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Dear Reader,

The Ruby Mountains of Nevada have always intrigued me. They are an isolated oasis in the vast western desert. Little has been written about the area, for it was off the track of westward migration in the nineteenth (and twentieth) century. Even with their abundant water, the mountains werent a magnet for settlers.

The few people who were drawn to the vast silence of the Ruby Mountains were attracted by the desolate splendor of the land. Some of those people were outlaws. Others were hermits or prospectors. Still others were people with a dream. They saw in the springs and creeks of the mountains enough water to build ranches in the midst of wilderness.

Once I saw the Ruby Mountains and the amazing Ruby Marsh, I knew I would have to write about the land and the kind of men and women who built a dream that has endured until today.

Autumn Lover is my celebration of a unique place, and of a man and a woman who were strong enough to love. The characters are my own creation, but the land is as real as love itself.
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Chapter 1




Nevada
 Autumn 1868

I hear you need a ramrod who can handle a gun.

The voice out of the darkness startled Elyssa Sutton. She hoped her face didnt show the lightning stroke of fear that went through her.

The stranger had come out of nowhere, without warning, soundless as a shadow.

She looked toward the man who stood at the edge of the ranch house porch. He was a dark silhouette just beyond the golden lantern light pouring through the windows. Beneath the brim of his hat, his eyes were like clear black crystal, as emotionless as his expression.

A winter storm would look warm by comparison to this mans eyes, Elyssa thought uneasily, biting her lower lip.

On the heels of that thought came another.

Yet hes compelling, in a dangerous kind of way. Almost handsome.

Next to him other men would seem like boys.

Elyssa frowned. She had never particularly noticed men. They were simply wastrel sons of titled Britons, or sailors, or soldiers, or cowhands or wranglers or cooks.

Or raiders.

In the months since Elyssa had returned to America against her uncles wishes, she had encountered more than a few renegade white men. The Ladder S was a remote ranch in the Ruby Mountains. It drew prospectors, Spanish treasure hunters, wagon trains of hopeful settlers on the way to Oregonand the renegades who preyed on all of them.

The Culpeppers were the worst of a bad lot of raiders.

If anyone can stand up to the Culpepper gang, this man might, Elyssa thought wryly. Question is, who gets rid of the ramrod after he gets rid of the Culpeppers?

Miss Sutton? the stranger asked, his voice deep.

When he spoke, he stepped into the lantern light, as though he sensed her unease at not being able to see him clearly.

Im thinking, she said.

Elyssa let the silence grow while she openly studied the stranger. She wondered if she dared accept the challenge he presented.

The thought made Elyssas mouth go dry. She licked her lips and took a deep breath. Then she concentrated on the man who had appeared out of darkness, instead of wondering at her own reckless impulse to meet this man on his own dangerous ground.

A thick, straight, dark mane of hair came down to the strangers collar. His face looked tanned, with vague squint lines around the eyes and a neat, dark mustache above a well-formed mouth.

His black pants and jacket were clean, tailor-made, and had seen hard use. It was the same for his pale gray shirt, which was clean and rather worn. The shirt fit well to the masculine wedge of wide shoulders and narrow waist. A faded black bandanna was tied loosely around his throat.

Behind the stranger a horse stamped and blew softly through its nostrils. Without looking away from Elyssa, the man reached back and stroked the animals neck with long, soothing motions of his gloved hand.

His left hand. His right handwhich had no glovestayed where it had been, near the six-gun he was wearing at his side. Like his clothes, the strangers gun was both worn and clean.

And like the man himself, the weapon had an aura of harsh use about it.

Yet for all the strangers hard eyes and dark presence, Elyssa noted that he handled his horse gently. She approved of that. Too many men in the West treated animals as though they felt no pain from spur or lash.

Like Mickey. If I didnt need every hand, Id send that swaggering fool packing, even though Mac thought the world of him. But I do need every hand.

Now more than ever.

The strangers horse shifted, bringing the saddle within reach of lantern light. There was a rifle in a scabbard, and what looked like a shotgun in another scabbard on the far side of the saddle.

There was no silver on the guns or saddle, no fancy trimmings, nothing that would catch and reflect sunlight, revealing the mans presence.

What looked like a Confederate officers greatcoat was tied behind the saddle on top of a bedroll. Whatever rank the stranger might have held had been stripped away from the greatcoat as ruthlessly as the saddle had been purged of shiny decorations.

The horse itself was a big, rangy, powerful blood-bay stallion that would have cost three years wages for the average cowhand.

But then, the stranger obviously was no average cow-hand. He was waiting for her response with the indrawn stillness of a predator at a water hole.

Such stillness was unnerving, especially for someone whose spirit was as impulsive as Elyssas.

Do you have a name? she asked abruptly.

Hunter.

Hunter, Elyssa repeated slowly, as though testing the sound on her tongue. Is that your name or your profession?

Does it matter?

She closed her lips against the retort that was on the edge of her tongue. She had been told often enough that she was like her dead mother, impulsive and intelligent in equal and sometimes conflicting parts.

This mans deep stillness brought out in Elyssa a reckless desire to pry beneath his composed surface to the heat and seething life of him.

But life had taught Elyssa that recklessness could be very costly.

Warily Elyssa measured the cool reserve in Hunters eyes. A deeply feminine part of her wondered where he had been and what had happened to take from his soul all but ice and distanceand an echo of pain that cut her like a razor.

Why should I care about this mans past? Elyssa asked herself fiercely. He evaded whichever Culpepper was on guard out in the pass, and thats more than Mac with all his hunting skills managed to do.

Thats all I should care about. Hunters skill.

Yet it wasnt all Elyssa was concerned about, and she was too intelligent not to know it. This man drew her as no other ever had.

Nervously she licked her lips and took another deep breath.

I should tell him to leave.

Do you want the job? Elyssa asked, before common sense could make her change her mind.

