Black Eyes.”

Shag spoke up. “Chell, that’s not a fitting
question—”

“Not the way you mean it, Mrs. Terhune.”

Under the quiet answer rested a bedrock of
anger that brought silence to the room. It was almost as if Nick
was angry at her.

She loosened her hands’ grip to smooth her
skirt, and lengthened her back with every inch of dignity she
possessed. “What way was it then, Mr. Dusaq?”

He looked full at her, and she almost wished
he hadn’t. Still, she returned the look, unflinching,

“He was married to my sister. He beat her.
Been doing it awhile from what they said after I got back from
California. Common knowledge. I rode out to their place. He’d
broken her leg. She was on the floor, trying to drag herself away,
and he was whipping her like a mule. I shot him.”

Silence flowed across the room, as alive as a
river, and with as many undercurrents.

Eventually, Shag turned toward her. She knew
he took Dusaq’s word, but his look said as clear as words that this
was her decision.

“You did what needed doing,” Shag said.

Nick didn’t accept absolution. “I shouldn’t
have let it happen, not to her.”

“How could you have known?”

“I should have known.”

Rachel heard a whispered echo of similar
words. Nick glaring at her, so angry she couldn’t understand it

How could you leave anything you cared for in
the hands of a man like that?

I didn’t know what he’d do to Fanny. How
could I?

You should have. Goddammit, you should have
known.

Had his anger and accusation been for her
over the care of a young horse, or for himself over the care of his
sister?

Nick’s eyes never changed. Not asking that
she decide in his favor, not asking that she believe him, not
asking a damn thing.

She pinned her attention on the braiding of
blue and red in the rug on the plank floor. She’d known the
decision from the start, so that didn’t cause her hesitation. But
something had shifted in the past few minutes, and she wasn’t sure
what. Or maybe she just wasn’t sure how to deal with it.

She stood, raising her eyes, then her
chin.

“You’ll ride a section. Come spring, we’ll
see how this suits.”

“I need a couple weeks before I start.”

Her raised eyebrows drew no more
explanation.

“That’s not unreasonable, Chell,” muttered
Shag. “A man’s got to kick loose now and again, and Nick ain’t been
off the Circle T to speak of for months.” Heat painted her throat
and cheeks as images of how the men kicked loose surged into her
mind. She spun away without meeting Nick’s eyes again.

“Two weeks, then.”

* * * *

He’d wondered how he’d do cooped up with
Andresson all winter, anyhow. It meant delaying his return to
Texas, but he’d waited this long. And he’d have money coming in
instead of only going out. All in all, remaining in the Widow
Terhune’s employ for now was for the best, Nick told himself.

Even if she had fired questions at him like
judge and jury with sentence already decided. Gambling, stealing,
whoring, that was what she thought of him.

It left a burn in his gut that a bottle of
medium-good whiskey hadn’t doused. So the next day he rounded up
Andresson, loaded supplies in a wagon he bought and headed to the
old Wallace place, now his. He and Andresson chinked the logs best
they could, cleaned nests from the chimney, boarded gaps in the
shed to shelter a milk cow. They’d worked so hard he hadn’t had an
instant to waste on the Widow Terhune.

After two weeks, he rode to the Circle T.
Shag gave him instructions—ride the west section checking for
ailing or trapped cattle, in the fiercest weather break ice on
watering holes and clear snow so creatures too stupid to do it for
themselves could live, and ward off predators, four-footed or
two.

Shag gave him supplies, his choice of
packhorses and three mounts, said someone would come by in a month
with more supplies, and Nick headed to the shack.

His home was four walls, an old rock
fireplace, log bedstead, rickety table and a single chair. Not much
worse than the Wallace cabin.

Nick doubted many Circle T losses came from
winter stealing, but it didn’t hurt to let anyone interested know a
watch was being kept. Nick spent the first month roaming, leaving
open signs of his presence. He didn’t set eyes on another human.
He’d expected that condition to last.

But coming over a distant rise, he spotted a
figure heading toward the shack.

Good as his word. Shag, on the big rawboned
roan he favored, was picking his way down the incline with a loaded
packhorse trailing. Nick leaned forward on arms crossed over his
saddle horn. The supplies would be nice, but damned if he wasn’t
glad to see the old man, too.

Frowning deeply, he turned Brujo and took a
roundabout way to the cabin. If Shag left by the time he got there,
he’d get by.

* * * *

“Anything new?” Shag asked after a nearly
silent supper.

The foreman not only hadn’t left before Nick
returned, he’d started cooking. Smoke from the chimney and good
smells when he opened the door—a man could get used to that, Nick
thought with a self-aimed caustic smile.

“Nope.”

Shag grunted. He sat in the chair, smoking
and whittling, rocking on the hind legs, setting it flat, then
tilting back again. Nick set a stool against the far wall for a
backrest.

The old man knew if there’d been anything of
interest, a good hand would have told him straight off. Nick waited
for whatever came next.

“You know, you oughta take up whittlin’.”

It wasn’t what Nick had expected. “Why?”

“Something to keep you occupied, here by
yourself.”

“I’m not complaining.”

“You could make something useful.”

“Maybe rockers for that damned chair. The way
you use it, it’d be safer.”

“Now that’s a fine idea,” Shag said.
“Wouldn’t be too challenging for a beginner. Get yourself a couple
of good strong pieces of wood and it could keep you busy long quiet
nights when nothing new’s happenin’.

“You know,” Shag added, “as long as the
weather holds, plan on coming into the main house for a couple
nights end of next week.”

Nick raised his eyebrows. It sounded more an
invitation than an order. Neither made sense. “Why?”

“It’s Christmas.”

“So?”

“We celebrate at the Circle T. We bring in
you boys when we can, have a nice dinner. Do a little singing, a
little dancing. Nothing fancy, but it gives you boys a break before
the worst of winter.”

“No, thanks.”

Shag stared at him, disapproval clear in the
lowered line of his brows. “What do you mean, no thanks?”

“I don’t need a break.”

“Chell expects the hands in for
Christmas.”

“You hired me to ride this section, that’s
what I’ll do.”

