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PART 1


Living is never easy

When someone you love has died,

And you have nothing to fall back on

But that iron Calder pride.









    

ONE




A north breeze swept across the private airstrip and rustled through the grass at its edges. It was Calder grass, growing on Calder land and stretching in all directions farther than the living eye could see.

Directly southwest of the airstrip stood the headquarters of Montanas famed Triple C Ranch, the home of the Calder Cattle Company. For well over a hundred years, the land had tasted the sweat, the blood, and the tears of the Calders.

Too many tears, Chase Calder decided and leaned heavily on his cane. For a moment, his big shoulders bowed under the weight of the thing that hung so heavily on him. But there was no one around to see this brief display of weakness by the Calder family patriarch. He stood alone outside the airstrips metal hangar.

The drone of a twin-engine aircraft had Chase Calder squaring his shoulders and lifting his gaze to the immense blue sky overhead. His sharp eyes quickly spotted the plane making a straight-in approach to the landing strip. His son Ty was at the controls, and his daughter Cathleen was the planes only other occupant.

The plane touched down and rolled toward him. Chase glanced at the heavens, the ache intensifying in his chest.

Where am I going to find the words, Maggie? he murmured, talking as he so often did to his late wife.

But there were no words that could dull the pain of the news he carried. Just as there had been none to blunt the knife-stabbing pain hed felt five years ago when he learned his wife Maggie had died in the plane crash that had so severely injured him.

Chase shifted more of his weight onto the cane, his expression grim as he watched the twin-engine plane taxi to a stop near the hangar. Within seconds of the engines being shut down, the planes rear door opened and out stepped his twenty-year-old daughter, Cathleen.

His eyes softened at the sight of her. In many ways, Cat, as the family called her, was the image of his late wife, with her glistening black hair and eyes that were as green as the Calder grass in spring. It was a striking combination, made even more stunning by the mingling of fineness and strength in her face.

Simply dressed in navy slacks and a white silk blouse, Cat came toward him with quick, confident strides. Chase glanced briefly at his son when Ty emerged from the plane, experiencing a familiar surge of pride for this tall and broad-shouldered man of thirty-five who bore the unmistakable stamp of a Calder in every hard-boned line.

But it was Cat who concerned him now, this full-grown woman who was his little girl. Chase straightened to stand squarely on both feet, abandoning his reliance on the cane, needing to be strong for her.

With a smile on her lips that was positively radiant, Cat ran the last few steps and wrapped her arms around him, hugging him tightly. He held her close, reminded again of his daughters tremendous capacity for emotion, a capacity that could swing to the extremes of laughter, softness, and anger.

It is so good to be home again, Dad, she declared on a fervent note, then pulled back to arms length, her green eyes sparkling with happiness. Wheres Jessy? She glanced beyond him, then tossed a teasing smile over her shoulder when Ty walked up. Dont tell me Tys bride-to-be is off somewhere chasing cattle?

Shes at the house. Chase saw the startled lift of Tys head and the sudden sharpening of his gaze as he caught the faint scent of trouble in the air.

Cat was oblivious to it. Wait until you see the sexy nightgown I bought Jessy for her wedding night, Dad. On second thought, maybe you shouldnt. She stepped closer and studiously straightened the collar of his shirt, slanting him a look packed with feminine wiles. At least, not until I talk you into making this a double wedding. Its ridiculous that Repp and I should wait to get married until after I finish college. Thats

Cat. He gripped her wrists to still the movement of her hands, his cane hooked over his arm. She looked up, surprised by the hard tone of his voice. I have bad news.

Bad news? Her eyes made a quick search of his face. Dont tell me Tara decided to contest the divorce from Ty at the last minute? Its supposed to be final

No, it isnt that. The divorce is final, Chase said. Its Repp. There was an accident late last night

Dear God, no, she murmured, her eyes widening in alarm. Is he badly hurt? Where is he? I have to go to him.

She tried to pull free of his hands, but Chase tightened his hold even as Ty gripped her shoulders from behind, bracing her for the rest.

Its too late, Cat, Chase stated in a firm voice. Repp was killed instantly.

She stared at him for a long, brittle second, her expression awash with shock, pain, and denial. It cant be true, she said, in the thinnest of whispers. It cant be.

Im sorry. There were no other words Chase could say.

No. She said it over and over, her voice growing in strength and volume until she was screaming it. Chase gathered her rigid body into his arms and silently absorbed the pounding of her fists on his chest, waiting through the rage until she finally sagged against him and broke into wild, body-wrenching sobs.

Ill bring the truck around, Ty said quietly, and Chase nodded.

