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“Logan . . . I love you.

You know that, don’t you?”

 

He let his hard-held breath escape. “Yes,” he whispered.

“I know you’re afraid to love me. But I’m not afraid.”

“Oh, God, Rosalee, I’m not afraid for myself, but for you!”

“Don’t be afraid for me. I’m a grown woman. I know what I want. I want you, Logan. I’m shameless for saying so, but I want to be with you, stay with you.”

“I’d marry you in a minute if I thought there was any chance it might not ruin you . . . any thread of hope we’d be able to live in peace. In the end it would destroy you!” His voice shook as a flood of despair knocked at his heart.

“I’m not convinced of that. I’ve waited for you all my life. If you love me, even half as much as I love you, you’ll not turn me away. I’m asking you to take me in all the ways a man takes the woman he loves,” she whispered . . .

 

“Five stars! Dorothy Garlock is to historical romantic fiction what Elizabeth Barrett Browning is to the love sonnet!”

—Affaire de Coeur on Restless Wind
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The town of Junction City is a fictitious name for Loveland, Colorado, a beautiful city just east of the Rocky Mountains, as I imagined it would be had it existed at the time of this story.

All the persons in this book are fictitious with the exception of historical figures such as Colonel J.M. Chivington, a former Methodist minister. As commander of the Military District of Colorado he was responsible for the deaths of five hundred Indians, mostly women, children and old people in a deed known as the Sand Creek Massacre. However, the people in my story could have lived in the Colorado Territory in the late 1860’s where the Indians, a people considered less than human by some of the whites, and who were dispensable because they were an obstruction in a stream of insatiable dreamers, lost their world, and are no more!

 

 

Dorothy Garlock          

 
 

 

Chapter One

The sound of rain dripping on the dirt floor woke Rosalee from a sound sleep. The roof had sprung a leak! She sat up on the edge of the bed and slipped her feet into her shoes. It was so dark she could not see the lamp or the matches, and groped around, hands outstretched. She found the match and drew the head along under the table top, held the flame to the wick, and turned it low before replacing the glass chimney. When she finally located the leak, she set a bucket under the drip.

A low moaning wind swept around the corners and under the cabin eaves. The drops of rain fell slowly and heavily, beating against the tin roof and splattering against the window. The night was so black she could see nothing but her own reflection in the small pane of glass. Not even a flash of lightning broke the darkness.

She wrapped her arms around herself as a chill crept over her skin. How gloomy and still this stone cabin was! She looked at the yellowstone chimney and fireplace and was tempted to build a fire. The clock on the mantel told her it was several hours until dawn, yet she was reluctant to blow out the lamp and return to the double bunk where her younger sister slept. She glanced at the ladder leading to the loft where her brother had his bed.

“Poor Ben. Only fourteen and so much responsibility.”

Ben had come in after dark tired and wet. All he had to show for his day’s work was a tough, wild steer he had rousted out of the brush. Tomorrow she would help him mark it with their Rolling S brand and add it to their small herd. With any luck they would gather enough unbranded stock to buy supplies for another year—if they could get them to the rail head.

Drip, drip, drip. Rosalee eyed the bucket, grateful the leak was not in the roof above where Ben slept. She was wide awake now. She held up her gown and went across the hard-packed earthen floor to listen at the hide covered door leading to the lean-to. Her father was snoring peaceably. She glanced down at Charlie, the big, brown, mongrel dog that lay with his rear against the outside door, his heavy jowls on his paws and his eyes on her.

The cabin was built of native stone taken from the bluffs behind the house. It consisted of one large room and a lean-to that served as her father’s room. It had a peaked roof, with a loft at one end of it. There was a large fireplace, a square table, a double bunk attached to the wall, two chairs and two benches. Shelves along the walls above the sheet-iron cookstove held the cookware, and pegs for the clothing lined the opposite wall. Three years on a dirt floor! How her mother would have hated it! They had always been poor, but until now they’d had a house with a wooden floor.

Rosalee flung the long, thick braid of light brown, sun-streaked hair back over her shoulder. There would be no money this year to buy planks for flooring. Every dollar would be needed for food and for shells to hunt meat for the table and, if necessary, to protect this little spot they called home.

Her father had been a dreamer, a drifter. A thousand acres of preempted government land and this cabin were all he had to show for a lifetime of work. He had worked hard—when he worked. He was a man skilled at both the carpenter’s and mason’s trade, but he never stayed in one place long enough to build anything permanent for himself. Now he was as dependent on Rosalee and Ben as was their ten-year-old sister, Odell.

Rosalee stood beside the table and thought about when they had first come to the Colorado Territory three years ago. The land had lain empty, lonely and still. The last town had been twenty miles behind them. In all that distance they had not seen another ranch or a line shack or a fence . . . not even a horse or a cow. She had not been able to suppress her disappointment.

“What did you expect for four hundred dollars?” her father had said testily when they rounded a point and saw the cabin tucked close under the shoulder of a hill.

Rosalee’s heart had shriveled within her. Before her was the solitary building, squat and bare, without a shed or pole corral. Only the tall trees kept it company in all this vast space.

“It’s ours—bought and paid for,” Grant Spurlock had said proudly.

Drab and barren, it was a roof over their heads. Rosalee knew how he felt. It had been two years since they had lived in anything other than a wagon, two years since they had buried her mother back in Missouri. She had been just sixteen and Ben eleven when they came to this place. Despite being constantly alert for marauding Indians seeking revenge for the Sand Creek Massacre, they had built a pole corral and a log shed for their stock, spaded up a kitchen garden and dug an irrigation ditch from the spring. Ben had milked the cow, chopped wood, and cared for the horses. They had branded their twelve head of cattle and turned them loose on last year’s growth of long bleached grass.

Grant Spurlock had seen his new home through blurred vision, and a few months later he was totally blind. In the middle of the night when she opened her eyes to total darkness, Rosalee realized how helpless and terrified her father must have been when he first lost his sight. He had adjusted far better than she had expected he would. He spent his days carving animals and birds from blocks of wood. Rosalee thought it a miracle that the talent for creating such beautiful things never presented itself until he lost his sight. In the evenings he taught sums to Odell and Ben, and dredged his memory for bits and pieces of knowledge to pass along to his children.

Rosalee suddenly became aware that Charlie was on his feet and was standing stiff-legged and alert, his nose pressed to the door and his head tilted in a listening position. It was deadly quiet. She couldn’t hear anything except the rain on the tin roof and the drip of water as it splattered in the bucket. A low, rumbling growl escaped from Charlie’s throat.

“What is it, boy?” Rosalee whispered. “Has one of those mangy steers wandered into my garden?”

The hair on the back of Charlie’s neck stood up and he growled threateningly. His paws dug at the door sill.

“What is it, Rosalee? What’s wrong?” Ben called from the top of the ladder.

“Charlie thinks something’s out there.”

“If Charlie thinks somethin’s out there, somethin’ is!” Ben scrambled down from the loft. “Soon as I get hold of the rifle, douse the lamp.”

Rosalee grabbed her dress and pulled it over her head before she blew out the lamp. Without the light the room was pitch dark. She blinked several times and felt her way past the table and along the wall to the window. Charlie was digging urgently at the door, whining his frustration at not being able to get out.

“There must be an animal out there or Charlie wouldn’t act like this. Maybe it’s a bear.”

“It’s more’n likely a two-legged bear. One of them Clayhill riders wanderin’ around, drunk as a skunk.” Ben edged up beside his sister to peer out the window. “We been gettin’ a lot of company lately,” he added with a hint of disgust in his voice.

Rosalee strained her ears, but still couldn’t hear anything.

“Hello the house.” The voice reached them over the racket Charlie was making.

“Sshh . . . Charlie,” Ben commanded. “I told you it was one of them no-goods.”

“Hello the house.”

“Who are you and what’a you want?” Ben called, and Rosalee wished his voice didn’t sound so boyish.

“A traveler with a sick woman. I saw your light.”

“A traveler with a sick woman, my hind foot!” Ben snorted. “It’s one of them drunk no-goods wantin’ to get in outta the rain.”

Rosalee tried to make out a shadow in the darkness, but the night was too black. “Tell him to come up to the window and show himself,” she whispered. Then, “Make Charlie be still, I can’t hear.”

“I’ll bet a biscuit he’s got a dog out there or Charlie wouldn’t be so crazy to get out.”

“What’s goin’ on out there, Rosalee? What’s all the racket about?” Grant called from the lean-to.

“A stranger, Pa. Says he’s a traveler with a sick woman.”

“Ha! Likely story. Keep the door barred.”

“Hello the house. I mean you no harm. I’ll hand my gun in if you open the door.” The man’s voice broke on a raspy cough.

“What if he really does have a sick woman, Ben? We’ve got to find out.” Rosalee tried to see into the darkness outside the window, but to no avail. “Tell him to come up to the door. I’ll light the lamp and you hold the rifle ready. But first tell him as soon as we open the door Charlie’ll be all over him like a dirty shirt.”

“We’ve got a mean dog,” Ben called.

“Tie him up. My dog will kill him if he attacks.”

“Make your dog stay back. Come up to the door. I’ve got a rifle on you. Light the lamp, Rosalee, and put that rope on Charlie.”

“You know I can’t hold that dog.”

“Then hold the rifle and I’ll hold him.”

Rosalee waited for a minute so her eyes could adjust to the light, moved over and took the gun from her brother’s hands.

“We’re gonna open the door,” Ben called. “Hand your gun in.”

They heard a whine outside the door and a voice giving a command. Then a rap sounded on the door.

Charlie lunged and growled. “Be still, Charlie.” Ben yanked on the rope holding the dog and slowly lifted the heavy bar from the door.

Rosalee waited in an agony of suspense. What if there was more than one man out there? They could push their way into the cabin and there would be no way she or Ben could stop them. Ben pulled the door open wide enough for the light to reach out to the man who stood there. He was holding his six-shooter by the barrel, butt forward. Ben reached out, took it, and swung the door open wider.

The man’s huge, wet frame filled the doorway. He wore a buckskin shirt with the tail outside and belted about the waist. Fringed leather pants and knee-high moccasins encased his legs. His flat-crowned hat sat straight on his head and water dripped from its brim. Thick, black hair hung to his shoulders and his deep-set eyes were licorice black. A full mustache, shaped in a wide downward curve around his mouth reached almost to his jaw. High, prominent cheekbones and skin the color of copper proclaimed his Indian blood.

“I’d be obliged if you’d allow me to bring my mother in out of the rain.” He waited, his gaze going from Ben to Rosalee.

Rosalee read the Indian breeding. It registered in the slightest widening of her blue-green eyes. “Your mother?”

“She’s on a travois. I’m trying to get her to a doctor.”

“It’s twenty miles to town and there’s no doctor there that I know of. Bring her in. Ben, do something about that dog.” Rosalee put the rifle on the pegs. Ben backed into a corner, holding Charlie’s rope in one hand and the man’s six-gun in the other.

The man disappeared from the doorway and they heard him giving sharp commands; then he was back with a blanket-wrapped bundle in his arms. As he stepped into the room, the water ran in rivulets onto the dirt floor from the bundle he carried and from his own clothes.

Rosalee had shaken Odell awake, and now she moved hastily out of bed and crossed over to sit wide-eyed and scared on the bench beside the table. The man stood hesitantly until Rosalee came to him and peeled the wet blankets away from the still form in his arms. She nodded for him to lay the woman on the bunk.

“What’s goin’ on?” Grant came in from the lean-to. He had pulled on his britches, but his feet were bare.

“The woman is sick, Pa. It’s all right. You can go back to bed.”

“All right? Why’d you let them in for? She could have the cholera!”

Rosalee’s eyes flew to the man’s face. He shook his head and somehow she believed him.

“It isn’t the cholera, Pa.”

The man dwarfed her. He stood silently, seemingly unaware that the water that dripped from his clothes was forming a mud puddle around his feet. His eyes questioned her—or were they daring her to voice her surprise that the woman he was asking her to care for was an Indian? He turned his head and coughed. It came from deep in his chest.

“I’ll take care of her. You’d better get out of those wet clothes or you’ll be sick, too.”

“Thank you, ma’am. Is it all right if I put my horses in that corral I saw out back?”

“Horses?”

“A mare and a foal. I’ll tie my stallion out under that big cedar and the dog will watch him.” He coughed again.

“Do you want Ben to do it?”

“No, ma’am. The dog wouldn’t let him close to the horses.”

“There’s a lantern beside the door.”

“Thank you, ma’am, but I don’t need it.”

He went out the door and Ben, dragging Charlie on the rope, came over to peer down at the woman on the bunk.

“She’s an Indian!” he hissed.

“Sshh . . . don’t tell Pa. You know how unreasonable he can get.”

“But . . . Rosalee . . .”

“She’s a human and she’s sick!” Rosalee whispered. “Shut up about it and tie up that dog. Ben,” she said over her shoulder, “build a fire. Odell, don’t just sit there! Put your dress on over your nightgown.”

Rosalee turned her attention back to the woman. Somehow the man had managed to keep her dry. She was so thin she scarcely made an indentation in the cornhusk mattress. Her cheeks were wrinkled, flushed and sunken. Her eyelids fluttered and her breath came rapidly. She moved her hands restlessly. Only a few strands of her once dark hair showed among the gray. She looked old, very old. Rosalee pulled off her moccasins. Her feet and legs were hot.

“She’s burning up with fever. Odell, put some water in the washpan and bring me a cloth.” Rosalee opened the cloth shirt the woman was wearing, but closed it when she saw it was the only garment she wore. The long, butternut dyed skirt was dry, so she wrapped it around her legs and covered her with a blanket.

She was bathing the woman’s face with a damp cloth when a rap sounded on the door before it was pushed open. The man stood beside the door, his saddlebags over his arm. Rosalee glanced at him.

“If you have anything dry to put on you can change in the loft.”

“How is she?”

“She’s burning up with fever. How long has she been sick?”

“About a week. I brought her down from Wind River Canyon.”

“A week? Has she eaten anything?”

“Not for a couple of days. I’d be obliged if—”

“Odell, get up and heat some milk,” Rosalee said sharply. “And put some sugar and a biscuit in it.”

“Who are ya, man?” Grant demanded. He had found his way to his chair beside the fireplace.

The stranger eyed him and Rosalee waited. Grant made no effort to turn his face toward the man and she saw the dark eyes flick from her to her father and back to Ben, who still held the six-gun.

“Name’s Logan Horn. The woman’s my mother.” He threw the words out like a gauntlet. His face showed no emotion at all, but his eyes bored into Rosalee’s.

“Grant Spurlock, late of Independence, Missouri. Ever been there?”

“Once or twice.” He tried to suppress a cough. “I’m making a mud puddle, ma’am.”

“It’ll dry as soon as the fire gets going. Go on up to the loft and throw down your wet clothes. If you don’t have anything dry to put on, wrap yourself in a blanket.”

“I’ve got dry clothes.” He took off his hat and hung it on a peg beside the door, sat down on the bench, and pulled off his wet moccasins.

Rosalee sat on the edge of the bunk and bathed the woman’s face. She was very sick and pitifully thin. Her breath came in gasps. Rosalee’s heart contracted at the sight of her ravaged face. Odell brought the cup of milk and Rosalee tried to spoon some of it into the woman’s dry, parched lips, but it ran down the side of her chin. Finally, Rosalee had to give up. The only other thing she could do was squeeze water from a cloth into the woman’s mouth. It was a slow process.

When Logan Horn came down from the loft he was wearing duck trousers, a cloth shirt, and low-cut leather moccasins. He spread his wet clothes on a bench beside the fire and came to hunker down beside the bunk.

“She’ll die,” he said softly. He gazed intently at his mother’s still face.

“Oh, no! Maybe . . . not,” Rosalee said, but knew he spoke the truth.

“She’ll die,” he said again and the back of his fingers stroked the hair at her temple. “She was only waiting for me to come and I came too late.”

“If we can break the fever . . .” Rosalee’s voice trailed off.

“No.”

“We can’t just give up and let her die!”

“She wants to die. It’s her time. I shouldn’t have taken her from her people.”

“Then why did you? The trip and the rain . . .”

“I was angry. They had cast her out because all the men in her family were dead and she had no one to bring meat to her lodge.”

“I’ve heard that they do that. It’s mean and cruel.”

“It’s their way of surviving. She understood.” He turned his face away and coughed.

“You’re sick, too. Pa’s got a dab of whiskey.”

She spoke to the back of his head, then continued to look at him when he turned his face once again to look down at the woman on the bed. She noted the smooth broad expanse of forehead; the black-lashed, hooded eyes beneath strongly arched brows; the straight nose, wide mouth; the thick, faintly waving hair that framed a wholly arresting face that demanded attention, but gave away nothing at all.