Shag said nothing more then, but the next
morning, as they both readied to ride out, he said, “We’ll be
expecting you come Christmas.”

“Then you’ll be disappointed.”

Shag shook his head as he mounted the roan.
“Chell won’t like it, won’t like it at all.”

* * * *

A week passed. Snow fell in the upland, well
over a horse’s fetlocks in most places. Wind swept other areas
clean of anything but a trace. Down below, a dusting covered nearly
everything except where animals had stirred it up. Not enough to
force wolves down from the higher areas, or to hold up Nick as he
checked a section of foothills.

First thing, he found a handful of head
blocked in by a snowdrift and he tramped down the snow to convince
them they could get through. It was near midday and he was
considering stopping to heat coffee while he chewed some jerky.

As soon as he found out who was behind
him.

He kept Brujo moving at the same pace until
he reached a hillock big enough for his purposes, then reined the
horse off the narrow trail. Out of sight, he dismounted, and found
a spot to look over the trail.

A distant glimpse of a horse’s hindquarters
was all he got before the hillock temporarily blocked his view. He
waited, not allowing any guesses of who the rider might be, because
being set to react one way could slow him if the situation called
for another.

But when the rider came into view a few
minutes later, Nick realized this might be the one explanation he
hadn’t been prepared for.

Rachel Terhune.

Even bundled in a heavy coat, with a scarf
high around her neck and a hat tugged low on her head, he
recognized her. He could tell himself his certainty came from
recognizing the horse as Dandy, but he’d known before that.

He pushed his hat back and watched as she
made her way toward where he waited.

As soon as he saw Dandy’s ears prick
forward—another instant and the horse would have whickered—he
stepped out into the trail and called, “You looking for me?” Her
head shot up, her hand reached for the rifle. “You tracking me so
you can shoot me?”

By her expression, she didn’t share his
amusement. But she didn’t pull the rifle free of its holder. That
was something.

“Don’t tempt me.” Her mutter was low enough
that he likely wasn’t supposed to have heard.

She halted Dandy and dismounted. He stilled
the muscles that started a move to assist her. Instead, he repeated
his first question. “You looking for me?”

“Yes. I picked up your trail at the
shack.”

The cold and wind had flagged her cheeks red,
slightly chapped her lips and sparkled her eyes.

“I’d’ve been back.”

“I didn’t want to wait.” Her eyes flicked
away.

Of course she hadn’t wanted to wait—it would
have made it much too late to reach the home ranch tonight, which
would have meant spending the night in the shack—with him.

“Want something to eat? I was going to light
a fire for coffee. Take the chill off your bones.” God, he sounded
like some pathetic hermit who’d do most anything to keep her around
a little longer.

“No. Thank you. I have something to say to
you.”

“Must be important.” She must have left
before full light, and she’d have a hell of a long day in the
saddle.

“You are expected at the main house the day
after tomorrow,” she said with a snap in her voice that told him
he’d riled her, “in time for supper. It’s Christmas Eve, and all
the Circle T’s hands will be there, plus a few neighbors. Is that
understood?”

“First I heard of a boss ordering a hand to a
party,” he said with a purposefully insolent drawl.

“First I heard of a hand loco enough to
refuse an offer of a party,” she returned.

“Why don’t you leave it as me being loco,
then.”

She faced up to him, hands on hips and eyes
narrowed. “I am responsible for my hands’ well-being at the Circle
T, Mr. Dusaq. If I had a hand who was sick and too stubborn or too
stupid—” she raised her eyebrows suggestively at that possibility
“—to take his medicine, I’d order him to take it.” She crossed her
arms. “And I’d make sure he followed the order.”

They stared at each other a long moment
before she added, “Consider this your dose of medicine.”

Despite the chill, the silence seemed to
sizzle, the way air could with a storm brewing. Nick slid his gaze
from her to the southern horizon. Sometimes when the air got that
way the storm never really blew up. After a spell, the air settled,
the sky cleared and everything went calm. If you could wait it
out.

He returned his gaze to her still-challenging
stare.

“Ma’am.” He tugged at his hat brim for the
slightest salute.

Surprise filled her face. She covered it
quickly and, like a good general, didn’t dally once she had her
victory in hand.

She swung into Dandy’s saddle. “We’ll see you
Christmas Eve.”

* * * *

“Nick! Glad you decided to come!” As soon as
he’d dismounted from Brujo, Shag clapped him on the back through
the duster he wore over his heavy wool jacket.

“I didn’t decide. I followed an order.”

“So you did,” Shag said, grin undimmed. “Now,
the order is to have a good time. Here, let me help you with that,
and we’ll get inside. Supper’s ‘bout ready and you’re the last to
ride in.”

They unsaddled and tended to Brujo, then Shag
ushered him to the kitchen. A smell of warmth and hot food rushed
out the open door to tug Nick inside. He breathed in, catching the
additional scents of clean house, pine boughs festooning doorways
and something more. Something he might have called a scent of good
humor if he hadn’t known better.

“Got another place, Ruth? The prodigal
cowhand’s arrived,” Shag announced.

That drew a chuckle from all but one of the
assembled people.

Rachel Terhune, wearing the same dark dress
she had that day in Hammer Butte, sat at the head of the table. Her
head came up quickly. Nick saw surprise in her eyes, but wasn’t
certain if he’d read pleasure, too, before she dropped her gaze to
the table. He kept busy returning friendly greetings from the
others. It felt odd, settling back among the group—familiar and
something else he uneasily described to himself as comfortable. It
wasn’t a feeling he had much experience of.

Henry was there, along with Joe-Max and Fred.
He’d expected them. But he lifted a surprised brow at the sight of
Davis, who turned a dull red and muttered something Nick didn’t
catch.

There wasn’t time to ask how the young hand
he’d left on his spread had landed at the Circle T before Ruth
served up a special supper. She’d turned salted and dried fish Shag
brought from Hammer Butte into tasty fried codfish balls, added
hearty rice and bacon, scalloped onions, sour milk biscuits and
fried beef, and they all applied themselves to the pleasures of
eating. Over raisin pie and coffee, a sprinkling of remarks showed
that Davis had arrived that afternoon, and Nick relaxed some.