By the time the luggage was transferred from the plane to the ranch pickup, that first violent shock of grief had subsided, leaving Cat numb with pain. She felt wooden, unable to move on her own, and offered no protest when two pairs of hands helped her into the cab.

She sat between the two men, her head lolling against the seat back, her eyes closed against the horrible ache that moaned through her. Some part of her knew that all the tears in the world wouldnt lessen it. But she didnt bother to wipe away the ones on her pale cheeks.

How did it happen? Ty asked.

At his question, her impulse was to cover her ears and shut out her fathers reply. A few years ago, a younger Cat would have done that. But she was older now, and wise enough to know that denial was foolish. It changed nothing. So she opened her eyes and listened to her fathers answer.


Neil Andersons youngest boy, Rollie, was driving on the wrong side of the road. The tire tracks indicate Repp swerved to avoid a head-on, but Andersons pickup plowed into the drivers side.

And Rollie? Ty asked.

He had a gash to his forehead. The grimness in her fathers voice was tangible.

Hed been drinking, then, Ty muttered in a tone that matched her fathers.

His blood alcohol level was way over the limit. He passed out at the scene.

With a strangled sound of protest, Cat swallowed back a sob. It lodged in her throat until it hurt to breathe. Beside her, Ty muttered a choice expletive and fell silent.

A breeze tunneled through the pickups opened window, carrying the bawl of a young calf and the fresh scents of spring to Cat, of life reborn. She wanted to scream at the sounds and the smells, at the sunshine that washed the land, but no sound came from her.

The warmth and roughness of her fathers hand settled over hers. In his touch there was both comfort and strength. The urge was strong to turn into his arms and cry more tears. But it wasnt what he would have done. Calder men never made a display of their grief; it was something they held inside. Only the very discerning saw the pain that lurked in their eyes.

Never once had she seen her father break down after her mother died, Cat recalled. For the longest time she believed that he had resisted it because to do otherwise would have been a sign of weakness. Now she understood that the pain and grief were too personal, too intimate, reaching beyond anyone elses understanding.

So she wrapped her own pain deep inside and remained motionless, accepting the comforting weight of her fathers hand but seeking nothing more.

The pickup truck pulled up in front of the massive two-story house that four generations of Calders had called home. Long known as simply The Homestead, it stood on a knoll overlooking the cluster of buildings that made up the Triple C headquarters. It was built on a large scale, a silent statement of dominion over the vast, rolling plains that sprawled in all directions.

Through tear-blurred eyes, Cat saw her brothers soon-to-be bride, Jessy Niles, waiting on the front porch. Slim-hipped and long-legged in her typical dress of boots, blue jeans, and white cotton shirt, she had been raised on the Triple C. Her roots went deep into the soil. From the first day the ranch had come into existence, a Niles had worked on it. It was a claim that could be made by several other families, including Repp Taylor and his parents.

Repp. A fresh wave of anguish ripped through Cat at the thought of never seeing him again, of never feeling his arms around her. He had been her first love, her only love. Now he was gone forever, leaving Cat with a gaping emptiness in her life she didnt think she could endure. But of course she would. Thats what made it so painful.

Cat. There was a tug on her hand, followed by her fathers gently insistent voice. Come on. Lets go in the house now.

His hand was at her elbow when Cat stepped from the cab. Jessy came to greet them, her attention centering on Cat, but not before her glance had run to Ty in a quick, warm look of love and relief that he had safely returned to her. Then her hazel eyes were on Cat, direct as always and full of compassion.

Jessy offered no trite words of comfort, but simply curved a hand on Cats shoulder. The Taylors send you their sympathies.

You have seen his parents? she asked, only now giving a thought to the enormity of their loss.

I stayed with them for a while this morning.

Cat looked in the direction of their house. I need to go see them.

Later, her father stated.

Some distant part of her acknowledged that she was in no fit state to see them now. Without protest, Cat submitted to the guiding pressure of the hand that directed her toward the house. She never noticed when Jessy swung in behind to walk with Ty, each slipping an arm around the other, needing the reassurance of contact, with death striking so close.

It was a quiet group that entered the big house and walked directly to the sprawling living room. Chase paused beside his favorite armchair, his hand falling away from Cats arm.

I think we could all use some coffee. He leaned his cane against the chair.

Ill get it. Jessy took a step toward the kitchen, then hesitated when Cat continued toward the oak staircase.

Chase noticed her movement as well. Cat? A look of concern darkened his eyes.

Im going to my room. Her voice was flat, drained of all emotion.

As one they watched as she climbed the stairs, holding herself stiffly erect. Her pale cheeks glistened with the wetness of earlier tears, but her eyes were dry now.

