

[image: image1]



 

[image: Images]


 

[image: Images]

BY MIRALEE FERRELL

[image: Images]


Summerside Press™
Minneapolis 55337
www.summersidepress.com

Love Finds You in Sundance, Wyoming
© 2011 by Miralee Ferrell

ISBN 978-1-60936-277-5

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form, except for brief quotations in printed reviews, without permission in writing from the publisher.

The town depicted in this book is a real place, but all characters, other than known historical figures addressed in the Author’s Note, are fictional. Any resemblances to actual people or events are purely coincidental.

Cover Design by Garborg Design Works | www.garborgdesign.com

Interior design by Mullerhaus Publishing Group | www.mullerhaus.net

Scripture references are from The Holy Bible, King James Version (KJV).

Summerside Press™ is an inspirational publisher offering fresh, irresistible books to uplift the heart and engage the mind.

Printed in USA.


Dedication

[image: Images]

This book is lovingly dedicated
to my best friend
and a horsewoman in her own right—
my daughter, Marnee.
I love you and am so blessed you’re my daughter.


Acknowledgments

[image: Images]

So many people have contributed to making this story what it is today. Family, friends, editors, agent, critique partners, and prayer partners who offer an ongoing covering have all been such a help and blessing during the writing and editing process.

Special thanks go to my critique group. Kimberly Johnson, Sherry Kyle, and Karen O’Connor made suggestions that helped strengthen my book from start to finish. Each one is a talented writer, and I’m blessed to be on the same team. To Kristy Gamet and Tammy Marks who both read my books in advance—I appreciate your valuable input. And special thanks to Debbie Fluit and Barb Dorscher, for their unwavering prayer support during the writing of this book.

I especially want to thank my agent, Tamela Hancock Murray, for her help, encouragement, and prayer support throughout my growing career, and to the people at Summerside Press for giving me another opportunity to write for them. And thank you, Susan Lorher, for your help with the Italian and Spanish phrases I needed.

My family has stood beside me through all the times I’ve pushed to make deadlines and struggled when the words wouldn’t come. Allen, thank you, dear husband, for loving me and understanding when I didn’t have time to cook. To my kids, Marnee and Steven, and their wonderful spouses, Brian and Hannah—I love you all. You are the joy of my life and make everything I do worthwhile. Mom, I love you. Thank you for believing in me.

Special thanks go to Pam Halter, who serves on the board of the Sundance Museum. She was a wonderful asset in giving me information on the town as it was during the late 1800s.

And, of course, all praise, honor, and glory must go to my Lord. For without His hand on my life, this journey would be useless. I pray that each story I write will point back to Him—then I’ll truly know I’ve accomplished what He put me on this earth to do.

To my readers, whom I choose to think of as my friends, thank you. If it weren’t for you, there would be no more books. I love hearing from you and enjoy knowing what you think, feel, and experience as you read my stories. Drop me a note, or visit my website, www.miraleeferrell.com, or my Facebook page. I’d love to meet you there!


[image: Images]

 

LOCATED IN THE NORTHEAST CORNER OF THE STATE, SUNDANCE, Wyoming, is a picturesque small town nestled in the Black Hills, named after Sundance Mountain to honor the Native Americans and the sun dances they performed on the mountain south of the town site. Albert Hoge, who owned and operated the local hotel and store, founded Sundance in 1879 during the Black Hills’ gold rush. He carefully surveyed the land and in the beginning sold lots only to future businesses and county and city government, as well as eating establishments and saloons. His vision laid the foundation for what Sundance is today.

Sundance is most famous for Harry Longabough, also known as the Sundance Kid, who later teamed up with Butch Cassidy. Harry took his infamous name after bragging about his stay in the Crook County jail located in the town. He’d stolen a horse from the VVV ranch and was captured by Sheriff Ryan, serving eighteen months in the local jail. Later he teamed up with Cassidy and the Wild Bunch, and their fame grew as they robbed trains and banks. The name Wild Bunch was misleading, as Butch Cassidy always tried to avoid hurting people during robberies. He ordered his gang to shoot at the horses, rather than the riders, when being pursued by posses. Cassidy always proudly bragged that he had never killed a man.

With a population of just over 1,100, the small community of Sundance boasts unparalleled scenery, adventure, and history. Nestled between Devils Tower and Mount Rushmore in the heart of the Black Hills, Sundance offers natural beauty, breathtaking monuments, and many recreational activities.

Miralee Ferrell


Chapter One

[image: Images]

Texas Panhandle, 1887

 

Angel Ramirez woke with a start, her heart pounding a rolling beat in her chest. Someone was in her room.

Inching her fingers under the edge of her pillow, her hand brushed against the cold steel of her Colt revolver. She eased the gun out and waited, allowing her vision to adjust to the partial darkness of the muggy August night. Uncle José had taught her to wait, never to rush when confronting an intruder—the first shot might be her only one.

Rolling over onto her side, she pointed the gun at the door. “Who’s there?”

A half moon sent tentative fingers of light through the small window near the foot of her bed, and a dark form stepped forward. “It’s José. Put your gun down, m’ija.” Her uncle’s accented drawl was absent—the words short and clipped. “Get dressed and meet me outside. Hurry now.” He slipped out the door and closed it carefully behind him.

Angel drew on her trousers and long-sleeved shirt, tugged on her boots, and shoved her sombrero onto her close-cropped curls. After a quick look around the room, she grabbed her rifle and headed outside. José raised his hand for silence and drew her into the nearby stand of trees, not far from their small, three-room cabin. “Keep your voice down. I don’t want any of the men in the banda to hear.”

