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To my son Herb, who would have been a great wagon master, and to Jacky, who would have seen beauty along the way.
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One



Tucker Houston stood in the drifting dust and listened to the jingle of the harness and the soft, cajoling voice of the teamster as he hitched fresh horses to the stage that had just deposited her here. Despite her present worries, the sounds brought back memories of her childhood. The weekly arrival of the stage in Fort Smith, Arkansas, had been an exciting event for the dozen or more children who lived on the farm, the “throwaway farm” as it was usually called.

Tucker reached out a hand and tugged on the calico bonnet tied beneath the chin of the girl standing beside her, tilting it forward so the fair young skin was shaded. Laura Foster stood patiently with her hand on Tucker’s shoulder. Anything Tucker did, any decision Tucker made was all right with her. It always had been, ever since the day Tucker had found her clinging to the gate of the throwaway farm, too frightened to move, with tears rolling from her sightless eyes.

After a week of travel, the town of Fort Worth, Texas, had come as a surprise to Tucker. It was just there, rising abruptly out of the flat land. It was larger than she had expected it to be, considering its newness. The stage to Yuma started here, and the town had grown by leaps and bounds. Shops lined the rutted track: blacksmiths, wagon repair shops, mercantile stores, and saloons. All seemed to be doing a thriving business. A man on the stage had said there was even talk of making Fort Worth the county seat.

The departing driver climbed back onto the seat of the stagecoach, ignoring the girls because they were no longer his responsibility, and waved to the man standing beside the tired team of sweating horses.

Tucker half closed her dust-rimmed eyes against the brilliant glare of the surrounding sunlit plains that now looked so desolate and awesomely lonely. The sound of the stage was soon lost to her, but she could still see it snaking its way over the flat land. Perspiration oozed from every pore in her skin. She knew it was hot, but not that hot. She was sweating from fear! Fear of the unknown Lucas Steele and what he would say and do when he discovered she was just a nineteen-year-old girl—with very little in the way of education to recommend her as a teacher and with a totally blind seventeen-year-old girl in tow.

“Why are we standing here, Tucker? Why are you so quiet?”

“I was waiting for the dust to clear. I don’t see anyone who looks like he’s expecting us. Pick up your valise and let’s get in out of the sun.”

Tucker led Laura into the shade of a brush arbor that fronted the stage station, if it could be called a station. It was a long building with a dirt floor and a network of pole corrals behind it.

“Phew! It’s hot. Take off your bonnet, Laura, and fan yourself with it.”

“Is this a very big place? Tell me about it, Tucker. Do you see the wagon train?”

“It’s not as big as Fort Smith, and it’s rough and new-looking, and it’s just squatting right out here on the prairie,” she explained. “I don’t see any sign of a wagon train, but there’s an awful lot of men around, and some of them are giving us the eye,” she added crossly.

Laura giggled behind her bonnet. Her unshakable faith that Tucker would take care of them never allowed her a moment of worry. Tucker had been her friend and protector from the time she was a scared six-year-old and Tucker a mature eight. When she was left at the gate of the farm, she had been blind for only a short while and could remember what many things looked like. Tucker had taken complete charge of her and immediately started teaching her how to take care of herself. Having Laura to care for had given new meaning to Tucker’s young life.

Tucker had no memories of her childhood before the farm, but she knew there had been a time when she was loved. It would be lovely if she knew what her name had been in those days. She had been found beside a burning prairie schooner that had been attacked by renegade Comanches, according to the cattle-driving outfit that had chased them off. A young cowhand had offered to “tuck ’er” into his coat and, after being tucked into first one coat and then another, she was given the unlikely name of Tucker by the time they reached the farm. The overseer at the orphanage had been an admirer of Sam Houston and had added Houston to complete her name.

When Tucker left the farm at age sixteen to work for Mrs. Rogers in her dressmaking establishment, she took Laura with her. The farm had a new manager by that time, and, from the way he watched Laura, Tucker knew he intended to put her to work—flat on her back, servicing him and anyone else who had the price. That would never happen to Laura as long as she, Tucker, could prevent it.

She looked at Laura now as they stood beneath the shady, yet breezeless, bower. Laura was so pretty, so sweet and cheerful, despite her blindness. She was eager to learn and could do many things sighted people could do. She could even make better biscuits than Tucker could. She did their washing and kept their room in order, and she could stitch in a hem after Tucker had pinned it for her. And . . . she was pleasant company. If Lucas Steele didn’t want Laura, he could darn well send them both back.

A June bug buzzed around under the brush arbor. Tucker brushed it away before she pushed a tendril of hair from her damp forehead. It was curly hair of a remarkable copper color, and it was often inclined to be unruly. She was resigned to its contrariness in much the same way she was resigned to her orphan status in life. Her skin tones were pale and fine, and she had learned to protect herself from burning by wearing a bonnet when in the hot sun. The unbrushed tangles of her coppery hair now hung about her face, thick and cloudy and glistening in the sunlight, accentuating her green eyes, deepening them to brilliant emeralds.

Her face was beautiful. Most men stared at it, as well as at her long, supple swaying body, with riveted attention. Once that had unnerved her, but her attitude had changed, leaving her with a residue of ready hostility toward a certain sort of man.

“I’m nervous, Laura,” she admitted.

“Don’t be nervous. Mr. Steele will like you. You can be awfully nice when you put your mind to it.” Laura’s face brightened and dimples appeared in her cheeks. She was a small, softly rounded girl with lovely white skin, rosy cheeks, straight dark brows and curling eyelashes. Her hair was the color of light honey and she wore it tied at the nape of her neck with a colorful ribbon.

“A man on a black horse is coming toward us,” Tucker said softly. “Put on your bonnet, Laura, and face your left. We might be about to meet our Mr. Lucas Steele.”

He was a big, lean, broad-shouldered man with a ruggedly handsome face. He wore a black hat pulled low over his forehead. He sat easily in the saddle and studied them carefully as he approached. He rode up to within a few feet of the arbor and sat looking at them. He stared at them for so long that his level gaze took in the faint but unmistakable hostility in Tucker’s expression. His eyes were of a gray so light as to be almost colorless at times; but as he moved his head and the sunlight glinted on them, Tucker saw them take on a startling blue gleam. His hair was blue-black, thick and smooth, and dark sideburns framed a cleanly shaven face. His nose had a classical line, straight and faintly arrogant. Tucker’s eyes did not linger on his mouth, nor on the deep creases on both sides of it. She did not like the faint, amused smile it wore as he watched her.

“Who are you?” he asked as he threw a leg over the saddle horn and continued his lazy inspection of them.

Tucker regarded him coolly. “Who are you?” was her response.

Taking his time in an infuriating way, he ran his narrowed eyes over her face, down her slender figure in the dark cotton dress, and back up to the flame-colored hair that framed her forehead and cheekbones. Tucker stiffened as his eyes roamed. When they came back to her flushed face, there was amusement in them, and she wanted to snap at him, ask him what was so all-fired funny. Instead, she did what she had done in similar circumstances. She controlled her temper, took a deep breath, and eyed him in exactly the same way he had eyed her. In most cases it embarrassed even the most blatant of men. This time, however, it didn’t work.

“Handsome, don’t you think?” The gray eyes mocked her.

She stared at him without a hint of amusement. “I’ve seen better sights riding behind a team of mules.”

He grinned. “She’s just got to be Tucker Houston, the schoolteacher.” He spoke as if he was thinking aloud; his voice was smooth. He watched her all the time as though trying to gauge some reaction to what he was saying. “If she’s such a sour old maid, I wonder what curdled her sweetness.”

“You can wonder till the cows fly!” Her temper crept up as she spoke, clouding her reason.

“You’re waspy.” He gave her a wicked, teasing smile. “And after all the trouble I’m going to to get you to California. You just might find yourself a husband out there, if you’re lucky. ’Course you’ll have to sweeten up some.” He slid from the saddle and came toward Laura. “Lucas Steele, young lady. Are you as waspy as your sister?” He held out his hand, and when Laura simply smiled up into his face, Tucker’s heart stood still. “Come on, shake hands. I’ll not bite.”

Laura put out her hand. “I wasn’t sure, Mr. Steele.” Her small laugh was open and friendly. “Tucker isn’t waspy when you get to know her.”

“I’ll have to work on getting to know her then, Miss Laura, but in the meantime I’ll get a buckboard to take you to the camp. We’re about a mile away. We’ll be heading out in the morning, so if there’s anything you need, you better get it now.”

“There’s nothing we need,” Tucker said in a tight voice. “Mr. O’Donnell gave us a list, and we outfitted ourselves before we left Fort Smith.”


“Got stout shoes?” His face altered slightly. “You’ll be doing some walking.”

“Of course.” Not for anything would she let this man know that they had less than five dollars and couldn’t buy anything even if they needed it.

“Of course,” he echoed. “Well, sit tight. I’ll be back.” He looked at Tucker and grinned. “Bet you can hardly wait.”

Tucker kept her lips pressed firmly together and glared at his back as he left them.

“What did he look like, Tucker?” Laura whispered.

“Well . . . he had two arms and two legs . . . and I suspect two horns under his hat!” Tucker’s face was still burning from the way he had looked at her. “I’ve seen his kind before. A blowhard, that’s what he is. I don’t like him!”

“I thought he sounded . . . nice.”

“Nice? He sounded to me like he thought an awful lot of himself.”

Laura giggled. “Hold onto your temper, Tucker. Wait till we get started to California before you explode. Besides, I think he was just teasing you.”

Tucker swung her bright head around so she could see Laura’s flushed cheeks. Seldom did she see her when she wasn’t calm and cool. She was excited now. Tucker reached for her hand and squeezed it. Come to think about it, she reflected, I’m all aflutter myself.

A flatbed wagon driven by a Mexican came rumbling around the corner.

“Here comes the wagon. Lucas Steele, too, darn it! Look down, Laura, like you’re real bashful.” Tucker picked up her valise.

Lucas dismounted and let the hanging reins ground-tie his horse. “I’ll take that, Red.” He took the valise from Tucker’s hand and bent to scoop up Laura’s. He set the bags up on the wagon and lifted their trunk, set it on the tailgate, and gave it a shove.

Tucker moved with Laura to the end of a wagon.

“Here you go, little gal.” Lucas seized Laura by the waist and swung her up onto the end of the wagon. He then moved so fast Tucker had no time to protest. Hard hands gripped her waist, and effortlessly he lifted her. Automatically her hands went to his shoulders when her feet left the ground. He held her there for a moment and looked deeply into angry green eyes before he sat her down on the end of the wagon beside Laura.

“Don’t expect that kind of service all the time, Red. From now on, you’re on your own. Everyone on this train will pull his own weight. That means you, too, Laura.”

It was Laura’s giggle that caused Tucker’s temper to snap.

“I didn’t ask for your help. From now on you can keep your hands to yourself.” And as usual, once her tongue started, she didn’t know when to stop it. “And my name is Miss Houston.”

“Miss Houston? O’Donnell said you were a widow.” Sharp eyes searched the face that was now flooding with color.

“I am!” Tucker’s defenses were not what they should be. She was tired, and his infuriating presence was too distracting.

“Liar!” His grin more than the word infuriated her. “See you at camp, Red. You, too, Laura.” He wheeled the horse and was gone.

“He wasn’t mad, Tucker,” Laura said as soon as the wagon was in motion. “He just likes to tease you.” Laura’s keen perceptiveness was always a surprise to Tucker.

“He’s crazy as a bedbug if he thinks I’m going to be his amusement all the way to California!” She was shivering with suppressed agitation.

“Then don’t rise to his baiting, Tucky.”

“It’s hard not to, darn it. It’s just our luck that Lucas Steel would be that kind of man.”

Laura’s laugh was a little shaky. “Don’t worry, Tucky. We’ll be all right.”

The sun was sinking and the sky was hazed over. A wind kicked up a sudden gust that flapped the brims of their bonnets. For as long as she could see them, Tucker kept her eyes on the sparse buildings that made up the town. The driver cracked the whip and the wagon picked up speed, stirring up a cloud of dust. They rounded a curve in the trail and left the town behind them.

Events of the last few weeks had crowded in on Tucker so fast she found it hard to believe that she and Laura were actually sitting here on this buckboard that was carrying them out to the wagon train bound for California. Of course, none of this would have happened if she hadn’t pricked one of Mrs. Rogers’s richest customers with a pin when the woman had angrily slapped her hand away from the sleeve she was working on, or if she hadn’t hit Mrs. Rogers’s husband across the face when she caught him peeking into the room while Laura was undressing.

It had taken being fired from her job to jar her out of the dull life she was leading as Mrs. Rogers’s seamstress. The dresses she made were always for someone who needed them in a hurry and didn’t care a whit if she sat up all night sewing by the light of the kerosene lamp. She hated the job, but it paid the money she and Laura needed to live on.

Their savings were almost gone, and Tucker was beginning to get panicky when she saw the advertisement in the newspaper.


WANTED:



Women of good moral character to travel to California. Hardworking men are seeking wives. Teacher also wanted. Apply Logan Hotel on Tuesday.

Almost desperate because she had looked so long in vain for work, Tucker read the advertisement to Laura. The two girls talked long into the night about the possibility of going to California. The idea of accepting transportation on the premise that they would marry unknown men at the end of the journey—no matter how hardworking they were—was simply out of the question. Yet their circumstances in Fort Smith were grim. Laura, with her unfailing confidence in Tucker, insisted that Tucker could teach school. Hadn’t she taught all the younger children at the farm after she had been allowed to go to school? Hadn’t the teacher said that Tucker was the best student she had ever taught? After long, whispered discussions it was decided that Tucker would apply for the teaching job and, if she was hired, would insist on taking her younger sister with her. They would conceal Laura’s blindness for as long as possible in the hope that, when it was discovered, it would make no difference.

Later Tucker relayed every word of the interview to Laura.

Mr. O’Donnell turned out to be a lawyer hired to recruit the women. He stood in the airless room at the hotel and talked in quick, jerky sentences, as if hurrying to get the interviews over with.

“I have been commissioned to select six ladies from Fort Smith to travel to Coopertown, California. The town was established fifteen years ago in eighteen forty-three and is located in a green valley where warm sunshine and gentle rains raise crops beyond your imagination. There are twenty unmarried men in this valley who live in comfortable cabins, some with artesian wells and established grape arbors. They want wives and have raised the money to bring them to California.”

“You mean . . . six of us can choose from twenty? I like them odds. I’ll go!”


Tucker looked around to see who was speaking. It was a plump girl with hair on her upper lip.

“There will be twenty women, plus a teacher, making this trip. Only six from Fort Smith, the rest from Texas. Mr. Cooper, the man who founded the town, thought it best to provide women from different areas, since not all the men are Texans. The train will form in Fort Worth, Texas, and be led by Mr. Lucas Steele. He will be in complete charge, and should he not be pleased with any one of you he will pay your fare back to Fort Smith.” The man was nervous, sweating, and he mopped his brow with a handkerchief. “Now I’d like to speak with each of you privately.” He motioned to the woman in the first chair, and she followed him into another room.

Tucker was almost the last woman to be interviewed. She walked into the room on shaking legs. The man looked harassed; the interviews before had obviously been trying. She sympathized with him. She wouldn’t have picked any of the women except the one with the small boy, and she looked too frail to withstand the journey.

“I’m applying for the teaching job,” Tucker announced before she sat down.

The man looked surprised. “Mr. Cooper hoped for an older, experienced teacher, but he did say that if one couldn’t be found who was willing to make the journey, a female of marriageable age would do.”

It was pure desperation that caused Tucker to say she was a twenty-four-year-old widow and had taught school. That wasn’t such a big lie, except that she was really only nineteen. But she had taught the younger children at the farm. The man laid down his pencil and gave her his rapt attention, and from there on she lied brazenly.

She had gone to school until she was sixteen, she told him, and after that she had taught for two years until her marriage. Now that her husband was dead, she wanted to leave Arkansas and all her sad memories. No, she assured him, she didn’t fear the long trip to California. And yes, she was a strong, healthy woman. The lawyer looked doubtfully at her slender frame, and she was tempted to flex her muscles for him.

“Perhaps I should make something clear at this point, Mr. O’Donnell. I have a young sister and I will not leave her behind.” Tucker held her breath while she waited for his answer.

“Is she a stout, healthy child?”

“She isn’t a child. She’s . . . fourteen.” Tucker hoped her small laugh wasn’t too forced as she lied about Laura’s age.

“Give her a year or two and she’ll be of marrying age,” he said tiredly. “I don’t see any problem in taking along a girl of that age. And frankly, you are the only applicant I’ve had for the teaching job. Not many teachers want to cut loose and travel to a new, raw land. If you want the job, it’s yours. No doubt you’ll be the prettiest woman on the train and will have no trouble at all getting another husband when you get to California.” His eyes were smiling.

Tucker tried not to let her elation show. “I’m not interested in remarrying at this time in my life. I only want a job so I can support myself and my sister.”

He pulled at the mustache that curled down on either side of his mouth. “I wish it was as simple to select the other women as it was to select the teacher. There are but two here I’d even consider sending to Coopertown,” he told her confidentially. “I’ll have to wire Lucas Steele to find the others elsewhere.” He stood and held out his hand. “I’ll be in touch with you, Mrs. Houston. You and your sister will leave on the Friday stage if you can be ready by that time.”

“We’ll be ready.” Tucker shook his hand, then walked out of the hotel, dazed that it had been so easy.