Logan was aware the girl was studying him. She had been kind; kinder than he had expected a white family to be after being roused in the middle of the night. Yet she made him self-conscious, and he shifted his feet and turned his body at an angle away from her.

“I’m so sorry there’s nothing I can do for her.” She wanted to cry for the big man and his pathetically thin mother.

He turned back as if surprised by her words. His eyes were two mirrors of misery. “You have given her a place to die. She would not have asked even that of you.”

Tears sprang to Rosalee’s eyes and he turned his gaze away from them. As she moved from the bunk and carried the washpan back to the shelf, she whispered to her father that the woman was dying and then urged Odell up the ladder to sleep in Ben’s bed. Charlie had settled down beside the door and Ben had placed the six-gun on the mantel beside the clock. She suggested to Grant that he go back to bed, and after awhile he did. Ben sat in Grant’s chair and was soon asleep.

Rosalee moved quietly. She added more wood to the cookstove and ladled water into the black iron teakettle. When it boiled, she opened the can with their precious supply of tea, put two pinches in the crockery pitcher, filled it with boiling water, and sat a wooden plate on top of it so it would steep.

Logan Horn was sitting on the edge of the bunk. He held one of his mother’s thin hands in his. He was angry at himself. He had waited too long to come back for her. While he was fighting to free the slaves, his mother’s people had been massacred at Sand Creek. She had fled north with her relatives to the Yellowstone. It had taken him two years to find her.

Morning Sun, his mother, was once the beautiful daughter of Running Wind, a Cheyenne chief. A white man had married her in an Indian ceremony; it had been his means to get her into his bed, to use her during his short stay with her people. When he was ready to leave, he divorced her. He “threw her away” at a tribal ceremony called the Omaha Dance. Playing the irate husband, he danced alone with a stick in his hand. He struck a mighty blow on a drum with the stick, threw it into the air, and shouted, “There goes my wife.” Morning Sun had felt much shame at being discarded in such a manner.

Someday soon, Logan vowed silently, he would look into the eyes of the man who hadn’t wanted him, the man who was ashamed he had slept with a squaw and gotten her with child, and he would kill him.

“Mr. Horn.” Rosalee stood beside him with the mug of whiskey-laced tea in her hand.

Logan’s mind jerked back to the present. There was a burning ache in his throat that had nothing to do with the raw, raspiness that had plagued him for days. It was as if he was traveling down a dark narrow path through a region of devastation. Mister Horn. This slip of a girl was the first person to give him that respect since he came into the Colorado Territory. Singly, few had dared to call him “dirty half-breed” or “red ass.” They were braver in numbers, and he had endured their insults in stony-eyed silence, steeling himself against the animosity in the eyes turned on him.

He knew now he would not remain passive in the face of insult ever again. Unless he planted his feet and asserted his rights, he would be trampled into the ground by the “civilized” people who had massacred hundreds of helpless women, children, and old people at Sand Creek.

He took the mug from Rosalee’s hand. “Thank you.”

She pulled the bench up beside the bunk and sat down. Somehow she felt her presence was welcome. The man sipped the tea in silence.

“What is her name?” Rosalee whispered.

“Morning Sun. She was once the most beautiful girl in her village. My grandfather, Running Wind, said he had been offered many horses for her.”

“But she chose your father?”

“Yes.”

The word was softly spoken, but Rosalee felt it was bitter in his mouth. She sat silently and waited for him to finish the tea.

“I remembered her with smooth skin, laughing eyes, and dark hair that hung to her knees. She was beautiful and sparkling. I didn’t recognize her when I found her. I went to the village and asked for the mother of Deer Horn, daughter of Running Wind, sister of Tall Horn, after who I was named. She had been without a lodge for months, eating the food that was thrown to the dogs. She fell to her knees weeping. I vowed she would be warm and have all she could eat for the rest of her life. I’ve taken care of her for only two short months. It is little enough to do for one who gave me life.”

Rosalee looked up to see the sparkle of tears on his thick lashes. She looked away quickly and blinked back the moisture from her own. The woman on the bed moved restlessly, her eyelids fluttered and opened. She saw only the man who sat on the edge of the bed. He leaned forward.

“My mother . . .”

“You are still with me, my son?”

“For the rest of our days, Mother.”

“It is good to be with you while I wait for the night wind to carry my spirit along the Hanging Road to the abode off Heammawihio, the Wise One Above.” Her eyes were bright and watchful. “There is a thing I would say to you.” She lifted her hand, trying to reach his face. He took it in his and carried it to his cheek. “My son,” she said weakly. “My son, greatest of them all. I can hear you weeping. There are too many tears, too much hatred, too many ashes behind you.”

“What do you mean?” he asked in a hushed voice.

Morning Sun’s eyes were strangely bright. “The death song rises from every rock, every blade of grass and drop of water in all this vast land. Our land was once the place of warm sunlight and endless song. Now it is a land of tears. The Indian and the Wasicun have wounded it. Do not run away. Stay and heal it. Touch the joy of life, my son.”

“I intend to stay, my mother. Is this not the place where you gave me life?”

“My son. My beloved son. I hear you. I know the path you walk is not easy. I would see you walk with a sense of beauty and a compassion for life. The Wasicun and I gave you life. Do not despise the one who is your father. He cannot help being what he is anymore than you can help being what you are.”

“Don’t ask that of me, my mother. For I have vowed that someday I will kill him.”

A half smile curled her lips. “No, my son. Killing is the refuge of cowards and my son is not a coward. Show your father that you are the better man and he will die a thousand times.”

“I will think on this, my mother.”

“I see your heart, my son, and seeing it has warmed my own. When the time comes you will do what is right.”

A film glazed her eyes, but there was fearlessness in her face. She knew she was dying, but the knowledge of it held no terror for her. She had walked too long beside the Spirit People to fear joining them. She was confident she would live forever among her long-lost loved ones.

Logan knew his mother was slipping away from him to walk in the darkness forever without him. He saw her lips open, but no sound came from them. In the silence she went on talking soundlessly. One of her hands groped for his and fastened on his wrist. A tremor passed through her body, then her life ebbed away.

Rosalee had moved away from the bed when Morning Sun began to talk. She stood, now, with her back to the bunk, her hands on her cheeks. There are no easy deaths, she thought, and her mind flashed back to her mother’s death while giving birth to her sixth child. Death was cruel, agonizing, gut-crushing. She turned back to Logan Horn. He sat on the bunk, his mother’s hand in his, his eyes riveted to her face. Had the woman closed her eyes in death, or had her son closed them? Rosalee moved to stand beside him and placed her hand on his shoulder. He looked up. Her eyes were a mirror of tears.

“I wish there was something we could have done.”

He nodded. “You did more than I expected a Wasicun to do. It was dry and warm here, and she could see my face. I thank you.”

“I’ll take care of her, if you like.”

“I’d be obliged. I have her ceremonial dress.” He tucked his mother’s hand beneath the blanket and stood up. The tin roof rumbled as the restless wind passed over it. Logan lifted his head and raised his eyes to the ceiling. “Good-bye, my mother,” he whispered.

 
 

 

Chapter Two

Logan Horn sat at the table and drank the hot tea while Rosalee washed and dressed his mother’s body. Soon after the woman had breathed her last, he had gone outside and stayed for a long while. When he returned he carried a package wrapped in an oiled slicker. It contained a beaded dress of soft leather that had once been white but now was yellowed with age. He laid it on the end of the bunk beside worn, white moccasins and a feather necklace and turned away.

By the time dawn streaked the sky the wind had carried the rain clouds away. Everything looked fresh and clean, but the ground was soggy underfoot.

Logan brought the mare from the corral and attached the travois. After commanding the dog to sit at the mare’s head, he returned to the cabin for his mother’s blanket-wrapped body. Ben and Rosalee followed him into the yard.

“I’d be glad to come along, Mr. Horn.” Ben stood awkwardly on first one foot and then the other and spoke in hushed tones, acknowledging the presence of death.

“Thank you for the offer, but this is something I need to do alone. I’d be obliged for the use of your ax.”

“You’re welcome to it,” Ben said, and went to get it from the woodpile where the blade was sunk in a log to protect it from rust.

Logan secured his mother’s body to the travois with a rope and saddled the spotted stallion. He picked up the mare’s reins and turned to the silent pair.

“I thank you for taking us in and for all you’ve done, ma’am.” He mounted the horse and put his fingers to the brim of his hat. Rosalee went to him and thrust a cloth-wrapped package into his hand.

“A few biscuits and some meat.” She met his downbearing gaze with the same air of assurance she had maintained the night before.

“Thank you.”

“Are you familiar with the country, Mr. Horn?”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ve been through here before.”

“There’s a beautiful spot to the west, just beyond that line of fir trees.” She lifted her arm and pointed toward the mountains. “It’s on a high plain. It’s peaceful and calm and I don’t think anyone ever goes there but me and Ben.”

“Is it on Clayhill land?”

“No. I don’t think the land has been taken up. The Clayhill ranch is north and west of here.”

Logan narrowed his eyes and looked toward the place she had pointed out. “I’ll head for the line of firs.”

“It’s a two-hour ride.”

“I’m in no hurry.”

He brought his eyes from the hills and looked down into the girl’s upturned face. From the first he had been comfortable with her. Her low, sweet voice was like the gentle music of a brook. Her eyes had come from the sky and looked into his, unclouded by suspicion, hate, or fear. Her skin was golden from the sun, and her hair was thick and heavy with small tendrils dancing around her face. The wind caught at her dress and whipped it out behind her. She was tall and thin and swayed like a reed. Rosalee was unlike any woman he had ever met; soft, pretty as a buttercup, calm, sensible, and compassionate.

Logan had no name for the feelings that flooded him as he looked into the woman’s delicately drawn features. Even with tension drawing his nerves tight, he could only marvel at this girl who could take on a man’s responsibilities yet remain totally a woman. She was the strength of this family. She and the boy were carrying a heavy load.

There was a curious stillness between Logan and Rosalee—a waiting, uneasy silence that deepened and pushed them farther apart. Only her sky-blue, thick-lashed eyes and the faint color that lay across her cheeks betrayed the fact that Rosalee was not completely at ease.

“I’ll be back.” Something like a smile crossed his face as he continued to study her thoughtfully. Then, he put his fingers to the brim of his hat and his heels to his mount and moved away. The mare followed with the foal at her side. The travois carrying the beloved body of his mother bounced gruesomely over the uneven sod. The wolf dog, sniffing the ground, moved out ahead of the stallion.

Rosalee’s eyes followed him, but he didn’t look back.

 

*  *  *

 

Logan sat in the fast-fading light, as motionless as the wild hills that surrounded him, rough, old, and hugely somber. His thoughts drifted over the solemn silence, the bold peaks and the windswept canyons. This was a land that had charmed his soul, a land that could not be ignored, a land that punished, but also rewarded vigilance. The golden air, the halcyon silence and the unravished panorama quivered with promise. This was a good land, and here he would stay.

The sun was gone. The scarlet fingers of dusk faded and the moon rose swiftly to cast a mellow light over the plain. Logan sat beneath the scaffold that held his mother’s body. He felt a restless stirring and knew the unfed hunger of a lifetime would not let him go. He had to see the man who had sired him, the selfish bastard who planted his seed in a beautiful, young woman and then carelessly discarded both her and her child. No, he had not merely discarded them. He had ruined Morning Sun, divorced her in such a way that no other man would have her.

Logan stood and leaned his forehead against the pole that supported the platform. All the days and all the years came together and were the same, and all rushed toward this moment. Time stopped, then fell away and hung motionless in the great void. Even the wolf dog and the horses seemed to sense the eerie quality of the time and place and were quiet.

He mounted the stallion, whistled for the dog and the mare, and made his way steadily through the night. It came to him that he had reached a crossroads but there was never the slightest doubt which path he would take. What really mattered was that he could not turn back, nor did he want to.

 

*  *  *

 

At sunset Rosalee walked away from the cabin and, her hair stirring in the breeze that swept the valley, she stood alone beside the trail and looked toward the west. She never tired of the evenings. She loved to watch the soft sunlight change the color of sky and mountains. The air was cool and fresh with the smell of cedar if it was sweeping down from the mountains, or with the smell of sage if it came from the plains.

When she was young, Rosalee thought, everything seemed easy, and life was forever. She had spent a lot of time dreaming about the kind of life she wanted. She had not imagined it would be so hard, and so . . . lonely. There had always been a man in her dreams, one whose face kept changing, but who was very much in love with her and ready to die for her. She had wanted to meet him someday. Cowboys and drifters had stopped by the cabin now and then when they heard about an unmarried woman living there, but she had not the slightest interest in any of them. They were hunting for a woman, any woman.

It wasn’t, she thought, that she was looking for a man who owned a wide stretch of land, with cows and a ranch house with more than two rooms. It was more than that. She was a woman with a woman’s love to give, and she needed someone to reach out for it. There was an emptiness within her, a yearning that had to be fulfilled.

When the light was gone she went back to the house. She had worked hard today as she worked everyday. Ben had his chores to do and was away from the cabin most of the day. It was Odell she worried about. She was at a formative stage and needed stimulus for her mind. She was quick, imaginative, outgoing, and she more than any of them needed to be with people.

Grant was still angry because Logan Horn was a breed and the woman he brought into their home was an Indian. He had sulked all day, refusing to work with Odell on her numbers and showed not the slightest interest in the smooth piece of pine Ben brought down from the bluff behind the cabin.

Rosalee loved her father dearly, but simply couldn’t understand his prejudices. In Missouri he had despised the Yankees and the hill people. She had no doubt that had they gone farther south he would have despised the Mexicans, and farther west it would be the Chinese.

“Papa went to bed.” Odell was drawing a design on the dirt floor. “He’s still mad.”

“Maybe he’ll be over it by morning.”

“Why does he hate Indians?”

“I don’t think he hates them. He’s heard about the bad things some of them have done and he forgets that there are bad people among all the races.”

“That Colonel Chivington was bad. He made the soldiers kill all those babies at Sand Creek.”

“Yes, he was bad. I’ll never understand why he thought children, women, and old people were a threat. The government should be deeply ashamed for what he did. Who can blame the Indians for seeking revenge? Thank God things have settled down.”

“Mr. Horn didn’t look like a savage. And he didn’t talk like one. I ain’t never seen a Indian with a mustache before.”

“He was only part Indian. He said his mother was once the most beautiful woman in her village.”

“Pa said that didn’t make no never mind. He said breeds was the worst kind. I wish I could’ve talked to Mr. Horn.”

“It wasn’t the time for idle conversation. He was grieved over his mother. If he comes back again, you can talk to him.”

“Pa won’t like it.”

“We’ll have to handle that when the time comes. Now you get to bed. Tomorrow is wash day.”

“Rosalee . . . how long before we can go to town?” There was a wistful longing in the child’s voice.

Rosalee went to her, sat down in the chair and pulled her onto her lap. “In about a month. We may have word from the store in Denver by then.”

“Do ya think the store man’ll want Pa’s birds?”

“I’m hoping he will. We sold two of them in Junction City and the stage driver promised to take a couple of them to a store in Denver.”

“Are we awful poor, Rosalee?”

“We’ve got more than some people, honey. We’ve got a place to live and we’ve got each other. In some ways we’re rich.”

“Huh? You’re funnin’ me.”

“No, I’m not. I’ve got you. I wouldn’t trade you for all the money in the world.”

Odell gave her a gap-toothed grin. “Then you ain’t got no more sense than a pissant.”

“Ladies don’t say pissant.”

“Wasn’t nobody to hear but you. I say it sometimes to the friend in my head. I named her Mary after that pretty woman we met in Junction City.”

Rosalee swallowed several times and hugged her little sister to her before she spoke. “I’m sure Mrs. Gregg would like that.”

“Will I be pretty when I’m growed?”

“You’re pretty now. When you’re older you’ll be so pretty we’ll have to build a fence around you, is what we’ll do,” Rosalee teased. “Now, you get to bed. Ben’s already snoring up a storm.”

“Will ya tell me the story about the princess?”

“Not tonight, lovey. I’m going to sit out on the step and churn. We’ve got enough cream skimmed off the milk to make us a nice bit of butter. You’ll have some in the morning with flapjacks.”