The hair on the back of Angel’s arms stood on end. “What’s wrong?”

“Another cattle raid. I won’t leave you behind. It’s not safe for you here.”

“With the men?”

“Yes. Bart Hinson’s up to something.”

Angel sucked in a breath between her teeth. “Hinson. He’s the worst of this bunch. I don’t like the way he looks at me.”

José stifled what sounded like a curse and gripped her arm. “If anything happens to me tonight, promise you’ll ride out of here and never come back.”

Her heart rate accelerated, but she patted his hand. “Nothing’s going to happen to you.”

He swung her toward him and leaned close, dropping his voice. “I don’t trust Hinson. An outlaw banda is no place for a girl, even if you were raised here. You’re eighteen and can take care of yourself away from this place.” Her uncle pointed to the rifle near her knee. “That rifle will take you far—you shoot better than most men. Keep dressing like a boy and get work on ranches as a hunter or horse wrangler.”

She tried to laugh off his concern, but the effort nearly choked her. “This is my home. You’ve had these feelings before, and you’ve always come back safely.”

José placed his arm around her shoulders and squeezed. “I wish I’d made other choices years ago, m’ija. If your parents were alive, they wouldn’t have chosen this life for you. I should have sent you back to your mother’s people in Italy.” He dug into the pocket of his denim jacket and removed a small bag. “There’s gold in there—enough to keep you a couple of years, if you’re careful and work when you can.”

She drew back, hating the thought of taking it. She’d never considered where José’s money came from, but accepting a bag of gold procured from other people’s loss didn’t sit right. Besides, her uncle’s words implied he might not be along. “You’re scaring me.”

He closed her fingers over the handful of gold. “I plan on living for a long time, m’ija, but you must be ready.” He swung away from her and called softly over his shoulder. “Saddle Bella, bring a bedroll, and put whatever you value most in your saddlebags—quick. And whatever you do, stay close to me on the trail.”
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Angel swung into the saddle and picked up Bella’s reins, her black Spanish-Arabian mare. She shoved the Winchester lever-action rifle into the saddle scabbard and tugged her hat over her forehead.

The pale moon shone over the encampment, offering little in the way of light, but the deep reaches of the sky were lit by myriad stars sparkling against the dark backdrop. Dust rose as the outlaws’ horses stamped their hooves and pawed at the churned-up ground. Sweat trickled down between Angel’s shoulder blades. A horse bumped against Bella. Angel tightened her reins and turned sideways in her saddle.

Bart Hinson swiveled toward her and leered, his narrow lips tipping up the corners of his sun-baked, flat face. “Finally gonna become a true outlaw and help us rustle some cattle, hey, Angel?”

She raised her chin and backed her mare a couple of steps. “I rustle nothing. José asked me to come, but I’ll not take part.” Deliberately she touched her spur to the mare’s flank and swung away from the man.

“Think you’re too good for us, do you?” He laughed, and a shiver of apprehension ran across Angel’s skin. “Once you ride with us, you’ll share all that we stand for.”

She’d lived among these men and their wives since she was eight years old, and had never been on a cattle raid before—for that matter, she’d never felt fear until recently—and then, only around a handful of the outlaws. Hinson’s attentions had increased over the past couple of months, and she’d done her best to stay clear of the man. A sudden understanding of her uncle’s concern coursed through her. Hinson wasn’t a typical outlaw. He emanated something dark—a hint of evil deep at his core.

José moved up alongside her, inserting his sorrel gelding between Bella and Hinson’s mount, effectively blocking the man’s view of Angel. She was glad to have Bart’s hawk-like scrutiny removed. She wanted to sink into a washtub and scrub the evil away.

José pressed his horse closer. “You all right, pequeña?”

Angel nodded. “Sí.” She kept her gaze averted from Hinson as he spurred his horse the opposite direction.

José dropped his hand to the butt of his rifle. “Good. Let’s pray this night will go well and we’ll be back in our beds by nightfall tomorrow.”

“Pray, Uncle? You think God in heaven smiles on what we do tonight?”

“Maybe not, but we pray just the same, sí?”
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An hour later Bella snorted, sidestepped, and shook her head. Angel stroked the neck of her jigging black mare and stared out over the herd of restless cattle. José had insisted she stay back in the brush line, within sight of the men moving close to the herd but not near enough to be in danger.

Dust rose from the milling cattle. Calves bawled and their anxious mamas lowed as they searched for their young among the constantly moving melee. Angel struggled to see her uncle through the gloom as the approaching dawn withheld its gift of light. Ghostlike figures rode shadowy horses along the edge of the scrub brush, circling around and returning strays to the herd.

A shout rang out. A rider spurred his mount and charged after a bull racing away from the perimeter with three longhorn cows following close on his heels. The bay gelding stretched his neck and lengthened his stride, his one white stocking flashing against the dark background. His rider pushed the horse harder, leaning forward in his saddle. The pair leapt ahead of the bull, and the man swung his mount ever closer to the wicked horns, pushing the animals in a wide arc toward the rest of the cattle.

José reined in beside Angel, pushed his sombrero back, and wiped his sleeve across his forehead. “It’s warm, and the dust makes it worse.”

Angel rested her hands on the pommel of her saddle, her reins draped loosely against Bella’s neck. “What now?”

“We move the herd north into New Mexico.” José dropped his voice. “You must leave tonight.”

“Leave? I don’t understand.” She’d never known anyone to leave the outlaw band. “What about you?”

“This is my life.” He shrugged. “And I must stay here to make sure you can get away.”

“It’s gotten so bad?”

“Sí.”