Two



The camp stood out clearly against the skyline. It looked small out there on the prairie, the wagons scattered around a spreading oak. Tucker suddenly remembered to describe it to Laura.

“We’re almost there, Laura. The wagons aren’t the big Conestogas, but a lighter type of covered wagon. There’re a few people standing together looking this way.” She groped for Laura’s hand, to reassure herself as well as Laura. “Here comes Lucas Steele again! What are you giggling about, Laura Foster?”

“It’s the way you say it, Tucker. I can tell you’re just fit to be tied.”

“Thank goodness he’s only motioning for the driver to come around to the other end of the line. It’ll be all right with me if we don’t see him again during this whole trip.”

Tucker looked at each of the women as she passed. Some answered her smile, some waved. She saw two young children clutching their mothers’ hands and a boy who looked to be ten or twelve years old.

When the wagon stopped, Tucker jumped down and then helped Laura. Lucas Steele was there beside them and pulled their trunk out so he could lift it down. “Lottie,” he called.

The woman who came toward them was large without being fat. She had a dark, straight-brimmed hat crushed down on her head and a black apron tied about her waist. She was plain, her face so weathered it was impossible to tell her age.

“This is Lottie, Lottie Fields,” Lucas said without ceremony. “Do as she tells you and you’ll make out all right. This is Tucker Houston and her sister Laura Foster.”

Laura murmured, “Ma’am.”

Tucker said hello in answer to the woman’s nod.

Lucas let his eyes slide over them briefly before he mounted his horse. “We’ll have a meeting after supper.”

Tucker looked after him. He was all business now. That was the way she preferred it. She turned and found Lottie looking at the way Laura was standing so patiently, holding her valise. Tucker started talking nervously.

“What do we do first, Lottie? We’re both dog-tired and hungry.”

“First we ort to get this trunk up inta the wagon.”

Tucker took one end of the heavy chest, Lottie the other. They lifted it up onto the wagon bed, and Lottie sprang up to tug it into a space that seemed to be reserved for it. Her eyes kept darting curious glances at Laura.

“Laura. Come to me, honey.” Tucker held out her hand and Laura came toward the sound of her voice. “We’ll have to tell Lottie. I can see now that it was foolish of me not to tell Mr. Steele.” She put her arm across Laura’s shoulders. “If we can’t go to California, we’ll just have to do something else. I just bet we could get laundry work at the Fort.” They were brave words and she almost choked on them.

“Mr. Steele will let us go, Tucky. You worry too much.” Laura’s voice was soft and gentle and trusting, and Tucker wanted to cry.

Lottie jumped down from the wagon and stood with her large, work-worn hands on her hips, plainly puzzled. Tucker tried to blink back the tears, but they kept on coming.

“Laura’s blind, Lottie. I didn’t tell Mr. Steele. We need the teaching job and decided to wait until we were on our way and it would be too late for him to send us back.”

“Land-a-Goshen! If that ain’t the most outlandish thing I ever heard of. If Lucas didn’t want ya, he’d put ya on the stage and send ya back if ya was almost to Californey! He sent two outta here a’ready for havin’ a cat fight. Ya better tell ’im, that’s what ya better do.”

Tears were streaming down Tucker’s face. They were tears of weariness and frustration. She didn’t want Laura to know about them, so she forced a laugh and made her voice light.

“I’ll tell him after supper. But right now, I’m hungry as a family of buzzards.”


Laura’s fingers came up and touched Tucker’s wet cheeks.

“Lottie, can Tucker get in the wagon and have a good bawlin’ spell? She hates for anyone to see her cry.”

Lottie nodded indifferently and ambled away.

“Oh . . . you—” Tucker sputtered.

“Go on. I’ll wait right here in the shade,” Laura insisted. She took her hand from Tucker’s and waited until she heard her crawl into the wagon before she felt her way around to the side where a water barrel was attached. She stood there until she heard Lottie coming back toward her and held out her hand to stop her.

“Lottie?” she whispered. “Lottie, will you take me to Mr. Steele?”

Lottie’s big hand enfolded hers. “Come on.”

The first thing Lucas did after he left Tucker and Laura with Lottie was to ride to the supply wagon where he kept his personal belongings. He lifted out the pair of saddlebags he had stashed with his bedroll, dug into the pockets, and pulled out a bundle wrapped in doeskin. Carefully he unwrapped a small velvet box and opened it. He hadn’t looked at it for a long time. The soft leather had protected it well. The little portrait looked as bright and as fresh as it had years ago when his father had bartered it from an unsavory comanchero who said he had taken it from a dead Indian. The miniature was one of the few material things his father had left him, and Lucas had cherished it since his death.


The catlike eyes looked back at him, glowing with heady brightness, set deep and slanted beneath full, curving brows. Many a night he had lain in his bedroll and dreamed of the girl with the green eyes. He felt a twinge of something he had almost forgotten, and his dreams once more led out down the trail. Tucker Houston could almost be the woman in this portrait, the woman he felt he’d come to know and want. Her hair was brighter, her eyes greener. This woman’s face was rounder and her chin not quite so pointed. She wouldn’t have been as tall as Tucker, but her head was tilted in the same proud, defiant way. The instant he had set eyes on Tucker he had seen the resemblance and felt, in some strange way, that she should know him, too.

What had caused him to speak to her the way he had? It was as if he was compelled to provoke her, make her aware of him. He couldn’t remember ever trading sallies like that with a woman before. It was no wonder she’d taken the attitude she did. He wrapped the box and was tucking it away, almost guiltily, when Lottie came walking up with Laura.

“Lucas, the gal here wants to talk with ya.”

“Talk away.”

“Will you walk me back to the wagon, Mr. Steele?”

“I doubt if you’ll need me, Laura, if I point you in the right direction.”

“You know?”

“I suspected. Sure, I’ll see you back to the wagon. Things going all right, Lottie?”


“Tolerable, Lucas.”

Lucas took Laura’s arm and led her over to a box. “There’s a seat behind you if you want to sit.”

“Thank you. How did you know I couldn’t see? Tucker and I thought we had fooled you.”

“You would have, but you smiled at me and ignored my hand. I thought it was strange. Then I remembered a man in California who is blind; he does the same thing. Why were you keeping it a secret?”

“We were afraid you wouldn’t give Tucker the job if you knew about me and . . . she’d never go away and leave me.” She paused to give him a chance to speak. He didn’t. “Mr. Steele, I’m not her sister, either. Tucker and I are orphans and we don’t have anyone but each other, but we’re not sisters. I feel I should be honest about that, too.” To her surprise he laughed. “You suspected that, too?” she questioned innocently.

“I didn’t really think about it, but there’s no family resemblance,” he pointed out.

“I know. People have told me that Tucker is beautiful. Very beautiful. Is it true?”

“Yes,” he said simply. “Yes, she’s very beautiful, but so are you.”

“I am?” She said it with disbelief. “Tucker said I was, but Tucker loves me.”

“She’s right about that, anyway.”

“I came to ask if Tucker still has the job. She’s awfully worried and I asked Lottie if she could get in the wagon and cry. She’d just die if she knew I said that! She hates for anyone to see her cry. She’s real proud.”

“I could see that,” Lucas commented dryly.

“Well? Are you going to send us back?” Laura pressed.

“What for? Have you another terrible secret to tell me?”

Laura giggled. “Well . . . I could tell you about Tucker getting fired ’cause she whacked Mrs. Rogers’s husband with a razor strap.”

Lucas chuckled. “That sounds like something I’d like to hear about.”

Tucker’s tears dried up as soon as she got into the wagon. She had let them all out in front of Lottie and had felt like a ninny. She sat for a while and tried to convince herself that Lucas Steele wouldn’t be angry because she had been less than honest about Laura. How would a man like Lucas Steele know what it was like to be a woman and alone? No, not alone; she had Laura. If not for Laura she might have given up long ago and taken the easy way out, hired out to a farmer or plantation owner, or ended up working in a saloon. That was the usual fate of the girls from the throwaway farm. She’d had a taste of the pawing and the pinching. The very thought of it made the hair stand up on the back of her neck.

She sat thoughtfully. A big green horsefly buzzed in under the canvas and she watched it buzz out again. A woman’s voice, scolding a child, reached her. A mockingbird sang in the tree above. Somewhere during this time her ambivalence left her. She smoothed her hair with a few quick, artful movements and realized how stiflingly hot it was in the airless wagon. She wiped her face on the hem of her dress and climbed out. She had never before felt so physically and emotionally wrung out.

Tucker circled the wagon before her eyes began to search the camp for Laura. Her heart started to pound as it always did when Laura wasn’t where she expected her to be. She began to walk rapidly down the line of wagons, but stopped when she saw Lottie coming toward her.

“Where’s Laura?”

Lottie took her time answering. “Over yonder.” She jerked her head back over her shoulder, a habit Tucker was to become used to.

“Over where? She can’t wander around till she gets to know a place,” Tucker cried desperately.

“She’s with Lucas. Leave ’er be.” The big woman said the words flatly, leaving no room for argument, and walked on.

Tucker was stunned speechless for a moment, then resentment took over. She followed after Lottie.

“You took her to him? I said I’d talk to him after supper.”

“Yup. I took ’er. He’ll bring ’er back.”

“Lottie!” Tucker’s heart was racing even though it felt as heavy as lead.

“The little gal knows what she’s about.” Lottie kept on walking.

“She doesn’t! She’s only . . . fourteen.”

Lottie stopped. “If’n she’s fourteen, so am I. And if’n she is, she’s got more gumption than some teachers I’ve met up with.”

“Well . . . !” Tucker felt the color drain from her face.

“I might not ort to of said it jist like that.” Lottie’s face softened just a fraction. “What I mean is, you ort to give the little gal more rein. It’s her what’s causin’ the ruckus. Let ’er try ’n fix it.”

For the second time that day tears sprang to Tucker’s eyes. What Lottie said made sense. All these years she had been so protective of Laura she hadn’t stopped to think that Laura was a grown woman.

She sniffed. “I think I’m going to like you, Lottie.”

“Humph! Mebbe. Mebbe not. Come on ’n let’s figger out the sleepin’. You’ll be stayin’ the night anyhow.”

The longer Laura was away, the more anxious Tucker became. She was almost to the point of taking action of some kind when she saw her, her hand on Lucas’s arm, moving toward the wagon. Lucas was looking down and his face was unreadable, but Laura was beaming and talking as usual. Tucker stood with her hands clenched behind her and waited for them to approach. Lucas looked up and pinned her green eyes with his gray ones. He looked at her long and deeply. Laura couldn’t know, so she kept up her breathless stream of chatter.

“We hadn’t been in the coach an hour when a man moved over by Tucker. He said she sure was pretty and then he said did we want to look at what was in his case, ’cause he was a drummer—you know, a peddler—and he had things that would sure be pretty on Tucker. I heard him get down the case and open it, and then Tucker slapped him. He fell back in the seat and later she told me that he—”

“Laura!” Tucker was almost choking with embarrassment.

“Tucky, are you there? Are we back already?” She held out her hand and Tucker took it and drew her close, as if together they would face the enemy.

“Are you settled in, Miss Houston?” Tucker opened her mouth to say something, but Lucas turned and said, “Lottie, I told Mustang to come over and put some wire around that spoke. Glad you told me. It might mean the difference between having to put in a new one.” The sound of a shot rang out and Tucker was startled. “That’s the call to supper.” Lucas looked amused, and the sight of his lips twitching caused her to grind her teeth. He walked away after saying, “Take care of big sister, Laura.”

Tucker’s back stiffened at his knowing tone.

Laura waited to speak until the quick pressure on her hand told her they were alone. It was a signal they had used since childhood.

“It’s all right, Tucky. He knew anyway. He said he knew when he met us in Fort Worth, but was waiting for us to tell him. He said I would be expected to do whatever I could and that he’d have no one lazying. He’s got a friend in California who’s blind, and he said he’d take me to meet him when we get there. He’s like me. The friend, I mean. He’s not always been blind. He’s married and has two little boys.”

“Oh, Laura, honey!” Relief was all the emotion Tucker could feel. “I was so scared. I didn’t know what we’d do. But whatever possessed you to go to him alone? I said I’d talk to him.”

“You always have to do everything, Tucky. You’ve taken care of me for eleven years. I want to make things as easy for you as I can. I may not be able to do a lot of things, but I can talk.”

Tucker hugged her briefly. “Yes, you can, you blabbermouth! What were you telling him about that traveling salesman for?”

“I like to talk to him. He’s interested in everything, and he listens. Not many people really listen, but he does. I like him, Tucker. I like him a lot.”

“Well, I can’t say that I really like him, but as long as he lets us go with the train to California, I guess I like him better than I did.”

Lottie handed each of the girls a granite plate, a tin cup, and a spoon. She jerked her head toward the other end of the camp and started off at a brisk walk. Tucker decided that Lottie knew no other way to move. They followed her. Women were coming out of the wagons in front of and behind them. Laura, with her hand on Tucker’s shoulder, walked confidently, and they took their place in line behind Lottie.

A woman was dishing out stew from a large iron kettle. Another removed a pan of corn bread from a portable oven and was slicing it with a broad knife. A squat, bowlegged man, his face covered with whiskers, and a dilapidated hat on his head, was poking sticks beneath a black pot suspended over a blaze. Coffee boiled over and he cursed.

Tucker turned and smiled at the woman standing behind her. She was a tall, handsome woman, with dark hair pulled back severely and fastened at the nape of her neck. The beautiful gold earrings she was wearing didn’t seem to go with her worn clothes. She nodded, but didn’t smile. A tall boy stood silently beside her. He had her dark eyes and hair and her quietness.

The woman dishing out the stew took Laura’s plate from her hand, filled it, and put it back into her hand. She smiled shyly when Laura thanked her. Tucker led her to the far side of the campfire to sit beside Lottie and went to get coffee for the two of them.

The drover looked out from beneath his tattered hat and grinned at her. His smile was almost toothless, but his blue eyes were bright.

“Howdy. Name’s Mustang. We been a waitin’ on ya and the little missy to get here.”

“Tucker Houston.”

“Figgered it. Ya got the purtiest hair I ever did see. Comanches’d give six ponies fer ya.” He gave her a sly, mischievous wink.

“Only six? I think I’ll hold out for ten,” she said in a confidential whisper.

The old man chuckled and tilted the pot to fill the cups. Tucker looked over his head and saw Lucas standing at the end of the grub wagon. His eyes were on her, and she looked away quickly.

Tucker attacked the meal with relish. The stew was surprisingly good, the coffee strong and bitter. She emptied her plate and sat quietly watching the women. They were in groups of two, three, and four, all except the woman and the boy who had stood behind them in line. They sat alone.

“Where are the rest of the men?”

Lottie eyed her sharply. “Why?”

Tucker bristled. “Not for the why you’re thinking. I just wondered. I know Mr. Steele can’t take us to California by himself.”

Lottie grinned, if you could call it a grin. Her weathered face wasn’t used to smiling.

“Got yore back up, don’t ya?”

“Maybe,” Tucker admitted.

“No maybe about it,” Laura said and giggled.

“Someday I’m going to wash your mouth out with soap, Laura Foster.” Tucker’s mood could switch from resentment to tenderness to teasing all in a matter of seconds.

“The men is comin’ in now. They been out with the remuda. The horses ’n mules done et up all the good grass ’round here, we been a waitin’ so long,” Lottie finally explained.

Tucker heard the sound of running horses. The riders pulled their mounts to a sudden halt, leaped from the saddles, and draped the reins over a rope that had been stretched between two trees. There were eight of them, some older, whiskered, range-toughened, and a few were young Mexican boys. They crowded around the grub wagon, filled their plates, and squatted down on their haunches to eat. They ate swiftly and went back for second and third helpings. It was comforting to hear the quiet rumble of masculine voices keeping up a steady stream of talk while they sipped at the hot coffee Mustang poured from the squat black coffee pot.

Everyone was quiet and waiting. Tucker found it hard to believe she, Laura, and the others were seated out in this field on the edge of nowhere. They sat with their backs to the darkness, looking at each other’s faces in the flickering light of the fire. There was a certain tension, and all eyes turned to Lucas as he stepped out and away from the other men.

“Ladies.” He had removed his hat and the white streak across his forehead stood out in bold relief from his suntanned face. “Ladies,” he said again after he was sure he had their attention. “The last of our party arrived today, and we’ll be heading out in the morning. Some of you have heard this before, but I’ll say it all again. This is going to be a hard, fast trip. I’m hoping to make it to California in fifty to sixty days. I’m thinking if the Butterfield stage can make it in thirty, we can do it in fifty. We’ll be going over a well-traveled trail and will have army escort for part of the way. Now I don’t reckon anybody has gone across country before with twenty-two unmarried women. We would’ve had twenty-four, but two have been sent back. I’ll not put up with cat fights, shirking, or whoring. I want that understood right now. If any of you get the notion to make eyes at the Army, you better forget that, too. The men in Coopertown raised the money to send me back here to fetch you. They paid to outfit this train to bring you back and, by God, that’s what I’m going to do. They’ll at least get a chance to see you and to court you. The rest will be up to you and to them.” He put his hat back on his head and pulled the brim down over his eyes. He was facing in Tucker’s direction, and she could almost feel the impact of his sharp, gray eyes.