 

*  *  *

 

The breeze coming down from the mountains was cool. Rosalee sat on the steps, a shawl around her shoulders, and listened to the night sounds. A squirrel scrambled about in the branches that extended out over the cabin and a dry twig fell to the tin roof. Far away a coyote called to his mate, and her answer echoed down the hills. She heard the faint stirrings among the horses in the corral, and sometimes one would stamp or blow dust from his nostrils. These familiar sounds accompanied the slush, slush, slush as she rhythmically moved the wooden dasher up and down through the milk in the churn.

These were the lonely hours for Rosalee, when at last she could let down from the work of the day. A time when she could feel the night wind in her hair and could look at the bright, silent stars. Her thoughts, as they had done throughout the day, fixed firmly on Logan Horn. She refused to admit she was disappointed he hadn’t come back today. She half expected to see the ax at the woodpile when they woke in the morning. Through the darkness, his coppery face emerged and hung suspended before her eyes.

The last look he’d given her had held a hunger that, even as naive as she was, she could not fail to recognize. It was a look so very unlike the stern, expressionless face he had presented from the moment he had arrived at the cabin. At that moment she had felt a tingling run down her spine, and a fluttering sensation in her groin. She was sure he was aware of the turbulent feeling his look had inspired. She hoped to God he had turned away before the flood of scarlet washed up her neck to flood her face. Just thinking about it caused the skin on her face to warm.

To still her thoughts she began to sing to herself, as she did sometimes, her voice just a breath of a whisper.

 

“Lord Lovel he stood at his castle gate,

A combing his milk-white steed;

When along came Lady Nancy Bell,

A wishing her lover good speed, speed, speed,

A wishing her lover good speed.”

 

It was comforting to Rosalee to sing the English ballads her mother had taught her. To her they were old, familiar friends.

 

“Charlie is my darling, my darling, my darling,

Charlie, he’s my darling, the young chevalier.”

 

The dog, lying with his jowls on her foot, lifted his head when he heard his name. It had been Ben’s idea to name the mongrel puppy after the young chevalier in the song. She always took Charlie with her when she was outside the cabin at night. He heard every strange sound and several times he had alerted her to a rider coming toward the cabin and allowed her time to get inside. She reached down, patted his head, and continued her song.

She wasn’t sure when she became aware that Charlie was sitting very still, looking off toward the west. When she did, she gripped a handful of the long hair around his neck and ceased the movement of the dasher so she could listen. She couldn’t hear anything, but she could tell by the way Charlie tilted his head that he did.

“What is it, boy? Is someone coming?” Charlie looked at her and began to wag his tail. “Is it him?” The dog’s tail wagged harder and he strained against the hold she had on him. “Are you wanting to play with that strange dog? He may not be friendly this time.” She had to turn him loose if she was going to pick up the churn and go inside the cabin.

The instant he was free of her grip, Charlie was off and running. Rosalee stood on the step and watched him. He was clearly visible in the moonlight; then he disappeared in the shadows, and she heard his bark of welcome. It was him! She had not really thought it was anyone else. Charlie was delighted that his friend had come back. What should she do? Should she go inside and let him leave the ax and be on his way, never to see him again? If she stayed would he think she had been waiting for him? For a long moment she continued to stand there, her eyes fastened to the break in the trees, an alien feeling in the pit of her stomach.

He came riding out of the shadows and into the moonlight. The wolf dog and Charlie frolicked around him. When they got too close to the foal, the mare whinnied and spun around in position to lash out with her hind legs. The dogs ignored her, ran around each other, reared up, and nipped at each other’s throats. Rosalee thought the wolf dog was wonderfully patient with Charlie, who was little more than a pup and full of youthful enthusiasm.

Rosalee scarcely had time to note that the travois was no longer attached to the mare and that she had a pack on her back before Logan Horn was riding into the yard. Her hand sought the dasher and she began to move it up and down, unconsciously seeking to provide a reason for being on the step. Her eyes clung to his face. He was wearing the buckskins, and the flat, round-brimmed hat was pushed back to his hairline.

“Evening, ma’am. I’ve brought back the ax.” He pulled the stallion to a halt not ten feet from her, dismounted, and lifted the ax from a loop on the saddle. “I’m much obliged for the use of it. It would pleasure me to cut some wood in payment.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Rosalee said sharply. “Folks need to help one another when they can without expecting something for it.”

“I’m not used to asking for help, ma’am. It galled me to have to knock on your door.” His voice was cold and flat.

“Why? I’d not have hesitated to ask you for help if my Pa had been sick.”

“You’re not a breed, ma’am.”

“How do you know that? I’m English and German. That makes me a breed. The Indians, the Mexicans, and the Chinese are the only people in the West that aren’t a mixture of some nationality or the other. You’re obviously very sensitive about your blood, Mr. Horn. I’d think you’d—” She cut off her outburst as though a hand had been clamped over her mouth, and flushed to the roots of her hair. She stood there staring at him, wondering why in the world she had let her tongue run away with her.

“You’d think I’d . . . what?” He leaned on the ax and looked at her. The stallion had begun to snort and toss his head. Horn turned, gathered the reins in his hand, and walked toward the woodpile.

She heard him sink the blade in the log and fully expected him to mount up and ride away, but he tied the horse to a stump and came back. She was working the dasher briskly up and down, although she was sure the cream had turned to butter.

“I haven’t had buttermilk in years.”

She had expected him to say anything but that. The tension went out of her and she breathed deeply. “Would you like some?”

“I have a cup in my saddlebag.” His tone was lighter, friendlier.

“Have you had supper?”

“I had the biscuits and meat you gave me at noon. That’ll hold me till morning.”

“You can have more of the same. This time you can have butter on the biscuits.”

Rosalee didn’t wait for him to answer. She slipped quietly into the cabin and felt her way to the workbench and quickly stacked a plate with biscuits and meat. Her fingers groped for a spoon and she went back outside. He had gone back to his horse, slipped off the bridle, and fashioned a rope halter so the animal could crop the grass beneath the pine tree where he had tied him the night before. She went to him, thankful they would be away from the cabin in case her father should awaken.

“Give me your cup and I’ll get the buttermilk.”

She went back across the yard to the churn, dipped into it and brought out milk and butter. When she turned he was standing beside the stump, holding the plate and watching her. Some of the milk sloshed onto the ground and she laughed. The sound floated to him lightly on the breeze. He thought it was as musical as the bells in the church in Saint Louis.

“If you’d come sooner you could have had supper with us.”

“I don’t think your pa would have liked that.”

She flinched as if his words were razor sharp. After a hesitation she sat the cup on the stump and turned her face away. “How do you know? He didn’t say anything.”

“He didn’t have to.”

“It’s because he’s blind and he’s afraid for us.”

“Don’t put a different name to it. I knew this morning, when the little girl whispered to him that my mother was an Indian, that he was angry because you had taken us in. I expect you got a dressing down for taking in an Indian buck and a sick squaw.”

“I’m sorry you were made to feel unwelcome.”

“It’s a thing I’ve gotten used to. There are men who hate other men and wish them dead simply because of the color of their skin. Your pa’s one of them. He was brought up to believe that if you’re not white you’re just so much dirt to be trodden underfoot.”

“Please don’t talk like that,” Rosalee said in a stricken voice. “My mother tried to explain it to me once. She said some people have got to feel superior to someone because they have this feeling of worthlessness inside them. My pa’s had that feeling all his life because he never thought he’d accomplished much. I don’t understand it, and I suspect he doesn’t understand it either. It’s what he was taught. I’m trying to teach Ben and Odell that we are all God’s creatures and there are the good and the bad among all of us.” She gave her head a little shake. “Do you believe me?”

“I believe you. Unfortunately, you’re among the minority.” He took the cup from the stump and nodded his head. She sat down and he squatted on his heels beside her and stuffed a biscuit in his mouth. “You make a mighty good biscuit.”

“I should. I’ve made a million of them. They’d be better if you smeared them with butter.” She handed him the spoon. “Dip it into the milk and you’ll find some floating around. Tomorrow I’ll dip out the butter and work the milk out of it.”

His slow smile altered his face and gave warmth to his stern features. “Fresh butter? I’ve not had fresh butter for a long time.”

Rosalee laughed softly, suddenly strangely at ease with him. “Sometimes we don’t miss a thing until we get it again.”

He gave a thoughtful nod, his gaze wandering over her slim body. They sat in silence while he emptied the plate. He turned his head to look at his animals, gave a low whistle, and the wolf dog came to him.

“Watch the girls, Brutus.” The dog trotted away to hunker down not far from the mare and the foal. He ignored Charlie, who still had play on his mind.

“Is that his name? Why did you name your dog after a murderer?”

Logan chuckled in surprise at the question. The sound was so unexpected that Rosalee almost forgot what she asked.

“Why not? Brutus lived and Caesar didn’t. My Brutus is a survivor. I got him from a trapper who mated a timber wolf and a mastiff bitch. His wolf blood is predominant. He can almost follow the scent of a bird in flight. He’s loyal and smart and doesn’t seem to require the friendship of any living creature except me and the horses. What more can I ask?”

Rosalee’s thoughts were in total confusion. Logan Horn was an educated man. There was more to him, much more, than any man she had ever met. For the space of a dozen heartbeats she sat there regarding him in thoughtful silence.

“You’re a very strange man, Mr. Horn,” she whispered wonderingly. The pulse at the base of her throat beat frantically. She had the feeling that this was a very important moment in her life.

“You wouldn’t think so if I was all white,” he said quietly. “I think of myself as a man, with needs just like any other man.”

“I would still think you’re different,” she insisted.

“I could say the same for you. I’ve not met many women in the West that knew Brutus killed Caesar. And none in an isolated place such as this.”

“My mother was a schoolteacher before she married my papa. How long have you been away from your mother’s people, Mr. Horn?” She held her breath during the silence that followed. Had she been too bold? Would he tell her to mind her own business?

“A long time. I was six years old when my uncle came back to the village to get his Indian wife and daughter. He persuaded my mother and my grandfather to let me go with them. I would be educated and sent back to help my people.”

“And were you?”

“I was educated to the point that I almost forgot who I was. Then the war came along. I served for four years. During that time, facing death everyday, I found myself.”

She caught the faint sound of an indrawn breath. “You haven’t talked about yourself for a long time, have you?” she asked in a thoughtful murmur. “Did you miss your mother?”

“At first I had Dancing Flower, my uncle’s wife. He named her Louise and insisted that I call her that, but I thought of her as Dancing Flower. She died, then her daughter died, and there was only me and my uncle.”

“How old were you then?”

“I was eight.”

“Poor little boy. Did you cry?”

“The white part of me cried, the Indian part didn’t.”

In spite of knowing the danger of probing farther, Rosalee was compelled to say: “Your uncle must have loved you.”

“I guess he did in his own way. I went to good schools . . . for a while. Then I was taken out and tutored privately. You see, the people who send their children to exclusive academies don’t want them sitting in the classroom with an Indian. At first I thought there was something wrong with me. Later I asked my uncle about it.”

“Did he tell you?”

“No. It was then I realized that he never really looked at me.” A deep undertone in his voice revealed the pain from long ago. “My uncle had a deep sense of responsibility for me, but that was all. He and my father came West with John Fremont in ’42 and were made welcome in my mother’s village. They spent the winter and each took an Indian wife. When it was time to move on my father divorced my mother, but my uncle promised to return and he did. He tried to make up for my father’s callous attitude toward my mother and me by seeing to my education and making me his heir when he died.”

“Did you ever see your father again?”

“No. He and my uncle had a falling out. Both were wealthy Englishmen. My father stayed in the West. My uncle lived out his life in Saint Louis.”

“Is Horn your father’s name?”

“It’s my name. I was born in a Cheyenne village and named Deer Horn by my grandfather. My uncle named me Logan after we went to Saint Louis. He didn’t want to enroll me in school with a name like Deer Horn.”

Rosalee became self-conscious about the questions she was asking. Looking into his eyes, she voiced the thought that came to her. “I’ve been rude. I’m sorry I’ve asked so many questions.”

“I wouldn’t have answered them if I hadn’t wanted to,” he said in a direct way. “You’re an easy person to talk to Miss Spurlock.”

Rosalee was mildly surprised by his statement. Another question bubbled on her lips, but she held it back. For a long minute they looked at each other, half smiling.

“My name is Rosalee.”

“It’s a musical name.”

There was a long silence during which he never ceased to watch her. Finally, she voiced the question she had been holding back.

“Was your mother heartbroken when your father left her?”

“Yes. She had great pride and was ashamed. My mother was part Spanish. Running Wind, her father, took a Spanish captive for a wife. Her name was Carlotta de Vega, but he called her White Cloud. She came to love him very much and bore him two sons and a daughter. When she died my grandfather transferred all his love to my mother. He said she was as beautiful as my grandmother and had all her endearing qualities.”

“Then you have as much Spanish blood as Indian.”

“I’m not ashamed of my Indian blood,” he said curtly.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean . . .” Her voice trailed off.

“That it made me seem a little less Indian in your eyes?”

“No! I meant that it explained . . . the way you look.” She sat in an agony of embarrassment and suspense, expecting him to mount up and ride out.

In the tense silence, Logan’s voice sounded unnaturally loud. “How come the land to the west isn’t filed on?”

Relieved, Rosalee thought a moment before she answered. “The Clayhill ranch is to the north. Mr. Clayhill has used that range for a long time. There’s been people on it, but they never stay.”

“How come you’re here? Hasn’t he tried to run you off?”

“We only have a thousand acres. He has sixty thousand. I don’t know why he leaves us alone when he has run others off the land. His drovers harass the small landholders.” Rosalee tried to keep the antagonism she felt for all things Clayhill out of her voice.

“Have you met him?”

“When we first came here he came by and talked to my pa. He had about twenty riders with him. He’s not been back since. His drovers come by now and then and Ben runs into a Clayhill hand every once in awhile. I think they’ve had orders to leave us alone. The Haywards, the Smithfields, and the Cranstons came about a year after we did. They’re from Kentucky and are homesteading in the hills to the east. The Parnells have a place out there somewhere. I met Mrs. Parnell in town once. And you always have to have a couple of rotten apples in the barrel. The Cranes and the Barkers are shiftless and haven’t even tried to clear their land.”

“Will your pa object if I leave the mare and the foal here for a few days?”

“He might, but he’ll get over it. Ben and I will look out for them.”

“Aren’t you going to ask where I’m going?”

She looked at him quickly and saw that he was smiling. “I suspect,” she mused, returning his smile, “that you’re referring to all the questions I’ve asked. You’ve asked a few yourself.” When he continued to smile, she said, “I’ll not disappoint you. Where are you going?”

His laugh was deep and soft and he gazed at her so long a swift new wave of color filled her cheeks. She wondered if he could see it in the moonlight and if he could hear her heart pounding. She wanted to press her hand to it to stop its mad gallop.

“I’m going to town and buy that land.”

Rosalee took a slow breath while the import of his words sank in. Finally she said, “You’re going to buy that land?”

“That’s what I said. I knew when I rode over that land today and found a place to build my mother’s scaffold that here’s where I’d stop and here’s where I’ll stay. Will you mind having a breed for a neighbor?”

“That’s not even worth an answer and you know it!” she said with cold formality. “Besides, it isn’t us you have to watch out for. It’s Mr. Clayhill. He won’t like it at all.”

“There’s nothing he can do about it if I buy the land.”

“There’s plenty he can do about it. He’s got more than twenty men working for him and most of them will do whatever he tells them to do regardless of what it is.”

“Where’re your boundaries?”

“Our land borders the Clayhill ranch on the west. It runs east to the canyon and I don’t know how far south.”

“No matter. I can tell by looking at the map at the Federal Land Office.”

“You’re really going to do it?”

“If the land hasn’t already been bought.”

“But . . . you don’t know Mr. Clayhill. He’s always used that range and he’s got some tough, mean men. They’ll not let you stay.”

“Does that bother you?”

“Of course it does. I don’t want you . . . killed!”

“He’d go that far, huh?”

“He’s used that range for twenty years. He’ll not want to give it up. Logan . . . ah, Mr. Horn, you’ll have more trouble than one man can handle.” Rosalee got to her feet. He picked up the plate and the spoon and stood towering over her.

“Maybe,” he said solemnly. “But it’s something I’ve got to do.” He put the plate in her hands. “Thank you for the supper and for the information. I’ll put the mare and the foal in the corral. Will it be all right if I leave my pack in the cow shed?”

“Of course.” She turned and looked up at him. She was a tall girl, but he towered above her. “Mr. Horn . . . as long as you’re going to town, will you buy a bag of peppermint sticks for my sister? I’ll give you the money before you leave in the morning.”

“It would be my pleasure to buy the treat.” He stood looking at her. He wanted to tell her that he had thought about her every minute during the ride back from the high country, that she was nothing like any woman he had ever known; she was warm and gentle and lovely. He couldn’t say any of those things to her yet. He would have to move cautiously. “Good night, ma’am. Thanks again for the supper.”