“I won’t go without you.”

“You must promise me, little one.”

She hesitated, but the determination bathing his face left her no room to argue. “I promise.”

A shout went up from the fringe of the herd, and José swung his horse. “Stay out of sight, and don’t return to the cabin.” He peered back over his shoulder. “Angel?”

“Yes. I hear. Nothing will happen. Now go, before the men get angry at your absence.”

He laid the big rowels of his California spurs to the flank of his gelding and cantered across the clearing, rejoining the evershifting herd.

Angel turned Bella and followed along parallel with the apex of the jostling cattle, watching the swift riders with grudging respect. These men were some of the best riders and ropers in Texas, and most of them were excellent shots. They had to be—their lives, not to mention their livelihood—depended on their horsemanship and speed with a gun.

The hours dragged as the men, horses, and cattle moved north and glimmering predawn colors appeared in the eastern sky, heralding a clear, hot day. Angel dropped back along the flank of the herd. She slipped her bandana over her nose to block the billows of dust rising from the dry streambed. She’d spoken to her uncle not long ago and knew the men were concerned about the lack of water.

The thirsty cattle bellowed, and restlessness crept through their numbers. A dozen cows and calves raced for freedom on the far side, seeming intent on returning the way they’d come. The animals had been traveling for over six hours now with no water, and the youngest started to lag. She wanted to urge Bella forward and help the men tighten the herd, but José wouldn’t approve.

A glance over the heads of the jostling cattle showed her uncle riding not far from Hinson, with Junior Bailey just ahead.

Dust drifted on a light breeze, bringing with it the scent of sweat, manure, and fear. Angel drew Bella to a walk and moved off to the side. Tension knotted her stomach, and unease seemed to wrap itself over the atmosphere like a dark, looming thundercloud.

The other five men were spread from the point of the herd to the rear, hats drawn low and bandanas snugged up over their noses. All were alert, their posture in the saddle tense, and at least two had their rifles out of their scabbards.

She could see nothing moving in the rear. No. Wait. A dust trail rising in the east in the morning sun. Was that what had the men spooked?

José waved his arm and shouted. “Angel. Go. Hurry!” He reined his horse away from his position along the far edge of the cattle and broke into a hard trot. “Remember—“

An explosion of rifle fire severed his warning.

Five men rode into sight a hundred yards back on the cattle’s flanks. They leaned low over their horse’s necks, rifles extended in front of them, and Angel could see a flame erupt from the muzzle of the one in the lead.

Hinson let out a war whoop. “Rangers!” He aimed his six-shooter off to the side and let loose, firing a steady stream at the men approaching them at a ground-covering gallop. “Get the herd moving.” Hinson turned his head and stared at José racing his gelding along the flank of the herd toward Angel. “Ramirez, get back to your post!”

José dug in his spurs and lashed his horse with the end of his reins, his attention fixed on Angel. “Get into the mesquite, pequeña. Hide!” He closed the gap to within ten yards of Angel and pointed toward a thick stand of brush. “Go, now!”

Angel hesitated, but her uncle’s expression brooked no disobedience. Gripping Bella’s reins, she leaned forward in the saddle and grazed the mare’s side with her spurs. Bella leapt forward, digging in her haunches and catapulting over the ground.

Another shot sounded and Angel turned her head, gazing back toward Hinson. He’d holstered his pistol and removed his rifle, aiming toward the Ranger and the posse. She ducked into the brush, reined Bella to a halt, and turned back toward the action unfolding before her.

Hinson sighted down the length of his rifle and squeezed the trigger. A loud report echoed across the hills, and Angel swung in the direction he’d aimed. She froze. Her uncle lurched in the saddle, blood soaking his arm. He gripped the saddle horn with the other; the reins lay useless on his horse’s neck.

Another report erupted from Hinson’s rifle and an explosion of sound followed, as Rangers, posse, and outlaws emptied their guns across the expanse. The rifle in Hinson’s hands bucked, and the lead Texas Ranger tumbled from his horse’s back, disappearing under the hooves of the stampeding cattle.

Angel sat frozen as her uncle’s horse made his way toward her, seeming intent on reaching his pasture mate. Bella neighed, and Angel broke from her stupor. She dismounted, tossed her reins over her horse’s neck, and stepped to José’s side as Rio drew to a stop.

“Uncle! How hard are you hit?” She caught Rio’s reins.

“Not bad. Leave now, while they are busy with the posse.” Blood oozed from between his fingers.

Angel yanked open her saddlebag. She withdrew a clean shirt and moved close to Rio. “Let me tie this around your arm. You’re losing too much blood.”

He grunted, held out his hand, and wrapped the shirt around the wound. “Knot it for me.” He raised pain-filled eyes.

She tugged at the end of the fabric. “There. Promise me you’ll be careful.”

José gave her a tight smile. “I’m too tough to kill, m’ija. Your mother called you that. Do you remember? She always said that she named you Angel after taking one look at your sweet face on the day of your birth. And your papa, he called you pequeña—little one. Remember them, and remember me—your family.”

“I won’t leave you. I’ll go back to the banda, and we’ll stay away from Hinson.”

“No! Hinson grows too powerful among the men. He fears me, but he’s the kind of snake that will strike when your back is turned. If the posse wins this battle, you would go to jail along with the rest of us.” José fixed a firm gaze on her. “Ride fast and go far. Stay on the path the cattle have made for now, then veer off when you hit rocky ground. I’ll keep an eye on Hinson—make sure he doesn’t follow.” He laid his spurs into Rio’s sides, and the big gelding bounded forward.