“And now, as some of you know—” Rachel spread
a smile over Shag, Ruth and the two long-time hands, “it’s been a
tradition to read a little book written by Charles Dickens.” His
eyes followed her hand as she picked up a slim, leather-bound
volume from beside her plate. He knew that slender hand, looking
delicate trimmed by the white cuff, could rein a horse, rope a
steer and stop a man from insanity. Or drive him to it. “My mother
first read me this book when I was a girl.” Her eyes skimmed across
Nick, to rest on Davis and Henry. “I hope you newcomers enjoy it,
but you’re free to leave any time.”

No one moved.

Nick figured he’d absorb a few minutes of the
reading and then, after somebody else made a move, he’d go,
too.

“ ‘Marley was dead: to begin with. There is
no doubt whatever about that,’ “ she began.

No one left. And, although Nick soon found
watching her face wasn’t a pleasure to be indulged in overlong, he
couldn’t stop listening to her voice, and the story it wove. He was
uneasily surprised to see how much time had passed when she came to
a halt.

“ ‘I am the Ghost of Christmas Present,’ said
the Spirit ‘Look upon me!’ “ Rachel Terhune read.

With that, she closed the book and announced,
“We’ll finish the story come morning. But now Shag has a few things
to pass out to you.”

Wrapped in colorful material and tied with
string or yarn, there was something for each of them. For Ruth, a
length of delicate lace. For Fred, a packet of his favorite sweets.
For Henry, a special tobacco. For Joe-Max, a harmonica. For Davis,
a pamphlet on doctoring animals.

“Aren’t you going to open yours?” Shag
demanded.

Nick had noticed Rachel was the only one not
to receive a package, and decided that while Shag might be passing
out the presents, they came from the Circle T owner’s meager
resources.

“Yeah,” Nick said. But the foreman had noted
his delay, and followed the direction of his gaze.

“She’s said every year since she started this
after Terhune died that all she wants is this party,” Shag said in
a low voice. “But there’s a package for her upstairs.”

“I wasn’t saying—”

“I know,” Shag said. “Now pull that bit of
string and let’s see what you’ve got there.”

A whittling knife.

Shag’s grin grew so huge. Nick couldn’t help
returning it.

“No excuse not to start on those rockers now,
eh?”

Shag opened his own package to discover a
tortoiseshell comb, which drew a spate of teasing down on him about
vanity over his mane of hair.

The evening broke up on that note, with the
hands happily trooping across frosty dirt to the bunkhouse. For men
accustomed to rising before the sun, the hour was late, and the
beds soon welcomed their occupants. All but one.

Nick slipped out the center door to satisfy a
craving for a cigarette, ignoring any other cravings. He shook
tobacco from his pouch into the paper, rolled and licked it,
twisted the end, then struck a match and drew in deep. He didn’t
smoke constant, and he’d never taken to chewing, but sometimes he
craved the bite in his lungs, the heat of smoke in his mouth and
nose.

“Nick?” Davis stood three feet away. “Nick,
are you mad I came here?”

“Why should I be?”

“I was supposed to stay at the cabin all
winter.”

“You’re not chained.”

“No. But, uh, I didn’t want you to think I
told anybody about . . . anything. I didn’t. Shag showed up last
week, like he knew all along I was there, and said to come for
Christmas. It seemed unneighborly to say no.”

“You did right, Davis.”

“You think, Nick?”

“Yeah. But you’d better get in out of
this.”

“Yeah. Okay. Good night, Nick.” The younger
man hesitated, then added quickly, “Happy Christmas, Nick.”

A knot of warmth in his chest caught Nick by
surprise. “Happy Christmas, Davis,” he answered, but he wasn’t sure
Andresson heard before he closed the bunkhouse door behind him.

A flicker of light drew his eyes to the main
house, the upstairs room he knew was Rachel Terhune’s. Perhaps
she’d climbed the stairs, after helping Ruth straighten the kitchen
and prepare for the next day’s festivities, to find the present
Shag had mentioned.

A pretty girl like you should be wearing
pretty dresses.

Not widow’s weeds. Not faded work
dresses.

It wasn’t likely Shag’s present ran to the
expense of a new dress. Rachel Terhune surely missed having pretty
dresses. Something other than a remade black. Or that old-fashioned
riding habit. Something like she’d seen worn by the ladies of
Hammer Butte. Something like he’d seen on women in San
Francisco—and taken off a few.

The figure above him came nearer the window,
close enough that he could see she wore a white nightdress. A
gentleman would have looked away. He’d never tried to claim that
title even if others would have allowed it.

With her wheat hair loose down her back, she
appeared a creature of flowing paleness. Like the Spirit of
Christmas Past she’d read about tonight, in its tunic of purest
white.

Christmas past . . . What had that been but
another day of avoiding his father’s fist if he could and knowing
he couldn’t avoid his tongue, another day of watching his mother
weaken, another day of struggling to cushion his sister’s fate.
He’d failed at that in the end, along with everything else.

Nick flipped the cigarette away and went to
his bunk.

But he rested no easier than Ebenezer Scrooge
had on that singular Christmas Eve. Nick’s sleep was disturbed, not
by three spirits, but by dreams of one spirit, in white with
wheat-gold hair and changeable eyes. These dreams produced a
decidedly earthy reaction considering they were about such an
ethereal being.

* * * *

Nick had never seen chores done so cheerfully
as they were the next morning. Caring for the working stock,
tending the horses, toting water buckets and splitting wood for
Ruth’s stove. There was a good deal of joking and conversation
about Mrs. Terhune’s story as they scrubbed up in the bunkhouse,
donning their best pants, fanciest boots and cleanest shirts.

“You coming, Nick?” Finally satisfied with
the reflection of his tie in the rusty mirror, Davis was ready to
head to the main house.

“In a minute.”

“Better hurry, or you’ll miss the
readin’.”

“I’ll be there.”

Nick was the last to take a seat at the long
table, after a last-minute change to the new striped shirt he’d
bought in Hammer Butte.