 
 

 

Chapter Three

Logan woke before dawn, saddled up, tied up his bedroll, and rode out. Brutus sprang past to take his customary position ont in front of the horse. The stallion was impatient and Logan let him run until his sides heaved, something he wasn’t able to do when the mare and the foal were with them.

He rode northeast, following the trace, anxious to reach the town twenty miles away. He had a lot to think about. He hadn’t realized how much he had missed congenial company. He tried to put the woman out of his mind and fasten his thoughts on what lay ahead, but they repeatedly darted out of control and returned to her. He muttered an oath in self-contempt. “You’ve been too long without a woman, you stupid sonofabitch. Just because she had more human qualities than you’ve seen in a Wasicun for a long while doesn’t mean she’d cotton to you!”

He reached Junction City a couple of hours after sunup. He pulled his mount to a halt on the edge of town, checked the Colt strapped to his waist, then walked the handsome, spotted stallion down the main street. He steeled himself to accept the jibes and the stony-eyed hostility he would encounter as he moved down the street amid horses and wagons. A cur came out to challenge Brutus, who trotted close beside the stud. Brutus’s bared fangs and the low growl were enough to send the cur back between the buildings. Logan had been here months back and remembered the dusty street, the unpainted wooden buildings, and the loafers who sat in front of the saloon.

He rode up to the rail in front of the town’s only eatery, dismounted, and tied the reins. Brutus stood close beside him on stiff legs. The hair stood straight on the back of his neck. The dog didn’t like being in town.

“Stay with the man, Brutus.” The dog looked up at him, then obediently moved over beside the horse’s front feet and hunkered down.

Logan mounted the steps and crossed the board porch. He had just reached the door when it swung open and three tall, dusty, young drovers came out. They were laughing and joshing each other, but the minute they saw Logan they turned their attention to him.

“Well, now. What’ve we got here? Do you fellers see what I see?”

It was the old familiar scene, one that never changed; but today marked a new phase in Logan’s life, and he felt not the slightest tinge of humiliation. Tempering the anger that swept over him was a feeling that was almost pity for the poor bastards who, in their misguided judgment, thought it elevated them a little higher to step on his pride.

“I think what we’ve got here is a red ass. Howdy, red ass! Don’t you know you can’t eat in here with white folks? We ain’t got no stomach for stink.” He put his hand to his mouth, patted his lips, and let go with a war chant. “Hey . . . a . . . a . . . heya!”

Logan’s face never changed expression as he walked steadily toward the door. When he came alongside them, his hand flashed out and fastened on the cowboy’s shirt, then he hauled him off his feet and slammed him up against the wall.

“You need to learn some manners. You put that filthy name to me again and you’ll wish to God you’d never set eyes on me. I’ll tear the tongue right out of your stupid head!” The rage that burned in him boiled out. He slammed the young cowboy against the wall several more times before he released him to sag to the porch. “Now, get out of my way, buzzard bait! Go crawl back into the hole you came out of!”

He glared at the two other men and then deliberately put the point of his shoulder against one of them and spun him halfway around as he strode into the eatery.

Logan passed between the tables only half filled with diners and took his seat at the far end facing the door. The people in the room couldn’t help hearing the commotion on the porch and they stared at him in hostile silence. Logan placed his hat on the chair beside him and ran his hands over his face and hair, then let them rest in his lap while he breathed deeply to calm himself. There were times when he was shaken by his rage. He seldom allowed his control to slip, but when it did, it frightened him. He knew that if either or both of the other men had made a move, he would have killed them. The realization that he was capable of a spur of the moment killing, after being so sickened by it during the war, filled him with dismay. He tried not to think about what had happened on the porch and concentrate on getting his stomach settled to receive the food—if he was served any.

“What’ll ye have, mister?” A heavyset woman, her dark hair parted in the middle and pulled to a tight bun on the back of her head, called from the back of the room.

Logan turned. Her face was flushed from the heat of the stove and she fanned it with the tail of the apron wrapped about her waist.

“Whatever you have ready, ma’am.”

“Hungry, air ya?”

“My stomach was slapping my backbone all the way to town.”

“Ha, ha, ha . . .” The fat woman laughed and her belly bounced in rhythm. “I’ll fix ya up a bait of steak and eggs.”

“You gonna cook fer a Injun, Mable?”

The surly voice cracked over Logan like ice. He swiveled to see who was speaking. The man wore dirty range clothes and had a week’s growth of whiskers on his face. His pale, watery blue eyes were filled with hostility. Logan stared at him. He almost felt sick to his stomach. Would he have to kill him? The thought had just popped in his mind when the woman’s loud, angry voice filled the room.

“Yore gawddamned right, I’m gonna cook for him! I ain’t put up no signs that says ’cause yore an Injun, or a drifter, or a shit-eating polecat, like ya are, Shorty Banes, that ya can’t eat here. His money’s good as yores, his manners is better. If’n you can’t hold yore tongue, ya can haul yore ass outta here!”

“Hit don’t seem right,” the man protested angrily. “Hit’s not decent to be a eatin’ alongside a redskin.”

“What’a you know ’bout what’s decent? If’n ya was atryin’ to be decent, you’d’a took a bath afore ya et! The stink of sweat ’n whiskey ya carry ’round’s enuff to turn my stomach. This here’s my place ’n hit seems right to me to feed ’im. I can do as I want to. If’n yore gonna keep on arunnin’ off at the mouth, Shorty Banes, ya’ll get the backside of a skillet. I ain’t takin’ no orders from you or nobody on how to run my own place! Ya can shut yore mouth or git, ’n I ain’t arepeatin’ myself!”

The man grumbled, turned his back, and hunkered over his meal. Logan pressed his lips together to suppress a smile. The world suddenly seemed brighter.

By the time Logan finished his second cup of coffee, the room was cleared. The woman, Mable, came out of the kitchen and stared at him with bright, blue eyes.

“Ya done et all that? Hit was the biggest slab a meat I had ’n hit’s gonna cost ya two bits.”

“It was worth every penny of it. Coffee’s the best I’ve had since Saint Louis.”

“I don’t keep the grounds aboilin’ more’n a week. If’n ya do, it’ll be so bitter ya might as well drink boiled acorns.” She snorted in disgust. “Ya goin’ to be stayin’ ’round here?”

“I’m thinking of it.”

“Keep a sharp lookout for the Clayhill men. That Shorty Banes is one of ’em. There ain’t no law here. It’s ever’ man fer hisself.”

“I realize that. Does Clayhill own the town?”

“He’d like to think he does. He ain’t got no say about my place or the mercantile, but runs ’bout ever’thin’ else.”

“I guess that includes the Land Office,” Logan said dryly.

“Shore as hell does. A few people slipped in a year or so back ’n got set up there in the hills. Ain’t been nobody since. He strong-arms that Land man. Adam Clayhill means to hang onto what he’s got ’n he’ll take what he ain’t got if’n he takes a notion.”

“What about his family?”

“He went back East ’bout ten or twelve year ago ’n come back aparadin’ his new family through town jest like they was somethin’ to see. The girl ain’t nothin’ but a snot. She comes to town actin’ like she owns the place. They take the stage to Denver, ’n from what I hear they lord it over folks down there, too. The boy ain’t too bad. Folks kinda liked him, but he’s gone off some’eres and ain’t been ’round fer quite a spell.”

Logan sat quietly and listened. There was more, much more, he’d like to know about Adam Clayhill, but he couldn’t bring himself to ask.

“Don’t guess he had no kids a his own,” Mable was saying. “Leastways, I ain’t ne’er heard a none. He sets a store by that gal. The way she carries on she needs her bottom blistered, is what she needs.”

Logan put his money on the table. “Are you sure that’s enough? I must have eaten six eggs.”

“Hit’s plenty. Come again. I like to see a man what puts away his vittles.”

“Thank you, I will. Where’s the Land Office?”

“At the end of the block. Next to the general mercantile.”

“Thanks. I need to go there, too.”

He paused on the porch and stood staring off down the street. For the first time he wondered if he was acting wisely or like a damned fool. What he was going to do might start a series of events that could lead to a lot of killing. He felt the weight of the money in the belt around his waist, shrugged his shoulders, and stepped off the porch and into the dusty street. He had come too far to back down now.

When Logan pushed open the door to the Federal Land Office, a bald, round-shouldered man who sat at a desk against the wall looked at him for an instant and then turned back to the papers on the desk.

“What’a you want?” he growled.

Logan crossed to the counter and placed his palms on the dusty surface. “I want to see the land map.” His voice was smooth against the unfriendly silence.

The man gave no sign of having heard. He shuffled papers, dipped his pen into the inkwell, and wrote on a paper. Logan’s palm slapped against the counter top. The man jumped as if stung and replaced the pen with exaggerated patience.

“I said I want to see the land map and I want to see it now!” Logan’s voice was flat, angry.

The man turned and faced him. Red with fury, he stared while he waged a silent battle with himself. His wavering eyes took in the smoldering look of anger in the eyes of the man who was plainly a breed. He noted the broad shoulders, the hard, lean length of him and his stance. The Land Officer wasn’t brave enough to stand up to this man. Self-preservation won over pride. He got slowly to his feet when Logan shifted his.

“This here’s a government office, and I’m a government official. I’ll thank you to show some respect,” he said with a show of bravado.

“Respect! Goddamn you!” Logan snarled. “I wanted to see the land map. That’s what you’re here for, you . . . bastard! Get it or I’ll put a hole in your damned head.” He stepped close to him, towered over him. The man reached behind him, brought out a long cylinder, and held it between them. Logan snatched it from his hand, unrolled it, and took it to the counter. When the man started to walk past him to the door, Logan’s arm shot out and stopped him. “You’re not going anywhere. Take hold of the end of this map and weight it down so I can look at it.”

“I . . . need to go out back.”

“I don’t care if you piss in your pants. You’re staying here until I finish my business.” Logan’s eyes quickly scanned the map. He was familiar with the territory, familiar with maps. As a captain in the Illinois Regulars he’d scanned many maps and made instant decisions. He noted the location of the Spurlock ranch and the land of the nesters to the east. He tapped the map with a double-jointed forefinger that turned toward his thumb. “How many acres in this section, starting here?” He placed his finger at the beginning of Clayhill property and traced it south to the river. He looked up to see the man’s eyes riveted on his crooked finger. “Look at the map, goddamn you! How many acres in this marked off section?”

“That’s been spoken for.” The man cast a despairing glance toward the door.

“It’s government land. It isn’t marked sold on the map. If you don’t have the deed I’ll catch the next stage to Denver and you’ll be without a job.” He stared down at the man, his face closed like a trap.

“I . . . got the deed.”

“Get out the papers. I want to see the legal description.”

“I—”

Logan grabbed the front of his shirt. The man stared up into a face rigid with anger and his tenuous resolve broke.

“I’ll . . . get it.”

Logan let go of his shirt. The man made a move toward the door and then, thinking better of it, went to the desk and drew out the papers.

“How many acres?” Logan hovered over him.

“Thirty thousand.”

“Thirty thousand at twenty-five cents an acre. I’ll count out the money while you fill out the papers.”

“Mr. Clayhill ain’t goin’ to like it.”

“You’d better stop worrying about Mr. Clayhill and start worrying about Mr. Horn. I’m here and he isn’t!” Logan shoved the trembling man down in the chair. “Make the deed out to Logan Horn.”

When he had finished counting out the money, Logan shoved it across the counter. He then strapped his considerably lighter money belt around his naked waist, pulled his tunic down over it, and buckled on the heavy gunbelt. He snatched the papers from the clerk’s hand, and after carefully scrutinizing them to see if they were in order, he folded them, tucked them inside his shirt, and went out the door.

A wagon was drawn up beside the porch of the general mercantile. Logan glanced at the supplies loaded in the wagon bed. It occurred to him that he should get his wagon and supplies now in order to avoid coming to town later.

He paused in the doorway of the store to allow his eyes to adjust from the bright sunlight to the darkened interior. It was filled to capacity with goods. Barrels of flour, sugar, salt pork, salted fish, and cornmeal crowded the aisles; jugs, tools, rope, and harnesses hung from the rafters. When his eyes became accustomed to the light, he saw a woman standing beside a table of bright yard goods. She wore a blue dress and a stiff-brimmed sunbonnet. Logan put his fingers to the brim of his hat and the woman nodded in response.

“Howdy.” The clerk was a big, red-faced man with thin gray hair. He spoke politely to Logan, then looked past him to the woman. “You decided on anything, Mrs. Parnell?”

“Not yet. You go ahead and wait on your other customer, Mr. McCloud. I’m waiting for Cooper.”

“Well, now. What can I do for you?” The man looked him straight in the eye and Logan almost sighed with relief. He’d dreaded dealing with another belligerent person.

“I need a wagon and team to haul supplies before I can think about buying them.”

“You come to the right place. I own the livery and I’ve got several wagons out back. Step out and see if any of them suits you. Don’t have any mules, but I’ve got a good team of bays.”

“I don’t think I’d take a mule if you gave him to me. I developed a powerful hate for the stubborn creatures while I was in the army.”

“Soldier, was ya? What side was ya on?”

“Illinois Regulars.”

“You don’t say? I come out here from Springfield, myself. If you see anything you want out back, walk on over to the livery and take a look at that bay team. They’re sound. Not more’n eight years old.” The man gave him a teasing grin and a wink. Logan smiled his understanding of the joke. In Illinois you never admitted to a horse being over eight when you sold him.

When Logan returned, he asked the price of the team and the wagon. The price the man quoted was reasonable, and Logan nodded in agreement. While the man found his helper to hitch the team to the wagon and bring it out front, Logan made out a list of supplies he would need.

The woman moved up to the counter with a bolt of goods in her hand, and Logan politely moved aside. She was tall, with soft, beautiful blue eyes and wisps of light hair that framed her face beneath the bonnet. Her face had age lines at the corners of her eyes and on each side of her mouth. She was not a young woman, but her skin was smooth and soft and her smile pleasant.

“You go ahead and make out your list. I’ll just put this down on the counter. I have plenty of time. I’m waiting for my son.”

“I can’t seem to think, right offhand, what all I’m going to need,” Logan said, and looked around the store. He had the peppermint sticks at the head of the list. He looked up to see the woman staring at his crooked finger. He flexed it and frowned. This was the second time today someone had looked long and hard at his finger.

The store man returned and Logan gave him the list.

“I’ll make out a bill of sale for the wagon, harness, and team. You might need it.”

“I’d be obliged. I need to send off a letter. Do I leave it at the stage office?”

“Leave it with me. I’ll see that it gets on the stage to Denver.”

“Thanks. Do you sell paper and envelopes?”

“Not to someone I’m planning on getting as much money out of as I am you. Here . . .” He reached under the counter for a tablet and an envelope. Logan grinned, moved down to the end of the counter, and began to write:

 

Mr. James Randolph

Randolph House

Denver, Colorado Territory

 

I’d be obliged if you would wire Springfield and tell Wagner, Spillman, Landers, Hinkle, Henderson, and Tigeman that jobs are waiting for them. They’re to come to Junction City and ask directions to the Spurlock ranch. The Spurlocks will tell them where to find me.

I’m in the market for two thousand head of cattle if the price is right. You can write in care of the general store here in Junction City.

Logan Horn

 

He sealed the envelope, addressed it, and handed it to the storekeeper. “Add the cost to my bill.”

“Don’t worry about that. I’ll have my hand deep in your pocket by the time I fill the list and add on the team and wagon.” He selected a shovel from the group that stood against the wall and picked up a couple of ax heads. “Mind telling me where you’re fixing to settle?”

“I don’t mind. I bought some land out beyond the Spurlocks.”

“Out beyond the Spurlocks? Would that be the range Clayhill grazes?”

“I’ve heard it mentioned that he does. My cows will be on it now.”

“Wheeee . . . I’m thinkin’ there’s goin’ to be hair in the butter when Clayhill finds out.”

“I wrote to a friend about finding me some cattle. I’d appreciate it if you’d hold my mail here for me.”

“I do it all the time. I hold all Mrs. Parnell and Cooper’s mail. How are you amakin’ out, Mrs. Parnell? Cooper still aplannin’ on getting him a fancy stallion and goin’ in the horse business?”

“He’s afiguring on it. It may not be for a year or two. We’ve still got a lot to do out at our place.”

“I would make you acquainted with your almost neighbor if I knew his name. My name’s McCloud.”

Logan held out his hand. “Logan Horn.” The man grasped it firmly.