“This trip will be no picnic. It’s the middle of April, and we need to get going before the water holes dry up. It’s going to take guts and grit to get there. We’ll cross the Pecos at Fort Lancaster, then move on to Fort Stockton. We’ll travel through a dreary, desolate country, where nothing lives but Indians, snakes, and renegade traders usually called comancheros. You can expect to see some dreadful things. We might not all make it. You’ll never go to bed without a thorough search for a snake, a tarantula, or a scorpion. The wind will blow, the sun will cook your skin. We may run into a cyclone or a hailstorm. For certain we’ll run into hostiles.”

For the first time a nagging doubt, or rather apprehension, clouded Tucker’s mind. What had she brought Laura into? Lucas gave her no time to think; he was speaking again.

“I know I’m painting a grim picture, but I want you all to know what to expect. If any of you want to back out, now is the time to do it.” He stood with his arms folded, his feet spread. “I’ve put together a good bunch of experienced men. We’ll have the best scout west of the Pecos. I’ve ridden many a trail with Buck Garrett and would trust him with my life. Mustang will lead out each day in the grub wagon. The rest of the wagons will rotate so one isn’t eating the dust all the time. Chores have been divided up. Some of you will cook. Those of you who are going to drive a team will not be expected to cook or gather firewood. Later we’ll put a couple of slings under the wagons and firewood can be picked up along the way. It’s scarcer the farther west we go. There’s no need for any of you to be sprucing yourselves up to look pretty. Save that until you get to California. If any of you have britches, wear ’em. Those of you who don’t have britches, make some out of an old skirt. I want all of you in pants by the time we leave Fort McKavett. Put your hair up under a hat. I don’t want some Apache Indian or renegade comanchero finding out this is a train of women; I don’t think I need to tell you why. If any of you have anything to say, now is the time to say it.”

For a while the scene around the campfire was suspended in silence. The people seemed to be mesmerized by the man standing before them. Tucker glanced quickly at Laura. She was facing Lucas, her lips parted, an excited look on her face.

“We’ll be up an hour before dawn,” Lucas said, “and leave at first light. We’ll noon on cold . . . tucker.” Tucker thought he hesitated just a fraction before he said that. “We don’t stop till sundown. That’s all.”


It was a quiet, subdued group of women that got to their feet. Each was thinking her own thoughts and wondering at the enormity of the step she was taking. A child cried; its mother picked it up in her arms. Tucker reached for Laura’s hand.





Three



“Tucker Houston.” Lucas was by her side.

“Yes?” Tucker couldn’t see his face and was glad he couldn’t see hers. Damn! Why did she have to turn beet red every time he looked at her?

“I want you to keep a journal. Here is a list of every woman and child on the train. Copy it off and give it back to me. Keep a daily diary of everything that takes place from tomorrow on. Later on I’ll give you a map so you can mark our course, designate our camping places, where we pick up the Army and where they leave us. This shouldn’t be too difficult for a teacher. Can you drive a team?”

“Of course,” she said tightly.

“Do you have britches?”

“No, but Laura and I will make some.”

“Laura sews?” he asked after some hesitation.

“Of course.”

“You and Lottie can trade off driving the team or leading a string.”

“Don’t like to sit a horse, Lucas. I done told ya that.” Lottie spoke strongly. “I’ll drive the team.”


“Then we’ll teach Laura to lead a string.”

“No.” Tucker said firmly. “I’ll do Laura’s work.”

“Oh, yes, I want to, Tucker. I loved it when I rode the pony at the farm,” Laura piped up.

“A pony and a horse leading a string are two different things,” Tucker said sharply.

“She can do it. Stop coddling her, Red.”

“How do you know what she can do? You only met her today. You’ll get her killed, that’s what you’ll do!” A fierce, defiant glint glittered in Tucker’s eyes.

“Lottie, take Laura back to the wagon.” The softness of Lucas’s tone carried more menace than if he had shouted. “Red and I have got to come to an understanding.”

With a grip so vicious she only just withheld a pained cry, his fingers closed around her wrist and they were walking rapidly into the darkness.

They were well away from the camp when Lucas jerked her to a halt. Her pulse was hammering wildly, and the fingers that circled her wrist tightened their grip. They stood like that for several seconds, saying nothing.

“Don’t question my orders again! Is that understood?” His teeth were clenched with barely suppressed anger.

Coldly she stared at him, taking her time, her disapproval obvious. “Then don’t be giving orders where Laura is concerned. I know better than anyone what Laura can do. I’ve taken care of her since she was six years old.”

“That doesn’t give you the right to own her.”


“Own her?” she said furiously. “I’ve more right to tell her what to do than you have!”

He threw her hand from him in a gesture of contempt. She would have walked away, but his hand shot out and gripped her shoulder.

“Are you afraid you’re going to lose her, Red? Are you afraid she’ll get to where she won’t need you and will want a life of her own without you?” he jeered.

Her control snapped, her hand flashed up, and she struck him a resounding slap across the face. It was the last thing she’d ever expected to do, and something she would regret, she knew instantly.

“Damn you!” His face was the picture of fury. Before she had time to move, much less apologize, his hands whipped out and shook her by the shoulders until her teeth fairly rattled.

Tucker’s unbelieving eyes looked at him as she sought to regain her composure. She was speechless with surprise and hot anger.

“I don’t take to being slapped, you redheaded cat!” he whispered harshly as his arms pulled her forcibly against him even before he finished speaking. One large hand entwined itself in the hair at the nape of her neck and pulled her head back. Using the hand in her hair to hold her, he suddenly covered her mouth with his, hard and angry.

Tucker struggled for only a moment, then breathlessness forced her to abandon her wrestling and yield to the hands that held her and the fierce, cruel demand of his mouth. His arms pinned her so tightly against him she could feel the wild beating of his heart against her breast. The tangy smell of him was in her nostrils as her nose pressed against his cleanly shaven face. His mouth, as it ground into hers, tasted of tobacco. At last he released her lips, and for a moment she stood locked in his embrace, breathing deeply and erratically like someone who has run too far and too fast.

“Let go of me!” she demanded in a husky voice.

Slowly he let his arms slide from around her. She saw a hint of a smile twitch at the corners of his mouth as she moved away.

“Think about that before you strike me again. Next time it might not end there,” he said softly.

Tucker’s throat felt choked with a bitterness that made her say rashly, “Find another teacher. Laura and I won’t be going with you!”

His laugh was short and dry and owed little to humor, but it did more than anything else to make her heart throb under her ribs in a strange and urgent way. Almost unconsciously she raised her hand and rubbed its back across her lips, still warm and tingling from his kiss.

“You’re going, Red. And if you get it into that stubborn head of yours to run off, I’ll come and get you. You’re like a spittin’ barn cat. All you need is for someone to rub your ears,” his fingers gently fondled her cheek and looped a strand of hair behind her ear, “and to slap you down once in a while.”

Tucker caught her breath sharply. This was something else she hadn’t expected. She tried to move away, but he held onto her.


“I’m no man’s plaything!” she hissed at him, and the soft chuckle that followed infuriated her. “You try it again and you’ll find a knife in your back!”

She could feel the laughter in him. His eyes rested on her face for a long time, and at that moment, given the strength, she felt she could have killed him! The murderous impulse increased the longer he held her prisoner between his powerful hands.

“I wouldn’t have missed meeting you for anything, Red.”

“Stop calling me that!”

“Want me to call you sweetheart? You’re anything but sweet.”

“No!” She was afraid she was going to disgrace herself and cry. She braced herself for another mocking jibe, but when he spoke it was without amusement in his voice.

“The safety of this train depends on every one of you doing what you’re told. That means you, too, Red. Don’t question my orders.”

“I didn’t!”

In the stillness that enclosed them after her words she looked her bewilderment. His statements moved sluggishly through her mind even as she battled the violent storm of emotions that pounded inside her and threatened to accelerate beyond control and send her hurtling past all bounds of reason. She had to do something; she tried to jerk her arm away, and instilled all the coolness she could command into her voice when she stated: “I think we have said everything we need to say to each other.”


Instead of loosening his grip, he moved forward to imprison her other arm and pulled her up against him. After a tense second, his rigid frame relaxed and his anger gave way to reluctant amusement.

“I never did like a tame horse, Tucker Red.” He spoke admiringly and laughter spilled into his words.

“If you don’t mind,” she said, carefully blending in a touch of sarcasm to give credibility to her words, “I’d like to go back to the wagon.”

“I don’t mind at all, Red.”

With his hand firmly clamped to her arm, he guided her around the camp so they would approach the wagon from the outside. Tucker’s teeth caught her bottom lip in an agitated nip as she stumbled along beside him. The evening was warm and alive with the soft music of cicadas and crickets, and the moon cast a pale light on the white tops of the wagons.

“I trust you’ve brains enough not to do anything foolish,” he said as they neared the wagon.

“I haven’t completely lost my mind,” she snapped. “I imagine you know our circumstances as well as I do. But Laura hasn’t had much experience with men like you!”

To add to her irritation, he laughed. “Neither have you,” he said softly.

“Enough to know a jackass when I see one.”

“You are the most willful, balky, pigheaded woman I’ve ever met, but I still think you’ll do nicely when I get you broken in.”

Tucker allowed his words to wash over her, knowing full well he was trying to provoke her. They walked the last few yards in silence, and as soon as he released her arm she went quickly to the end of the wagon.

Lucas watched her go, a peculiar emotion moving through him. There was something about this one that goaded him to anger her. Why did he go out of his way to make her hate him? And why in the hell had he kissed her? He certainly hadn’t meant to. But never had he touched lips so sweet, or flesh so soft, and never had he had to force himself to allow a woman to leave his arms. He scowled to himself. It was that damn portrait he had carried so long.

Lucas stretched out on his bedroll beneath the freight wagon. A poignant loneliness possessed him for the first time in a long while. Far away a coyote called to his mate and her answer echoed in the stillness. He was filled with a quiet unrest; his thoughts raced. For a moment he speculated on how it would be if the redheaded woman responded to him out of love. How would it be if she whispered words of love in his ear, and there was a softening in her eyes when they stared up into his? He suddenly felt the desire to recall all the details of that time long ago when for a few short weeks he had known love. He turned restlessly in his bed and wondered about the strange, twisting feeling that was churning inside him.

The first trip he made to California was in ’44 when he was twelve years old. That was fifteen years ago. He and his father had left his dear, gentle, Scottish mother and his sisters buried beneath the pines behind the farmhouse in East Texas after the scarlet fever had taken them. They made it all the way to the Pacific coast, and there they found the same kind of people they had left in Texas—people with tawdry dreams of making a fortune—possessive, crowding in, taming the land.

William Steele took his son to the mountains, and it was there, by his father’s side, that Lucas killed his first bear, wrestled Indian boys, and learned to wear black, oiled buckskins and moccasins. He had hunted with Gray Eagle and tumbled his sister, Little Dove, in the bushes. It was a happy, carefree time of his life. He was twenty years old when he and his father made another trip over the trail. Texas had changed; towns were springing up, county lines were being drawn, settlers were moving in.

They returned to the mountains of California. William Steele had seen Texas for the last time. He died swiftly, an arrow in his throat, and his son buried him beside a mountain stream. It was during that first lonely winter Lucas found Shining Star. She was a Crow, a white Crow. Somewhere on the Oregon Trail a train had been raided, and Shining Star had been taken from her family and passed farther and farther west and then south. She had become more Indian than white. But she was not an Indian and she was not white.

When Lucas found her, she was second wife to Running Horse. Running Horse was old, he was not happy: he had no sons. Shining Star hoed and weeded the rough fields, rubbed fur for dresses, pounded clothes by the stream. She had not understood why other girls went to sleep with the warriors and enjoyed it, had not understood why she bore no children to make her life more comfortable.

Lucas traded a pony and a knife for Shining Star, and she came to live with him in the lonely cabin. She took pride in belonging to the mountain man and in time came to love him. He, too, came to love the gentle girl with the soothing hands and the soft brown eyes who held him to her breast and crooned to him. It had been long ago and far away, and time had dulled the pain of finding her crawling to the cabin, an arrow in her breast. She had gasped her last breath and died in his arms, and he had buried her beside his father. He sought out Running Horse and killed him with the arrow he had pulled from the breast of his beloved. Running Horse had feared Shining Star would give sons to the mountain man, and he would be shamed because he had none.

Lucas rode out of the mountains but returned as often as possible. He could make his way there from any part of the West. The years had not been kind to the cabin, but beneath the tree beside the stream the wildflowers he had planted grew in riotous profusions.

He thought about it now. It would be spring in the mountains. The air would be fresh and cool. He would go back. He would always go back and keep going back from wherever the trails over the years would take him.

The only man who knew anything about that part of his life was Lone Buck Garrett. Buck had wrestled with him when he was a boy, had hunted with him, had trekked back to the Big Pineys with him and his father, had been with them when they visited the graves of his mother and sisters.

Now, Buck Garrett, lying in his bedroll a dozen steps away, wondered at his friend’s restlessness. He had been surprised to see Lucas walk out from the wagons with the redheaded woman. Later, when he came to his bedroll, he seemed to have things on his mind, so Buck didn’t speak out. Buck was not a talkative man. He had never addressed a group of over five people in his life. His quietness had nothing to do with being shy; he simply didn’t have much he wanted to say. He was a realist. He had never held the grand illusions about the country that other men held. He expected to work hard and live hard, and, in time, to settle down. But where? When? With whom? He hadn’t settled these questions in his mind yet. Only one thing was sure. This was his last trip to Texas. He longed for the cool mountains of his boyhood and the cabin beside the stream, where William Steele was buried and where Lucas had laid Shining Star to rest.

Buck was tired of a life among people who held you at arm’s length, accepted you on sufferance because you had a good eye for tracking and a fast gun. He was twenty-five years old, and he had not yet found his place. He was not white because he had Indian blood. He was not Indian because he had white blood. Resentment smoldered in him when he remembered not being asked to stand guard like other men because the whites didn’t trust him. Yet he actually had more white blood than Indian. Lone Buck, he had become. Lone Buck, scout, hunter, and hired gun. Only Lucas knew who he was. Only for Lucas would he have signed on to take these white women to California.





Four



“H’yaw! Hee-yaw!” Lottie shouted at the team as she cracked the whip over their backs. The wagon began to move.

The camp had been stirring since an hour before daylight when Mustang had banged on the iron pot and hollered, “Come ’n git it!” While Tucker had helped Lottie hitch up the team, Laura had taken up the sleeping mattresses and arranged the bedding so they would have room to sit during the day and a place to dress. This would be their place, their home, their sanctuary until they reached California. Lucas Steele had been up and down the line, talking, advising, directing since the camp was astir. He’d tipped his broad-brimmed hat in answer to Tucker’s nod, said something pleasant to Laura, and passed on.

Several riders were now in the trail ahead, some beside the train, and a few were leading strings of mules, obviously replacements for the mules hitched to the wagons. Nothing was said about Tucker leading a string, so she climbed up on the seat beside Lottie and Laura.


The train moved out at a fast pace. They were third in line behind the grub wagon. Tucker leaned out and looked back at the curve of wagons following. The canvas tops glowed white in the early morning light.

“I wonder why they didn’t send us out on the stage, Lottie. I doubt it would have cost as much as outfitting this train.”

“‘Cause they kin sell the wagons ’n teams ’n the rest of the stuff when we get thar, and the profit will pay fer most of the trip.” She gave Tucker a contemptuous glance. She had filled her lower lip with powdered snuff, which was now trickling down the corner of her mouth.

Tucker untied the strings of her stiff-brimmed sunbonnet and took it off. The breeze ruffled her hair. The sun was climbing higher over the horizon, promising a warm day as only a Texas day could be in the middle of April. She watched the rhythmical steps of the mules, each hoof kicking up a tiny puff of fine white dust. The miles stretched before them, endless and timeless.

Laura’s hand found Tucker’s. “We’re on our way, Tucky. We’re on our way to California.”

“We’re on our way. I pray to God we get there.”

“Humph!” Lottie said, and spit over the side. “Ya got a better chance gettin’ thar with Lucas Steele ’n Buck Garrett than ya’d a had with anybody else.”

“Do you know much about them, Lottie?”

Tucker smiled her relief that Laura had asked and she didn’t have to.


“Know of ’em? Both ain’t got no quit atall when it comes to fightin’. Both got enough gumption not to fight if ’n thar’s a better way. They can track ’n palaver ’n fight if’n they got to. Can’t ask no more of a man.”

“They must be about perfect then.” Tucker said it under her breath, but Laura heard.

“Tucker! Are you all right? You didn’t sleep good last night. I heard you turning and turning. I lay awake, too, and listened to the coyotes and the owls.”

“I was too tired to sleep,” she answered absently. And had too much to think about, she added silently to herself.

“Where are you from, Lottie?” Laura asked.

“Indian Territory.”

“Did you leave a family behind?”

“Yup. In the ground.”

“Are you going out to find a husband?”

Lottie spat into the dust, shifted the heavy reins, and glared at Laura, her leathery face grim. Laura sat smiling, unaware she had found a raw spot with Lottie.

“Ya ask a powerful lot of questions, missy. Ain’t none of yore business why I go, but I’ll tell ya and get it settled. I ain’t got nothin’, not a pot to piss in, I ain’t got nobody, not a human. I come to hate these prairies, ever’ inch of ’em—and they stretch a million miles. I got nothin’ to look forward to, and I got nothin’ to look back at.”

Silence followed while Laura drew a deep quivering breath. “Lottie!” She put her hand on Lottie’s arm. “You’re alone, like me and Tucker. But you’ve got us, now. And we’ve got you. We’ve got to look forward to something. We’ll look forward to California. Our searching hearts will find love and peace in California.”