When she was nearly to the top, Ty murmured to Jessy, Maybe you should go with her.

Jessy shook her head. No. I think she would rather be alone right now.

Jessy sensed Tys disagreement and understood its cause. For too long he had regarded his sister as headstrong and impetuous, on the irresponsible side, and more than a little spoiled by an adoring and indulgent father. He didnt realize that, in addition to his mothers beauty and capacity for sudden fury, Cat had also inherited a good deal of Calder steel and that unbendable iron pride of a Calder. Andlike a Caldershe wanted to grieve in private.

Ill check on her later, Chase said firmly, settling the matter.

The sound of an upstairs door closing broke the stillness that had held all three of them motionless. Chase lowered himself into the armchair while Jessy left to bring coffee. Sweeping off his hat, Ty dropped it on an end table and sank onto the couch.

What about Rollie Anderson? he asked. Has he been arrested?

I was told charges would be filed as soon as he is sober enough to understand them. A thread of anger edged the clipped reply. It was still there when his father continued, I understand he has three previous drunk-driving convictions. With a manslaughter charge, its virtually guaranteed hell serve time.

That will make things rough on Neil Anderson and his wife, Ty remarked idly. Anderson is too old and too crippled with arthritis to keep the place going without help. And they cant afford to pay a hired hand.

The Andersons owned a small farm along the eastern boundary of the Triple C. Most of the time they had barely eked out a living. Rollie Anderson was the youngest of three sons, and the only one still living at home.

If Anderson is smart, hell sell the place and retire, Chase stated as Jessy returned to the living room with the coffee.

Who should retire? She set a mug of steaming coffee on the table next to Chase.

Neil Anderson, Ty answered. We were just saying it would be best if he sold his farm.

I wouldnt count on that happening any time soon. That farm means as much to Neil Anderson as the Triple C does to you. As always, Jessy spoke with a mans directness. He will hang onto it until his last dying breath.

I have no doubt he will try, Chase agreed as Jessy handed a mug to Ty, then sat on the couch next to him, their legs touching.

Which brings me to something else I wanted to talk to you about, Ty. Her hand slid onto his knee in easy possession. Under the circumstances, I think we should postpone our wedding until next week.

What do you meanpostpone it? Why? Ty challenged her.

Because I dont think it would be right for us to get married so soon after Repps funeral.

It wouldnt be right if we were having some lavish wedding with acres of guests, but its only going to be your family and mi Ty broke off in mid-word. Cat, he said in understanding. From the moment I picked her up at the airport in Helena, she was full of plans to turn our wedding into a double ceremony. He covered Jessys hand with his. Youre right. Well wait a week, but no longer than that.

No longer. Her slow smile of agreement tunneled into him, touching all the soft places. Ty never ceased to be amazed by the warm ease he felt with Jessy, an ease that produced its own kind of heady glow. This was love, strong, steady, and certain.

Looking back, he knew now that he had never truly loved Tara, his first wife. He had been so dazzled by her dark beauty, he had mistaken infatuation for love and completely ignored the fact that they shared neither the same values nor the same loyaltiesuntil Jessy opened his eyes.

Later, I want to run into Blue Moon and take a look at the pickup, Chase said. According to the highway patrol, it was totaled.

Ill go with you, Ty said, then somethingsome movement, some whisper of sound, pulled his glance to the side hall that ultimately led to the rear of the house.

A lanky, dark-eyed man with metal-gray hair stood in the halls shadows two steps back from the arched opening to the living room. Culley ORourke had a coyotes stealth, always somewhere around but rarely showing himself. And when he did, he was always silent, like now.

Hello, Culley. Although the man was his mothers brother, Ty had never felt comfortable enough with Culley to address him as his uncle. He still remembered when Culleys hatred toward the Calders had been all-consuming. Even now, after twenty years, it made him wary of trusting Culley too much.

I heard the plane. Culley fingered the brim of the battered hat in his hands, his sharp gaze darting between the two men. Where is Cat? Didnt she come home with you?

Yes. Shes upstairs in her room. Whatever personal doubts he had about Culley ORourke, Ty never doubted that he adored Cat as much as he had once adored Tys mother.

Id like to see her. He looked directly at Chase.

I dont know if you heard that Repp was

Culley cut in before the sentence was finished. I heard about the boy dying. Id like to see Cat, he repeated.

Go ahead. Chase granted the request.

Without another word, Culley crossed the room on silent feet, skirting the area where they sat and heading straight for the oak staircase. No one had to tell him the location of Cats room, even though hed been in the house no more than a dozen times in his life.

He had long ago figured out which of the bedrooms belonged to Cat, and spent many a night watching for a light to shine from its window. He didnt take lightly the vow he had made at the foot of Maggies grave to look after her daughter and keep her safe from harm.