“This here’s Mrs. Parnell. She and her boy have a spread back up in the hills beyond where the Kentucky people settled.”

Logan tipped his hat. “It’s nice to make your acquaintance, ma’am.”

“The same here, Mr. Horn.”

“Here’s your team and wagon.” Mr. McCloud went to the door and looked out. “Pull ’er up here, Virgil,” he called. “He’s goin’ to load up.”

“I’m going to add a few more things to the pile before you add it up. Mrs. Parnell, I’d he obliged if you’d pick out a piece of dress goods for a little girl about this high.” He held his hand to his waist. “Her hair is light and her eyes . . . I’m afraid I didn’t notice.”

“It sounds like Odell Spurlock. I’ve met her and her sister.”

“That’s her name. Her folks were mighty kind to me a few days back.”

“I know just the piece.” Mrs. Parnell pulled a bolt of bright yellow from beneath the other material. “This would be pretty on Odell, especially if you got a length of yellow ribbon for her hair.”

“Thank you, ma’am. Cut off whatever Mrs. Parnell thinks will be needed, Mr. McCloud, and add the ribbon and a tablet and pencil to the bill. I’ll load the things you’ve listed.”

On his second trip to the wagon he glanced down the street and saw the Land Office man standing in the sunlight talking to another man. They watched him as he tossed the tools in the wagon. On his next trip he noticed three or four men had bunched around the Land Office man. They were all looking at him.

Logan cursed under his breath. Goddamn! Would it ever be over?

When he came out of the store again he was carrying a sack of flour on his shoulder and the men were standing beside his wagon. Shorty Banes, from the restaurant, was with them. Logan took time to wonder why he was called Shorty. He was big. Perhaps an inch shorter than Logan’s six-feet, two-inches, and he was heavy. His head sat on his broad shoulders like a bull’s. The men beside him ranged in size from average to tall, but none was as powerfully built as Shorty Banes. Logan paused, looked each man in the eye, and then shouldered his way through the pack to put the sack in the wagon.

“Do you reckon he thinks he’s agoin’ to stay on that land, Shorty?”

“Even a stupid Injun ain’t that dumb.”

Logan’s muscles bunched. It wasn’t going to be easy, he thought.

“I ain’t never seen a redskin that was worth doodle-squat in a man-to-man fight, did you, Shatto?”

“I ain’t never seen one worth the powder it’d take to blow ’im ta hell.”

Fury began to swell the veins in Logan’s neck.

“I wonder what he’d do if’n I took my pig sticker and cut a slash in that flour sack?”

Logan dropped the sack in the wagon and turned to face his tormentors. “Why don’t you try it and find out? May be that you’re all mouth and no show.”

One of the men reared back and let out a loud guffaw. “Shorty, I’m athinkin’ the red ass is a askin’ fer trouble.”

“What’s on your mind? I’m busy.” Logan felt cold and tight for all the burning rage that threatened to boil up and out of him.

“Don’t get sassy with me, Injun.” Shorty Banes looked into eyes that were cold and ugly. Something about the big Indian bothered him. He didn’t run true to form. The man was ready to take them all on. It showed in the way he stood easily balanced, his legs planted wide apart, his right hand hovering within easy reach of the pistol belted about his hips.

“Well . . . If you’re going to jump me, come on. I can kill two of you easy enough. Cowards usually run in packs,” Logan said with a sneer.

“You gonna take that off him, Shorty?”

“Watch yore mouth! You talk big fer an Injun with no backup.”

“He’s got backup, Banes.” The voice came from the end of the porch. Logan glanced at a tall, whiplash thin man with a dusty hat tilted back on his heat. He was leaning casually against the wall of the store.

“Stay outta this, Parnell. Mr. Clayhill ain’t turned loose on you yet, but he will.”

“I’m sayin’ you’re not goin’ to jump the man like a pack of dogs. He’s got backup. If you want a go at him, go ahead. I’ll keep the rest of the varmints off his back.”

Logan looked Shorty Banes in the eye. “Are you afraid to take on an Injun, Shorty? I’ll make it anyway you want, guns, fists, or free-for-all.”

“Take ’im on, Shorty. Tear down his meat-house!”

Logan smiled when he saw the big, angry man fumble with the buckle of his gunbelt. This was better than he expected. He never doubted his ability to beat another man in a fair fight. During the war, as a recreation, he and his men had practiced the Oriental way of fighting. He was gifted with uncommon speed of hand and foot, steadiness of nerve, and had the ability to shoot instinctively, if necessary, to protect himself.

Shorty shoved his gunbelt into the hands of one of his friends and stepped off the porch. Logan placed his hat and his gunbelt in the wagon and moved out into the dusty street.

“All right, Injun. I’m gonna learn ya it ain’t p’lite to mouth off to white folks.”

He swung suddenly, a vicious backhand. Expecting the burly man to attack with swinging arms, Logan sidestepped easily, and Shorty stumbled off balance.

“What’s the matter, horseshit? Can’t you find me? I’m right over here.”

Shorty roared and moved in fast, swinging both hamlike fists. Logan met his rush with a blow to Shorty’s throat with the side of his hand, whirled and hit him alongside the head with the bottom of his foot, whirled again and kicked him in the stomach. Swish! The air went out of Shorty’s lungs. He staggered back and shook his head.

“Had enough?” Logan taunted. “I warn you, white trash, I can kill you with these hands and feet.”

In a furious rage, Shorty lowered his head and charged. A blow grazed the side of Logan’s face and he evaded another. He sidestepped to avoid being caught in a bear hug, aimed a blow to the back of Shorty’s neck, then spun around and kicked him in the groin.

Shorty let out a howl and fell to his knees holding his privates. He was doubled up with pain. In less than a minute the fight had been taken out of him, and Logan wasn’t even breathing hard.

“You stupid sonofabitch! I could’ve killed you easily if I had wanted to. Next time, I will. You tell that old bastard you work for that I’ve bought that land and I’m going to hold it. Tell him to get his herd off! A month from today I’ll shoot every goddamn cow I find on my land!”

Logan strapped on his gunbelt and put on his hat. Shorty’s cronies bunched around him and lifted him to his feet. Logan moved up onto the porch. “I’m obliged to you,” he said to the slim, sandy-haired man, and held out his hand. “The name’s Logan Horn.”

“Cooper Parnell. That was some kind of fightin’. You’re right handy with your feet.”

Logan grinned. “I learned that from an Oriental I met during the war. Takes some practice, but anyone can do it. It comes in handy when you go up against someone that outweighs you by fifty pounds.”

“You sure clobbered Shorty. He won’t be forgetting it. Watch your back.”

“Thanks, I will.”

When the wagon was loaded and the bill paid, Mr. McCloud held out his hand to Logan. “You’re welcome in my store anytime. I’m not beholdin’ to Clayhill. If the time comes that I’m not my own man, I’ll burn the sonofabitch down and go back to Illinois. Good luck, young feller.”

“It looks like I’m going to need it.”

“By the way, there’s a canvas under the wagon seat in case it rains.” He looked at the cloudless sky. “Don’t much look like it now, but you can’t tell come sundown.”

Logan climbed up on the wagon seat. He didn’t care much for driving a team, but this time there was no help for it. He slapped the reins against the backs of the bays, and they moved off up the street toward the eatery where his horse and dog waited.

Mable came out on the porch while he was tying Mercury behind the wagon.

“I see ya got ya a outfit, ’n I see ya had trouble already with Shorty Banes. Ha, ha, ha . . . You shore took him down a peg. He ain’t goin’ to be adroppin’ his britches fer a spell. Hit’s goin’ to make him madder ’n a rained-on hen. Watch yourself, now.”

“I’ll do that.” Logan removed the saddle from his horse, put it in the back of the wagon, and tied the horse behind. “I hope you won’t have any trouble with Clayhill riders on my account.”

“Don’t you worry none about that. This here’s the only eatin’ place in town. They ain’t goin’ to go hungry even fer Clayhill. Say . . . that’s his girl over there agivin’ ya the eye. Old Clayhill’ll get a first-hand report of the goin’s on. She’s a bitch, is what she is . . . Why there was a time when . . .”

Logan only half heard what Mable was saying. He was looking at the woman in the handsome buggy across the street. She was lovely, and her clothes were some of the finest he had seen. She was dressed all in white from the high-button shoes to the wide-brimmed hat set atop high-piled blond curls. A black boy was driving the buggy and two mounted men lounged in their saddles behind it. The woman was staring at him and . . . smiling.

Never before had Logan received such a bold, admiring look from a woman. Her stark, naked gaze roamed over him leisurely and gave him the sensation of being slowly undressed. He shifted on the seat in acute embarrassment.

“I’ll see you the next time I’m in town, ma’am.”

“Say, mister . . .” Mabel added, “if’n ya want to stop some’ers fer the night, ya might want to stop at Mary’s. She’s a widder woman ’n lives ’bout five or six miles out. House is painted up nice and she’s got flowers. She does doctorin’ ’n such. Got a girl or two if ya need yore ashes hauled.”

“I remember seeing the place. Thanks.”

He watched Brutus size up the team of bays, then move on out ahead. Logan put the team in motion and followed. When he passed the buggy he glanced at the woman. Her eyes were still fixed on him. She was openly amused and he saw her eyelid droop in a flirtatious wink. He ignored her. Clayhill’s stepdaughter was as dangerous as a keg of gunpowder in a forest fire.

He drove out of town, ignoring the stares of the loafers in front of the saloon and the people on the street who paused to gawk. He didn’t see any sign of Shorty Banes and his cronies, but he had the uneasy feeling that he might he watched by a dozen pair of eyes. The feeling stayed with him until he was on the open road.

 
 

 

Chapter Four

A stillness hung over the timbered benchland—a quiet so complete that the dull sound of the horses’ hooves and the wagon wheels rolling over the thick, yielding mat of pine needles faded into nothingness. The glow of elation Logan felt when he stuffed the deed to the land in his shirt had died a trembling death in the wake of his troubled thoughts.

Despite his bravado in town, he knew he might have bitten off more than he could chew. It would be weeks, even months before the members of his old army platoon arrived, although he supposed they had already left Illinois and might even be in Deadwood by now. They would have kept in touch with James Randolph, the only other survivor of the group who fought together during the War Between the States, and he would relay the message.

He thought about his land. The grazing was good; there was timber for buildings, an unlimited view that he liked, and plenty of good water. Moreover, there was a maze of canyons to the south, mountains to the west, and his nearest neighbors were the Spurlocks.

Uncle Henry would approve of the way his money had been spent, Logan mused. Invest in land and cattle, he had advised. The day of making a fortune in the fur trade will soon be over. Logan’s face creased in one of his rare, sudden grins. His uncle would have gloated over the fact he had bought the land out from under Adam Clayhill.

He was traveling up the valley beside a busy stream, the jingle of the harness echoing on the air. The wagon rocked on steadily, making him feel lonely and turning his thoughts inward to settle on Rosalee Spurlock. From the first he had felt the difference between her and the other women he had known, and he had known a few of them intimately. He admired her steadiness of will, her deep-rooted integrity, her womanliness, and her ability to speak frankly. He found himself responding to those qualities rather than her startling beauty. He doubted that she was even aware she was a beautiful woman.

Logan could feel the swelling in his groin as he thought about her. He was a man of strong sexual hungers and didn’t regard this physical change in his body as a sign of love. The only thing he knew about love was what he had read in the classics. He knew he wanted it someday when he was ready for it, but with all the trouble ahead of him this wasn’t the time. Yet he was lonely and longed to have someone of his own. He envied the men who were deeply rooted. He craved permanency, craved it with an urgency intensified by his years of seeking it. This was where he would sink his taproot. He would not let events conspire to uproot him again.

He jolted along on the wagon seat and wryly reflected that there was more than a modicum of truth in the adage having to do with the inadvisability of man living alone. This thought brought him up short! Good Godamighty! What was he thinking? In this part of the country it was unthinkable for a white woman to marry an Indian.

Logan was brought back from his dark thoughts by Brutus’s odd behavior. He was turning his head to the left and to the right, then back to look at him, alerting him to an unfamiliar scent. Logan was at once on guard. The trail had wound away from the stream and was passing between high boulders and scrub cedars that afforded plenty of concealment.

On a sudden hunch, Logan unbuckled his gunbelt, lifted his tunic, and dipped into his money belt, taking all the gold except for a few coins. He reached under the wagon seat for the canvas and hid the gold in the folds. He hastily rebuckled his gunbelt about his waist and moved the rifle to lay across his lap.

Brutus, with his nose to the ground, moved rapidly ahead. Suddenly he turned and came back. He barked, and the startled team, nervous and excited, picked up speed. Logan pulled back on the rein with his feet braced against the footboard at the front of the wagon.

Three things happened simultaneously and they all registered vividly in Logan’s mind. A shot blasted the stillness, Brutus dropped in his tracks, and a loop appeared directly ahead of him and he ran headlong into it. He felt the rope clamp his upper arms to his sides in a viselike grip while he was clawing for his rifle. He was jerked from the wagon seat and the breath went out of him when he hit the ground. The vision of a thousand faces filled with unreasonable hatred flashed before his eyes as a cloak of darkness covered him, lifted, covered him again, and was slowly swept aside so he could see that he was ringed in solidly by mounted men.

With his arms pinioned, Logan felt for his gun and found an empty holster. He was defenseless, but through blurred vision he saw it lying on the ground a few feet away. He rolled over on his stomach in an attempt to reach it, but was jerked viciously as the rider with the rope looped about his saddlehorn gigged the horse. The animal jumped sideways and backed up as if he were holding a steer. The encircling rope tightened and Logan was hauled helplessly over the rocky ground. He tried to protect his face and head by holding it up, but by the time the horse was pulled to a halt his hands and arms were numb from the tight rope and his face bloody from the sharp stones.

“How’d ya like that, redskin?” Shorty Banes leaned from the saddle and spit. “I aim ta learn ya a lesson, boy. We’uns don’t cotton to Injuns acomin’ in here what don’t know their place. Hear?”

“He ain’t so full a piss ’n vinegar, now, huh, Shorty?” Logan glanced at the man who spoke. He was the same one who had taunted him at the store: tall, gaunt, hooked nose, and small mouth. He reminded Logan of a buzzard.

“I hear tell ya got ya a good supply of cash on ya. Guess ya think that makes ya good as a white man. Where’d ya git it?”

“That’s none of your goddamn business.” Logan’s eyes shifted back to Shorty. He pulled himself to his feet and loosened the rope. He clenched and unclenched his fist in an effort to get the blood circulating again.

“Ya better not be gittin’ mouthy with me, Injun.”

Logan looked at the other three riders. The hooked-nose one, called Shatto, was leaning on his saddlehorn, grinning down at him, a stream of tobacco juice running out the side of his mouth. He didn’t look too smart; he’d follow Shorty’s lead. The other two were younger. One shifted his eyes away from Logan’s direct gaze; the other lounged indifferently in the saddle, a twig in the corner of his mouth. Logan jerked the rope up over his head and Shorty gathered it in.

“I ast ya a question, red ass. Where’d ya git the gold?”

“And I answered, you crazy bastard! I said it’s none of your fuckin’ business.”

“Yo’re short on brains, redskin. Ya ain’t got no backup now. Ya answer me or I’ll put a slug in yore stinkin’ red belly.”

“I inherited it from my uncle.” Logan was impotent with rage, but spoke calmly.

“I ain’t never heard of no Injuns ahavin’ that kind of money,” Shatto said and spit a stream of yellow tobacco juice that dribbled down Logan’s shirt.

“My uncle was white.” It took all of Logan’s self-control to ignore the insult. His fury had mounted to the extent that he was almost sick from holding it in.

“Well, what’a ya know. Yore pa musta been horny as hell ta poke his pecker in red meat.” Shorty laughed and drew a long, thin blade from a sheath in his saddle. “What’a ya say, boys, ’bout us adoin’ a little cuttin’? Let’s make us a gelding outta this here stud.”

As soon as the words registered in Logan’s brain, he flung himself straight at Shorty. A wild, piercing cry of rage tore from his throat. He made a grab to jerk him out of the saddle and felt the stinging pain of the coiled rope across his face. Instinctively, his hands went to his eyes and a booted foot that connected with his chest knocked him to the ground. Instantly, he was buried under an avalanche of striking, kicking men. He heaved and bucked, using every ounce of his strength, and spilled them away from him. But he couldn’t get enough air in his lungs and one leg was bent under him. He couldn’t get to his feet! Blows from the booted feet connected with his sides and the coiled rope continued to rain blows on his back and head. He tried to crawl, but was kicked to the ground while the rope blazed fire across his back.