Tucker turned to stare at Laura. Her face was radiant with happiness, her lips smiling. What she said was beautiful.

Lottie said, “Humph.” But it didn’t have the same force behind it that it usually had.

Tucker put her arm around Laura and gave her a hug. Suddenly she was almost happy. The sky was bluer, the breeze cooler, the country more golden and beautiful. Things would work out. They were just bound to.

Now that they were moving, she could even watch Lucas roaming up and down the line of wagons without feeling rattled. She felt detached from him this morning, as if it had been someone else he had held in his arms and kissed last night. She had spent half the night thinking about that kiss, such a new experience for her. He had bent forward before she could move, and his mouth had crushed down on hers demandingly, almost hurting her. She had put her hands on his chest to push him away, but she had not stood a chance against his strength. Her hands had flattened against him, feeling the warmth of his body under her palms, hearing the beat of his heart as he forced back her head and deepened the kiss to hot, insistent possession.

She began to tremble now, thinking about it again, and stared out over the greenish-gold sea of grass, its emptiness broken only by a small grove of deeper green trees in the distance. When Lucas rode up beside the wagon, she looked at him with dazed eyes and smoothed her dress down over her knees with a nervous motion. His eyes, gray slits between thick dark lashes, rested on her face for a moment, then passed on to Lottie.

“Creek ahead, Lottie. Won’t amount to much, rock bottom and about a foot of water. Incline on the other side’s got deep ruts; try and stay in ’em.”

“Sure, Lucas.”

“It’s a lovely day to start a journey, Mr. Steele,” Laura said.

The gray eyes flicked back to Tucker’s set face. “It sure is, Laura. I’ll be around tonight, Miss Houston, to bring that map. You’ll not be expected to lead a string until we get to Fort Stockton and pick up more stock.”

Tucker started to say something but didn’t trust her voice, so she nodded coolly and looked at the trees ahead that seemed to advance on them. Lucas rode up to the next wagon, and Tucker cursed herself for being a tongue-tied fool.

The first day on the trail went quickly. The sun followed an arc-shaped course overhead and then went on its relentless path until it was a glowing red orb hung low over the shadowy western edge of the world. When it disappeared, only a faint rosy tinge remained to remind them of its passing. Lucas was waiting to guide the wagons into a loose circle for the night.

Lottie pulled the mules to a halt beneath the fanning branches of an old pecan tree. Tucker leaped down, stretched, and helped Lottie unhitch the team. They led the animals to a shimmering shallow creek where they were allowed to drink before they were turned in with the other stock to roll in the dust and eat the short prairie grass. By the time the women got back to their wagon, a fire was built in the center of the circle and over it hung a huge iron pot. On one side of the fire the squat, very black coffee pot was already sending up a plume of steam.

Laura had wash water and towels waiting for them. She had already washed herself and brushed and plaited her honey-gold hair into one long braid with a colorful ribbon tied on the end of it.

“Lottie said we can have fresh water to wash in now, but later on if we have wash water at all we’ll have to share it.” In a surprisingly short time Laura had become familiar with the wagon and its contents, and she moved about with easy assurance. “Do you think that skirt I brought from the farm would do to make britches, Tucker?”

“I don’t see why not. I’ll cut them out tonight and you can start sewing. Maybe Lottie’s got a pair we can use for a pattern.”

“I like Lottie. She wants you to think she’s full of meanness, but she’s really soft as mush inside. Something’s happened to hurt Lottie,” Laura commented thoughtfully.


“I like her, too. I’m glad we’re with her and not some of the others.” Tucker was thinking of the silent woman with the gold earrings.

“You don’t like Mr. Steele, though, do you, Tucker?”

“What makes you say that?”

“Were you mad at me last night for wanting to ride the horse?” Laura could never stand to have a shadow of misunderstanding between them.

“No, you smarty-pants brat!” Tucker used the term affectionately. “I was afraid you’d get hurt.”

“Mr. Steele said you coddle me. I never thought you did.”

“Maybe I do, Laura. But it’s hard not to.” The words Lucas said last night came blaring into her mind. You’re afraid she can get along without you. Am I really that selfish? she wondered. No, dammit! I’ve only given Laura as much as she’s given me.

“You mean everything to me, Tucker. I know what would’ve happened to me if not for you. I’d be in a whorehouse, that’s where I’d be.”

The tip of Tucker’s tongue came out and moistened her dry lips. Laura’s words upset her more than she wanted to let on, so she hid behind obvious foolishness.

“Well, if the worst comes, we’ll both go to work in a brothel . . . but it’ll have to be one with velvet drapes and thick carpeting on the floor and a Chinese cook and a—”

“You always say crazy things, Tucker Houston, when you don’t know what else to say,” Laura interrupted.

“Maybe. But between now and supper I’ve got to work on that journal.”

“How many steps to the next wagon, Tucker? I’ll walk along here until Lottie comes back.”

“About twenty-five steps from the back of ours. Here’s your cane. The ground is uneven, so be careful.” Tucker handed her the walking stick and watched pensively for a moment as Laura walked away, tapping the cane in front of her.

Inside the wagon Tucker got out a bound book, pen, and ink, and settled down to write.


April 16, 1859.

My name is Tucker Houston and today we started our journey to California. At dawn we left our camp on the Trinity River, a mile from Fort Worth, and set a fast pace in a southwesterly direction. There are nineteen women and three children in our party. I will list their names and ages, also the names of the men accompanying us, below this entry. Our train is made up of ten covered wagons, two supply wagons, and a grub wagon. Mr. Lucas Steele is in charge of this expedition, and Mr. Buck Garrett is the scout. Mr. Steele rides at the head of the column and at times down the line of wagons trying to keep them close together. Today we traveled over rolling prairie land and crossed one creek, the name of which I will supply later as well as the name of the creek where we are camped for the night.



* * *

Tucker read through the entry and closed the journal. She would have liked to add that she was dead tired and not at all sure she had done the right thing in bringing Laura into this rugged and untamed land. But she knew the journal was meant to be a strictly factual account of their journey.

She stretched her arms high over her head. She ached in spots she hadn’t even known she had. Before leaving the wagon, she brushed her stubborn hair and firmly twisted it into a burnished copper knot on the top of her head.

The banging on the iron kettle announced supper just as she was stepping down from the wagon. She looked around for Laura and found her talking to the tall, dark-haired woman who drove the wagon behind them. “Laura,” she called to let her know she was coming for her.

“Come meet Marie and Billy, Tucker.”

“Hello,” Tucker said and smiled, but when the woman didn’t smile back Tucker thought, who cares, I’m tired, too.

“Hello,” she finally responded in a voice that was low and cultured.

Tucker smiled at the boy. “I bet he’s a big help to you.”

“He is.”

Tucker decided the woman wasn’t going to say anything else, so she took Laura’s hand and they walked toward the cook wagon.

The daylight disappeared while they ate, replaced by the tongues of color licking up from the glowing logs of the campfire into the surrounding darkness. Most of the women were resting beside their wagons, the two with children were putting them to sleep. Laura and Tucker sat on a quilt and listened to the crackle of the fire. The warmth was inviting and the smell of the smoke was pleasant, but Laura was tired.

“Did Lottie come back, Tucker?”

“No. And I don’t see her at the cook wagon.”

“I heard the men come in to eat. Are they still there?”

“There’s no one around the cook wagon. Everyone must be as tired as I am.” She shivered and hugged herself with her arms. “I’m starting to get cold, too. How about you?”

“So am I. And tired. But Mr. Steele said he would bring you the map. Do you want me to wait up with you?”

Tucker got to her feet, stiff and sore. “No, you go on to bed. I’ll see if I can find him.”

She stepped over the wagon tongue and walked alongside the outer circle of the wagons. The ground was uneven, and in her tiredness she stumbled once or twice. She could see the light of the drovers’ fire ahead and their shadowy figures around it, but before she reached it she saw, silhouetted by the red glow, a tall figure coming toward her. She recognized the lithely moving man instantly. Walking close beside him was a woman. An overwhelming desire to melt into the darkness gripped her. She bitterly regretted her impulsive decision to come looking for him. Uncertainty delayed her until it was too late to do anything but stand and wait.

The woman had her hand on Lucas’s arm. “Thank you, Mr. Steele,” she was murmuring.

“Go on over to her wagon. Mrs. Hook will see that you get settled in.” The shadow that was his face turned to Tucker. “We have another name to add to the list, Miss Houston. Cora Lee Watson. I’m putting her in with Mrs. Hook and her boy for the time being.”

Cora Lee was still standing very close to Lucas and looking up into his face. “Where will I find Mrs. Hook?”

“Over there.” He pointed toward the right wagon. “Lottie already went ahead to talk to her.”

“Thank you again,” she said with a soft purr, and Tucker could almost see the demure sweep of her lashes. “’Night.”

“’Night.” Lucas watched her as she walked away. “How did it go for you today, Red?”

The tone of his voice nipped at her temper, which was already aroused by her indecision and discomfort, and she clenched her teeth together angrily.

“Well enough,” she snapped. “I came for the map.”

He took her arm and propelled her toward a clump of trees. “I said I’d bring it to you.”


“When? Midnight?” She tried to pull her elbow from his grasp, but his fingers tightened.

“Couldn’t wait to see me again, huh?”

His teasing made her writhe in helpless fury. “Would you mind letting go of my arm?”

“Make me,” he said in a soft voice deliberately calculated to infuriate her.

“What’s the point? You’re bigger and stronger than I am.”

“Smarter, too.” He knew he was goading her, but couldn’t seem to stop.

“What do you mean by that?” She spun around to face him.

“I know you like my hand on your arm, even if you won’t admit it,” he told her with a flick of his lashes that sent his eyes skimming over her tense, slender body and back to her flaming cheeks.

Tucker stared into his face with bitter distaste. “You’re quite the dandy, aren’t you? You should have a very enjoyable trip to California, but don’t expect me to be any part of your pleasure.”

The gray eyes stared down into hers, narrowed and amused, as though he could read the rebellion inside her head.

“You’re going to be all of it, Red.” There was a world of meaning in his voice.

“You are out of your mind!” She choked the words out.

“Temper getting away from you?” he teased.

“In about a half a minute you’re really going to feel my temper, because I’m about to lose it!”


He laughed, and hard, brown fingers came up to close around her throat and tilt her head up to him. “I can’t help it, Red. I can’t help teasing you. You rise to the bait like a bear after honey.”

The note of patronizing superiority made her spine prickle the way it had the day they’d met. She started to pull her arms away from his grasp, but it was undignified and humiliating to struggle against his easy strength.

“I don’t like you! I don’t like anything about you.”

“You liked my kiss last night.” He shook her gently.

“I didn’t! I hated it!”

“That’s the second lie you’ve told me. Why did you tell O’Donnell you’re a widow?”

“Because it suited me at the time!”

His hands tightened. The gray eyes were sharp. “Don’t ever lie to me again, Red.” He sucked in a deep breath. “You’ve never had a man, have you.”

Tucker’s face flushed with color. She bit her inner lip. His words were not really a question, and she was startled by her reaction to them. Her stomach tightened with nervous apprehension at the open mention of such intimacy. It was merely a form of tension she had not felt before, she told herself, but it made her strangely uneasy. It threatened the safety of the guard she had had to place around her feelings.

“Sit with me while I smoke.”

The gentle request caught her unaware, and she moved with him to a downed tree trunk. The constant sniping at each other was tiring, and her heart was beating twice as fast as it should have been. It was a relief to get off her shaky legs, and she let out a sigh as she sank onto the log.

“Tired?” Lucas asked as he began to construct a smoke between long, slim fingers.

“I expect I’ll get used to it.”

The match flared and he held it between cupped hands until it blazed, then raised it to the cigarette in his mouth. The light outlined his face and turned it into a bronze mask.

Far too handsome, Tucker thought. Her eyes clung to the smooth skin and hard cheekbones. Suddenly she felt an inchoate fear of this man, a fear of the completeness she felt when she was with him. She wanted to rid herself of the sensation. The black lashes lifted and the gray eyes looked into hers. Oh, my God! Why was she being so docile? Why was she sitting here?

He blew out the match. “Don’t run, Red.”

Did he know her every thought? Her green eyes were bits of sparkling ice. “It’s impossible to like you,” she spat at him.

“You were thinking about hightailing it.”

“Run? From you? Why would I run? I’m not your prisoner.”

“No.” He began to laugh, shifting the lines in his face. “We sure strike sparks off each other, don’t we, Red?”

In spite of her determination not to, she laughed. “I guess so. But for some reason you make me . . . mad!”

“Yeah, I guess I do.” The laughter was still in his voice. “Have you ever had a smoke?” He drew deeply on the cigarette and the end flared briefly.

“No!”

“Want to try a puff?”

“No.” She shook her head vigorously.

“There’ve been a few times in my life when I would have given a year of it for a smoke.” He held the cigarette between his thumb and forefinger and held it toward her mouth. “Try it, it’s sometimes relaxing. Draw the smoke into your mouth, but don’t let it go down your throat.”

She put her hand on his wrist and bent her head until her lips found the end of the cigarette. It was damp from his lips. The shock of finding it so—and the sudden realization of what she was doing—caused her to draw in more smoke than she intended to. She coughed, her eyes watered, and his hand moved down her back, gently thumping.

“You got too much. Want to try again?”

She shook her head and coughed again. Remotely, as if she watched another person, Tucker registered the fact that she was sitting in the dark with a strange man and had taken a puff from his cigarette. For the rest of her life she was to remember this moment, but for now she was consumed with a variety of emotions: guilt, for the surge of joy that went through her; fright, because what she was experiencing was so strange; and regret, because she didn’t know how to handle her feelings.

“You feel it, too.” Ordinarily Lucas would not have revealed this crazy thought, but there was something about her that made him reckless. The words were out and he could not take them back.

Tucker tried to absorb what he said. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I believe you do,” he said quietly, his eyes intent on her face.

She felt an unreasonable flash of resentment that he could read her thoughts so clearly. “I must get back. I shouldn’t have come out here.” She got to her feet, feeling giddy and uncertain. “I’ll get the map later.”

He was on his feet, towering above her, and he pulled her into his arms, holding her so tightly she could hardly breathe.

“It’s too soon for you, isn’t it, Red?” he murmured, his voice muffled in her hair. He lifted her chin, forcing her to look at him, and gazed down into her face.

All her newly discovered feelings swirled around inside her until finally they burst from her in the form of a moan. “I don’t understand you!”

“I don’t understand myself, either, Red. I just know that all day I’ve waited for now. I want to kiss you again, hold you again. I’d crawl inside you, if I could.”

“I don’t understand,” she repeated in breathless amazement even as she raised her lips to meet his. There was no thought to what she was doing. Instinct alone guided her. She lifted her hand to the hard contour of his jaw and held it there while the pressure of his mouth threatened to whisk her into the edge of blackness.

The bittersweet taste of tobacco on his mouth, the smell of smoke as her nose was pressed against the roughness of his cheek, did nothing to quench the slow-burning fire inside her that kept growing and growing. Finally he dragged his mouth from hers and buried it in the softness beneath her ear.

“Red, Red! Oh, Tucker Red!” His voice was a tormented whisper. His pulse was racing as wildly as hers. His skin was hot to her touch, and the heat seemed to fuse them together. She made not a whimper of protest when his mouth found her parted lips again, and she felt his tongue exploring the inner surfaces. She was enveloped in a whirling velvet mist of sensations. It seemed right and good that his hand was caressing her breasts and her nipples were straining to reach the source of their arousal.

She was clinging to him weakly. The seductive movements of his hands across her hips and back, molding her closer to the granite strength of his body, were setting off explosive charges. His lips left hers momentarily, then hungrily returned to capture them in a soul-stirring kiss as an insidious, primitive desire grew inside her and she became helpless to stop it. These wanton, abandoned feelings were strange to her, she was powerless to control them. Instead, they were controlling her, taking over and making her want the physical gratification of his possession.

It was Lucas who drew back and held her away from him. In trembling caresses his hands moved over her back and shoulders as he peered down into her flushed face.

“I never intended to kiss you like that, Tucker Red.” She bent her head and refused to look at him. His arms enfolded her once again, but tenderly, and her arms went about his waist and she stood with her face in the curve of his neck. “I’m just as confused as you are.” His voice was close to her ear. “Since the moment I saw you I’ve not been able to get you out of my mind. But I’ve got to. I’ve got to keep my mind free because I’m responsible for all those women. I can’t let anything interfere with that. I thank God you’re not one of the intended brides. I think if you were I’d grab you up and run off with you. You understand, don’t you, that there can be nothing between us on this trip?” His arms drew her close again. “But when we get to California, Red, I want to show you the mountains. They are cool and green and a man’s got room to breathe.” He lifted her face with a finger beneath her chin and kissed her gently on the lips, then opened them with his own, tasting their sweetness to the fullest.

Mindless, unconscious of time or place, Tucker let him lead her back down the row of wagons. She had let him carry her away into unknown caverns of desire, never dreaming she could be so totally abandoned in the giving of herself—or so hungry to receive all that was given back. At the end of her wagon they stopped. His hand left her arm and shifted to her jaw, his thumb tracing the outline of her lips.


“’Night, sweetheart.” It was a mere whisper, and with a disquieting glitter his eyes roamed her face.

“Good night.” Frustration throbbed in Tucker’s throat, making her words sound like a sob of despair.

She tried to turn her face away, but her head was already being lifted to his descending mouth. She resisted, only because of this mindless power he had over her. His mouth opened over hers in a series of long, drugging kisses, and she surrendered to the inevitable flash of wildfire raging through her veins. Then it was over, and he held her away from him.