The Circle T’s owner wore a dress he hadn’t
seen before. Its gray material looked as if it would be as soft to
the touch as it was to the eye. White lace formed collar and cuffs.
Around the bottom of the skirt, more fashionably narrow than most
he’d seen her wear, was a band of velvet of so deep a red it neared
black. The same material marked the front and the sleeves. A
paisley shawl around her shoulders mixed the gray and a lighter
shade of red.

That color also seemed to be reflected in her
cheeks as she flicked a look at him before picking up the book.
When she began reading, even the scrape of utensil against plate
became muted, and finally fell silent.

Nick had never seen anything like it. As a
rule, hands didn’t make much conversation at a meal and they never
lingered. They finished eating, they left the table. There was too
much to do for it to be any other way. But here they sat, not one
leaving. “’So, as Tiny Tim observed. God Bless Us Every One,’” she
finished, and closed the book.

“If that don’t beat all,” said Henry among
general mutters of approval. “Guess old Scrooge learned his lesson
right enough.”

Mrs. Terhune smiled. “He did, indeed. Now,
what we have to learn is how to get ready for this afternoon’s
arrivals in no time at all.”

The men moved the desk and table to one side
for dancing in the dining room and set out chairs in the parlor.
About the time they finished, guests started arriving. Arnold
Brett, his wife and boy from Natchez along with a couple single
hands. The Murchisons, a family with two young sons running a bit
of land southwest of the Circle T. And the Schmidts, whose road
ranch served travelers up the stage road toward Miles City, came
with their daughter, Gerta.

And each brought delicacies they added to the
kitchen table already loaded with Ruth and Fred’s bounty. Besides
the women’s cakes and pies, the single hands from Natchez brought
tins of oysters and lobster. There would be another feast
tonight.

Dancing started as soon as Mr. Schmidt warmed
up his fiddle, and with the men far outnumbering the women, every
female was kept spinning and whirling, even Anna Brett, who was
obviously increasing again, as well as rotund Mrs. Schmidt and
gray-haired Ruth Shagwell.

Nick leaned against the wall and watched.
Davis, flushed and triumphant, joined him after a particularly
spirited dance with Rachel Terhune.

“Nick, you know how Shag and Mrs. Terhune
knew where I was?”

“No.”

“From the Schmidts. I’d been by their place
and they happened to mention it to someone who stopped the next
night at the Circle T, and that’s how word came along. I don’t
think they know—” Davis’ fair skin reddened. “I mean, I think they
think I’m just squatting there.”

“That won’t worry anybody any, because they
know you’re not rustling.”

Davis nodded. “That’s how I figured it. Might
even suit ‘em having somebody they know in that cabin since it’s
not all that far off the Circle T.”

“Might.” But how would it suit the Circle T
owner when she knew Nick Dusaq owned that cabin?

“Aren’t you going to dance?” Davis asked.

“Seems the ladies have plenty of
partners.”

Davis gave him a look that bordered on
mischief. “Don’t think they’d turn you down.”

Nick lifted an eyebrow and retaliated. “Don’t
see you taking your turns with young Gerta.” The other single men
had clustered around the Schmidts’ comely sixteen-year-old
daughter.

The younger man’s face grew thoughtful. “She
seems awful young. All that gigglin’, I guess.”

Nick nodded. Seemed Davis had more sense than
he’d given him credit for.

“No sense denying the others when they’d
rather be dancing with her, when dancing with the married ladies is
fine with me.”

You danced with Rachel Terhune and she’s not
married.

Nick pressed his lips tight, but it didn’t
stop the thought.

Rachel Terhune was no foolish girl but,
worthy as Ruth and Mrs. Schmidt might be, he couldn’t for the life
of him understand any man lumping her with them. Rachel Terhune was
a woman in her prime. A woman any man would want to hold in his
arms. The sort of woman who should have a man by her side, and be
breeding a babe.

A knot formed in Nick’s gut. At least one man
had made it clear he was more than willing to put Rachel Terhune in
that position. There were likely others.

“Where you going, Nick?” Andresson’s question
followed him as he headed toward the kitchen.

“Get some air.”

He barely noticed the aromas swirling in the
warmth of the kitchen, but strode through the deserted room and out
the door, welcoming the slap of cold. He breathed in deep, filling
his lungs so it would freeze any foolish notions lingering in his
chest. It stripped his senses of the lure of warmth, music, food
and laughter inside.

In the sharp, cold air of a Wyoming winter
evening, Nick came to a decision.

He’d tell Rachel Terhune he’d bought the
Wallace place.

Right now. If she fired him on the spot, he’d
ride out without looking back. If she wanted him to work out the
winter, he’d do that. But one way or another, he was going to tell
her, and that would put an end to this.

 



Chapter Seven

 


Nick stepped into the kitchen in time to
sight a swirl of gray skirt trimmed with deep red velvet
disappearing around the edge of the door to the cellar pantry.

Fate held him to his word. Right now it would
be.

He strode across the empty room. She hadn’t
closed the door. He did. It latched silently behind him.

Four steps down reached a dirt-packed floor
covered with stretched canvas. Being underground helped cool it
even in summer’s heat. Shelves to the ceiling stocked foodstuffs to
last a long, isolated winter.

At the far side and with her back to the
door, Rachel Terhune stood on her toes, the hem of her skirt
lifting to show her raised heels. A scuff marked the back of her
right low-heeled slipper. Above showed a pale swatch of stockinged
ankles as she stretched toward a wooden tray protruding from a
shelf above her head. With the tips of her fingers she nudged the
tray, topped by a round tin. Her fingertip-reach unsettled it, but
couldn’t secure the tray, and the tin threatened to slide right off
and onto her head.

The tray teetered. He moved quickly.

“I’ll get it.”

Rachel sucked in a startled breath, then
couldn’t seem to release it.

Even if she hadn’t thought herself alone,
this was the last voice she’d have expected.

Nick Dusaq.

She’d glimpsed his unsmiling eyes on her
while she danced. The echo of his voice jolted up her spine and she
brushed the underside of the tray again. The tin of nuts she’d come
after rattled. Before she could react, he’d stretched both arms
over her to steady the tray. He surrounded her, leaving no space,
no air. Abruptly, she dropped to her heels, brushing against
him.

“Hold still.”