Was this the end? Would be die here, kicked to death by this scum? He grunted under the lash of the rope as it came down across his back like a white, hot flame, but that was the only sound he made. He lifted his head and opened his lips to curse his tormentors, but no sound came. The hate-filled faces wavered and danced dizzily before his eyes. His mind commanded him to get to his feet and fight, but his body, on fire with pain, refused to obey.

From somewhere in the darkness he heard Shorty say, “Turn the fucker over. He’s goin’ to git what’s acomin’ fer what he done to me.”

Logan felt hands working at his belt, then his pants were pulled down, his privates exposed. He tried to lift his head, but a booted foot held it to the ground. With frantic eagerness to protect himself, he sought to roll over. Something was wrong with his legs and his chest felt numb. It was his last coherent thought. Lights exploded in his head and he fell through a great, black hole.

“I ain’t got no stomach fer this, Shorty. Ya said we’d whop the shit outta him and take his money. Ya didn’t say nothin’ ’bout acuttin’ his nuts.”

“Christ, Frank! He ain’t nothin’ but a gawdamned Injun. Give me yore knife, Shatto. I lost mine some’ers.”

“I ain’t awantin’ none of this, Shorty,” Frank insisted. “Kill ’im, if’n ya want to, but I ain’t fer cuttin’ ’im. That’d get folks riled, even if’n he is a Injun.”

“Ya ain’t got nothin’ ta say ’bout it! I ain’t even ortta a let ya come along, ya wet-eared sonofabitch! Get ta hell outta the way!”

“All I wanted outta this was that stallion. Shit! That’s horseflesh!” Pete said.

“Ya crazy bastard! Ya can git hung for stealin’ a horse!”

“Shut up, Frank!”

“Shit!”

“Do yore cuttin’ ’n let’s go!” Shatto said.

“I figur’d on takin’ that stallion,” Pete insisted.

“That shows that all yore a usin’ fer brains is that stick ya got atween yore legs. I’m atellin’ ya, I ain’t ahavin’ no part in horse stealin’.”

“A buggy’s acomin’!” Shatto let loose a string of swear words. “Looks like Mrs. Gregg’s.”

“Shitfire!”

“We better git the hell outta here if’n we wanta do any whorin’ at her place!”

“I can’t find my knife,” Shorty grumbled.

“Ta hell with it. C’mon!”

Shorty Banes mounted and turned his horse toward the still figure on the ground. “Stomp the sonofabitch!” he commanded. The horse hesitated, then jumped over Logan, and took off on the run.

 

*  *  *

 

Logan struggled against the awful darkness that pressed down on him. He fought against it until his eyes opened slowly to more darkness. Fear enveloped him. Was he dead? Where was he? He tried to move and the agony of pain tore through him. He lay perfectly still, his eyes open wide. He was alive.

Slowly, his thoughts assembled, sorted themselves out, and he remembered.

“No!” The strangled cry burst from his throat. He tried to move his hands to his groin, but his arms felt as if lead weights were attached to each hand. “Noooo . . .” he said again, and the word was a sob in his throat.

A light moved near him. He rolled his head toward it. It was then he realized he was in a bed and his head was on a pillow. The light came closer until it was so bright he had to shut his eyes against it, but not before he saw that it was a lamp and a woman carried it.

“So you’re awake.”

Logan opened his eyes and tried to focus them on her face. “Did they . . . did they . . . cut me?”

“No. You’ve still got all your parts.”

For a space of a dozen heartbeats he stared at her soft, pretty face, not knowing that tears gushed from his eyes and ran down over his torn cheeks.

“What’s wrong with me?” he whispered. “My jaw feels like it’s broken.”

“I don’t think it is. I felt it before it had time to swell. You’ve got some bruised or broken ribs and your back is torn up pretty good. It would have been a lot worse if you hadn’t had on that buckskin shirt.”

“I thought the bastards were going to kick me to death.”

“I was on my way to town when I saw your team and wagon. One of the men was going through it and the other three was standing over you. They left in a hurry. I didn’t get to see them, but I recognized a horse or two.”

“I know who they were,” he said wearily. “Did they take my money belt?”

“You didn’t have a money belt on you when we found you, but we found money in your wagon when we unrolled the canvas to cover your supplies. It’s in your saddlebags.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

“My name is Mary Gregg.”

“I passed here on the way to town. The flowers . . . and things . . .” He closed his eyes for an instant, then opened them wide. “My horse?”

“He’s all right,” Mary said quickly. “He was a handful to deal with, but we got him into the corral. Josh, the man who works for me, has an eye for a good horse. He said he’s one of the finest he’s seen, even if he is as ornery as a polecat.”

“He doesn’t like anyone near him but me and Brutus. Oh, God! The sonofabitches killed Brutus!”

“Brutus?”

“My dog. I remember now. They . . . shot him.”

“We didn’t see him, but we wash’t looking for him, either.”

She dipped a towel in the washpan beside the bed, wrung it out, and laid it over his discolored face. The cool dampness laid its soothing touch over his burning skin. His voice came to her muffled by the cloth. “Thank you, ma’am.”

Mary looked down at the man’s battered, swollen face and anger welled up in her. She gently smoothed the tangled hair off his forehead.

“Do you want something to drink? I’ve got whiskey.”

He rolled his head on the pillow. “No, but . . . thanks.”

She drew a chair close, sat down, and continued to lay the cool cloth on his face. Here was a man, a real man. He had as fine a body as she had ever seen; rangy, muscular, hard. Beneath the smooth skin of his chest and arms were ridges of muscle, put there by hard work. His stomach was a flat, hard plain, and his manly privates, which had been exposed to the sun when they came upon him lying in the trail, were huge, as was fitting a man his size.

Mary removed the cloth and dipped it in the water. She looked closely at the still face with the thick brush of black eyelashes lying on his cheeks. He had Indian blood; the high cheekbones and sculpted nose told her that. His midnight black hair was soft, wavy and clean. He was a man anyone would turn to look at a second time.

The minutes passed; Mary changed the damp cloth. She thought he was sleeping. Suddenly his eyes sprang open.

“My papers!”

“They’re safe, Logan Horn. The deed to your land is in your saddlebags under the bed.”

“Thank God! And . . . thank . . . you!”

“Go to sleep. You’ve nothing to worry about.” She gave his big, hard hand lying on the bed a squeeze with her soft one. “Try not to move around. I’ve got a coat of salve on your back.”

“Ma’am, I couldn’t move if the house was on fire,” he mumbled, and was almost instantly asleep.

Mary turned the oil lamp down low and continued to sit beside him until Minnie, a thin, flame-haired girl came to the door.

“Ain’t he waked up yet?”

Mary stood and picked up the lamp. “He woke up and now he’s gone back to sleep again.”

“Dud Simms just left. I never said anything ’bout him bein’ here, Mary. Honest.”

“I knew you wouldn’t if I asked you not to,” Mary said kindly. “I hope Clara and Hannah will keep quiet, too.”

“Clara’s got Billy Hopper in there. Him ’n Dud was the only ones to come by tonight.”

Mary Gregg was a full-bodied woman in her early thirties with soft brown hair and a pretty, unlined face. Her skin was smooth and white. She never allowed the sun to touch it if she could help it. Her cheeks were rosy without the use of the rouge her girls used, and her lips red. She kept herself immaculate at all times.

Mary had come to the territory as a bride. She and her husband had filed on government land, but pressure from Adam Clayhill had caused her husband to give it up. After he died, Mary took a couple of unfortunate girls under her protection after they had been run out of another town. The need to make a living forced her to open her own place. She never had more than two or three girls at one time, and they stayed until they found some cowpoke or drifter to marry them or they left of their own accord. One of them had married a mule-skinner by the name of Josh Hamilton and stayed on to help her run the place. Meta was a fine cook and Josh took care of the outside chores.

As far as anyone knew, Mary Gregg had never personally serviced any of the men who came to her house. She demanded that her girls be treated kindly and that they never be forced to do anything against their will. It was said that she was one of the richest women in this part of the territory.

“Dud told me ’bout what happened in town today. He said a Indian rode in with a pisspot full a gold and bought up range old Clayhill’s been usin’. I’d like to see the old bastard’s face when he finds out.” Minnie looked to see what effect her words had had on Mary, because everyone knew of her intense hatred for Adam Clayhill. Mary’s expression never changed and the disappointed Minnie continued. “He said the Indian got in a fight with Shorty Banes ’n cleaned his clock before he could say scat. Dud said Shorty was madder ’n a hornet ’cause the Indian kicked him in the nuts ’n he thought his ruttin’ days was over! Ha, ha, ha . . . I wish they was. He’s like a hog! He ain’t never goin’ to use me no more,” Minnie said with a toss of her red head.

“All you have to do is say the word, Minnie, and he’ll not get through the door again. You know that.”

“You reckon that’s the Indian he was talkin’ ’bout?” She jerked her head toward the bedroom door. “Whoeee! I don’t care if’n it was him or not that kicked the shit outta Shorty. I’d open up fer him . . . anytime!”

“Humm . . . You stay out of his room unless he asks for you. Hear?” Mary said in a no-nonsense voice. Then, “Let’s see if Meta’s got some fresh coffee. She’ll want to hear about what went on in town today, too.”

 

*  *  *

 

Rosalee brought her arms up out of the warm suds and looked off toward the east as she had done a dozen times in the last hour. There was no movement on the trail or on the horizon. She glanced around for Charlie and decided he had gone off somewhere with Ben.

She put her hand to the small of her back and straightened. She was tired. At daybreak she had brought the iron boiling pot from the cowshed. She had half filled it with water, carried from the spring in the cliff behind the house, and built a fire under it. The first batch of clothes were drying on the bushes and the rope she had stretched from the corner of the house to the oak tree beside the corral.

The late May sun had some heat to it in the middle of the day, and Rosalee wiped her face on the end of her apron and pushed the hair back from her eyes.

“Where’s Odell, Pa?” she called.

“How’d I know?” Grant had been surly for several days. Periodically, he went through days of depression when he felt useless and helpless. He sat on the step and whittled on a long stick.

“It’s time for nooning,” Rosalee said as she approached him. “Shall I bring yours out here?”

“Suit yourself.”

The inside of the cabin was dim and cool compared to bright sunlight. Rosalee glanced quickly around for her sister. Odell, lost in thought, sat in Grant’s chair.

“What are you doing in here when it’s so nice outside?”

“I hate it here, Rosalee,” Odell blurted. “Pa’s a grouch and there’s nothin’ to do.” Her pixie face puckered as if she would cry.

“Pa will get over it, honey. In a day or two he’ll be chipper as ever. And as far as something to do . . . the clothes are dry. You can bring them in while I fix up a bite to eat.”

“All you ever do is . . . work! I hate it here. I’m going to live in a town when I grow up! And I’m going to have books, a pretty dress, and real shoes.” She covered her eyes with her hands and began to sob.

“Oh, honey!” Rosalee lifted her out of the chair and sat down again with the child on her lap. She hugged her and pushed the hair back from her tear-wet face. She understood her feeling of loneliness and despair and longed, with all her heart, to make life more enjoyable for this little girl who was more like her child than her sister.

“I know how you feel, honey, really I do. I would like all those things, too. But we can’t have them. We’ve got Pa to take care of. Mama would want us to take care of him and try to make him happy. Think how he must feel, being blind and having to depend on us. You’re his only joy in life now. When he’s going through these bad times we’ve got to be patient with him.”

“He . . . told me to go away ’n stop yappin’ at him.”

“I’m sure he didn’t mean it. He probably had a lot of thinking to do.”

“And he said he’d be better off dead than the way he is.”

“He didn’t mean that, either. What would we do without Pa to tell us stories in the wintertime?”

“I’ve heard ’em all.”

“So have I, but I like to hear them again.”

“He’ll get all riled up when Mr. Horn comes back to get his horses. He said he wasn’t havin’ no damn half-breed ahangin’ ’round here.” Large blue eyes looked at Rosalee, and when tears appeared she tried to blink them away.

“Maybe he’d like Mr. Horn if he talked to him,” Rosalee said patiently, though she knew it wasn’t true. Her father was so like so many others who’d never stop to consider that this land had belonged to the Indians and that they were the intruders.

Odell lifted the hem of her dress and wiped her eyes. Rosalee felt the tears rising in her own throat. She hadn’t realized the depth of her little sister’s loneliness or the intense feeling of rejection the child suffered at the hands of their blind father when he was in one of his black moods.

“Do you know what we’re going to do?” Rosalee said lightly and happily. “When we finish the washing, we’ll play a game of hide-and-seek. Then tonight we’ll cut a body for your doll out of the scraps of Ben’s deerskin. Pa made such a beautiful doll head, it’s a shame she doesn’t have a body.”

“Oh, Rosalee! Could we?”

“Of course we can. And I’ve been thinking about something else, too. When Ben goes over to the Haywards’ you can go along with him and stay a few days. Mrs. Hayward said you were welcome anytime. She said one more youngun among her five would he no trouble at all. You can play with Sudie May and Polly. By then we’ll have your doll ready and maybe even a dress for her.”

“How’ll you get ’round Pa? He won’t want me to go.”

“I’ll talk him into it.”

Odell’s face brightened and an infectious smile shifted the lines of her mouth upward. “Oh, golly! Oh, golly! I love you, Rosalee.” She threw her arms around her sister’s neck and hugged her. “But what if Pa—”

“Don’t think about that! Think on the good side.” She lifted the child off her lap. “But first things first. We’ve got to fix the meal and finish the washing. Then we’ll play.”

“You was goin’ to work in the garden.”

“Oh, fiddle! I can work in that old garden anytime. It’s a lot more fun to play hide-and-seek,” Rosalee said lightly, and was rewarded by a gleam of pure pleasure in her little sister’s tear-wet eyes.

 

*  *  *

 

Grant remained in his black mood all afternoon. Rosalee anxiously watched the trail for Logan, although she was sure it would be late evening, and possibly not until morning, before he returned. She wasn’t sure what her father would say to him. He could be cruel and cutting in his remarks if he felt strongly about something. She dreaded his bringing up the fact that Logan was a breed.

When she thought of Logan Rosalee felt a surprising, overwhelming burst of happiness. Even now, as she played hide-and-seek with Odell, she could see his sudden smile behind her eyelids when she closed her eyes. It made crinkly lines around his eyes and deepened the indentations in his cheeks, making him look surprisingly boyish. She blushed at her thoughts, then chided herself to keep her mind on the game. She picked up her skirts and ran to hide behind the cowshed. This was her last turn at hiding; the sun had gone behind the mountains in the west, and soon it would be time to start the evening meal.

Hunkered down behind a pile of logs, Rosalee could hear Odell coming along beside the corral fence. She stopped to call to the foal and the mare nickered softly. The mare continued to nicker even after Odell had gone into the cowshed. It suddenly occurred to Rosalee that the mare had heard another horse. She stood and moved to the end of the corral where she could look down the trail.

Four horsemen, galloping their mounts, came from between the break in the trees. Rosalee felt no alarm. Riders came this way several times a month. The trail from here on was rough and hazardous, but it was a shortcut to the Clayhill ranch. She called out to Odell.

“Someone’s coming, Odell. I’ll have to go to the house.” She walked rapidly in order to be beside her father when the men arrived. “I’m here, Pa.”

“Who is it? Sounds like three or four horses.” Grant had moved his chair out into the yard. He poked the stick he’d been whittling on in the ground beside it and folded up his pocket knife.

“There’s four of them, and they look like Clayhill riders.” She squinted her eyes. “They’re Clayhill men. A couple of them have been here several times before.” Rosalee didn’t like the man they called Shatto, or Shorty Banes. But she hadn’t told her father that. She had not seen the other two men before.

“Howdy, ma’am. Mind if we water our horses?” Shorty leaned back in the saddle and grinned at her.

“Go ahead. But you just crossed the creek a ways back.”

“We did? I didn’t see no creek. Did you, Shatto?”

“Naw. I ain’t seen no creek since we left Junction City,” he said in a foolish attempt at humor.

“We’d be obliged fer some supper, bein’s on how it’ll be a spell afore we get ta the ranch.” Shorty edged his horse closer.

“I’m afraid I don’t have anything prepared,” Rosalee said curtly.

“Coffee, then?” Shatto asked, and spit in the dirt of her flower bed.

Rosalee looked at their leering faces and felt a sudden chill. They had never been this bold before. She moved over and placed her hand on her father’s shoulder.

“We’re out of coffee.”

“Water your horses and move out.” Grant spoke for the first time.

“Ya reckon they ain’t goin’ ta be friendly, Shatto?”