“I don’t know when I’ll get to kiss you again,” he said in a voice husky with emotion. He stood silently, his eyes searching her face, then he pivoted on one heel and walked swiftly away from her.

Tucker stood there dumbfounded, her fingers pressed to her lips, glad there was no one to see her, glad she had the night in which to get her feelings for Lucas Steele under control.





Five



There was someone who saw Lucas walk Tucker back to her wagon, someone who saw him kiss her but didn’t hear the words he whispered to her.

Cora Lee Watson lay in her bedroll beneath the wagon she was going to share with Mrs. Hook and her son. Not for anything was she going to sleep in that crowded space inside. She couldn’t endure that closed-in feeling between the boxes or the quivering gray canvas between her and the sky.

Cora Lee was pleased with herself. She had managed, quite easily, to join the train. Lucky for her the drummer she was traveling with was in Fort Worth at the same time Lucas Steele was. From the moment she saw Steele, she knew she had to have him. The town was buzzing with news about the train of brides he was taking to California, although he was camped a mile out of town and was closemouthed about it. Each time the stage came in and brought more women for his train, Cora Lee itched to join them.

Early this morning she had taken a horse from the corral behind the blacksmith shop and had ridden out after the train. When the wagons stopped for the night, she had turned the horse loose, knowing it would find its way back to the Fort, shouldered her belongings, and walked into the camp.

Lucas had listened to the partially truthful story about the brutal stepfather who mistreated her, and she had slid the neck of her dress down, showing him the deep, rough ridges made by his whip. Those scars had smoothed many paths for her over the last few years and were almost worth the pain she had suffered getting them. This time it had been amazingly easy. Lucas Steele was no different from any other man faced with a pretty, tearful girl with whip scars on her back. Cora Lee knew she was pretty, beautiful in fact. She doubted if there was another woman on the train half as pretty as she was, unless it was the redheaded woman Lucas walked back to the wagon.

Lying in the bedroll with her arms folded behind her head, she felt warm and beautiful and confident. And, as always when she felt like this, she thought about men.

Cora Lee hadn’t always known she was attractive. Her family was poor. Her father, a brutish man, had been eternally angry at a world that had given him so little. Perhaps because she was a girl and of little use on the farm, or perhaps simply because she had been blessed with beauty while he was cursed with poverty, he seemed to resent Cora Lee deeply and tended to make her the scapegoat for all his ills. Her father’s attitude and actions, combined with her mother’s ineffectualness and her sister’s indifference, had convinced the young girl that she was worse than useless—and that likely no one else would ever want her around either. And at that tender age, she had no way of knowing otherwise.

Then another man had come into her life. . . . Her first lover had been almost as big as her father. She had not been a small girl herself, only a young one at the time—barely fifteen. He’d stepped out from behind a tree and told her how pretty she was. After a lifetime of abuse, Cora Lee was enchanted by his flattery. Sensing this, he’d continued chatting amiably until he was sure he’d won her completely. When he finally touched her, she melted and he bore her to the ground to have his way with her. That had been the beginning, and before long the kind words of several other hungry men had found their way into her heart. After a while, her covert activities had become a habit, almost an addiction, and finally men’s actions came to mean far more to her than their words.

By the time her father found out about his daughter, she was beyond caring about any morality he might belatedly try to force upon her. It was the summer she was sixteen when she got the beating that left the ridges on her back. A drifter had stopped by the house to get a drink of water. Her father was out, and her mother and sister were in the garden. Cora Lee found the man appealing in a coarse kind of way. He lingered, eyeing the bodice of her immodestly unbuttoned dress. She reached out and drew him into the house.

She was lying on her back on the floor when her father came into the house. Satisfied and languorous, she was barely aware that the man had skulked out the door while her father was snatching the bullwhip from the pegs on the wall.

Now, lying beneath the wagon, Cora Lee shivered and stirred restlessly while remembering the whip on her flesh. She had no doubt that her crazed father would have beaten her to death if her screams had not reached her mother and her sister and they had not come to hang on the arm that wielded the lash.

She was forbidden the house. Her father said if she would rut like a bitch in heat, she would live like one. She slept on the hay in the barn until her back was healed enough so she could cover her nakedness, and then she left her home in a peddler’s wagon.

Cora Lee had some regrets, but not many. She had managed quite well over the years. There had been a procession of men, none of whom were ultimately important to her. It was only important that she have a man when she wanted him. She had become a little more selective when she’d realized she had something men wanted—and that she could afford to choose among them. It amused her to let them think they were winning something from her, subduing her, even while she was heartily enjoying the act—practically living for it. It was also exciting for her to know that some men even feared her because she showed them so plainly what she loved.

It had been a satisfactory way of life until she saw Lucas Steele. Just thinking about him, Cora Lee felt desire grow in her like a living thing.


* * *

Cora Lee’s eyes had not been the only ones to observe Lucas and Tucker. Buck Garrett had seen Tucker come to meet Lucas, had seen them walk away together, and had been awake when Lucas walked softly to his bedroll and lay down. He had never known Lucas to spend so much time alone with a woman. Could it be he was tired of being lonely and without female companionship? Was that the reason he had been so easily persuaded by the girl with the turquoise bracelet on her arm? He had expected Lucas to send that one on her way, for he had seen the desire in her eyes, and the way her lips had parted enticingly even while the tears were running down her face. It wasn’t like Lucas to be so easily taken in.

Lone Buck lay with troubled thoughts. He had always been alone, always lonely. He didn’t have the memories of a woman to warm his thoughts as Lucas had of Shining Star. He had never even known a nice white woman. His companions and the women he’d known had been mix-matches, trash, like him, and with them he had been locked into a certain pattern of behavior. He had been rowdy and wild and had fought and whored. It was expected of him. He was a half-breed.

Only with Will and Lucas Steele had he ever been himself, and even with them he felt separated by some of the things he felt and thought. To no one, not even these two men, had he ever confided all his innermost dreams—dreams of a quiet life, and respectability—or his deepest fears and emotions. Since his return from the year in Yuma Prison, the loneliness had consumed him. Most of the time he accepted it, hardly noticing his isolation, but sometimes, like today, it enfolded him like a dark blanket, smothering him. Lucas depended on him, had hired him over the protest of the men financing the train. But they—like most folks—saw him as merely an insolent, wild rebel, a lazy, shiftless half-breed who should have been left to rot in prison.

Lone Buck swallowed against the bitter taste flooding his throat and turned his thoughts to the golden-haired girl he saw sitting on the wagon beside the red-haired woman.

The girl was blind! She couldn’t see! Oh, God, what must that be like? Never to see the mountains, the prairie, a herd of wild horses, a sparkling stream, a flock of ducks soaring beneath the clouds. Yet each time he saw her, she was smiling, her voice full of laughter. How could she be happy? He would like to talk to her, learn the secret to her cheerfulness. He would like to be near her, look at her, hear her voice. What did one say to a nice girl like that? Certainly not the sort of things one said to a whore, nor the hard, rough talk of hunting and drinking men.

Thinking about her made him feel all mixed up and shaky inside, bursting with surprised happiness and yet scared to death of having her find out about his past. No doubt she would think him a worthless half-breed. Still . . . he could not keep his thoughts away from her.

* * *


It had started raining during the night, a steady, gentle, but persistent, spring rain. By the time the mules were hitched and breakfast was finished, the ground was already slick with mud. The downpour, urged on by a chilly wind, continued all morning. But seldom did anyone complain about rain in this country; it meant not only water in the water holes and basins, but also grass on the prairie.

Lone Buck took up his position in front of the train. Lucas moved up to ride beside him. Neither man spoke; there was nothing to be said. Both knew that every day, every hour, every mile, would make the difference between finding water in the barren, wild country ahead or suffering the torture of being without it.

It was past noon when Lucas held up his hand signaling the slowly moving wagons to stop. He and Lone Buck rode ahead to a creek swollen with the sudden rain. They rode into the middle of it and looked upstream. A few dead, twisted branches came tumbling toward them.

“We can make it if we get a move on,” Lone Buck observed.

Lucas nodded in agreement and put his fingers to his lips, giving a shrill whistle. “Mustang will start ’em rolling.”

The rain had slowed to a fine drizzle. Lone Buck looked at the stream and back to Lucas. “Can the women handle the mules in this?”

“Lottie can. I’ll put the drovers on the other wagons.”


Together they rode back down the straggling line. Lucas called to the drovers to leave their mounts and climb up onto the wagon seats. Lone Buck led Mustang and his wagon across the creek, and Lucas fell back to urge the drovers to keep the other wagons moving.

“Keep moving! Keep moving!” he yelled. “We cross now or we’ll have to wait here for a couple of days.”

Buck came back down the line with Mustang riding on the rump of his horse. He took him to the rear of the train where Mustang swung up onto the seat and took the reins from Mrs. Hook. Lucas swung her son Billy off the seat and onto the back of his horse.

“Get Laura,” he shouted to Lone Buck. “It’s going to be rough going for these last two wagons.”

Tucker heard the orders and moved over so Laura was sitting on the outside of the seat.

“I’ll be all right, Tucker. I’ll be all right here with you.”

“Do as Mr. Steele says,” Tucker said, and she hardly glanced at the man who rode the big bay horse up beside the wagon. Arms reached out to take Laura while she was still trying to reassure Tucker.

“Don’t worry. I’ll be all right. You be careful and hold on. I’m afraid for you, Tucky.”

“Oh . . . go on with you! I’ll handle the whip for Lottie. Gee-haw!” she shouted, and the whip cracked over the backs of the straining team.

Trusting, as always, Laura relaxed in the arms of the man who settled her on his lap. Her own arm went around his waist. She had never felt so wildly excited in her life. She was flushed with elation. The trip had surpassed all her cheerful expectations. And now this! She was riding on a horse with a strong, silent man who held her as if she were some fragile thing that would fall apart if she received the slightest jar. She turned her face up to his and could tell he was looking at her. His breath was warm on her face. It smelled clean and slightly minty, as if he had been chewing mint leaves. There was something loud and determined thumping between them. Was it his heart? Of course it was. The exertion of lifting her and seating her across his lap would cause even a strong man’s heart to pump faster.

“Please tell me what’s happening.” It was at times like this, more than any other, that she wished she could see. The man didn’t say anything, so she said, “What’s your name?”

He waited so long to speak she began to think he wasn’t going to, and then he said, “Buck.”

“Buck Garrett, the scout?” Laura’s smile was enormous. “Lottie told us about you.” A groan of pain almost escaped his lips. “She said we had a better chance of getting to California with you and Mr. Steele than we would have with anyone else.” She waited, but not a sound came from him. “Lottie said you didn’t have no quit atall when it came to fighting.”

Here it comes, Buck thought. He didn’t want to hear what she was going to say. But he didn’t want to take his eyes off her face, either. He wanted to record every little detail so he could remember it and what it felt like to hold her.

Laura chattered on. “She said you had enough gumption not to fight if there was any other way.”

The relief he felt was almost painful, and he couldn’t think of a word to say.

“Do you want me to hush up, Mr. Garrett? Am I bothering you? Tucker says I’ve got no quit atall when it comes to talking.” She giggled like a little girl and brought her hand out from beneath the slicker to wipe the rain from her face. He bent his head over her so the brim of his hat gave her some protection.

“No, don’t stop. I’m . . . just watching the horse.” My God, she was pretty! More than pretty. She was as soft and sparkling as the early morning sun.

“Are we to the creek yet? Will I be too heavy for your horse?”

A chuckle escaped him. “Horse don’t even know you’re on it.”

His voice was low and soft, and she had felt the vibration in his chest when he’d laughed. She wished he would do it again. She also wished she dared place her hand on his face so she could know more about him. He was slender, she knew that much, and the thighs she was sitting on were rock hard. Tilting her head against his shoulder she laughed a soft, trilling sound, and tightened the arm she had put around his waist to support herself. Was it the thrill of this unexpected ride that was causing this feeling of exhilaration? Or was it the feeling of being in the man’s encircling arms as he held the reins? The horse’s movements brought her into rhythmic contact with his chest. There was no way she could escape his closeness, not that she wanted to.

The horse was making its way carefully now, and she took her hand from the slicker and grasped his arm.

“Don’t be afraid,” he murmured. “You might get splashed a bit, but that’s all.”

“I’m not afraid, Mr. Garrett. I’m not a bit afraid. Oh, I’d like to ride sometime when the horse could run. It would be wonderful to feel the wind hitting my face!” She felt the vibrations again.

“We’ll have to try it sometime.” The words came out so easily, he was hardly aware he’d said them.

The splash of the water kept her silent. She felt the horse slip once on the rocky bottom of the creek, and she tightened her arms around Buck, hugging close, her face resting against him. The arms that enclosed her also tightened, and she felt the heavy pounding of a man’s heart against hers for yet a second time. She leaned against him as the horse climbed the bank. When they were on level ground, she raised her head and could hear the men shouting at the excited mules.

“Hee-yaw . . . ya bastards! Hee-yaw . . . ya goldurned ornery, stubborn jackasses!”

Laura’s pounding heart released a flood of happiness that was reflected in her brilliant smile. Buck feasted his eyes on her face, her cheeks pink with excitement, her tumbled hair as gold as a prairie sunrise. Now that he had moved back from the creek and stopped the horse, he could look at her, really look at her.

“Do you think the mules understand those cuss words, Mr. Garrett?”

Her delight in everything astounded him. “They seem to,” he said slowly.

She laughed again, and he thought it was the sweetest sound he had ever heard. He liked the feel of this small, trusting girl clinging to him. God! What would it be like if she were his own?

“Have Tucker and Lottie crossed yet?”

“They’re about to.”

“Oh! Tell me about it, Buck,” she said, using the familiar name for the first time.

His name came from her lips so easily. He could only think her name in his thoughts . . . Laura, Laura, Laura. “They’re coming down the bank a slippin’ some, but it don’t make no never mind to Lottie.” He stopped, thinking he had said enough.

“And Tucker? Is she still in the wagon? Is Tucker all right, Buck?”

“She’s all right. She’s standin’ behind the seat a crackin’ the whip.” He laughed. It wasn’t a chuckle this time but a real laugh, the third one in the last ten minutes. That was more than he’d laughed in the last ten months! “She sure can handle that whip.”

Laura grabbed his hand and held onto it. “Yes, she can. She taught me to use it. I can snake it out and make it crack. Are they in the creek yet?”

“Yes. Lucas is alongside. He won’t let nothin’ go wrong.” His hand turned over and clasped the one lying on his own, and the unexpected grip of her small hand made his heart gallop.

The wagon rolled up the bank and onto the level trail, and Buck had no choice but to move his horse toward it. Tucker was waiting to guide Laura’s feet to the wheel and her hands to the frame so she could pull herself over onto the seat. The horse stood patiently, and the hands at her waist lifted her. She was laughing as she turned to sit down.

“That was exciting, Buck. I almost hope we have more creeks to cross.”

“Ma’am.” Buck lifted his hand to the brim of his hat and touched his heels to the horse.

“Thank you, Buck,” Laura called.

Tucker watched the scout move away. It was the first time she had seen him up close.

“What does he look like, Tucker?” There was a funny tremor in her voice. “Tell me what he looks like. He’s young, isn’t he?”

“I’d say so. Somewhere below thirty. It’s hard to tell.”

“He was nice,” Laura said. “And . . . shy.”

“You talk enough for two,” Tucker teased.

“I had to drag every word out of him.” There was a gentle smile on her face. “Tell me what he looks like,” she repeated softly.

“I’ve not seen him out of the saddle, but I don’t think he’s real tall. Not as tall as . . . Mr. Steele. He’s got dark hair and . . . there’s no whiskers on his face. His brows are straight and his lashes are thick, so I didn’t see the color of his eyes. His nose is in the right place. I’d say he’s not the most handsome man I ever saw, but he’s not the ugliest either.”

“I liked his voice. He has the softest voice I ever heard.”

“Humph!” Lottie snorted. “He’s a breed. Ever’body knows Lone Buck Garrett is a breed.”

The smile left Laura’s face, and she turned toward Lottie. “And . . . what does that mean, Lottie?”

“It means ’is pa or ’is ma was part Injun, that’s what it means.”

“I knew that. It also means his grandma or his grandpa was part Indian. But what’s that got to do with him? I suspect all of us are part something or the other.”

“I ain’t a holdin’ it agin ’im. I was just a tellin’ ya, that’s all.”

“All right. So you’ve told me.”

Tucker looked with surprise at Laura’s tight features. It wasn’t like her to be so belligerent. “Lottie didn’t mean it was anything against Mr. Garrett, Laura. She thought it might help me to describe what he looks like.”

“She could have said he had one feather in his hat instead of two!”

“Laura!”

There was silence among the women for several minutes before Laura said, “I’m sorry, Tucker. He was kind and gentle and . . . I liked him. I don’t care if he’s a little bit Indian or all Indian!” The stubborn look was back on her face.

“Get down off your high horse, Laura. That’s what you say to me. No one said it wasn’t all right for you to like him.”

The familiar light smile touched Laura’s lips. “I’m sorry, Lottie.”

“What fer? Speakin’ yore mind? Ain’t no call to be sorry for speakin’ yore mind.”

Laura didn’t answer; she hardly heard what Lottie said. She was reliving the time she had spent held close in the man’s arms, the gentle rain wetting her cheeks, and her heart thumping against his.