Unerringly he stopped outside her bedroom, hesitated, then rapped lightly on it and waited. But no sound came from inside. Concern for the girl who was his sisters image overrode any further hesitation. He gave the doorknob a turn, found it wasnt locked and opened it far enough to slip inside.

The bedroom was bright and young-girl feminine with floral-patterned wallpaper in tones of mauve, pink, and green. But Culley didnt notice it or the wide ruffles that ringed its old-fashioned vanity table. His gaze went straight to the dark-haired woman standing at the window. She was motionless, her arms hugging her elbows and her face in profile, her gaze fixed in a sightless stare at the world outside.

He studied her for a long minute, seeing again the strong resemblance to his sister and recalling the time their father had been killed. Maggies face had been just as deathly pale as Cats was now, and her green eyes had burned with the same bottomless pain that no amount of tears could ease.

Culley had thought she was unaware of his presence. Then Cat spoke. Repp is dead. Did they tell you? she asked in a voice completely devoid of emotion.

I knew. Culley walked over to her. He longed to hold her and ease some of her suffering. But he had lived too many years without that kind of contact. Made self-conscious by the sudden wish to offer it now, he kept his hands at his side. Youre hurtin bad, but in time, itll get better. I swear it will, Cat.

Time. Cat almost laughed at him, but she didnt. There would have been too much bitterness in the sound, and she knew her uncle had offered the empty platitude out of a sincere desire to console her. She nodded and kept silent.

I wish there was something I could do, he said after a moment.

She caught the note of anguish in his voice. Thank you, but there is nothing anyone can do.

As she continued to gaze out the window, she noticed a movement below. Focusing on it, she saw her father and Ty walking to the ranch pickup. They climbed into the cab, with Ty sliding behind the wheel. A moment later, the vehicle reversed away from the house. Cat half expected to see the truck head either toward the barns or toward the Taylor house. Instead it swung onto the road that led to the cast gate.

I wonder where theyre going. She frowned.

Who? Culley stepped closer to the window.

Dad and Ty.

He spotted the pickup traveling down the east road. Probably headed for town. They were talking about seeing how bad the truck was wrecked.

Culley had already seen it. Knowing that Cat was coming home, he had slipped into town early that morning to pick up some chocolate doughnuts and brownies to have on hand in case she came to see him. He had just pulled up to Feddersons convenience store when the tow truck arrived with the wrecked pickup. His sharp eyes had instantly spotted the Triple C brand stenciled on the vehicles passenger door. One look at the rest of the smashed and mangled cab told him no one could have survived the crash.

For a fleeting moment, he had thought Chase Calder might finally be dead. Although he was no longer gripped by hatred for the man, Culley would have felt no regret at his passing, only sorrow for the grief it would have caused Cat. But he had quickly learned Repp Taylor had been behind the wheel, the man Cat lovedsomething Culley had never quite understood, believing as he did that she deserved better.

The pickup was totaled, he told Cat. Aint nothin left of the cab but a bunch of twisted steel and crumpled metal. A low, horrible moan came from her as she wheeled from the window, eyes tightly closed against the grisly image. Culley realized what hed done and hurried to rectify it. It had to have killed him outright, Cat, without ever feeling nothing, without even knowing what hit him. Youve got to think of it that way.

I wish I couldnt think at all. Her voice was little more than a thready whisper.

He lifted a hand to comfort her, then let it fall back to his side, uncertain what to do or what to say. He turned and looked out the window at the dust plume left in the wake of the departing ranch pickup.







    

TWO




The small town of Blue Moon hugged the edge of the two-lane highway that raced past it. To the rare passing motorist, it was an oasis of buildings plunked in the middle of nowhere, proof that civilization had reached into the heart of this grass desert. That it existed at all was due to the simple fact that Blue Moon was the only town for miles in any direction. In recent years, its population had tripled after Texas-based Dy-Corp began strip-mining coal on the old Stockman place not far from town. Progress had definitely come to Blue Moon. Some thought it was a good thing; some didnt.

But for the first time in half a century, the Triple C Ranch was no longer Blue Moons biggest customer. That position now belonged to Dy-Corp, with all its employees and their families. Yet a Calder was still regarded with considerable respect by the towns longtime residents.

When the Triple C vehicle pulled up to the combination grocery store and gas station, Emmett Fedderson spotted Chase Calder right away. He broke off his conversation with the former sheriff and went to greet him, out of politeness and respect.


Chase. Ty. He nodded to the two of them when they climbed out of the truck. Ive been expecting someone from the ranch to come by, but I never figured on it being you. How you been?