“Hit don’t appear to me that they is,” he said, and flung his leg up over his saddle horn. “Yore a right sightly woman, ma’am. Ain’t yore name Rosalee?”

“It’s Miss Spurlock to you.” She could feel her father’s body tremble beneath her hand and she patted him reassuringly, hoping to keep him calm.

“She’s a uppity one, ain’t she, Shorty?”

“C’mon. Let’s water our horses and go.” The man who spoke was younger than Shorty and Shatto. He had a growth of thin, blond whiskers on his pimpled face and he held such a tight rein on his horse that the animal danced and fidgeted.

“Shut up, Frank. I wanna visit with the purtty woman.”

“Shorty, you’d better not—”

“I said, shut up, Frank. If’n yore in such a gawdamned hurry, ride on out. Ya ain’t been nothin’ but a pain in the ass all day, anyhow. All ya do is yap, yap, yap.”

“Ya ain’t ortta talk like that in front of a lady,” Frank insisted angrily. “Ain’t that right, Pete?”

“He can talk any way he wants. Hit makes me no never mind.”

Grant was trying to rise from the chair, but Rosalee’s hand pressed him down. However, she couldn’t keep him from blurting out angrily, “Water yore horses and git the hell outta here!”

Shorty let go with a loud guffaw. “What’a ya goin’ ta do if’n I ain’t a mind to, old man?”

Rosalee could feel the rage in her father, and when he sprang to his feet her hand on his shoulder was as nothing. There was something deadly here! Fear squeezed her heart. She remembered Ben had set the rifle just inside the door this morning. She made a move to go to the cabin, but Shorty spurred his horse to cut her off.

“Ya changed yore mind ’bout gettin’ us some supper?”

Rosalee didn’t answer. She stepped sideways and went around the horse. Shorty slid from the saddle on the other side and flung his arm across the doorway.

“Shorty,” Frank called. “Me’n Pete’s goin’ on. Ya’ll had better come, too.”

Shorty ignored him. His loose lips parted in what he considered a flirtatious smile, showing yellow teeth. “Ya don’t want me ta go, now do ya?” he said in a soft, purring voice.

His words shocked and sickened her. She moved back and he followed, backing her into the horse. She was frightened now, but determined not to show it.

“I certainly do want you to go. Mr. Clayhill wouldn’t be pleased to know you’re here making a nuisance out of yourself.”

“What’s a nuisance? Does it mean a . . . stud?” He jerked his pelvis toward her in an obscene way, grinning all the while.

Rosalee’s face flamed with embarrassment and fear. She looked wildly about, then quickly turned and started back toward her father.

“Yore woman’s agettin’ away, Shorty. Want me ta get ’er for ya?” Shatto didn’t wait for an answer. He jumped his horse toward Rosalee. “Wha . . . whoo!” he shouted.

Rosalee was halfway across the yard when he grabbed her beneath the arms and pulled her up against his thigh. “I got ’er,” he shouted gleefully. “And I’m agoin’ ta get me a kiss ’afore ya can ’ave ’er.”

“Let me go!” Rosalee screamed, and fought the hands holding her.

“Get your filthy hands off her, you low-life scum!” Grant yelled.

She heard her father’s cry of rage. Frantically, she turned her head so she could see him. He charged forward, the pointed whittling stick in his hand. He jabbed ahead of him viciously, hitting nothing. Shorty laughed and spun toward the sound. Now all the men were laughing at the blind man stumbling around in the yard.

Shorty darted behind his horse. “Who . . . eee! Ya better watch out, Shatto. He’s agoin’ ta git ya,” he taunted.

Grant lunged toward the sound. He jabbed with the stick and struck the saddle. He drew it back and with all his strength he jabbed again and the sharp point of the stick went into the soft mound between the hind legs of Shorty’s horse. The animal screamed in pain, whirled and lashed out with his hind legs. Both of them connected with Grant’s body. One struck him in the chest, the other beside the head. He was flung into the air. When he hit the ground he lay grotesquely limp and still.

“Pa!” Rosalee screamed. The arm holding her loosened and when her feet hit the ground she was running. “Pa . . . Oh, Pa!” The side of his head was crushed. She knew immediately that he was dead.

“You stupid sonofabitch!” Frank yelled. “Ya’ve done it, now. Ya’ll get run outta the country fer messin’ with that woman. And ya done got ’er pa killed. I ain’t had no part a this. C’mon, Pete.”

“Go on, ya lily-livered bastard. ’Twas his own doin’,” Shorty shouted. He was chasing after his still-bucking horse. He caught him, gave the reins a hard jerk, and hit the animal up beside the head with his fist before he mounted. “Let’s get ta hell outta here. Crazy old fool got what he had acomin’.” He put his heels to the horse and took off on the run. Shatto looked down at Rosaalee and her father, spit a stream of tobacco juice in the grass beside them, and followed Shorty.

Rosalee was only vaguely aware the men had left. She knelt beside her father, numbed with shock. Ten minutes ago she had been playing happily with Odell. Now, her pa was dead, his blood seeping into the ground where he lay.

Odell! She had forgotten about her little sister. She stood, looked around, and saw the girl running toward her from the corner of the house. Rosalee ran to meet her and gathered her in her arms.

“Rosalee! What’s wrong with Pa? What’d those men do to him?” She tried to wiggle out of Rosalee’s embrace. “I wanna see Pa.”

“No! Don’t look at him! The horse . . . kicked him and he’s . . . dead! It happened so fast. Oh, Pa!” She fell to her knees with her sister in her arms and sobbed.

“I saw it! Pa was trying to help you, Rosalee!” Odell began to scream. “Pa! Pa! Pa!”

 
 

 

Chapter Five

Rosalee covered her father’s body with a blanket and sat beside him, holding Odell in her arms. The weight of grief pressed down on her. Only she, Odell and Ben were left from a family of eight. First they lost two brothers, then a baby sister and Mama. Now Pa was gone. He had been cantankerous at times, and opinionated, but he had also been loving. He’d loved his wife and he’d loved his children. Pa died trying to help her! If only she hadn’t cried out when the man grabbed her! A black wave of hate flooded her heart when she thought of the men who had laughed and jeered as he stumbled across the yard.

It was almost dark. Ben came riding into the yard whistling a tune. He had a young deer thrown over his saddle and Charlie loped alongside him.

“What are you sitting out here for?” he asked when he saw his sisters sitting in the grass. “What . . .” He slowly dismounted, knowing something was wrong, instinctively knowing that something had happened that couldn’t be changed. “Rosalee . . . what’er you doin’ out here, and what’s . . . that?”

“Pa’s dead.” Rosalee reached for his hand and pulled him down beside her and Odell. “Pa’s dead, Ben.”

“He . . . can’t be . . . What happened?”

Rosalee put her arm around him and pulled his head to her shoulder. “He was kicked by a horse, honey. But there’s more to it than that. You’ve got to help me with him. Odell and I waited for you.” Sobs tore at Ben’s throat, but he was trying to be manly and hold them back. “Go ahead and cry, honey. Odell and I are all cried out for the time being.”

Ben let the tears flow, and after awhile, still in shock, he went to the shed and came back with a flat board. He and Rosalee rolled their father’s body onto it and carried him into the house.

“What’ll we do, Rosalee? Shall I ride over to the Haywards? They’ll come, and so will the Cranstons.”

“It’ll only take you an hour. Why don’t you wait and leave at first light? Oh, Ben! I don’t know if I . . . can take care of him like I should! His poor head! I don’t want to remember him like that.”

Ben came to her and put his arms around her. He was half a head shorter than his sister, but his young body was strong from hard work.

“I’ll help you. Pa wouldn’t want us to remember him . . . like that, either. I’ll get that good shirt of mine and we’ll wrap it about his head like a bandage. We’ll put his black pants on him and his good shirt. Just keep thinkin’ about what Pa would tell us to do. He’d say for us to hold up our heads and do the decent thing.”

They laid their father out on the bunk where a few nights ago Logan Horn’s mother had lain. They dressed him and set a candle on the bench beside him. Odell went to sleep, but Ben and Rosalee talked through the night. Ben was for riding over to the Clayhill ranch and reporting the men to Mr. Clayhill.

“Let it lie, Ben. He wouldn’t do anything to them. They would say it was an accident, which it was. But it was an accident they caused to happen.”

“I don’t think Clayhill knows or cares what his men do. I’ve met up with his foreman a time or two. He’s not like the hands. He ’pears to be a cut higher. He might do somethin’.”

“I wouldn’t count on it, Ben. We’ve got to think about what we’re going to do now.”

“We’ll stay on here. There’s nothing else we can do.”

“I know. But I worry about Odell. If Mrs. Hayward will take her home with her, I’m going to let her go and stay awhile. She gets so lonesome here, and now without Pa . . .”

“What about you, Rosalee? Don’t you get lonesome, too?”

“Of course I do. But without Pa and Odell to look after, I’ll ride out with you for awhile. Maybe together we can get a few more cattle and we’ll drive them to Junction City. We could use the cash money.”

Ben left to take the news to the neighbors as soon as dawn streaked the eastern sky. Rosalee went with him to the corral to get his horse. Logan Horn’s mare and foal came to meet her. During the long night she had thought of him once or twice and wondered what the future held for him as well as for Odell, Ben, and herself.

“I’ll be back as soon as I tell ’em about Pa. It’ll take awhile for ’em to load up.” The tragedy seemed to have steadied Ben. He went about what he had to do calmly. “I skinned out the deer I got yesterday. It’s a little ’un, so you might as well roast the whole thing. There might he nigh on to thirty people here if they bring all the kids. You and Odell put on your good dresses, Rosalee. As soon as I get back I’ll start to rig up a table in the yard. We’ll do this up right so Pa’d be proud.”

“Oh, Ben! Go on before I start bawling again. And Ben . . . when you come back you’d better tie Charlie up. He’s not used to being with so many kids and he might bite one of them.”

“I don’t think he’d do that, but he’d be grabbin’ off a hunk of that deer meat if he got a chance.”

The Haywards and the Cranstons arrived by mid-morning. They came in wagons loaded with food they had hastily gathered from their storehouses: smoked ham, hominy, dried beans, honey, freshly baked bread, and apple jelly. Shortly before noon Mr. Smithfield and two of his sons rode over on horseback carrying a basket of fried apple pies. His wife was ailing, he said, but she sent her condolences.

Lottie Hayward climbed down off the wagon seat holding her baby in her arms and the rest of the children spilled out the back of the wagon. She gave the oldest one a quilt to spread on the grass under a shade tree and cautioned each one to be quiet out of respect for the dead.

“I’d better not see a smile or hear a titter till we’re in the wagon ’n away from here,” she said sternly, and waited for a chorus of, “Yes, Maw.”

The children, all dressed in their best, obeyed and tried to conceal their excitement. Lottie left the sleeping baby in the care of Polly, the oldest child, and went to where Rosalee and Odell stood beside the door greeting their guests.

“Hit’s just about the awfulest thing I ever did hear of,” she said, shaking her head sadly. “Yo’re just little orphans, is what ya are!” A few tears squeezed from between her eyelids and she blinked them away. She hugged each of the girls. “Now tell me what to do. Where’ll I put the vittles I brought? I’ll swan to goodness, we’re agoin’ to have a bunch to feed!”

“You didn’t need to bring anything, Lottie,” Rosalee exclaimed.

“Why I did so! Landsakes! What’s neighbors fer?” Lottie Hayward was a big, square-built woman with large hands and feet. It was said she could plow as well as her husband. The lines of her homely, weathered face were arranged somberly to fit the occasion, and she talked in a muffled whisper as if she were afraid she would disturb the dead.

“Odell, why don’t you go sit on the quilt with Polly and Sudie May? Lottie will help me now. And so will Mrs. Cranston when she gets the baby to sleep.”

“No. I’ll help you, Rosalee. Pa’d . . . want me to help.”

“All right, honey. If you want to.”

The men fashioned a coffin for Grant from the planks that Ben and Rosalee had been accumulating to floor the cabin. It was a crude affair, but Rosalee lined the box with her mother’s best quilt. After her father was placed in it she put a faded pink cloth rose from one of her mother’s hats in his hand. Ben wanted to bury him on a knoll at the corner of their land and Rosalee agreed. They walked behind the wagon carrying the coffin with Odell between them and the neighbors walking quietly behind.

The burial ceremony was brief. Rosalee asked Mr. Hayward to read a scripture from her mother’s Bible, and they sang a chorus of “Rock of Ages.” When it was over, Ben stepped forward and used two of his precious supply of nails to nail the lid of the coffin in place. Odell started to sob when they lowered the coffin into the ground and the men began shoveling in the dirt.

Rosalee led the mourners back down the hill to the cabin. She thought about how comforting it was to be with people at this time. Then her thoughts turned to Logan Horn, and she remembered the sadness on his face the morning he lashed his mother’s body to the travois. He had gone through this alone except for the little help she had given to him. Where was he? she wondered. Why hadn’t he come back?

A burial or a wedding was almost the only occasion to bring neighbors together. It was a chance to visit and exchange news. The men were anxious to know about the handsome, blooded mare and the foal in the Spurlock corral. Rosalee left it up to Ben to tell about Logan Horn stopping at their place in the middle of the night with his dying mother. She could tell that Ben was enjoying having the men’s rapt attention and she was proud of him for stating so matter-of-factly that Logan’s mother was an Indian and that he had taken her body into the hills to build a scaffold according to the custom of her people.

She watched her neighbors for signs of prejudice, but if they had any they kept them concealed. She wondered what they would think if she told them Logan had gone to Junction City to buy the range Adam Clayhill had been using all these years. She hadn’t even told Ben that news. Her eyes strayed once again down the trail toward town. Something had gone wrong or Logan would have been back for his horses by now.

By the time the neighbors made ready to leave in order to be home before dark, Rosalee had told the circumstances leading to her father’s death a dozen times. She named the men from the Clayhill ranch.

“That there foreman, Case Malone, seemed like a good sort of a feller. He come by one time ’n said they had stock on the range ’n if’n we let ’em be, they’d let us be, ’n they have.”

“They ain’t bothered us none,” Mr. Cranston said. “I heard tell he ain’t been foreman but fer two, three years. Injuns killed the other’n. Guess he was meaner than a rattler. I don’t know where this ’un come from, but he ain’t no fool.”

“You plannin’ on astayin’ here, Miss Rosalee?” Mr. Hayward asked.

“Of course. Our land is paid for. This is our home and now our pa is . . . buried here.”

“Well now, you just be mighty careful of them fellers ’n any other drifter what comes by.” He shook his head. “My, my . . . it used to be a woman’s worry was the Injuns, ’n a man, even if he was at the bottom of the barrel, would die aprotectin’ ’er. Times is achangin’.”

“Don’t worry, Mr. Hayward. I’m going to keep the rifle handy from now on. I appreciate you and Lottie taking Odell home with you for awhile. You make her mind and help with the work. She needs children to play with. It’ll help keep this off her mind for awhile.”

“We’re jest proud to have her. If’n ya’ll need any help you jest holler. It ain’t but a hour’s ride over here.”

The children were in the wagons. Odell sat between Sudie May and Polly. She tried not to smile, to show her excitement, but her eyes gleamed. Ben and Rosalee kissed her good-bye.

“Mind Lottie and help with the baby. Ben and I will ride over next week and see if you want to come home.”

Lottie set a basket in the wagon. “You keep the rest of the honey, Rosalee. I see ya’ve et all yores . . . No, I don’t want the rest of that ham. Keep it fer yoreself ’n Ben. I’ll take a hunk a that deer meat, if’n yore sure ya can spare it. Silas can’t make the time to hunt like he ort to.”

“Keep the bread ’n the hominy, Rosalee,” Mrs. Cranston insisted. “I got aplenty at home.”

“Thank you all. I don’t know what we’d have done without you.”

The women hugged Rosalee. The men, after they shook hands with her and Ben, climbed up on the wagon seats and put the teams in motion.

“Bye, Rosalee. Bye, Ben,” Odell called.

“Don’t ya worry ’bout ’er none. We’d jest be proud fer ’er to stay fer quite a spell. I forgot to ask ya, Rosalee, if’n ya want some tater eyes to plant. If’n ya do, send Ben over.” Lottie turned around to wave.

“We’ve got plenty, Lottie, but thanks.” Rosalee and Ben waved at Odell until the trail turned and the wagon was out of sight.

“It’ll be more lonesome than ever without Odell and . . . Pa,” Rosalee murmured.

“I’ll turn Charlie loose.” With his hands in his pockets and his head bowed, Ben walked toward the cowshed.