The renewed gunfire and the shouts of men brought her back to her immediate danger. She eased her horse deeper into the brush, knowing she should leave. Uncle, be safe.

Hinson had moved to the far side of the herd, engrossed in a gun battle with two men from the posse. Three of the outlaw band tried to head off stampeding cattle, two lay sprawled on the ground, and the sixth crouched behind a stand of mesquite, firing at another Ranger.

Angel’s gaze returned to her uncle, trotting his horse across a small clearing, his rifle raised. She wanted to pull her own rifle from its sheath and turn it on Hinson, the good-for-nothing who’d turned her life upside down. But she’d made a promise, and she’d keep it.

“Come on, girl.” She nudged Bella forward, then slumped in her saddle, numbness permeating her body. She laid her knotted reins on her mare’s neck and rested her hands on the horn, trying to still the shaking.

Her uncle had been her only family for the last ten years. She had memories of her parents, but not many. José had raised her like his own daughter and showered her with love and attention. Spilling blood wasn’t new to her, but the memory of her uncle’s wound caused bile to rise in her throat. She pushed it down and picked up the reins. This wasn’t the time to grieve.

Angel headed toward the rising sun, praying the intense rays of early morning light would blind anyone who looked her direction. Hopefully the men were too engaged in staying alive to notice her weaving through the brush several hundred feet from the action.

The men’s shouts grew fainter, and she could no longer see anyone from the posse or the outlaw band. Only a small number of straggling cattle milled about when she bent forward over Bella’s neck, urging her into a canter.

Angel glanced at the sun. At least an hour had passed and nothing appeared behind her on the horizon. Grief slammed into her like a herd of stampeding horses. Everything she’d known lay behind her, and an unknown future beckoned.

Alone.

She had the gold, her rifle, and José’s instructions. Somehow she’d make it. But what should she do next? Angel straightened her shoulders and raised her chin. She’d not let Hinson find her.

Time to change direction. On the first leg of her journey, the goal had been escape. Now, she added another element.

Survival.

Over the past month, Hinson had dogged her steps in the banda. He wouldn’t let her go without a fight. Every bit of the training she’d received from José would be bent on one thing—hiding her tracks as she moved toward country where she could disappear. If she didn’t, her life wouldn’t be worth living.
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Bart Hinson holstered his gun and grunted with satisfaction. His men had killed the last of the posse as he tried to race away, hanging low on his horse’s neck, undoubtedly to alert the rest of the Texas Rangers about their dead compadres. No way could they allow a man to return and sound the alarm, not after Bart had shot the Ranger heading the posse. They’d be hunted soon enough when the men didn’t return, but no one knew who’d fired the shot that brought the Ranger down. No one but Angel Ramirez.

Bart scowled and spat to the side, then swung around to the nearest man. “Where’s the girl?”

Barnes tugged at a torn strip of cloth he’d knotted around a flesh wound in his arm. “Gone. Saw her ride off close to an hour ago.”

Bart sprang at the man and backhanded him across the mouth. He leveled his pistol at Barnes’s head. “You let her go? Give me a reason I shouldn’t kill you now.”

Barnes lay on his back, clutching his arm and groaning. “I’d just got winged. Weren’t nothin’ I could do to stop her.”

“Why didn’t you tell one of us?”

“Didn’t think about it.” The man’s voice changed to a whine. “She ain’t no account. Why you worried about her, anyway? We got most of the cattle.”

Bart lowered his weapon, leaned over the man, and snarled a curse. “She saw me plug that Ranger, that’s why.” He jerked his head at the remaining four men. Two others had fallen in the battle, and José had been wounded and slipped away at some point. “José go with her?”

“Naw. He limped off a different direction not long ago. Bleedin’ pretty bad. He probably won’t make it.”

“I want two of you to go after him. Hunt him down and kill him.” They’d take time to bury their dead. Their women wouldn’t be happy that the bodies of the men weren’t returned to the camp, but he refused to cart stinking bodies along the rest of the trip.

Once that was done, the men would start after José. Bart himself would find the girl. José must have schemed to fool Bart by going the opposite direction, so Angel would get away. Bart’s lip curled in contempt. No woman could hide her tracks well enough that he couldn’t find her. He smirked, thinking about Angel Ramirez wearing men’s trousers. He’d always fancied he’d have her one day.

He’d suspected Angel’s uncle intended to take her away. When the bullets started flying, he knew—José planned to disappear, leaving the men to fight without him. It was one thing to be hunted as a cattle thief, but a Ranger’s death would increase the intensity of a posse’s search. No one walked away from this gang unless they were dead.

Angel would agree to be his woman, or die.


Chapter Two
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Wyoming Territory, 1890
Three years later

 

Angel Ramirez was tired of being alone and sick of posing as a man. In fact, living a lie these past three years had wearied her beyond measure.

Hunkered on her belly on top of a bluff, she stared at the herd of cattle in the distance, wishing she’d followed her impulse to get a dog. “Talking to myself is just one of the things I’m tired of,” she muttered under her breath.

Accepting the puppy offered by a family making their way west a few months ago would have helped pass the lonely hours, but it wouldn’t have solved her more urgent problem. She couldn’t just change into a dress and announce to her boss that he’d hired a woman.

Heaving a sigh, she pushed to her feet. All appeared well, with no gray shadows skulking along the edges of the grazing cattle, seeking to pull down a lone calf.

Angel tugged off her sombrero, loosened her braid, and ran her fingers through her tangled black curls. She shook out her hair and rubbed her scalp, enjoying the feel of the breeze. But she’d best get it braided again and tucked back under her hat where it wouldn’t be seen.