A half step allowed him a hold to lift the
tin, a half step that brought him full against her. She obeyed his
order to be still because she couldn’t move. His outstretched arms
suspended the tin overhead.

Turning only her head, she followed the tin’s
path as he brought it to the side and laid it on a shelf. She felt
the solidity of his chest against her shoulder blades, the strength
of his thighs behind her legs. And the heat of his desire.

Shadows filtered across the pantry. Like the
shadows that had fallen across her room those nights Edward Terhune
had come to her bed. She should be frightened, repulsed.

She spun around, bracing her hands against
his chest to ward him off.

In the instant of that touch, the shadows
burned away, leaving the heat of summer, the blaze of clear sky and
the sparkle of sun on water. It dazzled her. Unable to move. Unable
to think. Just as she had been that day at Jasper Pond.

He dipped his head and the fleeting brush of
his lips across hers flashed through her body. When he raised his
head, he didn’t move away, his broad shoulders and dark head
blocking the light. But the darkness didn’t frighten her now.

His lips touched hers again. Not simply a
brush, but a meeting. They slid along her mouth, stopping to press,
then shifted for another angle.

He ended the kiss. They held there, so close
but not quite touching, while motion and time and intent hung
suspended.

Rachel knew she could end this, knew she
should. She made no move—not toward him or away.

A sound escaped him, a low hiss of a word
that touched her lips as a breath and slid a shiver down her
spine.

And then his mouth was on hers again, full,
hard, demanding. His hand cupped the back of her neck, holding her
to him, and his tongue pressed at her lips, seeking entry. Gaining
it. Sliding into her mouth, exploring, commanding.

She didn’t know this. Hadn’t experienced this
kind of kiss. Hadn’t felt this kind of heat. It came from all
around. From the air that seemed to crackle with it, from this
man’s body, and most disorienting of all, from some hidden source
deep inside her. It rose up in her to meet his heat and blend with
it. And she didn’t know how they could not be burned.

Nick felt the fire, inside and out. So hot he
nearly shivered with it. So hot it would scar.

Her mouth’s moist heat drew him in like a
drowning eddy. Her hands on his chest seemed to burn through the
covering cloth and right into his skin.

She stayed still, not fighting as he might
have feared, not answering as he might have dreamed. And suddenly
Nick couldn’t stand the stillness. Let her push him away or let her
hold him, but no more of this stillness. Loosening the strict hold
on his desire, he blatantly drew her lower body against his. His
other hand tilted her head to consume her mouth.

This was why he hadn’t danced with her, some
part of him recognized—because he never would have been satisfied
with the polite embrace of dancing. The roomful of people wouldn’t
have stopped him, he’d have demanded more.

How many times had he absorbed her sweet,
tangy smell? Now he tasted it, feasted on it. Acknowledged his
hunger for it in a primal communication. And she responded. Her
tongue touched to his. A tentative caress, so brief.

It didn’t always take a bolt of lightning to
start a range fire. Sometimes it needed only a tiny spark.

He raged with it. It licked at the restraints
he’d so carefully built, over months with her, over years with
himself.

Sliding his tongue against hers, rocking his
hips against hers, he wanted more . . . needed more.

She broke from his kiss with the gasp of a
drowning person. The full power of her arms, pushing against his
chest bought her only the breath of space he allowed. Their eyes
locked.

Through the haze of desire, he recognized the
wide stare of fear in her eyes. Beneath the slash of color across
her cheeks, he saw a stark paleness that looked to him like
terror.

What a fool. What a damned fool.

Heat burned between them, no denying that.
But heat could destroy what it set out to warm.

He shoved her away, not bothering to gentle
his rough hands, and she gave a small gasp.

He could take her. He knew it. Here in the
shadows and the dust, with a houseful of people a room away, he
could slide inside her, deep and hot, and they’d both buck and
writhe and sweat until they finally completed what had started that
day at Jasper Pond.

And when it ended the fire would cool, and he
would see among the ashes what was left in her eyes. Disgust

“Don’t forget the goddamned tin.”

He turned on his heel and walked out. Guided
by a brightening moon before him and clawing memories behind, he
didn’t stop until he reached the shack.

* * * *

Every rule of politeness learned from her
mother, every lesson in survival drilled by her father, every
instinct to salve hurts in private born into her came together to
carry Rachel through the dragging hours of that long, long
night.

Dancing, singing and eating went on all
night. Couldn’t go home in the dark, could they? reasoned her
guests. A rare bit of sociable fun snatched from a long, lonely
winter, so make the most of it. Until the sun’s rise denied them
their excuse. At last, they called farewells, still gay in
exhaustion—there’d be time enough to rest up.

Davis helped return furniture to order, but
he too left before midmorning. Shag, Henry and Fred did chores,
then slipped away. After she and Ruth righted the worst of the
damage, Rachel sent the older woman to rest, saying the work would
keep until afternoon, or tomorrow.

Then she repaired to her bedroom.

She stepped from the skirt Ruth had helped
her fashion from another of her mother’s old dresses and laid it
carefully on a chair. Her fingers mechanically unfastened the
closely set buttons on the matching bodice. As she put that aside,
a scent stopped her. Leather and wool, soap-scrubbed skin with a
tang of wind. She started to draw the cloth to her face.

What was she doing? Was she losing her mind,
imagining that the scent of Nick Dusaq lingered on her clothes?
Even if it did, she had no cause to seek after it.

Hastily, she put the bodice down, unhooked
the corset’s front busk and slid off petticoats, then her
stockings. Wearing her chemise, she slipped between the cold
sheets, and told herself to sleep.

Behind her closed eyelids arose images and
sensations she’d kept at bay all the long hours.

Sitting, she wrapped her arms around her bent
knees.

She didn’t want Nick to touch her that way,
to hold her so tight her breasts pressed against his chest, her
hips cradled his. She didn’t want to feel that way. Did she?

Edward Terhune’s visits to her bed had
frightened her at first, and brought pain. She’d resolved to endure
the pain, and knowing she could endure soon eased the fright.
Though the creaking of her bedroom door in the night had never
ceased to drop a weight to the pit of her stomach.

Nick’s caresses brought a strange sensation
there as well. Not the same, but no less disturbing.