Six




April 17

Today was the second day of our journey and we traveled in a heavy spring rain. Past noon we crossed Timber Creek and shortly after the drovers reported it was swollen out of it’s banks. I was told to add the name of Cora Lee Watson to the list of women going to California. She joined us last night. I do not know how she came to be on the prairie miles from Fort Worth.

April 19

We have scarcely made ten miles a day for the last two days. Other wagons we passed are bagged down and waiting for the ground to dry. We are wet and cold, but Mr. Steele pushes on. Today we passed an unmarked grave of piled stone.

April 20

More of the same, but this evening the clouds are thinner. We passed a sod house. A woman and children came out to wave at us. They looked so lonely standing there.

April 21

Sunshine today. Even the mules had more spirit. The prairie is covered with small blue flowers that resemble bells. Among them, in patches of orange and red, is another type of flower. Everything looks fresh and clean, but the ground is still soggy underfoot. I don’t know where we are, but we are coming into hilly country. Mr. Steele has not brought the map he promised.



* * *

Tucker made the entry in the journal, closed the book, and put it away. She wasn’t exactly pleased with what she had written, but without the map she could record only her observations. It had been a frustrating few days since Lucas had walked her back to the wagon and left her with his kiss burning on her lips. She had gone to bed filled with wonder that he had singled her out of all the women on the train and as much as declared his love for her. It all seemed to have happened so fast! She hadn’t spoken to him since that night, but she had seen him.

Nervous and excited, she had waited the next morning for him to come riding down the line. She had searched his face, her eyes bright with her secret happiness, and his had slid over her as if nothing had passed between them. She had sat stock-still, tears biting at her eyelids, her stomach churning. His rebuff was the most painful experience of her life. Now, after several days had passed, all that was left was embarrassment. She had been foolish and gullible. She tried not to think about it, but when she did it was as if it were someone else he had held in his arms that night. Now pride forced her to return his gaze coolly when they met.

As if materializing from her thoughts, Lucas was striding toward her as she came out of the wagon. Every evening he and Mustang came walking by, checking the ironbound wheels. She usually managed to be away from the wagon or in it when the inspection was made. Tonight Lucas knelt down as he came to each wheel and looked with care at the metal strip that bound the wood circle together. Mustang commented on each; being a wagoner and a blacksmith by trade, he was performing one of the tasks assigned to him.

After nodding a cool greeting, Tucker moved toward the small campfire Lottie had built. Several such fires blazed in front of the wagons where the women rested before going to bed. Despite her cordial nature, Tucker was no nearer becoming friends with any of them than she was the day she arrived. There was not the camaraderie among them she had expected. Each woman kept to her own small circle with her own thoughts to occupy her.

She went to stand beside the fire after passing behind Laura and placing her hand on her shoulder so she would know she was there. She stood with her back to the wagon, very aware of the male voices behind her.


“Is that Mr. Steele and Mustang checking the wagon, Tucker?”

“Yes.” Tucker wished Laura hadn’t said anything. It would give Lucas an excuse to stop and talk if he heard her say his name. He did.

“’Evening, Laura. ’Evening, Lottie. You making out all right?”

“’Evening, Mr. Steele. We’re doing fine now that the rain has stopped. Tucker says we’re coming into hilly country,” Laura responded.

“We are, Laura. They’re mostly rolling hills, but in some places we’ll have to make our own tracks. We’re traveling a bit askew till we get to the San Antonio–El Paso Trail.” Lucas spoke to Laura but his eyes were on Tucker, and she moved out of the firelight to hide the color that was creeping up into her cheeks.

“Is . . . Mr. Garrett still scouting ahead?” Laura asked with a breathless flutter in her voice that no one but Tucker would have recognized.

“He rides ahead, but not too far out now. It’s after we cross the Colorado and head for the Pecos that we’ll be glad we’ve got Buck with us.”

“It was nice of him to take me across the creek.”

Lucas stood silently, his eyes on Tucker, who was edging toward the darkness. He had a notion to grab her by the hair and jerk her away from the others and ask her what the hell was the matter with her. She was looking at him like he was something lower than a snake.

Tucker was tense and nervous and suddenly very tired. A movement caught her eye and the soft glow of a woman’s face came into view. Cora Lee was waiting for Lucas to walk her way. A desperate anger filled Tucker, and she made an abrupt move back toward the fire. She felt sick. Her supper was rolling round and round in her stomach. This was the third night in a row the girl had waited for him to finish inspecting the wheels. Oh . . . she hated him for making her feel this way, for making her wonder if he had held Cora Lee in his arms and kissed her! Was Cora Lee as intoxicated by his kisses as she had been? Did Cora Lee quiver with rapture when he whispered, “I’ve waited all day for now.”

“Miss Houston.” Lucas was suddenly at her elbow, and she turned to him, her green eyes glowing with anger.

“Yes, Mr. Steele?” she snapped, her voice reflecting her agitation.

His gaze narrowed at the resentment smoldering in her eyes. His mouth thinned, and he pulled a folded paper from his shirt pocket.

“The map. Perhaps you’ll make a copy of it so I can have this back.” She took the paper from his hand, and still he stood there. He knew the others were watching, and he knew Cora Lee was waiting in the darkness. Damn that girl! She always had some half-baked, yet plausible, excuse for waiting for him. He faced Tucker calmly, his expression giving away nothing of what he was thinking. Her head was tilted defiantly, her red-gold mane of hair glistening in the firelight, her eyes flashing, venomously over his face. He was moved by her obvious anger.

“I think we should discuss the journal, Miss Houston.” He waved his hand toward the outer circle of the wagons for her to precede him.

Tucker’s compulsion was to defy his order; she trembled with the force of it. Lucas gave her a menacing look, and, with a whirl of her skirt, she pivoted and walked proudly and stiffly between the wagons and out into the darkness.

A desperate anger stopped her before she had taken many steps, and she turned to face him. His grip on her arm set her feet in motion again, and she was propelled over the uneven prairie until the glow of the campfire and the outlines of the wagons were but dim images to her.

He finally pulled her to a halt. She refused to struggle, but he continued to hold her arm as if his hand were glued to it. Hatred and contempt coursed through her. Her gaze darted to the object of that disdain.

“I don’t wish to speak with you alone. There’s no reason why we can’t discuss the journal in front of the others,” she hissed.

Lucas looked at her in silence. Her catlike green eyes shimmered moistly with her anger. When he finally spoke, it was lazily, as though he were thinking aloud, the way he had done the day they had first met in Fort Worth.

“She’s as mad as a brindle steer with one horn. I wonder what put a burr in her blanket this time?”

“While you’re wondering you can turn loose my arm,” she snapped, “unless you intend to break it.”

He laughed softly in arrogant satisfaction, but he didn’t release her arm. He gazed at her flawless face, her flashing emerald eyes lit with the fire of her hostility. Dear God, she was lovely! The hunger to be near her, to touch her, had been with him for days while he’d foraged for an excuse to be alone with her. Now he had reached the end of his endurance, and a painful restraint in him broke. He reached out and pulled her to him, wrapping his arms around her as though she were life itself.

Now she struggled. “Damn you, Lucas Steele! Get your hands off me!” Thoughts whirled about her brain like wind-whipped tumbleweeds. “Let go of me, dammit!”

The arms tightened, crushing the breath out of her. “Be still! What changed you, Red? What the hell is the matter with you? You let me think we had something for each other, and then all I get from you for the past week is the back of your head!”

“What did you expect?” she gasped when she could catch her breath. “You looked at me like I was . . . nothing!” Her breath now came in heated spasms. She kept her body rigid with determination to prove she could resist his embrace, yet she wanted to yield, wanted to strip the last vestiges of reserve from her mind and body and be carried away on the flood.

“I told you, Red, that I—”

“You told me plenty, but if you think I’m—”

“Hush up! Let me finish. I told you that I’ve got to give all my attention to getting this train to California. After we get there I want to court you, Red. I knew the moment I saw you that you were my woman.”

“Ha!” She renewed her effort to leave his arms. “Is that what you told Cora Lee Watson?” She spat out the words before she could stop them.

“Cora Lee?” His eyes were as bright as midnight stars when she looked at them. She felt him take a deep breath, and when he released it the stern mouth was twitching and the hollows on each side of it were already slowly deepening. “You’re jealous, Red! By God, you’re jealous!” He lifted her off the ground and whirled her around. When he set her back down, he allowed his lips to brush hers, lightly, like the wings of a butterfly, but it wasn’t enough. “Dammit, Red!” It was a groan that ended as his mouth, hard and intense, found hers again, bruising its softness.

Oh, why couldn’t she think? Now his lips were playing at the corners of hers, tracing a path to her eyes and then back to close over her mouth, making it his own. His tongue was insistent, demanding that she meet it with hers. She responded hesitantly at first, then with welcome, and finally with passion. It didn’t matter that he was undermining her control; she clung to him, her hands sliding over him, feeling the strength of his muscles, the smoothness of his back. A little whimper escaped her lips and a small warning crept into the back of her mind. He was seducing her into complete submission, and every particle of her being was responding to his touch. She knew she should have found his blistering kiss distasteful, but it was wildly exciting. Her sanity argued, this is madness! Her passion whispered, give up, give up!

Tucker felt as if she were drifting. Euphoria spread throughout her taut body, relaxing her painfully tensed muscles. Tomorrow she would probably hate herself and him, but that was tomorrow. Right now she felt a wondrous warmth suffusing her. His mouth was persistent, ardent, relentless, snatching away her breath as well as her poise. There was a rightness to the sensation of his hands on her buttocks pressing her closer, and to the feel of her arms entwining themselves about his neck. Why hadn’t she realized how long she’d been wanting to feel these sensuous, seeking lips on her own?

“Ahhhh, damn!” Lucas groaned again in frustrated agony as he buried his mouth in the hair behind her ear. “I can’t take you here in the wet grass . . . but God, I want to!” His mouth, hard and rough, came back to hers, and his hands, urgent in their quest, sought the softness of her breasts beneath the loose top of her dress. Pink-tipped and ripe, they trembled beneath his warm caress.

“Lucas . . .” she protested softly.

“Red. Tucker Red,” he murmured, his breath hot against her neck. His hand inside her dress roamed over her naked breasts, hungrily seeking the taut nipples and touching them with fire. He tugged at her skirt, all the while kissing and caressing her. He pushed her down until they both fell to their knees and toppled over onto the wet grass.

Tucker came out of the trance of pleasure he was working on her and realized that her skirt had been pulled from beneath her. She could feel the throbbing hardness of him through his clothes as he shifted his weight to come into closer contact with her thighs. She pushed against his shoulders, but he was adrift in his passion.

“No, Lucas! You must stop!” she whispered anxiously, but he hardly heard her. She tugged at him until he drew back and looked into her face.

“I’ve got to love you,” he said simply, his voice pitched just above a whisper. His mouth opened over her lips, raking his teeth over their soft, generous curves. The ravaging kiss set a fire in her blood that blazed uncontrollably. The tormenting touch of his hand on her bare flesh brought her to an ardent, fevered frenzy. She made no protest when his mouth moved to her naked breast.

She was so beautiful! Here was everything he had ever dreamed of having. He was almost dizzy with desire, and he wanted to take her immediately, thrust himself into her, and satisfy the hunger that gnawed at him. But he knew he couldn’t do it. She was so soft and sweet and virginal. He couldn’t take her here on the prairie! The ground was soaking wet, and he was dirty, sweaty, and stinking of horses. She deserved for him to make it as beautiful as possible, to be soothed, aroused, so she could taste the full pleasure of it. He forcibly held himself back and withdrew his hands from her body, pulled down her skirts, and cuddled her in his arms. His skin was cool and moist with sweat, his breathing ragged and uneven. She could not guess the depth of torture it put him through to stem the tide of his passion.

“Heaven,” he whispered, his voice strangely broken. “Your body is heaven, but I can’t take it. I can’t do that to you, my sweet and beautiful Red. When I do take you, it will be long and sweet and wonderful . . . and you’ll have no regrets.”

For a long moment he simply lay there with his eyes closed. Reason dissolved the hunger that tormented him. She was his . . . the long length of her, the beautiful green eyes, the lips, breasts, and small round buttocks . . . all his. He felt he knew her as he had never known anyone before. He knew her mind, her soul, her spirit. She had never known the touch of another man, and he had never known a woman who hadn’t. He alone would possess her. The thought sent a quiver of desire through him, and he stroked the hair back from her face and kissed her tenderly time and again.

Abruptly he pulled away from her and got to his feet in one fluid motion, pulling her up beside him. She stood with bowed head while he straightened her dress and smoothed the grass from her hair. He lifted her face with a finger beneath her chin. Their eyes locked, hers moist with a faint trace of confusion, his tender with regard for her.

“You’re mine, Tucker Red. You belong to me. I can wait, my love,” he said softly. “When the time is right, both of us will know it and there won’t be any holding back. I’ll have all of you—heart, mind, and body.”

Tucker’s eyes wavered beneath the intensity of his. She was suddenly like a small girl in a fully bloomed woman’s body. His words echoed to the very core of her being. She summoned all her determination to speak, but her voice still came out thin and weak.

“I don’t know what possessed me to let you. . . .” Her lower lip quivered and, as she stared up at him, tears welled within her eyes. “I’m not . . . a loose woman.”

Lucas lifted a finger and wiped away a tear that trickled slowly down her cheek. Then he murmured soothingly, “I know that. Don’t tremble so, sweetheart.” His arms held her with infinite care, gently, lest he destroy the moment.

Soon her trembling ceased and she lifted her head. “I should go back.”

“Walk with me first.” With his arm encircling her waist, they strolled slowly in the darkness. The moon was lost momentarily behind a wandering cloud. An owl hooted, a prairie dog barked, and the faint sound of a child crying reached them.

Tucker was agonizingly aware of the man at her side during the long period of silence that ensued. Finally Lucas’s hushed voice came to her ear.

“What happened to your folks?”

“Killed . . . by Indians up in the Territory. My mama put me in a trunk and some drovers found me, gave me a name, and took me to the orphan farm.”

“You’ve no kin?”

“No, but I’ve got Laura.”

“Does Laura have kin?”

“No, but she’s got me.” She turned to look up at him. The moon lit her face. His steely eyes met hers and warmed as they searched within the shimmering green depths.

“You both have me now.” The whispered words caused her heart to make a frantic leap. To cover her confusion she began to talk.


“I never had anyone of my own until Laura came. She was someone to look after and to fight for. I didn’t have time to feel sorry for myself after that.” Her voice trailed away, and they walked in silence for a while. Then, as if compelled to tell him exactly how it had been, she continued: “Someone had been awfully mean to Laura. She had marks all over her body, and she was half out of her mind with fear when she was left at the gate. She was like a cowering little puppy that had been kicked and beaten! Sometimes at night she would wake up screaming and hold onto me. Apparently she could see until shortly before she came to the farm. I think that man, Oscar, did it. All she could remember was that she hurt all over and didn’t know if she was awake or not because she couldn’t see. I used to be afraid Oscar would come back and take Laura away, and I’d plan on how I was going to kill him.” She laughed lightly at her childish dream. “I’ll always look after Laura.”

“Of course you will,” he said quietly. “Laura manages well for a blind girl. Has a doctor ever looked at her eyes?”

“After we left the farm we went to a doctor in Fort Smith, and he said a good whack on the head could have caused her to lose her vision. He didn’t think there was anything wrong with her eyes beside that.”

“Was Laura disappointed? Does she have hopes of seeing again?”

“She used to, but not anymore. She has such a happy, loving disposition. She worries more about me than she does about herself. And of course I worry about what Laura would do if something happened to me. I’ve been with her for so long I feel like her mother.”

“Have you ever thought that Laura might want to marry someday?”

“No! There’s not a man alive who would have Laura and . . . love her and take care of her. She’d be just a convenience to him! But she’s not going to be . . . used by any man!”

Silence followed her outburst. They had walked in a circle and were nearing the wagons. The child was still crying.

“Mrs. Johnson and her little girl are leaving the train tomorrow,” Lucas said. “The child isn’t well and Mrs. Johnson has changed her mind about going to California. She didn’t realize the trip would be so hard on the child.”

“Will you take her back to Fort Worth?” Somehow the thought of his leaving set her to trembling again.

“Tomorrow night we’ll camp near the town of Brownwood. It isn’t much of a town, but I’ll find someone there to take her to the stage line.” They reached the end of Tucker’s wagon. Only glowing embers remained of the campfire. It seemed everyone in camp was asleep except the two of them and the crying child. “I’ll have to put Lottie in with Mrs. Schaffer, who’ll be left with just her child. Can you and Laura manage your wagon alone? If not, I can move Cora Lee Watson from Mrs. Hook’s wagon to yours. She can drive a team.”

Tucker didn’t answer immediately, and when she did speak it was calmly, despite the flash of resentment she felt on hearing Cora Lee’s name. “Why don’t you put Cora Lee in with Mrs. Shaffer?”

With his hands on her shoulders, Lucas stared at Tucker so penetratingly that she wished she hadn’t asked the question.

“I mentioned it to Mrs. Shaffer, but she refused to share a wagon with Cora Lee. Well . . . can you and Laura manage?”

“Of course we can.” They continued to look deeply into each other’s eyes. The moment quivered with tension.

“’Night, Tucker Red.”

“Good night.”