Fine, Emmett. Just fine. Chase switched his cane to the other side to shake hands with the man. We thought wed take a look at the truck.

Its totaled, Im afraid. I had Beeker unload both trucks around back so the place wouldnt start looking like a junkyard, he said. I guess your insurance man will be coming around to check the damage for himself.

The agent indicated that the adjuster probably wouldnt get out here until sometime next week, Chase told him.

Figures. They drag their heels about paying off a claim, but you better not be late with a premium. Thats the way of it, I guess, Emmett Fedderson declared wearily. I feel sorry for the Taylors, losing their only boy like that. It sure was one hell of an accident. I was just telling Sheriff Potter about it. He waved a hand in the direction of the old man sitting on the planked bench in front of the store.

At the mention of his name, Potter spoke up. I told Emmett he ought to park both wrecks out front, right by the highway. Might slow down some of these drivers going hell-for-leather by here.

It might. Chase looked at the man who had been sheriff since before he was born. No one knew Potters exact age, but all agreed he had to be nudging ninety if he wasnt there already. Age had shrunk his narrow shoulders and turned his wide hips into bony projections. He looked like a doddering old man, except for his eyes; they were as keen and quick as ever, like his mind. How you been doing, Sheriff?

Even though Potter had stepped down several years ago, the title had stuck. He had been called Sheriff Potter for so long, Chase could no longer remember the mans given name.

How I been doin? As little as possiblelike always. Potter grinned, showing a full set of yellowed teeth, all his own.

Lazy was a word that had been used more than once to describe Potter while he was in office. He had never denied it, simply replying that a lot could be learned by simply watching and listening. Chase doubted there were any dark secrets that Potter didnt know, including Chases own.

On a more somber note, Potter added, I dont reckon Ill make it to the funeral. Id appreciate it if youd carry my condolences to the Taylors, Chase, and to that pretty little green-eyed daughter of yours, too. I know she had her cap set to marry that Taylor boy, he said, proving again that very little escaped his notice, despite his age.

Yes, Ill tell them. But the mention of Repps death brought him back to the reason they had come to town. He glanced at Ty. Lets go look at the pickup.

As they headed around back, accompanied by Emmett Fedderson, a navy blue sedan turned off the highway and stopped next to the self-serve gas pumps. Not recognizing the vehicle, Potter checked the license plates and saw the tags of a rental car.

The driver stepped out, a tall man in a dress black Stetson, partially zipped windbreaker, Levis, and black eelskin boots. His outfit said cowboymaybe even rancherbut there was something in the strangers manner that made Potter hesitate to label him as such. His curiosity aroused for no clear reason, he studied the man a little closer, watching as he flipped open the cover to the cars gasoline tank, loosened its cap, then reached for the hose and inserted the nozzle in the tank.

The stranger was as lean as a winter wolf, and he had a way about him that made Potter suspect he could be just as dangerous as one, under the right circumstances. His eyes were busy, looking, seeing, noting everything around him. Not in a furtive way, but alert and cautious as though from long habit.

There was a time when nearly every western man had that way about them, especially the old-timers. Now it was a look Potter generally saw in only two kinds of men. It made him curious which one this stranger was. Not that it was any of his business anymore. Still, he wished he could get a look at the mans face.

The thought led to action. Nice afternoon, Potter remarked, seeking to strike up a conversation.

The stranger obliged him by strolling over to the slab-seated bench. His hair was dark, neatly clipped. The high cheekbones and slashing jawline made Potter think the stranger might have some Indian blood. But it was his eyes that caught and held Potters attention. They were an unusual smoke gray, with thick, sooty lashes. He knew at once he had never seen this mans face before.

You couldnt have ordered a better day than this. An easy smile touched the strangers mouth, deepening the grooves that flanked it.

The smile did something to the mans rugged good looks, changed them in a way women would like. Potter judged the stranger as somewhere around thirty, which by his measure was young.

Yeah, its the kind a day that makes you forget what a long, tough winter it was, Potter said.

I noticed the range looks in good condition.

The observation was one a cowman would make. Maybe he had that in his background, but Potter still didnt peg him as a rancher.


It looks almost gentle, dont it? Potter remarked, watching as the mans gaze traveled over the grass prairie to the west where it rolled into forever. He barely glanced at the immense blue sky that awed most men seeing it for the first time. But its a hard land, full of extremes. It can be brutally cold in the winter, and blazing hot in the summer. Why, Ive seen it so bone-dry that a body could stand ankle-deep in dust. Then you got the storms that rain lightning and turn the ground into a quagmire thatll suck your boots off. Yep, this land breeds toughness into a man, or it breaks him.