Black eyebrows rose in twin, oddly elegant arcs.

That fast? Hunter asked. No questions about my qualifications?

You have the only qualifications that matter.

Guns? Hunter asked sardonically.

Brains, she retorted.

Hunter simply looked at her, waiting silently for a better explanation.

I didnt hear shots, Elyssa said, so you got past whichever Culpepper was sitting at the opening to the valley or in the pass itself, all set to empty saddles.

Hunter shrugged, neither confirming nor denying Elyssas words.

How did you sneak by the dogs? she asked.

As she spoke, she looked around for the black-and-white border collies that usually were the first warning of any strangers near the ranch house.

I came in downwind of them, Hunter said.

You were lucky.

Was I? The wind has been blowing down out of the canyon behind the house for days.

Silently Elyssa conceded that Hunter was right. The autumn wind had been usually steady. For the past week it had flowed down the many canyons of the Ruby Mountains in a cool rush that smelled of pion and rocky heights.

Then she realized that Hunter was watching her as closely as she was watching him.

What makes you think Im not a member of the Culpepper gang? he asked calmly.

Too clean.

The corners of Hunters eyes tilted slightly, heightening the faint lines.

Elyssa had a feeling that was as close as this man came to a smile, so she smiled in return.


Although Elyssa didnt realize it, the smile transformed her. It gave an animation to her face that was startling.

Whereas before she had been a fairly pretty blond female with wide eyes and a pleasant voice, now Elyssa was a temptress with hair the color of moonlight, blue-green eyes radiant with sensual possibilities, and a body that set a man to thinking about what it would be like to get past all the buttons and muslin to the sultry flesh beneath.

Abruptly Hunter looked away.

Missy, why dont you tell me more about the job? Then Ill decide if I want it.

His voice was clipped, almost rough. As he spoke, he snapped the reins between his fingers. It was the action of a man who wanted to be going about his business without further interruptions.

Missy. As though I was a child, Elyssa thought.

The word and the gesture rankled. It reminded Elyssa of her English cousins. They had been haughty and dismissive of the ill-born American girl who just happened to be a blood relative.

But not the right kind of blood. Not all of it.

In her cousins eyes her plainsman father had been little better than a savage.

Im not a little miss, Elyssa said, no longer smiling.

Hunter shrugged.

You look real little from here, he said.

Youll sleep in the ranch house with us, Elyssa said curtly.

He nodded with absolute indifference.

Elyssa wondered what Hunter would have done if she had told him that he would sleep in her bed. Then she looked at his remote, watchful eyes and doubted that anything she said would have changed his reaction.


Little miss.

The thought irritated Elyssa even more. It increased the reckless temptation to bait Hunter into something other than male aloofness.

She had gotten rather good at that kind of baiting during her years in England. It had been her revenge for being treated as little more than a downstairs maid with a come-hither smile.

For your information, Hunter, Elyssa said distinctly, Im no more a little girl than youre a little boy. Im twenty.

You look more like fifteen.

The last foreman I hired was shot to death in the bunkhouse three weeks ago, Elyssa added gently.

Hunter showed no reaction.

Thats when Mac went for help, Elyssa said.

Did he get any?

We heard a lot of shots. Mac didnt come back, but his horse did. There was blood on the saddle. Still want the job?

Hunter nodded as though the fate of other men had nothing to do with him.

I take back what I said about brains, Elyssa said.

Hunter gave her a cool black glance.

The house might not be any safer for you than the bunkhouse was for the last ramrod, she said, speaking slowly, as though to an idiot.

I understand.

Do you? You dont look like a man expecting to die.

Im not.

Belatedly the border collies caught a strange scent and started barking. Three of the dogs dashed up from behind the house. Two others raced out from the dark ribbon of willows along the creek beyond the barn.

Dancer, Prancer, Vixen, hush! Elyssa commanded. Comet and Donner, that goes for you, too!

All five dogs stopped barking.

Hunter looked at the rangy, long-haired, black-and-white animals seething around the two people.

They dont look much like reindeer to me, he said.

What? Oh. Elyssa smiled, remembering. A few years ago, there was a litter born just before Christmas.

Wheres Dasher and Cupid?

A hawk got Dasher when he was barely five weeks old. We already had a cat named Cupid, so we moved on to Vixen.

The dogs circled Hunter and his horse, sniffing. Then they looked at Elyssa. She waved her hand. The dogs trotted off in whatever direction they had come from.

They might bark at you a few more times, Elyssa said, but they wont attack anything except four-legged predators. Theyre cattle dogs, not guard dogs.

From what Ive heard, the dogs cant have much cattle work left on the Ladder S, Hunter said dryly.

Elyssa didnt argue. The raiders had been systematically stripping her ranch of livestock.

In another month she would be bankrupt.

Hunter is right, she thought unhappily. I need a ramrod who can handle a gun.

Do you have anything but meadow hay for my horse? Hunter asked. Bugle Boy has come a long way on grass.

Of course. Follow me.

Elyssa stepped off the porch.

No need, Hunter said. I take directions well.

Somehow I suspect you give directions a lot better than you take them.

Black eyebrows lifted again.

Are you always this sassy? Hunter asked.

Of course, Elyssa retorted. Uncle Bill has called me Sassy since I was old enough to crawl onto his lap and tweak his beard.

Hunter watched while Elyssa stepped past him into the darkness. She paused to speak softly to his horse along the way. The clean, subtly female scent of her caressed Hunters nostrils, shortening his breath until he could barely force air into his lungs.

Like sunlight on a meadow, Hunter thought hungrily. Clean and sweet and hot.

Hot most of all.

With narrowed black eyes, Hunter looked at the girl who was even now walking away from him.

In the moonlight Elyssas hips swayed delicately against the fragile silk skirts of a dress that had been stylish in England two years ago. The layers of cloth lifted on even the smallest puff of wind, revealing the pale glow of stockings beneath.