She’d finished breaking the last mustang from the small band they’d captured a few weeks ago, and the rancher she worked for was teetering toward letting her go.

Not that she cared, but she had nowhere to go after this short job ended. Angel hadn’t minded moving from one ranch to another, but not having a home had started to wear heavily on her.

Angel still missed her uncle José, but he’d made the right decision. Hinson wouldn’t have left her alone and probably would’ve forced her into a marriage she didn’t desire—or worse.

Three years was long enough to dress in men’s clothing with a tight band around her chest to keep her figure from showing. She’d purposely deepened her voice, speaking mixed Spanish and English, and managed to get by.

She swiped at the moisture dotting her forehead with the back of her sleeve. The sun dipped toward the horizon. Time to toss her bedroll on the back of her saddle and call it a day.
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Travis Morgan loped Ranger, his bay gelding, alongside his thirteen-year-old nephew James’s buckskin, keeping a constant eye on the boy.

Overall, James had adapted well to the move from San Francisco to Wyoming, though an occasional sullen air hung over him—no doubt due to the death of his father ten months prior. Travis sighed and tugged on his reins, slowing Ranger to a trot. He loved that his widowed sister, Libby, had moved to his home, but sometimes he felt inadequate in helping to raise her son.

“Slow down, James.” Travis scanned the grasslands and pointed to the sky. “See those circling buzzards? They’ve spotted fresh kill.”

James turned toward him. Hazel eyes, so much like Libby’s, glowed with excitement. “Whad’ya think it is?”

“Not sure. Could be a calf, but I hope not. I’d hate to lose any more stock.”

James hunched a shoulder. “But you got thousands.”

Travis shoved away his irritation. Until a few months ago, James had lived in a city and didn’t understand what it took to survive in this rugged country. “Every calf is important. The ranch wouldn’t have thousands if I lost calves every day.” Travis kept an eye on the buzzards. Whatever was hurt wasn’t too far away.

“Maybe it’s something else. Wanna race?” James picked up his reins and leaned forward in the saddle.

Travis grasped Jasper’s reins before the boy could act. “Not so fast! In these parts, you look first.” He waited for James to relax before releasing his hold on the horse. “Take it slow, all right?”

James nodded, but his lips drooped. “All right.” Jasper followed at a quick walk behind Ranger as the gelding moved out.

Travis headed across the open plateau that extended miles to the south. He never tired of this view, even after owning the ranch for six years. Rock cliffs rose in the distance, showing clearly against the clear Wyoming sky. Grasslands that could graze far more than his two thousand head of cattle rose higher than a man’s knee over much of this country, and springs and creeks dotted the land.

If only his father would come west to see what he’d accomplished since leaving St. Louis. Had it really been nine years since he’d last seen his only parent? But Derek Morgan was angry that his son hadn’t joined his law firm. It still puzzled Travis that Libby had chosen to come to him, but he hated to question his sister as to her motives in this time of grief.

A dark splotch grew more distinct as they drew closer. A black, long-horned cow stood some distance away from a small body lying on the ground. Strange that the mother wasn’t standing guard over her baby. A ragged shape rose from the ground next to the lifeless calf, and Travis withdrew his rifle from the scabbard in one easy motion. A gray wolf raised his head and glared in their direction.

James must have seen the predator at the same time, as he sat forward in his saddle and stared. “Is that a wolf?”

“It is.” Travis reined his horse to a halt. The calf was dead, so making sure of a kill wasn’t vital, but he could scare the wolf and teach James to protect the herd at the same time. “Here.” He held his Henry .44-caliber rifle across the open space between the two horses. “Take it.”

James stared at the rifle and then up at Travis. “Why?”

“We can’t have wolves killing our stock. Take it nice and slow, just like I taught you. ”

“Yes, sir.” James handled the rifle carefully, keeping it pointed down until he got a tight grip on the stock.

“Good. Aim a little higher than you think you need to.”

James nodded, his face alight. “Okay.” He placed the rifle against his shoulder and sighted down the barrel.

Travis watched the rangy gray wolf, intent on the feast before him. It was a long shot—over two hundred feet—but it would serve the purpose of scaring the predator away.

James took a deep breath and let it out slowly, just like he’d been taught, then squeezed the trigger. The gun bellowed and jumped in his hands, and James yelped.

A chunk of grass not far from the calf flew up in the air, and the wolf bolted.

“Not bad, son.” Travis held out his hand and waited till James gave him the gun. “You just needed to tighten the butt against your shoulder.”

James rubbed the sore area and scowled. “Yeah. I got so excited I forgot.”

Travis bumped his gelding with his heel and moved toward the carcass. “Let’s make sure the mother isn’t hurt, and then head home. Don’t want to worry your ma.”

A lone wolf howled and, seconds later, another voice echoed the refrain. Answering calls resounded as the pack bayed, apparently on the hunt again. He’d hoped this kill was an isolated incident, but from the din in the distance, he guessed his troubles had only begun.
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Libby Waters stood at the window in the parlor gazing at the cloud of dust surrounding the two riders approaching the house. Her shoulders slumped in relief as she noted her son bringing up the rear. It was only another hour before sunset. What was her brother thinking, keeping James out so late? She pushed open the door and stepped out, drying her hands on a dishtowel. She worried her bottom lip with her teeth, wondering how much she dare say.

Travis and James reined to a stop in front of the two-story house and swung to the ground.

Libby straightened her shoulders. “I’m glad you’re back. I thought something might have happened…” She turned toward Travis. “It’s not that I don’t trust you with my son.” She wrapped her arms around herself and attempted to smile.