Still they stood there. Everything around them was so peaceful. This is happiness, she thought. His hands slid down to her forearms and slowly, haltingly, he lowered his mouth to hers. His lips were soft and deliciously gentle. They entrapped hers, igniting a fire within her whose sudden warmth was reflected in the color gradually creeping up her pearly throat to flood her cheeks with pink. When it was over, she looked into the gray eyes peering at her and wished this moment would never end.

She leaned against the wagon and watched him walk away into the shadows. Tonight she had lost the fumbling uncertainty of her feelings for him and was possessed with the glow of knowing she was in love. The warm, velvety darkness of the night hid the smile that curved her lips. She was almost ready to climb into the wagon when a soft voice reached her.

“Lose something, Miss Houston?” Cora Lee came from around the wagon, her steps soundless, her pale face framed with hair that hung to her waist. Tucker was shocked into silence by the knowledge that the woman had been listening to her and Lucas, had seen them kiss.

“I can’t say as I blame you for forgettin’ this out on the prairie,” the woman murmured insinuatingly. She jerked her head out and away from the wagons. “After all, Lucas is a real . . . man! Best I’ve ever had.” She produced Lucas’s map and Tucker’s hand automatically reached for it while her moment of happiness died a quick death. “Don’t worry,” Cora Lee said with a light laugh. “He’s man enough for both of us.”

Tucker jerked the map from her hand. “You were spying on us!” she hissed.

“Sure I was. But I don’t mind him havin’ you, long as there’s enough left over for me.”

“Why you . . . you . . . you’re just a—” Tucker floundered helplessly.

“’Course, I am,” she interrupted easily as she sauntered away, but she turned back to whisper loudly, “and what are you?”

Stunned and horrified, Tucker moved into the wagon, careful not to wake Lottie and Laura. Automatically she slipped into her nightgown, took the pins from her hair, and with shaking hands plaited the tumbling copper strands into one long braid. She lay down on the pallet Laura had fixed for her. Nothing in her young life had prepared her for the emotions that now churned violently inside her. Her slim body shuddered as she finally gave way to racking, silent sobs.





Seven



A mile outside the town of Brownwood, Texas, on Pecan Creek, Captain James Doyle and his men were bivouacked. It was a quiet little glade. A grizzly old sergeant squatted before the campfire cutting strips of bacon into a skillet. A faint trail of whitish smoke coiled up from the fire and dissipated in the greenery of the branches above. The sun, oblivious to the hunger in a man’s stomach, hung over the western horizon, swollen and crimson.

Captain Doyle, a seasoned soldier of the plains, sat silently and thoughtfully, cradling his tin coffee cup in his hand. His scouts had reported that a ragtag train of ten wagons was coming in from the east. Green and ill-equipped, the scout had said, with thin strips of iron on the wheels of their wagons and small, inadequate water kegs attached to the sides.

Damn! This land was difficult enough to cross when you had plenty of time and when you didn’t have the Comanches, the Apaches, and renegade Mexicans to worry about. Of course it was easier now than it had been a few years back: there were stage stations along the way, if they hadn’t been burned out. But if you were late—not by months or even weeks, but days—you could die of thirst out there on the plains. If there’s no water for mules, or grass to fill their bellies, they won’t carry you far in search of water.

The captain looked to the east. The train, led by the lieutenant he had sent out to invite it to camp beside them on the creek, was coming in. The lead wagon stopped a respectable distance away, and the others spread out along the creek. Farmers all, the captain mused, and not even very good farmers, judging by the condition of their equipment. It was none of his business what kind of workers they were, he chided himself, but it did concern him that they had women and children with them. It would be time enough after supper to test their mettle and offer his assistance.

When the meal was finished, the men from the newly arrived train gathered around a flickering campfire. The captain sat on a wooden box, his back to the darkness, looking at the faces turned toward him. He himself had gone from wagon to wagon and asked them to gather here with him. They were a mismatched group if he ever saw one. Take Blanchet: the man’s hands were those of a farmer, but from the sound of his voice and the words he used he might well have been a teacher. And Collins: he doubted if the man even knew one end of his horse from the other. He probably depended on brute strength and bluffed his way through life with a chip on his shoulder. Taylor, no doubt, had the finest wagon of those resting beside the creek. This evening his family had taken their meal on china plates. They were quality folk, and it was difficult for the captain to understand why they had joined up with this outfit.

Frank Parcher, the scout, a short, lean man about forty years old, was another misfit. He hadn’t come to the meeting, although he’d been invited like everyone else. The captain didn’t cotton to him at all, knew instinctively he was dangerous. It was the arrogant assurance of the man, as well as the unanswered questions about his qualifications for leading this train. Parcher was obviously a trailwise man, but somehow his being here with these folks didn’t fit the pattern at all.

All the men were hushed and waiting. There was a tension in the group around the campfire, as if each expected the captain to come up with some miracle that would make this trip easier, some magic that would solve all their problems and assure them they would get to California in the morning.

Always a man to lay his cards on the table, Captain Doyle got to his feet and addressed the group with his usual brusqueness: “The army officially closed Fort McKavett last month. Some troops are still there, but from now on trains going west will be more or less on their own. However, my men and I have been assigned to Fort Stockton, and my orders are to wait at this point for a wagon train coming down from Fort Worth and escort them that far. There’s rough country between here and Fort Stockton and rougher country beyond. You’re welcome to wait here for the other train, fall in behind, and take advantage of our escort.”

Everyone was quiet, as if waiting for the next person to say something. Finally Blanchet spoke. “How long before the other train gets here?”

“Should be no more than three or four days, unless they got held up by the rains up north.”

“Why be it us what’s got to fall behind and eat dust. We got our own scout. He knows the country.” The man Collins spoke from the ground.

“When I said fall behind, Mr. Collins, I meant join up with the other wagons. Your position in line will have to be worked out among you.”

The farmer’s face reddened at the slight rebuke. “We done paid Parcher to lead us,” he said stubbornly.

“I realize that,” Captain Doyle replied patiently. I’m merely offering our services.”

“We ain’t got no time to be a waitin’ ’round. I heard the water holes dry up, then there ain’t ’nuff grass to fill the belly of a jaybird. I say it’s time fer us to go on and let them folks catch up.”

“You’re right about the grass. The country is extremely barren, just sandy sage plains. You’ll camp many nights without water or grazing grass, and you’ll scrounge for firewood to heat coffee. As cruel and unpredictable as the land is, the rivers are worse. They tumble violently through narrow gorges, and far more travelers have lost their lives crossing rivers on their way west than have been killed by Indians.” Captain Doyle turned once again to the man on his right. “And you, Mr. Blanchet? Do you have anything to add?”

Rafe Blanchet got to his feet. He was a tall, thin, sandy-haired man. “I favor waiting and joining the other train, if they will be so kind as to let us. I have come this far and I want to go on, but the few days we may have to wait can be spent in repairing our wagons, resting our mules, and repacking our belongings. We know little or nothing about how to cross the desert or the mountains, much less the rivers. It’s true we have hired Mr. Parcher to lead us, and he has assured us we have a good chance of avoiding hostiles and outlaws. Still, I believe for the sake of our wives and children we should wait.” He sat down and all eyes turned to the hulking farmer on the ground.

“People is pourin’ into Californey. All the good land’ll be took up afore we get thar,” Collins grumbled.

The captain turned to a sallow-faced man who sat nervously clenching and unclenching his hands. “Mr. Taylor?”

Mr. Taylor shook his head. “I’m with the others.” The captain was surprised by the words, but no one else seemed to be. Then, almost as if he realized he should say something more, Mr. Taylor got to his feet and there was, for a moment, only the sound of the crackling fire. “Mrs. Taylor and I are in no hurry. We are willing to wait for the other train.” He sat down and looked toward the captain for approval.

This man certainly wouldn’t be any great asset on the journey, Captain Doyle thought as he nodded to the next man.

Unnoticed, the scout, in oiled leather britches and doeskin shirt, stood in the shadows. He chuckled as he listened to the argument about whether or not to take the army escort. The fools hadn’t learned a damn thing since they’d hired him on in Baton Rouge. All they wanted to do was get to the promised land!

Frank Parcher melted into the surrounding darkness. There was a woman waiting for him. She’d be there, right where he’d told her to be, a hundred and twenty paces south of the last wagon. He paused to look around the camp before he moved on. The women were cornered at the other end, straining to hear what was being said at the meeting. He laughed quietly to himself again. They’d still be hagglin’ an hour from now, as if it was so all-fired important whether they got to Californey this year or the next.

Survival was the important thing. Parcher had learned this the hard way. Use what you can and destroy what you can’t. This belief had served him well over the years. Parcher knew that no man was his friend when it came to that man having something he wanted, be it a woman or anything else.

He had watched Blanchet’s woman—like a man watches an animal with its foot caught in a trap—for over a week before he’d pounced. It’s been easy. He had her to the point now where she would lay down and let her throat be cut if he told her to. It had been good enough for a while, but he was getting tired of her lying there like a limp pile of hides while he had his way with her.

He walked into the clearing and there she was, standing with her back to him. He took her by the arms and pressed her to the ground. There was no resistance; there had been none since that first day two weeks before. Hell, then she’d fought, he remembered, savoring the thought . . . until he’d squelched her struggles with his insinuating threats. Frank considered the woman beneath him a slut, something less than a whore, more worthless than an animal. He slapped her across the face, trying to drive some life into her. She raised her arm to protect herself, but he pushed it aside and slapped her again. She lay still then, breathing heavily. He tore open the front of her dress and toyed with her breasts for a while, biting and scraping his rough, whiskered face across the tender nipples, then sucking them until strangled whimpers escaped her lips. He liked to hear the sounds that came from a throat that wanted to scream but didn’t dare. He lifted his head and told her to kiss him. She did.

When he opened his britches and ordered her to lift her skirts, she did as she was told and said nothing, but she winced with pain as he plunged his hardened manhood into her softness, pinning her to the ground. He rammed her delicate body against the packed earth until he was finished, then got swiftly to his feet and stood there leering at her disarray.

When she tried to pull down her skirt, he reached for her and fastened his hand in what remained of her bodice, hauling her to her feet. As she gasped and fell into his arms, he plunged his tongue into her mouth, filling it. When she gagged, he hurled her away from him and watched her stumble back and fall to the ground. He turned to leave her, then looked back.

“Tomorrow night,” was all he said as he walked away.

Frank was still unsatisfied. He wanted to get out into the hills where there was a small Mexican village. There was a little señorita waiting for him: she didn’t know it, but she was waiting for him. He found his horse, saddled it, and rode south. He needed something young, something tight, something that would claw and scratch and bite and scream, something that would help him get rid of the demon riding on his back.

Sarah Blanchet stumbled from the bushes when she was sure Parcher was gone. She was crying. Behind her tears her thoughts pounded like a hammer in her head: Bitch . . . slut . . . whore. She walked up the line of wagons, seeing nothing, neither the starlit sky nor the whirling waters of the creek beside the wagons. She did not see the campfire or hear the voices around it. She made her way toward her own wagon, climbed in, and pulled out her husband’s rifle. Then she sat down on the bunk. She wanted to find the strength to walk out into the circle and reveal what Frank Parcher had done to her. But Rafe Blanchet was the only decent thing that had ever come into her impoverished life, and she couldn’t let him be shot out of the saddle. Parcher had vowed he would kill him as sure as he’d coldbloodedly killed their faithful old dog Queenie as a warning. He’d wait in the trail ahead until Rafe rode out, or he’d put the rattlers in the wagon. Rafe was deathly afraid of rattlers.

There was only one other thing to do. Sarah gripped the rifle between her knees, rested her forehead on the end of the barrel, and blew her brains out, bloodying the canvas of the wagon that her husband had built and outfitted with such care and hope.

* * *

Frank Parcher rode back into camp at dawn. Within minutes he knew Rafe Blanchet’s wife was dead. He sat beside the fire drinking coffee and watching the preparations for the burying. There was no question in his mind that he hadn’t evened the score with Rafe Blanchet . . . Blanchet, who had tried to make him look like a fool in front of the whole train, who had questioned his advice, who had tried to put him into a bad light. He had evened the score, and he had enjoyed himself while doing it.

Frank had no regrets about the dead woman: she was weak. Any man on the train could’ve had her after he found her weakness—caring for someone else more than she cared about herself. It had taken only a couple of little threats and she had spread her legs. For a brief time she had been handy, had served his purpose. He moved and flexed his shoulders so his shirt wouldn’t stick to his sore back. That señorita last night had almost clawed the hide off him. He’d had to hit her, hard, to take some of the fight out of her. He chuckled thinking about it. God, but she’d been a pistol!

It was more than an hour later when Frank noticed he was being avoided. The women had always been skittish, but the men had accepted him, soaking in the yarns he spun about Californey. None of them knew doodly-squat about anything except farming, and they hung on every word he spewed out. Some of them, he knew, had seen him coming out of the bushes after he’d tumbled Blanchet’s wife. But there were things these men did and did not do according to tradition, a moral code they lived and died by. One of them was not to tell a man his wife was a whore. He didn’t think they would tell Blanchet even now.

Frank watched one of the men enter the wagon, hand out the blanket-wrapped body, and place it in the arms of her husband. Rafe headed out toward the open prairie, the others following, somber and quiet.

Alone in the silent camp, Frank wasn’t sure why he didn’t just fork his horse and skeedaddle. He didn’t like that army captain butting in, and there could be trouble if anyone took the notion to tell Blanchet he’d been plowin’ his wife. Yet he wanted to wait around and look over the other train that was heading this way. A curiosity had been working on him since he’d heard the captain talking about it.

He stretched and winced. Goddamn, his back was sore. He grinned: his back wasn’t the only part of him that was sore. He needed sleep, but not here. He’d ride up into the hills, find a place where he could catch a few winks, then ride out and meet the train coming from Fort Worth.

Midafternoon came. Frank got up from the grassy spot where he had napped, and mounted his horse. He pointed it north, crossed a stream a half mile farther, and rode on. Finally he stopped and dismounted and climbed a small tree, confident that what he was looking for should be nearby. After several minutes in the scrubby pine oak, he swung himself back to the ground and mounted up again. A half hour later he sat amidst a clump of cedars and looked at the broad expanse of valley stretching below him. He rested comfortably on his horse, knees up in Indian fashion, knowing that, among the trees, he himself made no changes in the skyline if anyone should be watching from the train inching along below.

The wagons were small and light, and the only stock being driven were mules and horses. He studied the slowly moving teams, and a sudden excitement gripped him. Goddamn! Those were women driving the wagons, unless the men were wearing dresses and sunbonnets! He could see a few men on horseback and one or two on the wagons, but that was all. For a long moment he debated with himself the possibilities of picking off this train. He could do it. He’d take the men one at a time from behind the rocks in the hills they’d have to pass through. And the women . . . Jesus!

What Frank didn’t know was that Lone Buck was at this very moment watching him from behind, having trailed him for the last half hour. Had Parcher made one move toward his gun, he would have been dead before he hit the ground.

Frank sat staring at the wagon train, then boldly, letting the dust from his horse’s hooves announce his approach, he rode down the hill. He passed a Mexican boy leading a string of mules and came up from the rear to the last wagon. A big, rawbones woman with a man’s hat crushed down on her head was driving it, and sitting beside her was a young woman with a child on her lap. He tipped his hat to the young woman and she nodded. He set his heels to his horse and trotted up to the next wagon.

A serious-looking woman with straight black hair and gold earrings had the reins in her hands. Beside her was a girl with loose brown hair floating around her shoulders and a large turquoise bracelet on her arm. She gazed at him openly from his face down to his boots, and between them flashed an awareness of their affinity. He grinned at her and let his eyes dwell on her breasts. Her eyes glinted darkly at him, and they each knew what the other was thinking. He felt a surge of sexual excitement. She moistened her lips, her eyes still on his face, and he felt himself becoming more aroused. He reluctantly headed his horse to the next wagon.

The two women there barely returned his greeting, and he moved on. He glimpsed the copper hair glistening in the sunlight even before he reached the next wagon. He rode up beside it and his horse had to keep pace on its own, because Parcher could do nothing but stare at the woman on the wagon seat. She was the most beautiful creature he had ever seen. Her face was like the one he’d once seen on a cameo in New Orleans, and her hair was all curly and shining like a fire on a dark night. She glanced at him and quickly looked away. Her eyes were as green and as fierce as those of a treed wildcat.

“Howdy, ma’am.”

Squinted emerald eyes flashed at him. “Howdy.” She had a cool, no-nonsense voice. He chuckled.

“Who is it, Tucker?” Laura asked.

“No one we care to know, that’s certain.”

Frank had to drag his eyes from the redheaded woman to look at the other one. She was a queer one, kept looking straight ahead all the time. He looked back at the redhead.

“I ain’t never seen so many women on one train,” he commented. Tucker ignored him. “Ya ain’t very friendly.” Silence. “Ya got a man?” The anger that had been brewing in Tucker all day was almost to the boiling point. “Well, makes no never mind, sweetie, if ya got a man or not. You and me are goin’ to get mighty friendly.”

Tucker picked up the small whip beside her. Her hand flashed out, and the end of the crop stung the rump of his horse. The frightened animal leaped and danced, and it was all Frank could do to stay on it.

“Why you little bitch!” he exploded, but by the time he had his horse under control he was laughing. Here was the woman for him. Here was the woman he’d always been looking for and had known he would find some day. He reined his mount up beside the wagon to tell her so, but a large man on a black horse was charging toward him.

“Who are you and what do you want?” Lucas challenged.

Frank never spoke hastily. His eyes narrowed curiously as he decided what tactics he would use. There was something here he wanted, something he had to have.