Hunter forced himself to breathe deeply despite the vital tightening of his body at the sight of her slender calves caressed by delicate cloth and moonlight.

Cool off, soldier, he told himself curtly. Shes just another empty young flirt, like Belinda. All big eyes and girlish sighs and a soft pink tongue sliding along her full lower lip.

I should have known better than to take the bait the first time Belinda offered it, but I didnt.

I damn well know better now.

And it was my kids who paid the price of my learning.

Bleakly Hunter shoved aside the savage truth that he had married the wrong girl. It was in the past, untouchable.

Like the war that had taken everything from Hunter but his life and that of his brother.

Dead and buried, all of them, Belinda and Ted and Em. Nothing I can do about it except what Im doingtracking Culpeppers and sending them to judgment just as quick as I find them.

Wonder how Case is getting along. Hope to God he hasnt found more Culpeppers than he can handle.

But Hunter wasnt truly worried about his younger brother. Case had gone into the War Between the States a boy and come out a man who was as closed and hard as flint, and even less forgiving.

Hunter?

The gentle, husky voice whispered through the darkness like a caress. Hunters blood surged despite himself.

Dont get your water hot, he said.

Great advice, he told himself sardonically. You be sure to take it yourself.

With a muttered curse Hunter set off after the girl who had gotten under his skin with the speed and heat of nettles.

Holding Bugle Boys rein in his left hand, Hunter followed Elyssa through moonlight and shadow. A steady, cool wind blew around them. Elyssa didnt stop walking until they were across the dusty ranch house yard.

A weathered paddock fence seemed to grow out of the night in front of them. Thirty feet beyond, a hip-roof barn loomed. The mingled scents of horses and hay and dust flowed out of it. Nearby a pipe dripped water into a trough whose surface dimpled and shimmered with moonlight at each added drop.

It was obvious to Hunter that the Sutton ranch was no rawhide operation slapped together with equal parts laziness and hope of better days to come.

The Ladder S had been built to last by a man who cared about the future. In addition to the solid two-story house made of sawed wood and logs, there was a sturdy log bunkhouse, a barn with several paddocks close by, a large corral, a small orchard, a smokehouse, and a big kitchen garden.


From the corral and paddocks came the steady rippling sound of water being piped into troughs for the animals to drink. From the garden came the scent of earth and water and herbs. To Hunter it was a perfume more seductive by far than the cloying magnolias Belinda had preferred.

Hunters measuring eyes probed shadow and moonlight with equal intensity. He was searching for both danger and confirmation of what he had heard about the Ladder S ranch.

So far, everything matched Cases reports and the information Hunter had gathered himself. The ranch hadnt changed from the description one of the soldiers assigned to Camp Halleck had given Hunter last week:

The Ladder S is as unexpected and beautiful in this howling wilderness as a girl born of aristocrats on her mothers side and restless plainsmen on her fathers side.

But the army wont be riding by the Sutton place for a while. The major is dead set on mapping passes and getting himself some redskins, and the Indians leave the marsh pretty much alone at this time of year.

Hunter also knew what the soldier had been too discreet to say. The major in question was an out-and-out drunk, a man embittered by being assigned to the primitive West instead of the civilized East or the prostrate South.

There was no doubt that the Ruby Mountains of the newly created state of Nevada were a wilderness barely touched by man. Nor had Elyssas parents chosen to settle near the northern end of the peaks, where wagon trains headed for Oregon passed nearby as they followed the uncertain course of the Humboldt River.

Instead, the Suttons had settled amid the wild, desolate beauty of the east side of the Ruby Mountains. Behind the ranch house rose steep, rugged, jagged peaks. The pass through the Rubies that could be negotiated by wagons was far to the south.

There were two other passes, but they were useful only to a man on horseback. Driving cattle through them, especially while under fire from the likes of the Culpeppers, would have been impossible.

Passes, wagons, cattle, outlaws

Hunter had studied all of them when he realized that the Culpeppers were planning to go to ground in the Rubies. The war, and a bad marriage, had taught Hunter to control his potent, deep-running passions. He had become a careful man. A disciplined man.

A deadly man.

Now Hunter studied the outline of the Ruby Mountains against the glittering stars. He fixed it in his mind so that he could orient himself along the mountain range no matter what the light. It was a night-fighters trick, or an explorers.

Hunter had been both.

At least water wont be a problem, he thought. This place is a remote oasis in the middle of one hell of a desert.

No wonder the Suttons chose it.

And no wonder the Culpeppers want to take it, now that someone else has done all the backbreaking work of hammering a ranch out of the wilderness.

Though surrounded by desert, the Ruby Mountains were themselves not dry. Their high peaks raked moisture from the winter clouds and gave it back as runoff in the spring and summer. All the rills and creeks and streams on the east side ran down to the Ruby Marsh, flooding it with water and life.

Then the melt stopped and the desert closed in until little was left of the marsh but miles of tawny reeds and small, hidden clearings around clean pools.

Most of the clearings were protected by stretches of mud too deep to cross. The remainder provided water and good grazing for cattle. But the paths through the tawny reeds changed with each rain. Todays clear trail was tomorrows deadly bog.

Even the Culpeppers hadnt been brash enough to take on the rustling, seething mystery of Ruby Marsh.

The marsh acted like a moat protecting the east side of the Ladder S lands. The mountains provided protection on the west side. The south was open to anyone willing to make a long, dry ride around the mountains. So was the north.

The Culpeppers were not only willing to make the ride, they kept a man posted somewhere back up on the shoulder of the nearest peak, watching the Ladder S.

No cattle had been permitted to leave the Ladder S. No new men had been permitted to get to the ranch, where they were desperately needed as cowhands.

A sound stitched through the long exhalation of the wind. In the instant before Hunter identified the source of the noise, he turned, drew and cocked his six-gun.