Travis nodded. “He won’t get hurt, Libby.” He looped the reins around the hitching point and stepped onto the porch.

“I’m not used to living so far from town.” Her fingers worked at a wrinkle in her skirt. “I’m not complaining, mind you—I love the ranch and I’m grateful to be here—but it’s so different from home.”

He took off his hat and tossed it onto the porch swing. “It’s a better place to raise the boy. And he’s always with me or one of my men.”

“I know. It might be different if I had another woman close by. It’s just so far…”

Nate Taylor, the ranch foreman, strode up to the edge of the porch just as James bounded up the steps, his freckled face lit with excitement. “Ma, guess what?”

Nate tipped his hat at Libby but waited for the boy to finish. The big man had an easy way about him and moved with a fluid grace that didn’t mark many men his size.

Libby leaned forward. “I was afraid you wouldn’t make it home before dark.”

James shook his head and waved an impatient hand. “I was with Uncle Travis.” The next words nearly exploded from his mouth. “I shot at a wolf.”

Libby stared. “With what?”

The boy rolled his eyes. “A rifle. A wolf killed one of the calves. Uncle Travis let me shoot at it.” His grin faded, and he dropped his head. “But I missed.”

Travis stepped forward and clapped the boy on the back. “You came close. It was a fine first try.”

Libby drew herself up, frowning at Travis. “You let him shoot at a wolf? Why?”

Travis lowered his brows. “Learning to shoot is part of living in the West.”

“Fine. Take him out to practice. But teaching him to kill animals?” She glared at her brother. This Western country was hard, and the last thing she wanted was her son turned into a killer—even if his target was a wolf. She’d protected James most of his life, and while she was thankful Travis had taken them in, this wasn’t the direction she wanted her boy to take.

Her brother started to answer, but Nate stepped forward. “Boss, I’m sorry to interrupt, but you need to know something.”

Travis turned his attention away from Libby. “Let’s have it.”

“It wasn’t just one calf. I was on the west side of the ranch and found two more dead. We’ve lost at least two dozen this spring, and I’m guessing we’ll lose more. There’s got to be two or three packs pulling down the young ones.” He turned to Libby and withdrew his hat from a head of dark brown hair beginning to show a sprinkling of gray on the edges. “Sorry, Mrs. Waters, but we can’t allow critters to kill our stock.”

Libby nodded slowly. “I see. I won’t say anything more, although I’d appreciate it if you men, rather than my son, did the shooting.” She swung toward James. “Take your horse to the barn and unsaddle him.”

“But Ma, we haven’t had supper yet.”

“You need to do your own chores and that includes caring for your mount. It’s not Mr. Taylor’s job.” She waved her fingers. “Go along with you, now.” She turned to Travis and braced a hand against the aching small of her back. “I’ll reheat dinner. Have you given more thought to hiring household help?”

Travis leaned against a post. “Smokey takes care of fixing breakfast and supper. I can’t see why it’s too big of an imposition for you to care for your son when he comes in late.”

“I do our laundry, cook the noontime meal, help tend the garden, and keep the house clean. I don’t understand why you’re so against hiring someone to help.”

“There are a lot of ranch expenses you aren’t aware of, Libby. If it becomes too much of a burden, I’ll consider it.” He shook his head. “But let’s see how things go for a while.”

Libby nodded to Nate and Travis. “I’ll leave you gentlemen to your discussion.” She turned toward the door.

“Evening, ma’am,” Nate said as she walked away.

Travis could be so dense at times, just like when they were kids, she fumed. Sometimes she wanted to shake her younger brother.

But now wasn’t the time. Why couldn’t he understand the stress she felt, moving here from San Francisco? Would it hurt him so much to bring in a woman to help, even part-time? She’d hold on to his promise to consider it and pray he’d agree soon.
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Travis shook his head, working to stifle his frustration. Libby’s husband had hired more household help than she’d known what to do with, and as far as Travis was concerned, she’d grown soft as a result. Most women in the West would never think of asking for outside help. But she’d been widowed less than a year and never lived this far from town.

Nate placed his hat back on his head after Libby disappeared through the door. He raised his eyebrows at Travis. “Hope I didn’t rile your sister too much, Boss, and add to your troubles.”

Travis waved at the chair on the porch and took the one near it. “Libby needs a little time, that’s all. I’ll have to put some thought into what I can do to help ease her mind, but right now I’m worried about the stock we’re losing.”

“Yes, sir.” Nate stretched his long legs in front of him.

Travis tapped his fingers against the wicker arm of the chair. “I don’t have the manpower to put a cowboy on it full-time, and finding good cowhands is getting harder.”

“I heard some talk from a puncher over at the Broken Bar Ranch. Seems he heard tell of a fella who’s good with horses and an expert tracker as well. Mexican man—doesn’t speak much English. Might put out word we could use him—see if he’ll mosey this way.”

Travis shook his head. “If he’s already got a job, why would he want to move?”

“Might, for the right money.” Nate pushed up from his chair and hitched his belt. “I’ll ask around, see what he’s used to getting paid.”

“Pay him what you have to. The calves we’re losing will cost us more than a tracker’s wages. He can figure out where the varmints are holed up, and you boys can clean them out. Besides, having another hand with the horses would be a plus.”
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Angel broke camp, swung onto Bella, and slid her rifle into its scabbard. Thankfully it was payday. A shiver ran across her shoulder blades. Another nightmare had haunted the early morning hours, dredging up the memory of the outlaw who’d made her life miserable just a few years ago. She’d heard word from time to time about the old rustler band. They’d fled Texas after killing the Texas Ranger and his posse and moved their operation to New Mexico. As much as she’d love to see her uncle José, she couldn’t take the chance Hinson would hear of a young Mexican man who was a crack shot with a rifle, so she’d gone north to Wyoming. She bumped Bella into a canter. Hopefully Uncle José had left the band and started over.