The man nodded as though he understood. Its a big country, wide open and empty. A man could lose himself out here with no one the wiser.

I dont know about that. A stranger would get spotted right off, Potter told him. We dont get that many out here.

I dont suppose you do. The stranger glanced inside the building, then back to Potter. Is this your place?

No. It belongs to Emmett Fedderson. He pointed to the small sign above the door that listed Emmett as the proprietor. Hes around back with the Calders. There was a nasty head-on collision last night on the highway. It killed one of the Triple C ranch hands outright, but the Anderson boy walked away from it with little more than a scratch. Naturally, he was drunker than a hoot owl.

The strangers expression never changed, yet Potter felt his interest lift. Oh? Which one of the Anderson boys was that? he asked, as if he knew the family.

Which Potter was ready to bet a whole months pension check that he didnt. Potter gave him a sly look and ran his thumbs under his galluses. show me just whos asking?


The gray eyes turned cool for a half a second. Then the stranger reached inside his windbreaker, pulled out a wallet-sized leather case, flipped it open and held it out.

Potter looked at it. Logan Echohawk. Treasury Department. He thought about that for a moment. Hed never had much dealings with the federal boys, though hed always heard those FBI men were arrogant bastards. The Treasury Department, that was another matter. Just about everybody Potter knewon both sides of the lawconsidered Treasury agents incorruptible.

He chortled in satisfaction. I figured you for one side of the law or the other. You see, I was sheriff here for more years than some men live. Folks always thought I sat around too much doing nothing. But you can learn an awful lot from just looking and watching. You get to know whos just plain rowdy and whos gonna be trouble. Usually you can even figure whats gonna set it off. He realized he was rattling on, something he had done a lot more these last few years. Not many people listened to him, though. But the stranger did. He was listening closely, sifting through the bits and pieces just like Potter himself had done. It was Neil Andersons youngest boy Rollie that caused last nights wreck. Which boy are you after?

Latham Ray Anderson. He returned the identification to his pocket.

Lath, huh. Potter tugged on his galluses. If he had been in his favorite chair, he would have rocked back to think about that. I cant say Ive heard his name mentioned in years. That boy had a belly full of anger, though, he recalled. He hated the farm, and the way his pa made him work like a dog on it. He hated having nothing and naturally hated anyone who did have anything. It didnt surprise me when he joined the Army straight out of school. In fact, I was kinda relieved. Lath had a streak of mean in him that always worried me. Every now and then you run across ones that just seem born with an instinct for violence. Some of the bad ones grow out of it. I was hopin the Army might knock it out of Lath. I guess they didnt. What did he do?

We just want to ask him some questions, the stranger replied. Potter could tell the man wasnt about to divulge any more information than that, ex-sheriff or not.

He hasnt shown his face around here in yearsnot since his brother Leroys funeral about six years back. If he had come around, theres enough people who still remember him that the news would have spread faster than a grass fire. Potter paused and looked up at the man, suddenly tracking his thinking and taking it a step farther. Course, Lath always did hate the hard life his ma had. I remember the time Lew Michels caught him slipping a bottle of perfume in his pocket. Lath said it was a present for his ma. Lew made him sweep floors to pay for it. About a week later his storefront window got broke. It always seemed an unlikely coincidence to me. But youre right if youre thinking that. With his ma gettin on in years, Lath might keep in touch with her.

The man smiled, his eyes crinkling at the corners, a mixture of amusement and respect in their gray depths. Not much gets by you, does it?

Looking, listening, and thinking has been a habit too long, Potter declared, liking this stranger more and more. Dont know how much information youll get out of them. The Andersons have always been a closemouthed clan. None of them thinks much of the government, or any other kind of authority. Its an attitude you see a lot in folks as poor and proud as they are. Its a combination that can make a body bitter and resentful.

It can do that. The gasoline pump clicked off. The Treasury agent walked back to the rental car, topped off the tank, and put the nozzle back, then went inside to pay. Within minutes he was back. Again, he paused, his glance running to Potter. Which way to the sheriffs office?

Turn right just past Sallys Place, then straight ahead two blocks. You cant miss it, Potter told him.

The stranger glanced in that direction. What can you tell me about the current sheriff?

Potters expression turned sour, revealing a contempt toward his successor. Sheriff Blackmore likes the badge and the authority it gives him, and he aint shy about telling people, either. Too bad his brain isnt as big as his mouth.

The information didnt require a direct response, and the agent offered none, merely nodding. Thanks, he said. Its been a pleasure talking to you.