Just a horse rubbing his neck on the paddock fence, Hunter told himself.

Smoothly he slipped the gun back into its holster before Elyssa could even turn toward him.

Is something wrong? she asked.

Just getting used to the sights around here.

And the sounds? she asked dryly.

Hunter made a sound that could have meant anything.

If you have any questions, ask, Elyssa said. That rattling you heard was just Leopard bumping against a loose railing. He scented you and your horse.

As they walked closer, Leopard whinnied and pranced, eyeing the strange stallion just beyond the fence.

Hunters right hand drifted closer to his six-gun once more. Nothing he had heard about Elyssa Suttons stal-lion was reassuring. Hunter had no intention of letting his well-trained, well-bred stallion be chewed up in a fight with an ill-trained rogue stud.

Leopard, huh? Hunter said, disapproval naked in his voice. Is he the spotted devil everybody over at Camp Halleck is talking about?

That collection of ill-sawn timber and crooked logs can barely be called a camp, Elyssa said crisply. But I guess that my stallion might be a topic of idle conversation.

Spotted horses arent that rare.

Leopard is. The enlisted men were quite impressed when their commanding officer mounted Leopard.

Rough ride? Hunter asked, though he knew full well what had happened.

The man lived. It was more than the pompous fool deserved. I told the captain that Leopard wasnt one of the horses we planned to sell to the military.

Hunter looked at the stallion without comment.

The gentleman, Elyssa said with scornful emphasis, told me he would simply commandeer Leopard and pay in army scrip, and I should get out of the way so that men could do mens work.

The contempt and anger in Elyssas voice made Hunter suspect that the captain had gotten a rough ride from more than the spotted horse.

Elyssa is just like Belinda, Hunter thought. Dead spoiled. No thought for what other people might need, even the army that protects her.

Paiutes and Shoshones both are looking for scalps, Hunter said. The army needs all the men and horses it can get just to protect the settlers heading west along the Humboldt River.

So the captain said. I think people would be better protected if someone cut off his supply of liquor, and that of his superior officer as well.


Hunter looked again at the stallion silhouetted against the night. If the soldiers at Camp Halleck were to be believed, Leopard had not only thrown the captain, the stud had tried to stomp him flatter than a shadow.

Bugle Boy blew through his nostrils and tugged at the reins, smelling grain in the big barn beyond.

Hunter tensed. He expected Leopard to take Bugle Boy as a challenge and start throwing himself at the paddock rails.

Leopard simply stood and breathed audibly, drinking the strange scents. Then he blew out and fixed his attention on Elyssa once more.

Heard hes a killer, Hunter said.

The captain? I doubt it. The fool probably doesnt know the loud end of a gun from the quiet.

I meant the stud.

Leopard is a lamb with me.

Elyssas voice was soft and vibrant with affection for the huge stallion.

The horse whickered and pushed his nose through the poles in the paddock toward Elyssa. She bent and breathed into Leopards nostrils. His ears pricked and he whuffled over her cheek and chin, taking in her scent and her breath.

She laughed softly.

The sound went through Hunter like lightning through darkness. He couldnt help wondering what it would be like to be stroked and murmured over so sweetly, to mingle breaths and then bodies until sweetness turned to fire.

With a silent curse, Hunter forced his attention back to the big spotted stallion.

Leopards mane and tail were black, full, and very long, proclaiming his ancient Spanish bloodlines. His head was elegantly shaped, black, and held proudly.

High on the stallions muscular neck, small ovals of white appeared among the black hair. The white ovals increased along the deep chest and shoulders and barrel until they consumed the black background color. By the time the stallions flanks were reached, white was the dominant color. Large black ovals stood boldly against white on the horses rump and hind legs.

The equine eyes watching Hunter over the paddock railing were wide, black, as unblinking as the night itself. Hunter had the feeling that Leopard was sizing him up as surely as he was sizing up the stud.

Sixteen hands? Hunter asked.

You have a good eye.

Do you use him for stud?

Of course.

Hunter grunted. Chancy.

What?

Using a killer for stud. Likely hell throw colts as vicious as he is.

Leopard isnt vicious!

Tell that to the soldiers.

They had no right to rope Leopard and throw him and blindfold him so that

He couldnt kill the rider he unloaded into the dirt, Hunter finished coldly. Probably the only smart thing that fool captain did.

With that, Hunter turned from the stallion to Elyssa. She stood in the moonlight and wind, her skirts swirling like an earthbound cloud. Even in the dim light, the flat, impatient line of Elyssas mouth was visible.

In any case, Hunter said in a clipped voice, the army has every right to conscript suitable mounts, no matter whose pet the horse might be. The Paiutes have been raiding along the Oregon Trail.

Or Culpepper trash dressed as Indians have been raiding.

Either way, the army has its work cut out.


Weve had no trouble with Indians here.

Yet.

Hunters certainty rankled Elyssa. Impulsively she pushed away from the paddock and confronted the dangerous stranger.

Im surprised to hear you take the armys part, Elyssa said.

Why?

Not so long ago, they were your enemy. Or, she added rashly, did you get that greatcoat behind your saddle from a Confederate officer whose luck ran out?

I dont steal from the dead.

Hunters voice was calm, soft, and all the more dangerous for it.

Thats not what I meant, Elyssa said.

Then what did you mean.

It wasnt a question. It was a demand.

That you purchased the greatcoat, Elyssa said, the same way Mother and Father purchased furniture and farm animals from settlers on their way west.

Hunter just looked at her.

It happens a lot, Elyssa pointed out. Most of the people who go west cant believe what Nevada will be like. My English cousins thought I was lying when I talked about rivers that dried up long before they reached the sea, and lakes that evaporated into salt crystals every summer.

Finally, curtly, Hunter nodded, accepting that Elyssa hadnt meant to insinuate that he was a grave robber.