Angel cantered across an open pasture and slowed her mare to a walk. Several ranch hands milled in front of the barn, and Mr. Granger, the tough-as-dried-leather owner of the Broken Bar Ranch, stood outside handing out the pay envelopes. Good. She reined Bella to a halt.

Granger swung around, and his bushy brows lowered. “Angelo. You got a telegram. Climb off that mare and take a gander. Got your pay, as well.” He thrust out two envelopes as she stepped forward.

“Telegram? ¿Quién le mandé?” She kept her words short, her accent strong, and her sombrero low. She hated payday when all the men were here.

“I told you, I don’t speak much Mexican.” He turned to one of his men. “What’d Angelo say?”

“He wants to know who sent it.”

Granger shrugged. “No idea.” He gave it to her and turned to the next man.

Angel stuffed the envelope with her pay into the back pocket of her denim trousers. She grabbed Bella’s reins and drew the horse a few feet away, stopping in the shade of a wide-spread tree. The telegram was penned in neat script.

 

Sundance Ranch needs help. Stop. Will pay top wages. Stop.

Come soon. Stop. Travis Morgan. End.

 

She tucked the paper into her shirt pocket, a deep sense of relief washing over her. “Boss?”

Granger turned his head toward her. “Yeah.”

“Nuevo job. You know Sundance Ranch?”

The big man motioned to his foreman, and the slight, stooped cowhand strode over to join them. “Where’s the Sundance Ranch? They want Angelo to work for them. Right, Angelo?”

She dipped her head. “Sí.”

The foreman drew off his hat and scratched his head under thinning hair. “Well now, cerca del Sundance. You know—the place the Sundance kid hails from.” He pushed his hat back onto his head.

Angel maintained a quizzical expression. It would only embarrass Mr. Granger if he discovered her secret now. No sense in allowing him to know she understood every word.

Granger grunted and waved the man away. “Thanks, Sam.” He turned to Angel. “I hate lettin’ you go, Angelo, but it’s your call. Go east. One hour from Sundance.” He held up a finger. “Uno hour. Sí?”

She grinned and nodded. “Sí. Gracias.”

“No tener prisa.” He frowned. “Hope I said that right—no rush. Get some grub and bunk here. Start mañana”

“Gracias, Señor Granger. Eat, then ride.” Angel headed toward the barn. She’d rub down her horse, give her a nosebag of grain, and hit the trail. The boss had tried to get her to stay in the bunkhouse before, but that wasn’t an option. Best ride an hour or so from the ranch where she was still in familiar territory, then get an early start in the morning.

She stripped Bella’s saddle and turned her out in a pen to roll. Her horse deserved a short rest before riding out again. This new job had come just in time. No more hiding her long curls under her sombrero and speaking broken English. Once she arrived at the new ranch she’d be riding as Angel Ramirez. She only hoped the desperation in that telegram would last after her new boss discovered he’d hired a woman instead of a man.


Chapter Three
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Angel shifted in her saddle to ease the ache in her back. She’d been riding straight through for eight hours now, with only a couple stops to water her horse. A few minutes ago she’d skirted Sundance, loath to meet any strangers. The town was located on the edge of the Black Hills, and the founders had settled in a wide basin at the foot of Sundance Mountain. She’d kept away from towns most of her life and didn’t feel comfortable venturing into one now. The ranch lay about six miles northeast of town, not far from the Montana border, so she might be riding on ranch property now. At least she was close; she was thankful for that.

A whisper of her spur against Bella’s side moved the mare into a swinging lope. The country had flattened out. This section was cattle country, with grassland as far as she could see, and only an occasional butte or rocky gully marked the land. The grass could easily feed thousands of stock. Of course, more cattle meant an increase in predators.

After covering what must be a couple of miles she spotted a roofline. Reining in her horse, she stood in the stirrups. A cluster of buildings loomed ahead, with a two-story house off to the side. The lane leading to the house had an upright log set in the ground on each side of the hard-packed surface, with a slender pole nailed across the top between the two. Someone had burned the words SUNDANCE RANCH into a board that hung from the crosspiece. Horses grazed in a pasture to the side of a barn.

“It looks like we made it, Bella.” She ran her gloved hand down her horse’s neck and picked up the reins. “Let’s go see what our new boss thinks of us.” The mare broke into a canter and Angel let her go, the pace fitting the pounding of her heart.

Angel wasn’t in a rush to reveal her identity. She tucked a strand of hair back inside her sombrero, suddenly glad that trail dust coated her body and that she’d worn a loose-fitting jacket. What if she’d made the wrong decision in coming out of hiding, and this man regretted his offer? She reined Bella to a trot. It might be best to take things easy.

Bella slowed to a stop in the dusty area between the barn and the house. Angel surveyed the empty space, wondering at the lack of activity. She nudged Bella toward the hitching rail in front of the wood-sided house.

The front door gave a slight squeak and swung open. A pretty blond woman stood framed by the doorway. She appeared to be at least ten years older than Angel and wore her hair in a bun. Small flowers dotted her lavender skirt, and gray buttons closed the front of the plain-cut blouse. A quizzical expression tugged at her mouth, but her eyes were welcoming. “Good day, sir. May I help you?”