Hell, the pleasure was all mine, Potter replied and meant it. It was the first time hed felt useful in years. With sharp regret, he watched the man walk to his car. On impulse he called out, Say, if you ever get tired of the government rat race and all the political posturing, you might give some thought to moving here. This country could use a man like you.

Ill keep it in mind. The stranger sketched a wave, then opened the drivers door and ducked inside the car.

Within seconds the car pulled away from the pump island and onto the highway. Potter watched it make the turn past Sallys and head toward the sheriffs office. From around the corner came the crunch of footsteps, signaling the return of Fedderson and the Calders.


When they walked into view, Potter studied the long shadows cast by Chase Calder and his son. He thought of the stranger and knew he wouldnt be awed by the Calders. And he wasnt the kind to crawl into a mans pocket just because there was money in it, like Blackmore. Yup, Potter nodded to himself, this country definitely needed a man like him. Too bad he wouldnt be hanging around.



Logan Echohawk pulled up in front of the squat, brick building and parked the rental car at the curb. His glance was drawn again by the vast and raw plains that stretched away from the town. Stepping from the car, he felt the call of it. He had never been a man who cared much for desks and cities. But in this day and age it was the way of things. Yet always, somewhere deep within him, there ran a touch of the primitive and untamed. Maybe it came from the fraction of Sioux blood in his veins.

He breathed in the smell of wildness that came off the tall grass prairie. In some ways, he could still be called a warrior. But today, he was a hunter, and his quarry was a man. Turning, Logan walked into the one-story building that housed the local sheriffs office.

Twenty minutes later, a deputy escorted Rollie Anderson into the interview room where Logan waited with Sheriff Blackmore, a barrel-chested man in his fifties with a belly that hung over his belt. Even in orange jail garb, Anderson looked like what he wasa big, strapping farm boy with wheat-blond hair, blue eyes, and a sun-browned face that showed a telltale band of white near the hairline where his cap always sat. A wide bandage partially covered one pale eyebrow, and the effects of a bad hangover were evident in the pasty gray undertone to his skin and the dullness of his blue eyes.

His head came up when he saw Logan, his puzzled glance running to the sheriff. Blackmore waved him toward a chair at the scarred metal table.

Sit down, Anderson, he said. This is Agent Logan Echohawk from the Treasury Department. He wants to ask you some questions.

Questions? Rollie lowered himself into the chair and stared at the identification Logan pushed across the table to him. He wiped a hand across dry lips. My God, how much more trouble can I get into?

Do you have any coffee, Sheriff? Logan paused, glancing at Rollie. Would you like a cup?

Yeah. He rubbed his forehead above the bandage as a nod from Blackmore sent the deputy out to fetch the coffee. You wouldnt have any aspirin, would ya?

Sorry. Logan took a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and shook one out, offering it to him.

Thanks. His hand trembled visibly when he carried it to his mouth. Logan lit it for him, then returned the lighter to his pocket along with the cigarettes. I swear I dont remember anything about the accident. Hell, I dont even remember climbing into the truck to go home. All I did was go to Sallys for a couple beers. Id been working in the fields all damned week. He puffed on the cigarette and nervously tapped the end of it in the charred ashtray, his eyes sliding to Logan. Theyre gonna throw the book at me, arent they?

It doesnt look good.

He stared at the ashtray, shoulders slumping. Maybe I deserve it. I dont know. But my ma, whats gonna happen to her? My old mans too crippled up to work the farm anymore. Without me, hows she gonna live?


Maybe your brother can help? Logan suggested.

Lath? Rollie scoffed at the idea. He hates that place.

Maybe theres some other way he can help out. Have you talked to him?

No. He called Ma from Texas a few weeks ago, but He shrugged off the rest.

Does he know about the accident and you being in jail?

Ma might have called him, I dont know. He shrugged again, then tensed. Wait a minute. Youre here about Lath, arent you? he said accusingly.

Thats right.

I should have known. He crumpled the half-smoked cigarette in the ashtray. You just dont leave a guy alone, do you? How many times does Lath have to tell you that he didnt know those guns were stolen when he bought them?

We just want to talk to him. We need a little more information about the man he bought them from.

Yeah, right. Too bad for you that Lath moves around a lot, isnt it? Sure, he was in Texas a few weeks ago, but he could be in Timbuktu now.

The deputy returned with two Styrofoam cups of acid black coffee. Aware that he had obtained about as much information as he was going to get from Rollie Anderson, Logan talked to him a few minutes longer, then rode with Blackmore out to the Anderson farm to talk to the parents.



A newly leafed cottonwood tree formed a canopy over the mourners gathered at the grave site. For generations, the small cemetery near the river had served as a final resting place for the ranchs dead. Today the remains of Repp Taylor would join them, and the Triple C employees and their families had turned out en masse to pay their last respects to one of their own.