Yet it was an effort for Hunter not to show the fury that had swept over him when Elyssa had seemed to describe him as no better than the crows and carrion eaters who descended after a battle to pick over the dead.

Like the Culpeppers, Hunter thought, meaner than snakes and twice as low.

Barely human.


No. Not even barely. The devils own, corrupt to the center of their black souls.

What other kind of creature could do what they did to helpless women, and then sell their terrified children to Comancheros for the price of a fancy ruffled shirt?

There was no answer to Hunters silent question.

There had been no answer since the moment he came back from war and discovered that everything he fought for had been raped and murdered, utterly destroyed by rebel raiders.

Culpeppers.

Southerners, like Hunter. That was the worst of it. Betrayal upon betrayal.

Slowly, soundlessly, Hunter let out his breath. He hadnt felt this depth of rage since he had learned his childrens fate. But thinking about it wouldnt help. It just got in the way of doing what had to be done.

Take the Culpeppers back to justice.

Dead or alive.

Nothing could be allowed to interfere with that. Nothing at all. Not memories. Not rage. Not regret.

And certainly not a spoiled, sassy girl like the one standing in front of Hunter right now. Another Belinda, knowing only her own wants and to hell with anyone else.

All right, Miss Elyssa Sutton, Hunter said neutrally, youre not having trouble with the Paiutes or the Shoshones. Yet. What are you having trouble with?

Culpeppers.

Culpeppers, Hunter drawled. Heard of them. They seem to have more kith and kin than Russian royalty.

Elyssa grimaced.

Royalty? she repeated sarcastically. Hardly. They have less breeding than lice.


Even hell has a hierarchy. Which devil is in charge here?

Mac said it was the oldest one. Abner.

Tension snaked through Hunter.

He had followed the trail of Ab Culpepper and his murderous kin for more than two years and a thousand miles. Yet each time Hunter closed in, Ab slipped like smoke through Hunters fingers.

And then Ab went on to raid and rape and murder more unsuspecting settlers.

It will end here, in the Ruby Valley, Hunter vowed.

Soon.

Deliberately Hunter ran Bugle Boys reins through his fingers, trying to still the savage eagerness that came when he realized how close he might be to getting his hands on the man who had sold Ted and little Em to an early grave with the Comancheros.

Miss Sutton, Hunter said softly, youve just hired yourself a ramrod.











Chapter 2




For an instant Elyssa had the distinct feeling that Hunter was giving an order rather than accepting her offer of employment.

Nonsense, she told herself stoutly. Its just his way. Comes from too many years of giving orders.

It will do him good to take a few.

That fast? Elyssa asked archly, echoing Hunters earlier words.

He shrugged.

What about pay? she pressed.

Is it a problem?

Elyssa made an exasperated sound.

You dont even know what I want you to do, she said.

Kill Culpeppers.

Elyssa swallowed. Im not aa

Scalp hunter? he offered, his voice bland.

Bugle Boy tugged again at the reins, wanting to be fed and watered and rubbed down.

Easy, boy, Hunter said, stroking the horse soothingly. It wont be long now. The little miss will make up her mind before the moon goes down.

Mr. Hunter

Just Hunter, he interrupted. The war burned out all the formality in me. Hunter is the name I go by nowfirst, last, and middle.

Impulsively Elyssa couldnt help wondering what else had been burned out of Hunter by the war. Softness, certainly.

But not all kindness.

He handles his horse gently, she reminded herself. Surely that speaks of an inner tenderness.

And surely Im soft in the head to even think it! Thats one hard man standing in front of me.

Yet that was just what Elyssa needed at the moment.

A hard man.

Mr. HunterHunter, that is

Elyssa made an impatient sound and started all over again.

Im hiring you to round up livestock with a Ladder S brand and take them over the mountains to the army at Camp Halleck. Along with the cattle youll be driving eighty head of green-broke mustangs, also to be delivered to the army.

By what date?

Thirty-seven days.

Thirty-seven days. Hunter whistled softly. You left it kind of late, little girl.

My name is Miss Sutton, she said through her teeth. If you cant remember that, Elyssa will do nicely. I dont answer to missy or little girl. Do you understand me?

Touchy little thing, arent you? Hunter asked.

Elyssas temper flashed, but she controlled her tongue. Her English cousins had taught her with cruel precision just how her reckless temper could be used against her.

I dont enjoy strange men being familiar with me, she said.

In a few days I wont be a stranger.

You are rude.


Im blunt, Sassy. I dont have any patience for little girls who think that big eyes and swinging hips are all a man wants in a female.

You arrogant, overbearing

No doubt of it, Hunter interrupted impatiently. Now, do you want this job done or do you want to spend the next thirty-seven days praying for a gentleman gunfighter who also knows how to lead men into battle and round up cattle between skirmishes?

It took every bit of the control Elyssa had learned at the hands of her cousins, but she managed not to say what she dearly wanted to: Go to hell, Hunter. I dont need you.

But Elyssa did need Hunter, and she knew it.

So, obviously, did he.

I want the job done, Elyssa said distinctly. Then I want to see you mount up and ride off Ladder S land.

No problem there. Ive got better things to do than herd cattle for a spoiled child.

I hope you lead men better than you judge women, Elyssa retorted.

Bugle Boy nudged Hunter hard enough to lift a smaller man right off his feet.

Hunter was barely budged.

Follow me, Elyssa said curtly. Your horse has waited long enough for water and food.

Hunter followed Elyssas swirling, scented silk skirts along the paddock fence, paced every inch of the way by Leopard. Yet despite the studs fearsome reputation, he made no offer to pick a fight with Hunters stallion. Leopard was like the ranch dogs, curious about the new scents of man and horse.

Well, at least the devil has some manners, Hunter thought. Wish I could say the same for his mistress.

Sassy to the core.

As Hunter walked, he watched the quick-tongued girl who had looked at him first with apprehension, then with a frank feminine appreciation he was doing his level best to turn into distaste.