“Frank Parcher,” he introduced himself with a smile. “I’m from the train that’s waitin’ ahead with Captain Doyle. I was scoutin’ so the folks’d know how long they had to wait up fer ya.”

Lone Buck had followed Frank down the hill and was now moving along parallel with them. Frank began to have a tight feeling in his chest.

“Where is the captain waiting?”

Frank smiled easily. “Can’t say as I blame ya fer bein’ cagey, what with so many women ’n all. Captain Doyle’s waitin’ down by Brownwood. Say, did ya hear the army done closed Fort McKavett?”

“You don’t say,” Lucas said drily as he took in Tucker’s set features. “Everything all right with you, Miss Houston?”

“Fine.” Tucker snaked the whip out over the mules’ backs with unnecessary force, keeping her eyes straight ahead lest she yield to the impulse to slash Parcher’s lying face. Not once did she look right at him until the two men rode away, and then she glanced up in time to see the stranger looking back over his shoulder and grinning at her.


That night Tucker made a brief entry in the journal.


April 21.

Tonight we are camped with another wagon train on Pecan Creek, just outside the town of Brownwood. We traveled over twenty-two miles today. Mrs. Johnson and her little girl left the train tonight to return to Fort Worth, and wagon partners have been changed accordingly. For some reason I’m beginning to wonder if there will come a day when we’ll all wish we’d gone with her.







Eight



Lucas was angry. “They’re not joining up with my train. I don’t give a damn if they get to California or not! We’re moving out in the morning with or without your escort, Captain Doyle. You can do as you damn well please about the Louisiana farmers. I’m not giving them another thought.” Lucas dropped his cigarette to the ground and carefully rubbed it out with the toe of his boot.

Captain Doyle knew Lucas Steele by reputation only. He had a name for being a hard man as well as a good one. He could understand Steele’s concern; he had twenty-two women, two children, and ten men to lead across wild, barren country.

“There’ll be no escort west of Fort Stockton, Steele. The most I can do for you is to send a dispatch to Fort Davis to be expecting you. It’s very likely you might be grateful for the extra guns of those farmers.”

“Every man on my train is worth three of those greenhorns,” Lucas said cuttingly, “and Lone Buck Garrett is the best scout in the Southwest, bar none. And don’t discount the women. Each and every one of them’s got grit, too.”

“There’s women and children on the other train, too, and I’m giving them my protection to Fort Stockton,” the captain said firmly.

“You do that, but don’t be expecting any help from me.”

“Steele! Don’t be a damn fool, man.” Captain Doyle was losing patience. “There’s some good folks on that train.”

“Maybe so, but they’re not my responsibility. Good night, Captain Doyle.”

Lucas skirted the farmers’ camp and walked quickly through the ironwood thicket to where his wagons were stretched out along the banks of the creek. He was more troubled by Captain Doyle’s words than he had let on. He was well aware of the dangers of traveling from Fort Stockton to Fort Davis. The great Comanche war trail crossed the El Paso road just west of Fort Stockton, and the Mescalero Apaches from New Mexico Territory often raided the road west of Fort Davis. Still, he reasoned, there had been stagecoach service on the road for the last five years. He was confident he could make it with his train of light wagons. He wasn’t so sure about the cumbersome, overloaded wagons of the Louisiana farmers.

He walked to the campfire, angry because of the unexpected problems forced upon him. He didn’t know Captain Doyle, but he knew that any man who came to this country from West Point and stayed had to have strength of character and dogged determination. It also took fighting ability and, above all, sound judgment. He wasn’t questioning Doyle’s sagacity, only the part of it that applied to him and his train.

Lucas crouched beside the fire and got himself a slice of beef between two pieces of bread. He was hungry and ate quickly, being careful not to stare into the fire. Gazing into a fire was the mistake of a greenhorn. Lucas knew that a man who watches the flames sees nothing when he turns quickly to look into the darkness, and his momentary blindness could cost him his life.

Mustang joined him. The flickering light illuminated the lines in the old man’s face and danced off the scattered silver in his beard.

“Folks over thar ain’t too friendly.” He filled the tin cup in his hand with boiling coffee. “They had a buryin’ today, so I guess they ain’t in no mood fer visitin’.”

“One of the women killed herself last night. Captain Doyle said her husband told him she had been acting strange and hadn’t talked much for the last couple of weeks. He figured she was homesick,” Lucas reported.

“Some folks jist ain’t cut out fer trailin’,” Mustang observed solemnly.

“You told the women what I said about not leaving camp?”

“Yup. I tol’ ’em. Don’t think they’d of no how. They’s a quiet bunch of females. Don’t mingle much. I tol’ that Cora Lee not to go a prowlin’ ’round. She’s a traipser, that ’un.”

Lucas glanced around the camp. Most of the women had gone to bed, but a few were gathered in little bunches beside their wagons.

“Guards set up?”

“Yup.”

“Where’s Buck?”

“Down at the creek skinnin’ out a deer. Gonna bury it in the coals. It’ll be mighty fine tastin’ come mornin’.”

“We’re moving out at dawn. I’d planned on giving the women a half day to bathe and wash clothes, but the sooner we get out of these hills the better. Besides, we may have to raft the Colorado, and that’ll take time.”

Lucas got up and headed toward the brook. Once in the thick brush he stopped and gave the soft whistle of a night bird. He waited and the answering whistle came from his right. With soundless steps he moved toward the edge of the creek and the shadow that was the scout. Buck had finished skinning and gutting the animal and was tying its legs to a pole so he could carry it back to camp.

“Captain Doyle wants us to hitch up with the other train,” Lucas said quietly.

“Figured it,” was Buck’s terse response.

“He’s giving them escort to Fort Stockton. We’ll be on our own unless he divides his troops.”

“It’s better this way, without them.”

“What do you mean?” Lucas questioned.


“No thinkin’ Indian would attack a fast-movin’ wagon train if there was a slow one comin’ down the trail.”

“You’re right. What do you think of Parcher?”

“Mean as a rattler with its tail tied in a knot.”

“I don’t want him with the train and I don’t feel good about him following it,” Lucas agreed.

“I’ll put Chata to scoutin’ the rear.”

“That skinny Mexican kid isn’t even dry behind the ears yet,” Lucas teased.

Buck looked at Lucas with one of his rare smiles but said nothing.

“I only took your advice to hire him on because he knows horses and mules,” Lucas continued in a joking vein.

The men worked silently for a few minutes.

“The boy’s got eyes in the back of his head and he can shoot like a son of a bitch. He’s quick, but not foolhardy,” Buck defended, knowing it was unnecessary.

Lucas chuckled and picked up one end of the pole holding the deer carcass. Buck hoisted the other end, and together they carried it to the pit Mustang was digging beside the campfire, holding it until the old man could sprinkle a thick layer of hot coals in the hole. They carefully lowered it, and with two flicks of his knife Buck cut the vine holding the legs. Mustang shoveled the remaining coals in over the meat and covered them with loose earth. The camp was considerably darker now without the flickering fire. Lucas sank down on his haunches and refilled his coffee cup. His mind was restless and uneasy.


Buck left the two men without a word, as was his way, and walked around outside the line of wagons. The night seemed alive with movement: there was the sound of the breeze stirring the leaves on the giant cottonwood trees, the rushing of the creek, the restless pawing of a horse, and the sound of a woman coughing. Then there were other noises that only Buck’s trained ear could hear. They were small sounds, but different sounds, like the footsteps of a very light person walking toward him. He stopped and waited. Cora Lee Watson emerged from the darkness and approached him.

She placed a hand on his arm and looked into his face. He looked down at the fingers that closed over the sleeve of his buckskin shirt and back up to her wide, glittering eyes. He knew what she wanted, and he knew he wouldn’t take what she offered. It wasn’t because he didn’t want to, or that she didn’t attract him, but rather because a sense of loyalty to the men who were paying him to bring their future brides to Coopertown prevented him. He loosened her fingers from his arm, shook his head, and released her hand. Her breath left her suddenly, anger tightened her features. He thought she was going to strike him and he waited, but her clenched fist remained at her side.

Buck stood quietly while Cora Lee battled within herself. At another time Buck would have liked to know this woman. She was beautiful and willing . . . and he was lonely. The anger on her face turned to pleading. He slowly shook his head again. She turned and quickly walked away from him. He stood still for a moment, listening to her footsteps until he was sure she was going back to her wagon. He walked on, and another slim shadow issued from the night. Buck dropped his hand to his holster.

“Señor.”

“Sí, Chata.”

“He come, señor. Like you say. He look long at the señorita, and go back to camp. They post no guards. No one to watch.”

“You’re sure it was Parcher?”

“Sí, señor.”

Buck was not surprised that Parcher had come to spy on the teacher’s wagon. He had expected it and had asked Chata to keep watch while he cleaned the deer. The young Mexican melted back into the darkness, and Buck went toward the wagon.

Someone was sitting on a blanket beside a fire that had burned down to a few glowing coals. He could see only the blur of white that was her face. She sat with her knees drawn up and her arms clasped around them. Her hair was untied and hung down to her waist. She looked so small, so helpless, so . . . lonely. His heart began to pound with a new rhythm and he stood stock-still, gazing at her. Hungrily his eyes slid over her slim figure, silky, honey-colored hair, and light face. He knew he shouldn’t be here. It was unfair to stand and spy on her like this. He moved his feet restlessly.

Laura lifted her head and listened. She heard the sound again. Someone was standing quietly now. Suddenly she was afraid and called out, “Who’s there? Is that you, Mr. Steele?”

Buck cursed himself. He wanted to turn tail and get away, but he could tell from her voice that she was frightened, that she knew someone was there. He couldn’t walk away and leave her to wonder who it was.

“No, ma’am.” They were the only words he could manage at the moment.

“Buck!” She held out her hand. Mindlessly he went to her and took it in his. “Buck,” she said again, and her fingers gripped his.

He dropped down on his haunches beside her. She was smiling at him, and he wondered if she would have given him the same welcome if she knew he had Indian blood. She refused to let go of his hand, and he continued to gaze at her face. She was beautiful! Sweet and beautiful! Some would say the teacher was prettier, but to him this small, soft creature was the loveliest thing he had ever seen.

“I was scared I’d not get to talk to you again. Oh! That’s being brassy, isn’t it? But flitter! I don’t care. Tucker says girls shouldn’t be forward. She says ladies wait and let the man make the first move to get acquainted. But . . . I don’t know when a man looks at me, so I can’t go by those rules. I’m glad you came, Buck. I was hoping you would. Can you sit and talk to me?”

“I can sit a spell.” He eased himself down beside her.

Words gushed out of Laura’s mouth like water from a fountain. “I like to sit here and listen to the night sounds. I hear real good. I guess it’s because I can’t see and have to depend on my ears. I was listening to the water rushing down over the rocks in the creek and I was wondering where it was going. And I like to hear the owls, they sound so melancholy at times. My favorite, though, is the mourning dove, but then again, I like the mockingbird, too.” She stopped talking suddenly and turned a stricken face toward him. “I’m making a regular jackass out of myself again.” Her voice was almost a whisper. “But . . . I’m afraid if I stop talking, you’ll go.”

“I won’t go. I like to hear you talk.”

Her face broke into a smile, and she brought his hand into her lap, holding it with both of hers. “Then will you do some of the talking?”

“I’m not much of a talker.”

“Tucker says I talk enough for two people.” Her lips twitched and he watched, fascinated. “There’s so much to talk about. What do you see when you’re out scouting? Are you looking for a way for us to cross the hills?”

“I don’t have to look for a way to cross the hills. There’s a trail of sorts. Sometimes I look for a good crossing when we ford a stream.”

“You don’t watch for Indians?”

“Well, yes, but we’re not likely to run into any that lift hair until we pass Fort McKavett. What we look out for here is renegades, outlaw bands. There’s men out there that would steal the coins off a dead man’s eyes.”


“Really? And you’re out there all by yourself? Oh, Buck! I didn’t realize.”

Her concern made him feel all mixed up and shaky inside.

“There’s nothin’ for you to be scared of.”

“I’m not scared for me,” she murmured.

The sad note in her voice whipped him into speech. “I found a patch of strawberries in the hills today. I picked some and sat under a tree and ate ’em,” he said abruptly. He didn’t know quite why he told her something so unimportant, except he knew he couldn’t tell her he was trailing Frank Parcher and at one time thought he was going to have to draw and kill the polecat. He was so conscious of his hand in both of hers that he wasn’t thinking clearly.

“Tucker and I used to pick wild strawberries. We’d fill our pockets and not tell the other kids where he found them.” She laughed softly, remembering. “The bullies would want to take mine, but they didn’t dare if Tucker was around.”

“You been with her a long time?”

“Yes. She’s more than just a friend. She’s been like my sister, my mother . . . I love her very much.”

Buck felt a flush of embarrassment. It was such a personal thing to tell someone! The girl was so open with her feelings, he didn’t know how to handle his own when he was with her. He gently tugged his hand and she let it go.

“Is Miss Houston in the wagon?”

“Yes. She’s tired tonight. I think she’s kind of under the weather. She tried not to be cross, but I could tell she was.”

Buck got to his feet and reached for her arm to help her up. “Can you find your way to the wagon?”

“Sure. The wagon is to my back. Tucker never leaves me unless she makes sure I’ve got my directions straight.” She bent to pick up the blanket, then reached for his arm and tucked her hand into the crook of it. “But I’d be glad if you walked me.”

Buck was surprised at how confidently she walked beside him. They reached the end of the wagon, and Laura put her hand out and touched it. She seemed to know exactly where she was.

“Is there a moon tonight, Buck?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“My name’s Laura.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He was tongue-tied again and the absurdity of it made him half angry. Hell. . . .

“Would you mind if I touched your face?”

Buck stood frozen. The silence was long and breathless. Finally he said, “No, ma’am.” It was scarcely more than a whisper.

Laura’s heart fluttered, and she drew the tip of her tongue across dry lips. The blanket fell at her feet when she raised both arms, letting her hands move up his chest to his shoulders. The buckskin shirt was smooth and soft beneath her fingertips. Her hands reached his throat, moved up beneath his ears, and paused. She could feel soft, silky hair against her fingers, and moved them around to the back of his neck. His hair came to the top of his shirt and was cut off bluntly as if he had used a knife.

The bold possessiveness of her actions, the sheer wonder of it, sent a thrill of excitement through her even while she made an effort to concentrate. Her fingertips wandered up to his eyes, traced the straight brows above them, then traversed the slope of his nose down to his lips. The moment crackled with unresolved tensions. Her palms caressed his cheeks and the firm lines of his jaw. Her senses were being led into open rebellion by the touch of her hands on his face.

They stood there for a moment, suspended in time. Then slowly, haltingly, she again slipped her hands behind his neck and let them remain there. It was a moment in which they both knew something had changed, forever. It was as sudden as that. She leaned against him. Buck could feel small firm breasts, warm clinging arms—and the intimacy of that contact sent waves of shock reverberating through him. Strange, tempestuous feelings were threatening to swamp him. As if compelled by forces stronger than he, he lowered his head and pressed a gentle kiss to her lips.

Laura had no time to wonder at this new experience because his arms wound around her, and she was held so closely against him she could feel the hard bones and muscles of his body thrusting against the softness of hers through her cotton dress. The first gentle touch of his lips had awakened the bittersweet ache of passion. A feeling, until this moment unknown to her, fluttered in her breast.

His hoarse, ragged breathing accompanied the thunder of his heartbeat as the realization of what he had done came to him. His hands grasped her waist to hold her away from him.

“Ma’am! Laura. . . .” He looked down into eyes that seemed to be looking into his. Her lips were smiling, and her arms refused to leave his neck.

“Thank you for kissing me. It was much sweeter than I imagined it would be. I never thought a man’s lips would be so . . . gentle. Did you like it?”

“Yes, ma’am!” Oh God, yes, he thought.

“I liked it, too. But I don’t think it would have been so nice with another man.” She could feel the pounding of her own heart in her throat and temples.

Mesmerized, he watched her face. There was no coyness or pretense about her. Her thoughts and feelings were uttered honestly as they came to her. He trembled with the desire to wrap her in his arms and crush her to him. Only her endearing, trusting acceptance of him prevented it.

She moved her hands to his cheeks. They were warm; rough whiskers lightly scraped against her palms. She laughed, and it was only a whisper in the night.

“I’ve never felt a man’s whiskers before. Well . . . maybe once before.” She sobered, remembering. “A man at the farm grabbed me and Tucker hit him with the shovel. I don’t like to think of that, but I’ll think about this, Buck. I’ll remember each feeling, each sound. I feel so strange, so light and giddy. Will you kiss me again?”

God Almighty! Didn’t she know what she was doing to him? He couldn’t have refused her if his life depended on it. Their breaths mingled for an instant before he covered her mouth with his. There was no haste in his kiss. It was slow, sensuous, languid. He took his time deliberately, with closed eyes and pounding heart. She offered herself willingly to his possessing lips. She felt as well as heard the raspy sound that came from his throat when his lips left hers.

“That was even better!” Her arms slid down from his neck and encircled his waist. She hugged him to her. “Oh, Buck! I could stay here all night with you, but I’d better go to bed. I’ll not sleep a wink, though. Will you come and talk to me again?”

“I’ll come,” he breathed into her ear, and to himself he said, I’ll come like a tame bear with a ring in my nose.

“I’ll be waiting,” she whispered and slipped from his arms. The wagon was behind her and she stepped up onto the box and through the canvas opening.
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