Cat stood bareheaded and tearless behind the Taylors, a single red rose gripped in her hand. Deaf to the words of prayer the minister intoned, Cat stared at the coffin. The spray of flowers was entwined with a ribbon stamped with golden letters that spelled out OUR SON.

There was none that said HUSBAND. The absence of it cut into her. She made no sound; a sharp hitch in her breathing marked the only change.

Control was something she had learned in the last two days, control aided by a numbness that kept all emotion frozen deep inside. Just get through this day had become her watchword. Cat was careful not to look beyond it, inwardly knowing the future looked too bleak, too lonely and empty.

Her fathers voice rumbled an Amen beside her. Realizing the prayer was over, Cat murmured a quick one herself. A pitch pipe sounded a note, and a quartet of male voices began singing Shall We Gather at the River. Others joined in the familiar hymn. Suddenly the service that had seemed unendurably long was over much too soon, and a quietly weeping Norma Taylor was led from her sons casket.

It was Cats turn. Numbly she stepped forward and placed the bright red rose, still in tight bud, atop the floral spray. Her fingers lingered an instant on the velvet petals. Then the pressure of her fathers hands guided her away from the grave and toward the Taylors. In wordless sympathy she embraced the woman who would have been her mother-in-law.


We all grieve with you, her father said when Cat drew back.

The woman made a sound that was near to a sob, then lifted her head, her eyes not focusing on either of them. I cant help thinking about Emma Anderson, she murmured. How awful this must be for herwith Rollie at fault in the accident and the authorities looking for her oldest boy. I feel so sorry for her.

Fury was a whip that lashed through Cat, spinning her around and driving her from the couple before she gave voice to it. She was still trembling with it when her father finally caught up with her.

How can she feel sorry for them? Her voice vibrated with the effort to keep its volume low and her anger controlled. How can she care what happens to them? Repp is dead, and Rollie Anderson killed him. Has she forgotten that?

Of course she hasnt. Chase caught her arm, forcing Cat to stop. But she also understands how difficult it would be as a parent to know your child is responsible for the death of another. Now it appears that the law is looking for Lath as well

Lath? She frowned.

Yes, Rollies older brother. Evidently hes in some sort of trouble. The sheriff and some government agent were at the farm a couple days ago to see if they knew where Lath is.

They both belong behind bars for the rest of their lives. Her voice thickened with the pain and anger that had woven itself through every tissue in her body. Repp is dead because of the Andersons. And I hate them for it.

Cat, dont. Hate wont bring Repp back. And revenge wont make the pain any easier to bear. Chase spoke from personal knowledge.

Recognizing that, she turned to him, her green eyes stark with grief. How did you do it, Daddy? How were you able to go on living after Mother died?

It wasnt easy. He had to be truthful. Many times it still isnt, he admitted, seeing again his daughters strong resemblance to Maggie. Sometimes that helped. But sometimes it hurt.

Ty and Jessy walked up, accompanied by the portly, cherub-faced Reverend Pattersby. Chase felt his daughter stiffen at the sight of the minister, and knew she was bracing herself for more murmured words of sympathy. Deciding she had heard enough, Chase spoke first, complimenting the man on his service.

Thank you, Reverend Pattersby replied with a faintly pleased look. In times of such tragedy, one can only try to offer some small comfort and leave it in the hands of the Almighty to do the rest. I regret that I cant stay longer for the sake of the Taylors. But Im afraid I have a long drive ahead of me.

Im sure the Taylors understand, Chase returned smoothly.

I hope so, the minister said, then turned to Ty and Jessy. I must be off now. Ill see the two of you next week.

Next week? Cat echoed in surprise, then directed a questioning look at Ty and Jessy. But the wedding is this Saturday.

We postponed it a week, Jessy explained calmly.

When did you decide this? Frowning now, Cat glanced from one to the other.

The other day, Ty answered. We thought it would be best.

Best for whom? Cat demanded, anger flickering again in her green eyes.

Ty knew the quickness of his sisters temper and sought to placate her. Cat, we have plenty of time.

Do you? she shot back. I cant tell you how many times I heard thatfrom Repp, from you, from everyone. Wait until youre older, you all said. Wait until you finish school. Wait until you graduate from college. Theres plenty of time to get married. But there wasnt, was there? she challenged. Without giving them a chance to respond, Cat swung back to the wide-eyed minister. The wedding will be on Saturdayas scheduled.

She walked off. Reverend Pattersby cleared his throat and opened his mouth. Before he could say anything, Ty spoke up, Shes right. Well be married Saturday afternoon as planned.
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