After the chores were done, Ben lay down on the bunk and went to sleep. Rosalee covered him with a quilt because the night was cool. She flung her shawl around her shoulders and went out to sit on the step. So much had happened since Logan Horn had pounded on their door in the middle of the night.

Charlie came to lie down at her feet and she stroked his shaggy head. Rosalee sat, not moving, her jumbled thoughts twisting and turning like a tumbleweed driven by a brisk wind. Pa was gone . . . poor Pa. He’d not been the same after Mama died. He’d loved her so much.

Rosalee watched the break in the trees leading to the trail to town and a thought came to her mind that made her heart freeze: The Clayhill riders! Had they met up with Logan and killed him?

 

*  *  *

 

The Clayhill ranch house was ablaze with light as it was every evening at this time when Della Clayhill was at home. It was a big, square, two-storied, white frame house with a wide, railed veranda on three sides, surrounded by a white picket fence that no ranch hand dared to step within without being invited. The long, narrow windows on both the upper and lower floors were decorated with elaborately carved woodwork. Stained glass panes adorned the upper part of the windows as well as the double doors that opened onto the veranda. It was said to be one of the most elegant houses in the Colorado Territory.

Della loved the house with its Persian rugs, voluptuous, velvet draperies and ornate Victorian furniture, but hated its location. Since her mother had died five years before, she had spent as little time here as possible. It was a boring, savage land, and the people here were equally boring. But if she was going to stay in the good graces of her stepfather, she had to divide her time between the ranch and Denver.

Lately Della had begun to worry that Adam might marry again. He had made several trips to Denver to visit a widow not much older than herself. The thought of sharing her inheritance with another woman was not something Della liked to think about, and she had given considerable thought to the idea of getting Adam to marry her. He was still a vigorous man and the thought of sleeping with her stepfather was rather intriguing. She had often wondered why her mother had detested the physical side of her marriage to Adam. He was big, strong, demanding, had an explosive temper, and could be exceedingly cruel at times.

Della had been eleven years old when her mother married Adam ten years before. Even then she had adored him and spent as much time with him as possible. She was not an outdoor type of girl. She hated the smelly outbuildings on the ranch, the wind blowing her hair, the hot sun making her sweat. Being inside the lovely house was more to her liking. She became adept at bossing the servants, which irritated her mother but amused Adam. Some days she would spend hours standing at the window waiting for him to come in. She loved to sit on his lap and wiggle until his thing got hard and he would lift her off and take her mother up to the bedroom.

Her sixteen-year-old brother, Kain, had detested him. He and Adam never got along and Kain left the ranch two years after they arrived. He kept in touch with his mother until she died. Since then, nothing had been heard from him.

Della knew she was beautiful. She gazed into the long mirror beside her dressing table and tucked a strand of her blond hair in place. She was of average height and very slim. Many men had enjoyed encircling her waist with their two hands. Her breasts were fully rounded, her nipples large. Her eyes dropped to them and she was pleased to see how they jutted against the thin, white muslin of her gown. She almost always wore white with a touch of pastel. Impulsively, she lifted the skirt of her dress and yanked off a petticoat. She ran her hands down over her belly and lower to see if her pubic hair was visible through the white gown. It was, but not nearly as much as she would have liked. At least there was nothing between her and the dress. She tucked a fresh sachet between her breasts and left the room.

Adam will still be angry, she thought as she went down the carpeted stairs. She had told him about the half-breed buying the range as soon as she had returned from town. He had exploded with a fury that she had seldom witnessed before. The foul language that spewed from his mouth was downright exciting. Just thinking about it and the way he had picked up a heavy goblet and flung it at the wall sent delicious quivers down her spine. He had walked the floor and cursed for an hour before going into his office. He had not come out for dinner and she had dined alone.

The house was quiet, she observed with a smile. The servants were keeping out of the master’s way. He had been known to knock one of them off their feet when he was in a terribly foul mood and they had not anticipated his wishes correctly. Della had no fear of him. Papa Adam had always been gentle as a lamb with her.

Adam had left the door to his office open, but the red velvet door draperies were pulled. In this way he could hear what was going on in the house and yet have his privacy. Della pulled aside the drapes and stood framed in the doorway. Adam sat at his desk, a sheaf of papers in his hand. Della watched him through lowered lids. His white hair was thick and sprang back from a broad forehead. She knew he was proud of his hair and proud of the white mustache he kept trimmed to perfection. He was a big man with wide shoulders and long arms. His waist had thickened over the years, but it was not unattractive. The buttons on his shirt were undone and a mat of reddish-brown hair sprinkled with gray was visible.

“Papa Adam . . .” Della made her voice velvety soft and looked at him with a quiet, childlike sweetness.

“Della, honey, come in. Did I scare you when I went on my rampage?” He rolled back his chair and stood up.

“Noooo . . .” Della moved across the floor swiftly like a child seeking comfort. Adam automatically opened his arms and she went into them. “Are you still angry?”

“You’re gawddamn right I am! I can’t wait to get my hands on that stupid fucker who sold my land! He knew I was going to buy it as soon as I sold the herd. He’ll wish, by Gawd, he’d had tin around his asshole when I get through with him. He won’t be able to shit for a month. The scrawny prick let the land go to a cunt-screwin’ half-breed!”

Della could feel him tremble with rage. She snuggled her face against him, opened her mouth and blew her warm breath on his chest. She loved it when he forgot himself and said the dirty words he used when he was talking to the men. She snuggled against him for a long moment and decided he was so worked up over the sale of the land that he didn’t even realize she was there. It irked her. She didn’t like being ignored. She raised her head and kissed him on the chin.

“Oh, now, it can’t be all that bad. Come and sit down and let’s talk about it.” She tugged on his hand, led him to the big leather arm chair and pushed him down into it. She sat down on his lap and put her arms around his neck. “This is the way I used to sit on your lap when I was a little girl,” she whispered. “Remember?”

“I sure do.” He chuckled. “You were as soft and cuddly as a snub-nosed puppy.”

“A puppy! Puppies are ugly.”

Adam laughed. “You? Ugly?” He laughed again. “Honey, you were the prettiest little thing I ever saw. You still are.”

“Do you think so, Adam?”

“I sure do. Don’t I spoil you rotten? Don’t you have everything you want?”

“Not everything.”

“Just name it, honey. I’ll get it if I can.”

She kissed his chin and wiggled her bottom firmly against the soft mound beneath it. “What are you going to do about that Indian? Where do you suppose he got the money?”

“Stole it. He’s probably got a price on his head down south and thought he’d come up here and buy some respectability.”

“He’s awfully good looking.” Della knew her words would rile him, and she wasn’t disappointed.

“What the gawddamned difference does that make? He’s a fuckin’ blanket ass! He’ll haul his ass off that land and out of the territory or I’ll nail his red pecker to a tree! I’ve used that range for twenty years. I’m not giving it up to anyone, especially not to a stinkin’, dog-eatin’ savage that don’t know his ass from a hole in the ground.”

In his agitation Adam’s hand had found the side of her rounded bottom and pressed it against his growing hardness. A pleasing, familiar feeling began to crowd the thoughts of the Indian from his mind. When she was a little girl he’d used her soft, little bottom to get himself aroused so he could make it with her cold, prim and proper mother. She didn’t have on as many clothes now as she did then. He looked down his long nose and into the neck of her dress. The soft mounds of her breast were pressed together and her nipples were hard little knots that his fingers itched to touch.

Adam knew Della was not the sweet, little innocent that she pretended, at times, to be. He had seen her flirt with the men, had seen her on occasion rub against them. It had amused him to see her get them steamed up and then walk away and leave them. She tilted her head and their eyes met. Slowly, the pink tip of her tongue came out and made a slow pass over her upper lip and then came to rest at the corner of her mouth. It stayed there while they looked deeply into each other’s eyes. What she was sitting on was rock hard now, and they both knew it.

“I’m your . . . papa,” he said hoarsely.

“No, you’re not. My papa died or my mother wouldn’t have married you.”

“You’ve been like my daughter.”

“This doesn’t feel like you’re holding your daughter?” Her fingers slid down between them and she moved her hip to make room for her hand to grip him.

“Good gawdamighty!” The breath exploded from his lungs.

“You’re awful big, Papa Adam,” she whispered, but continued to hold his eyes with hers. This was the most thrilling game she had ever played and she was determined to get the most out of it. His angry outbursts had set her blood dancing and created an ache between her legs. “I’ve always loved you.” Her words were uttered breathlessly, and his eyes moved to her lips that remained parted, showing a pink tongue moving back and forth over the edge of her small white teeth.

“You know what you’re doin’, don’t you? You’ve done it before.” A spurt of jealousy made him want to shake her.

She laughed softly. “You’re not the kind of man who wants a quivering virgin.”

“Don’t start something you’ll not finish, girl,” he said harshly.

“What would you do to me, Papa Adam, if I moved my hand and . . . got off your lap, and . . . went up to bed and locked my door?” She spoke slowly, her eyes sparkling and mischievous.

He looked at her for a long moment and suddenly realized that it was inevitable that this happen. It had been building for years. He had wanted her in this way since she was twelve, but the feeling hadn’t surfaced until now.

“I’d break your gawddamned neck!” he said viciously.

Peals of soft laughter came from Della’s lips. “I’d love it, Papa. Really I would.”

“Don’t call me that!” He put his mouth to hers, crushing her lips against his teeth, crushing her against him until the breath left her body.

Through the pounding of blood in his ears he heard the clang of the bell on the veranda. He lifted his head to listen as Samuel, the black servant, opened the door. There was a low murmur of voices and then muffled footsteps coming down the carpeted hallway.

“Mastah Clayhill, suh.” Samuel’s voice came through the heavy draperies that covered the door. “Mastah Malone is heah.”

“Gawddamn!” Adam whispered the curse under his breath, then called out, “Tell him to wait in the parlor.”

“Yas’suh.”

Della laughed softly after Samuel’s footsteps had receded down the hall. “I don’t think Case has been in the parlor before.”

Adam pulled her arms down from around his neck and with his hands beneath her knees moved her feet to the floor. “It’s important or Case wouldn’t come to the house.”

Della stood up and Adam got to his feet. Their eyes met, hers smiling, his smoldering. His nostrils were extended as he took air deep into his lungs. She stood close to him and ran her fingers lightly over the bulge in his pants.

“You’d better wait awhile before you call Case in. He might get the idea you’re smuggling . . . fence posts.”

A slow smile spread over Adam’s face. “You horny little slut! You’ve been this way all the time!”

“I love it when you talk like that!” she said and gripped him hard.

He removed her hand from him and stepped back. “Get out of here so I can get myself in shape to talk to Case.”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to help you get rid of that?” Her eyes flicked to his crotch and up again, laughing into his eyes.

“Later.”

“Whatever you say . . . Papa.”

“You . . . gawddamned little bitch!” He reached for her and she moved quickly to the door, laughing silently back at him.

Della slipped between the drapes and ran lightly up the stairs to her room. She closed the door and leaned against it. It had been so easy! Adam would be an exciting lover and she knew just how to stir him to anger. She’d have him eating out of her hand and she wouldn’t even have to marry him. This way she would be free to see who she pleased, and do as she pleased while she was in Denver. As Mrs. Adam Clayhill her activities would he carefully scrutinized, but this way . . .

Adam could scarcely believe what had happened. Della had always treated him affectionately, but he’d had no idea she was so attracted to him. He had watched her little bottom round out and her breasts grow. She was a stunningly beautiful woman. He had bought her pretty clothes, paid for her to attend a good school, and later furnished her a house in Denver. She had been away from the ranch much of the time during the last few years, and he had missed her. She’d started it, by God, he mused. Once he took her he’d sure as hell not share her with anyone else!

Adam rubbed his hands together and reached into his desk drawer for a cigar. Cecilia, the Mexican girl he had brought to the ranch on the pretext of helping in the kitchen, had furnished him with a variety of pleasures. She was a hot-blooded little bitch, but she was afraid of him. Violence and anger had always stirred him to passion. It was then that he wanted it most. It was the same with Della. She wanted him to curse at her, say filthy words. He chuckled as he thought of how her eyes had brightened when he called her a slut. She might even enjoy being knocked about a bit. He looked down at himself and laughed out loud. He’d have to get his mind off the thought of spanking her bare little butt if he was ever going to talk to Case.

He sat down, leaned back in the chair and blew smoke rings into the air. After awhile he rolled his chair up to the desk and bellowed for Samuel to tell Case to come in.

The minute Case Malone walked through the door Adam knew he was angry. Case had been recommended to him two years ago when his foreman of fifteen years was killed by the Cheyenne. He’d often wondered why Case had come to Colorado. He was a Texan and had been a Texas Ranger for several years. He was good with the men, good with the stock, but so straitlaced he was a pain in the ass at times.

“What’s happened, Case? I can tell you’ve got your back up about something.” He motioned to a chair, but Case stood in front of the desk with his hat in his hand.

“I wanna fire four of the men.”

“What for?”

“They stopped at Spurlock’s place on the way back from town. They got to foolin’ ’round ’n one of ’em grabbed Miss Spurlock. She screamed ’n her pa went at ’em with a sharp stick he’d been whittlin’ on. Durin’ the fracas he poked it in Shorty Bane’s horse ’n the animal kicked him to death.”

“Well, what the hell did he think he could do? He was blind as a bat,” Adam said irritably.

“He was atryin’ to protect his daughter.”

“It’s too bad he got himself killed, but I don’t see it as any reason to fire four good men. We’re short-handed as it is.”

“I’ve told the men repeatedly to stay away from the small ranches ’n farms. They’d no business at the Spurlock’s place,” Case insisted.

“They didn’t hurt the woman, did they?”

“No, they didn’t hurt her, they only caused her pa to be killed.” Case didn’t even try to keep the sarcasm out of his voice. “They disobeyed orders.”

“We’re going to need all our hands. Tell them I’m going to knock off half a month’s pay.”

“’N that’s all?”

“That’s all.” Case spun on his heel and started for the door. “Case, we’ve something else to discuss.”

Case turned slowly and looked at the big man puffing the cigar. “Yep,” he said slowly, “I think we do.”

“I suppose you’ve heard that a stinkin’ breed shoved enough gold in the hands of that spineless agent at the Land Office and paid for the south range.”

“I heard.”

“I’ve intended to buy that range for the last couple of years. My cash money has been tied up, but I’ll have enough in a month or two. We need that range. I want that redskin off that land. Understand? I’ve already sent word to the Land Office that the sale is not to be recorded. The Indian can pick up his money on his way out of the territory.”

“’N if’n the man insists on his right to buy government land the same as you did?”

“Then shoot the bastard or hang him. I don’t care which.”

“I’ll not be part of runnin’ a man off’n his land. I told ya that when I come here. Accept the fact he stepped in and bought it when ya didn’t.”

Adam got to his feet so fast it sent his chair crashing back against the wall. “Don’t be giving me any of your gawddamn advice! You work for me, by Gawd! If I say for you to get rid of that red sonofabitch, you get rid of him, or else flag your weak ass off my ranch!”

“Then I’m no longer aworkin’ for ya, Mr. Clayhill. I worked for the law too long to start breakin’ it now. I’ll be off’n yore land by sunup.” Case walked rapidly to the door, then angrily threw back the drapes and passed through.

“Don’t you turn your back on me, gawddamn you! I’ve paid you good wages. You walk out on me and you’ll wish to Gawd you’d kept your mouth shut and followed orders. I’ll blacken your name so you’ll never get another job in this territory or any other.” Adam followed Case down the hall to the door. “My say carries weight with the Cattlemen’s Association,” he threatened.

Case turned with his hand on the knob of the door. “Do as ya please. I’d not work another day for a sonofabitch like ya if’n I was starvin’ to death.”

“There’s plenty of men to fill your job,” Adam yelled as Case yanked open the door and stepped out on the veranda. “You watch your back, you sanctimonious blister. You Texans think you’re so gawddamn special, but you’re nothing but a bunch of spineless pricks!”

Case wheeled and his gun leaped into his hand so fast Adam never saw the move. “Ya watch yore mouth, Clayhill, or ya’ll find yoreself aclawin’ sky.” He spoke in the same unruffled voice, but every word struck the astonished Adam like ice. Case had moved in an easy, uncoiling motion. He stood in a half-crouch, his eyes pinpointed on Adam’s, his face expressionless, his eyes cold.

Instinctively, Adam knew he faced a killer. Case would shoot him where he stood. It was a side of the man he’d not seen before. Case Malone was a gunslinger, there was no doubt about that. He backed slowly into the hall and slammed the door shut.

“Della!” he roared. “Della!”
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