Looks like Im succeeding, Hunter told himself. Last thing I need is another girl like Belinda rubbing against me until I cant think for the heat in my blood.

Im here to get Culpeppers, dead or alive.

For that, Ill need my wits about me, or Ill end up killed before the job is done.

The rattle and screech of a heavy barn door sticking to its iron railings drew Hunter out of his bleak thoughts. Just in front of him, Elyssa was pushing and shoving against the creaking barn door.

Hunters left hand shot past her cheek. He pushed once. The door complained some more and then slid obediently aside.

Need some grease on those door rails, Hunter said.

For a moment Elyssa was too rattled to answer. The sheer male strength of Hunter had unnerved her. She could still feel the heat and coiled power of his body close to hers. He had pushed the door aside as though it weighed no more than her silk skirt.

Were out of grease and I havent wanted to risk going to the settlement, Elyssa said huskily.

Try some of that scented soap youre wearing. Its good for more than making men come to a point when you walk by.

Elyssas head turned around sharply.

Hunter was close, so close that she could see the gleam of reflected moonlight in the dark centers of his eyes and the subtle flare of his nostrils as he drank her scent.

Then Hunter turned away abruptly, freeing Elyssa from his intense, sensual interest.

Without a word Hunter led Bugle Boy through the barn door. Then he waited while Elyssa struck a match to light the small lantern that hung by the door.

The smell of sulfur was sharp against the mellow scent of hay and horses. The clink of the glass chimney sounded loud in the silence.

You can put Bugle Boy in the big stall at the end for now, Elyssa said, her voice uneven. There are loose rails in the fence on the east paddock. After I get the fence fixed, you can keep your stallion there, unless you would rather stable him.

Ill see that the fence is sound.

Elyssa went to the grain bin and returned with a brimming gallon measure to Bugle Boys stall. The grain made a hushed, whispering sound as she poured it into one side of the manger.

She was reaching for the pitchfork when Hunters arm shot by her and grabbed the heavy wooden handle.

Give that to me, he said. Its more likely youll stab me or yourself than the hay, what with those long skirts swirling around your ankles like hungry cats every time you move.

Thank you. Elyssa smiled impulsively. I think.

Hunter bit back what he wanted to say, which was that a girl with a smile like Elyssas had no business being alone in a barn at night with a strange man, much less taking care of his horse.

That was what truly disturbed Hunter. He had expected Elyssa to stand aside and be alluring while he did what was necessary for his horse.

But she hadnt stood aside. She had gone to work as though used to it.

She got the alluring part right, though, Hunter thought sardonically. Even Belinda couldnt put Sassy in the shade.

Especially with that smile.

Cursing beneath his breath, Hunter rammed the pitchfork into a mound of hay that was piled just below the trapdoor that opened into the hayloft. Soon the manger was full.

Hunter put Bugle Boy in the big stall and took off saddle and bridle. He groomed the stallion with strong, rhythmic sweeps of the brush.

Elyssa pulled her silk shawl more closely around her shoulders against the chilly night air. She knew she should go back to the house, but something about watching Hunter work over his horse held her in the hushed silence of the barn. There was a natural grace and economy to his movements that pleased her.

And there was real strength.

Lord, and here I thought Mickey was strong. He has a lot more sheer bulk than Hunter, but no notion of how to put it to best use.

Before you work the cattle or catch mustangs, youll need to round up some Ladder S horses, Elyssa said after a time, thinking aloud.

Are they broken?

Some of them, but most havent been ridden since the men started leaving.

Then theyre probably running with mustangs by now.

Elyssa sighed. Yes, Im afraid so.

When did your hands decide to drift?

Spring roundup.

Before branding? Hunter guessed.

How did you know?

Its easier to rustle unbranded calves.

Elyssa made an unhappy sound.

Are you sure its Ab Culpepper stirring the pot around here? Hunter asked.

Mac mentioned the name several times.

Elyssas mouth flattened into an unhappy line when she thought of Mac. Though she had never been close to the crusty old woman hater, he had been a part of her childhood just the same.

First Mother. Then Father. Now Mac.

Thank God that Penny seems to be getting over that ague thats been wearing her down. I cant run the Ladder S alone.

Any others? Hunter asked.

Other what?

Culpeppers.

Oh. Elyssa frowned. I couldnt tell from what Mac said whether Abner is here or coming here soon. The man comes and goes without notice.

Amen, Hunter thought sardonically. That old boy is as hard to pin down as swamp gas.

Horace and Gaylord, Elyssa said slowly. Mac told me they were here all the time. More Culpeppers are expected soon. Rumor has it that theyre east of here, somewhere in the Rocky Mountains.

The line of Hunters mouth shifted in the lantern light. The slight curve was far too hard to be called a smile.

Maybe, Hunter said. And maybe some of those Culpeppers are buried up Colorado way.

A chill went through Elyssa.

Your doing? she asked.

No. I got there too late to be useful. A man called Whip did the honors, with help from his woman.

The line of Hunters mouth softened as he remembered. His brush slowed in its sweeps over Bugle Boys glossy hide.

Quite a woman, too, Hunter said. Eyes like sapphires and a walk that no man would ever get tired of watching.

Do tell, Elyssa said tartly. Of course, I have it on excellent authority that men want more than big eyes and swinging hips from a female.

Hunter gave Elyssa a narrow look.


She gave it right back. She didnt know why Hunters admiration of another woman rankled.

But it did.

What help will the army give me? Hunter asked, brushing his stallion briskly again. Its their future beef being stolen, after all.

Precisely what I pointed out to that insufferable captain.

Was that before or after Leopard tried to flatten him?

Elyssas lips tightened.

After, she said reluctantly.

Hunter grunted. Figures.

What does?

You couldnt hold your tongue even to save your ranch.