She touched two fingertips to her lower lip.
It felt tender. Full and warm. Faintly moist.

Was that how it had felt to him?

Edward had kissed her sometimes, his lips
soft and wet. She had been grateful he never kissed her long,
proceeding to other intimacies, which also didn’t last long.

Nick’s lips had not been soft, though his
mouth had not been nearly as hard on hers as she might have
imagined from the harsh, stern line it usually held. Not that she
had imagined. Except, perhaps for some mad summer moments
beside Jasper Pond.

His kiss had not been wet, either, though
she’d felt the trail of moisture left by his tongue on her lips.
Top and bottom, and where they met . . . until his tongue entered
her mouth.

Her lips parted now, and one fingertip
slipped inside. She met it with the tip of her tongue, remembering
the sensations, imagining new ones.

God help her, she had wanted him to touch her
that way, to hold her that way. And more.

Not only by Jasper Pond, but that night at
the calf branding. And definitely last night, as he had held her in
his arms and kissed her.

Rachel hugged her knees tight and shivered,
alone, in her bed.

* * * *

Not three weeks after Christmas, Nick brought
Marley into the shed after a day in the saddle, to find Shag’s roan
stabled there.

In no mood to mince words, Nick swung open
the shack door and demanded, “What are you doing here, Shag?”

Come to fire me? Come to put a hole through
me?

Shag might do either—or both—if Rachel
Terhune had told her foreman what had happened.

Shag looked around from his whittling.
“Thought I’d see how you’re doing. You took off sudden at
Christmas.”

So, she hadn’t told him. “It was late. I
wanted to get back.”

Shag nodded slowly. He looked older. Or maybe
he just looked tired. “That’s what Chell said. Said you decided it
was time to head out. Seemed edgy, Chell did, but when I asked what
burr got under her saddle, she said I’d imagined it. My coddling
streak acting up, she said. Got to admit, I’d do my best to make
sure nothing and nobody hurt her.”

The implicit warning hung in the air. Nick
left it there, not denying, not taking up the challenge, not
pointing out Rachel Terhune did a damned good job of taking care of
herself.

Shag nodded, as if silence gave an answer.
“’Course, sometimes she’s hurting herself. But that’s the way with
women. My Ruth, bless her, she . . .” The foreman began an
affectionate grumble.

No talk of Christmas intruded as they
prepared beans to go with the biscuits Shag had brought from Ruth’s
morning batch. Shag didn’t eat much and rubbed hard at his gut when
he thought Nick didn’t notice. They finished eating, and sat before
the fire, Shag whittling while Nick braided strips of rawhide.

“How’s Joe-Max’s camp?” Nick asked after a
while.

Shag shrugged. “ ‘Bout what we expected. Only
a fool don’t expect to lose cattle over winter.”

“Maybe. Maybe it doesn’t need to be so
many.”

Shag snorted. “How? Trail ‘em to Texas for
the winter?”

“The way they drift south, it wouldn’t be
hard to convince ‘em. But I had in mind something different.” He
left it, for Shag to ignore or pick up as he chose.

Guiding the knife with the pad of his thumb,
Shag cut out a precise curl of wood. “What’d you have in mind?”

“I was thinking of those breeding horses at
the main ranch.”

“What about ‘em?”

“Why not treat cattle the same come winter?
Pasture them close and feed them.”

“This is open range country.”

“Not forever.”

The older man winced, and Nick guessed Doyle
Shagwell had seen that the way of life he knew would end someday.
Vast as open range remained, it had dwindled in a few short years.
Homesteads, towns, railroads, mining all ate away at it, at the
same time more cattlemen put more head on less land.

“Profit in cattle comes of keeping costs low
raising ‘em, and that’s because they graze the range. It would cost
to feed a herd all winter. Either by raising hay, which would need
a heap of workers you don’t have—”

“Cowhands.”

“And wouldn’t the boys just love being hay
shovelers? And even so, it’d cost in wages. And if you don’t raise
hay, you put out cash for it. Any way you cut it, it’d cost a good
sight more.”

“And it’d cut losses.”

“Could. Hard to tell if it would make up the
expense.” Shag nodded twice. “Something to think of cold winter
nights, I suppose. Yessir, something to think of.”

Silence enclosed them, with the only sounds
rising from the fire and the industry of the two men’s hands. A
peacefulness Nick seldom experienced in another’s company lulled
him, so when Shag broke the silence. Nick’s careful reserve had
relaxed.

“You’ve had hard going, haven’t you,
Nick?”

Nick cut his eyes to the foreman. Shag’s
attention appeared concentrated on the wood taking shape under his
knife. Nick said nothing. Shag went on anyway.

“That’s why I think you and her should
understand each other so you get along better than you been doing.
Rachel, I mean,” he said, as if Nick wouldn’t have known.

Maybe they understood each other too well, at
least understood what each wanted from the other, but couldn’t
have.

“She’s had rough times, too. Her ma died with
Chell still a child. Something went out of Oren Phillips when
Theresa died. You know, that’s where the name came from. Some think
it’s from Terhune, but Oren Phillips branded Circle T when the home
ranch was on the Platte. T’s for Theresa, the circle for the 0 in
Oren. His way of saying he’d care for her. When he couldn’t, he
nearly went with her. Only thing that kept him going was dreaming
of this place.

“He saw this land in the sixties, wanted to
run cattle right off. But it belonged to the Indians. Oren wouldn’t
cheat Indians like some, and he wouldn’t help run ‘em off. But when
others did, he wasn’t backward. Said not doing it’d hurt the Circle
T and didn’t help the Indians none. After Theresa, he loved the
Circle T. And Rachel knew it.

“Oren was good with cattle and horses.
Keeping books and making a good deal, though, he didn’t have the
knack. Took less care after Theresa died. Got deep in debt. Rachel
tried to help. Still a girl when she took on the books, but he
didn’t listen, not to her, not to me. When Terhune got Oren’s
notes, Rachel did the best she could for her pa.”

Nick felt the ominous weight of sorrow in the
older man’s words. If he’d thought he could stop Shag, Nick would
have tried.