Angel hesitated, disliking this continued deception. What would it be like to live in a house like this and dress in fine clothes? She wanted to be free of her outlaw past, but tracking varmints and breaking horses was the only life she knew. A slight jerk brought the brim of her sombrero down over her forehead. “Howdy, ma’am. I’ve come in response to your husband’s telegram.” Angel purposely dropped her voice a notch, and her sense of integrity dropped with it.

“My husband?” The woman moved away from the door, letting the screen slam shut behind her. “Oh, you mean Travis.” She took a step forward and rested her hand on one of the porch posts. “I’m Libby Waters. Would you care for something cold to drink?”

“No. Thanks. Any idea when Mr. Morgan will return?”

“It’s near supper time, so he should be here soon. May I ask what telegram?”

Angel wondered if she should tell this woman her business. She decided to risk it. “Asking me to work for him.”

“So he’s hiring another hand for the ranch. I shouldn’t be surprised.” Her voice held a bit of an edge.

Angel scrambled to understand the direction the conversation had taken.

“Pardon my manners.” Libby shrugged, and sadness flashed across her fine-boned features. “That’s not your worry.” She shaded her eyes against the sun lying low on the horizon. “Someone’s coming.”

Five men all riding bay or sorrel horses trotted up the lane and reined their mounts in front of the barn. A sudden panic gripped Angel. She nearly turned her horse and fled. In the three years of living like a man she’d grown comfortable with the role, and the thought of leaving the security it provided choked her.

Then, squaring her shoulders, she faced the riders, watching them veer toward the barn. More than anything she longed to be true to herself. If only she could muster the courage to remove her sombrero and introduce herself properly to this man.
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Travis, Nate, and three of the other cowboys dismounted in front of the barn. Travis wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his sleeve. It had been another frustrating day with heavy losses to the wolves and no word from his telegram. After supper he’d probably have to deal with Libby’s repeated requests for household help and talk to her about James. She continued to interfere with his attempts to turn the boy into a man.

On top of everything else, he’d gotten another letter from his father urging him to “Give up this foolishness and come back to St. Louis.” Why couldn’t the man understand Travis’s need to succeed on his own? It shamed him that his father didn’t trust his judgment. His stomach hardened into a knot. Shake it off. It wasn’t the time to worry about it, with stock dying and the range overrun with wolves.

Libby waved and stepped to the edge of the porch. “Travis. There’s someone to see you.”

He’d already noted the lone rider sitting a black mare near the hitching rail, a bedroll and set of saddlebags behind the saddle. Slight of build, the man had a sombrero pulled low. A drifter looking for work or his tracker come at last? He handed his reins to Nate and walked toward the rider. “What can I do for you, mister?”

“I’m Angelo de Luca. You sent a telegram saying you needed a tracker.”

He nodded and looked the man over but couldn’t see much of his face with the sombrero shading it, other than smooth cheeks and chin beneath the coating of dust. “So you’re Angelo de Luca. You’re younger than I expected. I need someone who can ride, shoot, and track.” He narrowed his eyes. “You sure you can do this job?”

The young man stiffened. “You sent the telegram. You must have heard of my reputation.”

Travis took a step toward the edge of the porch and rubbed the day-old growth on his chin. “In that case, glad you made it. I’d about given up hope when I didn’t get a reply.”

De Luca shrugged. “I headed out as soon as I got your wire. Took awhile to get here.”

“No matter. That all your gear?”

“It’s all I need.”

Travis stared for a long moment. Something about this man felt strange. Maybe it was the pitch of his voice or the fact he wasn’t speaking Spanish. Someone got it wrong. “Nate will take you to the bunkhouse.” He waved toward a single-story building with a wide porch on the front, just to the side of the barn.

Thank the good Lord he’d finally get on top of the predator problem. Maybe one thing would get solved, and he could move on. He’d build his herd to the point where his father must recognize his success. The man had seen him as a disappointment for long enough.

He raised his voice. “Nate. De Luca’s arrived.”

The older man raised his hand. “Be right there.”

At least they’d found another experienced hand. He relaxed and smiled. Once he dealt with Libby’s needs, their immediate problems were over.
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Angel turned in her saddle. Travis Morgan stared into her eyes and her stomach did a somersault. Tall, broad shoulders, dark brown hair. Must be somewhere in his late twenties. She liked his purposeful walk—he appeared to be a man who knew what he wanted. Her muscles tensed as he drew a step closer. She’d hoped to talk to her new boss privately. Maybe land the job, then gently let him know of the— well—altered situation. But no way would she sleep in a bunkhouse with a bunch of cowboys.

She straightened her shoulders and raised her chin. Time to end this. “Do I have the job?”

“You do.”

“I won’t sleep in the bunkhouse, Mr. Morgan.”

The muscles around his mouth tightened, firming his square jaw. The deep blue eyes darkened a shade. “All the men bunk there, unless they’re on the range overnight. No exceptions.”

Out of the corner of her eye she noticed the cowboy called Nate step closer. He wore a serious expression. She’d not make friends by refusing to bunk with the men. “I’ll stay out on the range. Same as I do on every job.”

Travis took his time pondering her response. “Not unless you’re too far from the ranch come nightfall. My ranch hands eat at my table for the morning and evening meal, and report to me each night. There are a couple of empty bunks, so you’re not putting anyone out.”

Angel’s heart plummeted clear down to her dust-caked boots. There seemed no hope for it—she should have done this sooner. She tipped back her hat to meet Travis’s gaze. “I’m afraid there’s a slight problem.”

She swung off of her horse and removed her bulky jacket, hanging it on the saddle horn. Snatching her sombrero from her head, Angel allowed her hair to cascade over her shoulders.
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