I disagree, Elyssa said through her teeth. Im holding my tongue right now. Admirably. In fact, I will apply for sainthood by the next mail!

Hunter made a sound that could have been a cough or a strangled chuckle. Because his hand was smoothing over his mustache at the time, it was hard to tell.

So there wont be any help from the army, Hunter said after a moment.

No, As the captain pointed out to me in generous detail, the livestock will still exist. The army simply will purchase them from a different owner.

A true officer and a gentleman, Hunter said ironically.

I will defer to your superior judgment in the matter.

That would be a first.

Elyssa bit her tongue.

How many head of cattle carry the Ladder S brand? Hunter asked.


Before I left for England, Father said there were nearly a thousand.

How many now?

Elyssas eyelids flinched. It was an involuntary response to the sinking in her stomach that came whenever she thought how close she was to the crumbling edge of disaster.

I dont know, she said starkly.

Guess.

I cant.

Why? Hunter asked.

Mac never told me.

Try counting them yourself.

I tried, Elyssa retorted.

Too much work?

Too much Ab.

What?

Ab caught me away from the ranch house just after spring roundup. I havent dared ride out since.

Hunters gut clenched. He knew precisely what kind of evil Ab could wreak on a girls soft body.

Did he hurt you? Hunter asked.

The promise of unleashed hell in Hunters voice shocked Elyssa. She swallowed once, then had to swallow again before she could trust herself to speak.

N-no, she whispered. Leopard is very fast.

So are those racing mules the Culpeppers ride, he said, but his voice was neutral once more.

Elyssa let out a long breath as Hunter resumed brushing Bugle Boys muscular haunch. For a few moments he had looked like a man poised on the edge of violence.

The mule wasnt much on hurdles, Elyssa said.

What?

I jumped Leopard over ravines and deadfalls and boulder piles and creeks. Abs mule couldnt stay the course.


The thought of Elyssa racing headlong over the rough country made Hunters heart hesitate, then beat with redoubled speed. He didnt know why the thought of her in danger should affect him so fiercely, but he couldnt deny that it did.

That was a fool thing to do, Hunter said bluntly. You could have broken your horses leg.

Elyssa didnt disagree. Even now the thought of that wild ride made cold sweat gather at the base of her spine.

But nothing made her feel as cold as what her fate would have been if she hadnt outrun Ab Culpepper.

Damn, Hunter muttered. You dont have the sense that God gave a goose. You never should have been out alone in the first place.

Hunter walked around Bugle Boy and went to work on the stallions other side.

Someone had to do the count, Elyssa said.

What about your cowhands?

They left, she said simply.

How many do you have now?

Ohthree, at last count. Depends on how their Dutch courage is holding out, Elyssa added wryly.

Just three? A ranch this size could use four times that many hands.

Finally we agree on something, Elyssa said beneath her breath. I will treasure the moment.

Hunter looked at her over Bugle Boys back.

Did you say something? Hunter asked, his voice bland.

Elyssa cleared her throat and decided that baiting Hunter was tempting, but not very bright.

I agree that the Ladder S could use more men, Elyssa said. In fact, when Mother and Father were alive, we had thirty hands for the busiest times of the year. In the winter we had fewer, of course. It depended on how many cattle we were holding over.

Hunter was silent for a moment. Then he pinned Elyssa with night-dark eyes.

Do you have enough money to hire at least seven more men at gunfighting wages? he asked bluntly.

Elyssas stomach tightened again. Money wouldnt be a problem if the cattle and horses were delivered to the army on time.

If they werent, she would be bankrupt.

I can pay, Elyssa said tightly. But the men will have to work cattle, too.

Hunter nodded. The brush moved in long strokes over Bugle Boys bloodred hide.

The kind of men Im looking for wont mind pushing cows, Hunter said.

There is a problem.

Just one?

Until this one is solved, the rest cant be, Elyssa retorted.

Im listening.

Another moment to treasure, she muttered.

Hunters head came up.

Elyssa started talking. Fast.

The Culpeppers are scaring away the men who would normally look for work here, she said.

So Ive heard.

Even the Turner clan off to the south is staying away, and Turners have worked autumn and spring roundups on the Ladder S for years.

Hunter nodded.

That doesnt worry you? she asked tartly.

He shrugged.

But how will the men get through the Culpepper gang to be hired by the Ladder S? Elyssa demanded.

Same way I did. By using their heads. Or in a group, using their guns. Either way, theyll come.


You sound very certain.

Cash jobs are hard to come by out here. A man can make more money in a month at fighting wages than he can in a season of pushing cows.

Elyssa sighed and rubbed her arms, feeling the night chill through the heavy silk shawl. She wished she had the shawls cost in plain old homespun wool.

But she didnt. There was no money for more suitable clothes for her or paint for the house or for anything else that wasnt essential for the ranchs survival. The Ladder S was all she had in the world.

And she was very much afraid she had already lost it.

I wish Mac were still here, Elyssa said unhappily. He liked women even less than you do, but

Smart man.

nobody knew the Ladder S the way he did, she said, ignoring Hunters interruption. Every ravine, every spring, where the grass was good and in which season, even the marsh. He knew all of it.

Didnt do him much good against the Culpeppers, did it?

Hunter lifted one of Bugle Boys big hooves and began cleaning it with swift movements of a hoof-pick.

Slowly Elyssa shook her head, blinking against the tears that burned at the back of her eyes.

I tried to find Mac, she said in a husky, ragged voice. As soon as I heard shooting, I grabbed the shotgun and rode Leopard out of here at a dead run.

Dont blame yourself, Hunter said. It probably was all over before you even tightened Leopards cinch.

I didnt bother.

I beg your pardon?

With a saddle, Elyssa explained. Or a bridle.

Girl, only an idiot would ride


I didnt even find where Mac had fallen, Elyssa said, not hearing any words but her own. I searched until a thunderstorm broke and washed away the tracks. Then I quartered the land until it was too dark to tell trees from rocks.