“Edward Terhune said he’d throw her and her
pa off the place and burn the house Oren had built for Theresa and
everything in it. He would have, the sorry son of a bitch. When he
wanted something, it wasn’t enough for him to have it, nobody else
could. So Rachel gave Terhune what he demanded—herself.”

A scalding churn set up in Nick’s gut. The
padres had taught he’d go to hell for hating, but Hades would be
worth it to get his hands around Terhune’s throat, even in the
afterlife. It didn’t help any that the image of Rachel’s stricken
face when he’d lashed out about Wood wanting her land and body rose
up to reproach him.

“Rachel insisted Terhune marry her. She’s
always had heart, that girl, and she figured as Mrs. Terhune she
might could help folks on the Circle T, starting with her pa. She
insisted Terhune leave Oren to run the place. Terhune didn’t mind,
but Oren’d taken to drink and wasn’t the man he’d been. Then
Terhune did the first good thing in his entire life and got his
neck broke trying to ride Warrior before Chell finished gentling
him. He called her training nonsense, said the animal needed a firm
hand, just like a woman. Guess they both showed him.”

Shag’s obvious satisfaction reminded Nick
that the old foreman could be a formidable enemy.

“This area was opening, and Rachel dived into
move the Circle T. Oren rallied some. He couldn’t live in the
saddle, but he clear delighted in adding rooms to the
house—different plan for each. Five months he lasted. Then he died
happy, the parlor near done, second story started, his Circle T
where he’d always wanted it. Rachel . . . Well, it took a while,
but she came round. Soon as she saw her pa’s dream hadn’t died, not
with her running the Circle T.”

Nick sat back, extending his legs, itching to
walk away from the swirling emotions the old man dispensed. “Don’t
suppose she had any help from you seeing that?” he asked with thick
irony.

Shag looked surprised, then suspiciously
bland. “I mighta said a word or two—when I got a chance around Ruth
putting her cent’s worth in.”

“Never known either of you to hold to a
cent.” Shag’s smile grew. Nick’s tone sharpened. “Look at all the
words you expended telling me Rachel Terhune’s life. For no reason
I see.”

“You might think I’m feeding off my range
with all this talk, but you never know when a bit of knowing might
come in handylike.”

Nick was saved searching for an answer by
Shag’s weary announcement that he was turning in.

With dawn trying to push aside leaden clouds
sullenly spitting snow, they mounted, with Shag unsuccessfully
stifling a grimace. They prepared to head separate ways—Shag east
toward the home ranch, Nick north.

“If the weather holds, I’ll be round next
month.”

Nick raised an eyebrow. “I’ve got enough to
get through to spring. No need for more.”

“A man needs all sorts of things. Not just
rib-stickers and dried apples. Needs a bit of talking, another body
by his fire.” Shag maneuvered his horse beside Brujo. “Man needs a
bit of music now and then, too.”

Automatically, Nick’s hand closed around the
simple pipe Shag held out. So that was what the man had been
working on.

He mumbled a thanks, but Shag waved it off.
“A man needs music in his life, and if he won’t take the music a
woman can give him, he’d best learn to make his own.” The foreman
grinned as he rode away.

* * * *

Shag didn’t return in a month, but Nick
didn’t think much of that. The foreman knew he had supplies to
last. Besides, Nick was busy, freeing cattle mired in deepening
drifts, breaking through ice on drinking holes, using his rifle to
hold off wolves drifting in from high ground. He’d spotted tracks
of two horses, riding through Circle T land, but near enough to the
wagon road between Chelico and Miles City to make him wonder why
they hadn’t followed it.

When he found trace of a fire, plenty of
animals churning the snow, but not of men bedding down, he figured
he could stop wondering. Someone had been branding. In dead of
winter. On Circle T land.

He spent more of each day looking for horse
tracks off the road without finding them.

But come evenings, after supper, when he sat
by the fire trying his hand at whittling or tooting on that silly
pipe. Nick sometimes acknowledged to himself he did miss the bit of
company the old foreman provided.

* * * *

“He’s no better?”

Rachel kept her voice low, though the man in
the bed across the room hadn’t stirred.

Ruth shook her head. Bluish marks cupped her
eyes, set off by her paleness. “He’s sleeping and that’s good, but
. . . He was coughing up blood again last night.”

The two women’s eyes met in a sharing of
worry.

“He’s had bad spells before,” Ruth added,
“but not like this.”

“Damn that doctor.”

“Can’t blame him, Rachel. If he comes out, he
could get snowed in for a month or more, then what would all the
other folks do? Makes sense he stays in town.”

“Then we have to get Shag to town.”

“But he said—”

“Now I’m saying. Your niece’ll let you stay
with her family?”

“I’m sure she will, but—”

“Then we’re leaving as soon as we can for
Chelico. Henry will help me fix a pallet in the wagon. You heat
stones and gather your belongings to stay till spring.”

* * * *

Hoofprints marked the shallow snow in front
of the shed. Nick had directed his horses around it since the last
snowfall a week ago just for this forewarning.

He relaxed some when he saw the new horse in
the shed was one of the Circle T’s, though not Shag’s roan. Still,
he slipped into the shack with revolver cocked, rifle tucked under
his arm. By the rule of the range anyone riding through got shelter
and food. But until he knew who he shared with, Nick’s rule was
caution.

The effusive aroma of fresh coffee hit him
first. When Henry’s wrinkled face turned from where he bent over a
Dutch oven. Nick eased off the trigger.

“Howdy, Nick. Brought your supplies.” He
waved a hairy arm toward a row of tins and two sacks on the table.
“Brought oats for that black devil of yours, too.”

“Thanks.” He slid his revolver into a saddle
bag, propped the rifle by the door and drew off his gloves.

Henry stirred something in a skillet,
releasing an aroma that reminded Nick cooking could involve more
than opening a can or boiling beans. Henry chattered about his
trip. Settling himself on the stool. Nick listened to an account of
every frigid step before deciding he wasn’t getting what he wanted
by waiting.

“Where’s Shag?”

“Uh, he felt poorly, so she—they decided I
should come.”

“Poorly?”

“Pains in his gut. Bad pains.”

Nick frowned. “Doctor?”