You are a fool! What if the Culpeppers had found you?

I was afraid Mac was lying injured out in the storm, maybe even dying, Elyssa said tautly. I couldnt just turn my back and leave him to the cold rain.

Getting grabbed by the Culpeppers wouldnt have helped Mac one damned bit. But you didnt think of that, did you? All you thought of was tearing around in the rain like the heroine of some fool dime novel.

Elyssas mouth turned down at the corners. She watched as Hunter went to work cleaning another of Bugle Boys hooves.

Youre going to love Penny, Elyssa said wryly. She said the same thing, and more besides.

Who is Penny? Hunter asked, though he already knew.

But it was the sort of question that a man new to the area would be expected to ask.

Hunter wanted Elyssa to go on thinking he was just one more gun-handling drifter looking for work. If she knew he gave a damn only about tracking down Culpeppers, not about the fate of the Ladder S, Elyssa would likely fire him before he even started.

Then there would be merry hell to pay getting within rifle range of the Culpeppers.

Hunter had learned in the past two years that the Culpeppers left men watching their back trail. The only way to get close to the gang was to blend into the landscape.

The ramrod of the Ladder S would be invisible.

Penelope Miller is kind of an aunt, Elyssa explained, like Mac was kind of an uncle. And Bill, too.


Kind of?

Penny was my motherscompanion, I guess. She cooked and sewed and cleaned, but she was always more than a hired housekeeper.

Hunter looked over his shoulder at Elyssa. She had the silk shawl clutched around her shoulders like a suit of armor.

Women sure put stock in finery, Hunter thought, remembering Belinda.

And they sure do sulk when they dont get fancy clothes.

Hunter dropped Bugle Boys hoof and picked up another. Caked dirt flew as he went to work with the pick.

Penny is like family, Elyssa said. It was the same for Mac. He was no blood relation, but he was a great friend of Fathers. And Bills, too. Without Mac, the Ladder S would have fallen apart long ago.

Hunter barely heard. He was still thinking about Belinda. When he realized it, he was angry with himself.

Living in the past does no good, Hunter thought. It cant bring back the dead.

But it just might prevent me from making the same mistake twice. Elyssa is just like Belinda was, a liplicking little flirt.

Id better never forget it, no matter how hot Elyssa makes me with her scent and swinging hips.

Bill, Hunter said, dragging his attention back to the matter at hand. Would that be Bill the Hermit?

Thats what some people call him.

But not you.

No, Elyssa said. Hes a good man, despite

Hunter heard the softness in Elyssas voice and wondered just how friendly she was with good old Bill.

Even though Hunter knew it was none of his business, he found himself too curious for his own comfort.

Despite what? Hunter pressed.


Elyssa hesitated. Then she pulled her shawl more closely around her throat.

Every man has his blind spots, she said finally.

Especially if big-eyed little girls are involved, Hunter thought sardonically. More men have gone to perdition on the swing of a womans hips than any other way.

Besides the Culpeppers, is anything else troubling your ranch? Hunter asked. Drought or bad water or not enough feed to carry stock through the winter?

Again, Elyssa hesitated.

There had been small things, more annoyances than troubles, really. A wagon axle that broke, spilling hay into the wind. A mower whose blades were so badly dulled they ruined more hay than they cut. A dead cow in the little reservoir on House Creek, which forced them to haul water all the way from Cave Creek until the fouled spring cleared.

Just bad luck, Elyssa told herself. If you complain of it to Hunter, hell think youre a spoiled, whining little girl.

No, she said firmly. No other troubles. So many cattle have been run off that wintering over the restafter we fulfill the army contract, of coursewont be a problem.

How many go to the army?

Three hundred is the minimum. Were their only local source of livestock.

How many head of breeding stock do you have? Hunter asked.

I dont know.

Guess.

Fewer than two hundred.

Hunter looked at Elyssa, wondering if she knew just how close to the edge the Ladder S was skating.

If you have to sell cows instead of steers to meet the army contract, Hunter said, youll be between a rock and a hard place when it comes to increasing your herd. Or can you afford to buy more breeding stock?

If I dont meet the contract, Ill have barely enough money to buy supplies for Penny and myself for the winter, Elyssa admitted.

Hunter was frowning as he went to work on another of Bugle Boys hooves. Lack of breeding stock would doom the Ladder S as surely, if more slowly, than Culpepper raids.

Not my problem, Hunter told himself curtly. I came here for Culpeppers, not to manage some sassy little flirts life. Shell find some nice, gullible fool of a boy to do that for her.

Hunter released the hoof and smacked Bugle Boy on the haunch, signaling the end of the grooming. The horse looked up momentarily from eating, snorted, and buried his muzzle deep in the grain again. Hunter checked the bucket hanging over the side of the stall, saw that the water was fresh, and turned to Elyssa.

So, Hunter said. Its just Culpeppers troubling you.

Just? Elyssa made a disgusted sound. If you say that, you dont know Culpeppers. Those ruffians are the worst of a bad lot of renegades set on the loose by the end of the war.

So Ive heard.

Without looking at Elyssa, Hunter unlatched the stall door and motioned her through.

Although the opening was big enough for three men to stand side by side, Elyssa paused before walking past Hunter. He seemed to fill the doorway. She would have to go very close to him to get by.

The thought made her pulse kick.

Did he plan it that way? she asked herself.

Hunter waited with an air of thinning patience.

Dont be silly, Elyssa told herself. Hunter has made it quite clear that he finds me even less attractive than the English lords did. They, at least, were angling for a mistress.

All Hunter is angling for is a smack on his unshaven cheek.

Head high, gripping the silk shawl with one hand and her flimsy silk skirts with the other, Elyssa swept past Hunter.

There was a distinct ripping sound as her skirt caught on a nail.
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