“Couple weeks back, Mrs. Terhune sent a
message. But the doc ain’t coming out this weather. ‘Fraid he’d be
here till spring.”

Nick stood, reaching for gloves and
rifle.

“Where’re you going?” Henry demanded.

“Get Shag, take him in.”

“No! Wait!”

Nick paused, taking in Henry’s worried frown.
“Aw, hell,” the man finally said, “I told her this wouldn’t work.
Mrs. Terhune left to take Shag to Chelico, day before yesterday.
Took a wagon.”

“Alone?”

“Yeah. Well, Ruth, too. Shag didn’t want to
go, but when he saw he couldn’t change Mrs. Terhune’s mind, he told
her to send for you. She wouldn’t, and Shag was so poorly . . .
Well, I tried and Fred tried to tell her, this is no time of year
to be hightailing round the country, a woman alone. She said she
wouldn’t be alone, she’d have Ruth and Shag. I told her plain, they
wouldn’t be no help if she broke a wheel or some such. She said she
was taking Shag to the doctor and that was the end of it.”

“Is she staying in town?”

“Hell, no. She said as soon as him and Ruth
got situated, she’d head back. Best Shag could get from her, she
promised she’d take a stage ‘stead of riding alone.”

Nick slowly returned his rifle and
gloves.

Henry shook his head. “I kept telling her my
elbow’s paining me something fierce, and that’s a sure as hell sign
of a howler coming down, but she wasn’t listening. Just said she’d
be back quick as she got Shag cared for and not to tell you a
thing. I said that don’t work with Nick, but she got that mule
look.”

He knew that look. So when Henry started
speculating that maybe Shag would convince Mrs. Terhune to stay in
town after all. Nick didn’t put any stock in it.

* * * *

Rachel doggedly held on to the rough plank
door when wind threatened to rip it from her gloved grasp and slam
it closed. An eddy of cold air slapped her lined cape and nipped
her ankles even through thick-knit stockings and leather tie-ups.
She was grateful for the layers of quilted petticoats under her
wool skirt.

Another gust spurted and the door swung open
abruptly, practically flinging her into the tiny room that served
as the stage line’s office in Chelico. Righting herself and getting
the door closed, she released a huff of breath before turning to an
array of grim faces.

She’d caught sight of the horses being put in
place, and had rushed the final few yards, concerned she might be
too late to secure a spot on today’s stage. Now a new worry
reared.

“Isn’t the stage running, Milton?”

Milton Olman, a scrawny man with one useless
arm, collected fees and kept the books for the stage.

“It’s running,” came a blustery voice from
near the corner stove. A bulky man made bulkier by the theatrical
effects of flowing beard and ostentatiously collared coat stepped
forward, hands patting his chest. “I’m running it. Aaron Vaw, at
your service. A true knight of the ribbons. I shall take this stage
through to Miles City, whether I take it empty or whether these
citizens cease to shivering in their boots and gather their
fortitude and climb aboard.”

Aaron Vaw’s bombastic style didn’t impress
Rachel, but she would have no contact with him once the stage
rolled; he’d be outside guiding the team, she’d be inside. Judging
from the shaking heads and long faces, she would be alone
inside.

“Very well. Milton, I’ll purchase a fare to
the Circle T.” The stage didn’t deliver her to the door, but the
road ran past the main gate. If the weather was too rough for her
to trudge the mile to the house, she could ring the bell attached
to the gate and summon assistance.

“Mrs. Terhune, there’s a bad storm brewing,
looks like.”

“The stage has gotten through in worse than
this, Milton. Here’s the fare.”

She held out the money. He didn’t take
it.

“Truly, ma’am, you’d best think on this.
Another stage comes in three, four days, and the weather—”

“Nonsense,” roared the driver. “This stage is
running. Today. This very moment. And now, at last, we have found
one passenger with backbone.”

Advancing from the corner, he dramatically
removed the money from Rachel’s hand and stuffed it into Milton’s
vest pocket. He took the waybill the clerk held and snatched a pen
from his desk. “Your name, ma’am?” She told him, and he wrote it
with a flourish. To his demand about baggage, she held up her
valise.

“We depart this very moment,” Vaw announced,
casting a superior look at the other occupants of the room.

As Rachel crossed the yard to the stage, a
large, wet snowflake struck her cheekbone and slid down like a
tear.

* * * *

He was a damn fool to be out in this.

And if he didn’t know it, Brujo did. The
horse had tried more than once to reach back and nip Nick’s leg
since they’d started out in this storm.

“Not much farther,” he promised aloud.

A little more along the road, then he’d cut
across country and, with luck, they’d reach the shack within an
hour. Then he’d sit by the fire and wonder what had possessed him
to let Henry’s frettings of three nights ago push him out into this
white hell.

It had started snowing yesterday noon and
blown hard all night. The snow eased off by first light, but the
wind whipped drifts around like clouds. The sky hung, weighty and
gray just above the ground in stark warning that the storm was
gathering strength for a second—and harsher—round.

Nick told himself he wouldn’t have much
chance to go out the next few days, and he had to keep watch on the
herd. But instead of following the creekbed, where cattle would
likely gather in fierce weather, he was tracking the stage
road.

Brujo gave a snort, ears pricking, then
flattening.

Nick focused immediately on what had caused
the reaction—something dark whipping in the wind, down near ground
level—and he kept Brujo headed toward it when the horse would have
skirted wide.

A corner of loose cloth—a piece of coat. A
bulky, eyecatching coat with a buffalo collar so wide it almost
formed a cape. A coat that hadn’t been warm enough to protect its
owner. A coat worn by a dead man.

Nick knew the man was dead before he
dismounted, holding tight to Brujo’s reins in case the unsettled
animal got the notion to bolt. Without a horse, Nick could come to
the same end as the bearded stranger staring up at him, the skin of
his cheeks a strange, blanched color, as if the snow had sifted
into the flesh.

A stage driver, by his flamboyant getup.

Brujo snorted, and Nick eased his grip on the
reins he’d unconsciously jerked. He saw no sign of stage or horses.
The man had been afoot. Fresh snow mostly obscured his path. He
must have fallen sometime during the night, and died not long
after.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/30313
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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