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“I’m Glad You Saw Me In This.”

Her voice was low—lower than a whisper, yet steady and direct. “I wanted you to see that I really could be a lady someday.”

His gaze made a raking sweep of her and the dress.

“You’ll never make it,” he said, his dryness rustling through his voice. “I’ve never met a lady yet who went around in bare feet.”
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The need to impose his will on her ran through him. The rashness of it made him catch her shoulders and pull her against him. His mouth silenced her faint outcry with the domination of his hard kiss.
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PART I
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A sky of sunshine;
A sky of change;
This sky that covers The Calder range.




Chapter I

Beneath a clear sky, the Montana plains rolled to the far horizon in an undulating sea of grass. This great, sprawling rangeland was broken by lonely buttes and wandering ravines. It was a huge, almost empty, always challenging land. Its vastness made the small man smaller and the big man king.

Where once the shaggy-maned buffalo had grazed, a herd of six hundred red-coated Hereford cattle was gathered in a pocket of the plains. Held in place by an encircling group of riders, they bawled their discontent. Into this milling confusion, cowboys working in pairs walked their horses into the herd to slowly and methodically cut out the crippled cattle—dry cows, the cows with poor spring calves, and the odd steer that had escaped the previous autumn’s roundup.

Webb Calder pointed the nose of his claybank stud at the cow to be separated from the herd, then sat deep and easy in the saddle to let the horse do its work. The stallion was the color of the yellow mountain cat from which it took its name, Cougar. The instant the cow was isolated, the claybank frustrated its every attempt to rejoin the herd—getting low, coming around on a dime, and springing forward with the swiftness of a cat.

To the big-boned man in the saddle, the rangy stallion was a source of pride. He’d picked the horse out of a range-wild group of yearlings and earmarked it for his personal remuda. The breaking and training he’d done himself, turning the animal into the best cow horse on the spread. It was never something Webb Calder bragged about, and any compliment was met with the casually indifferent reply, “The claybank is good.”

He had a philosophy that if you were the best, you didn’t have to tell anybody—and if you weren’t, then you’d damned well better keep your mouth shut. He lived by it, and expected the others around him to live by it, too.

When he and the yellow horse had the cow separated from the herd, the cowboys moved in from the flanks to push the animal over the lip of the ground’s pocket to where the cut of injured or inferior cattle were being held. Two more riders took his place to work the herd.

Riding back to the gather, Webb was joined by Nate Moore, who had worked the cut with him. The lank, weatherbeaten rider was one of a small corps of cowboys who had their roots dug as deep into this Montana range as Webb Calder had. Yet, some invisible quality stamped Webb Calder as the cattle owner.

For this was Calder land as far to the south as the eye could see, and beyond. All the livestock, except strays from the bordering small ranches to the north, carried the Triple C brand of the Calder Cattle Company. It was the heritage left by the first Calder who pulled up stakes in Texas and drove his herd north in 1878 to find free grass. That ancestor, Chase Benteen Calder, had carved out an empire that was measured in square miles numbering nearly six hundred. He’d held it against warring bands of renegade Indians, homesteaders, and jealously ambitious neighboring ranchers. He’d paid for it with Calder blood, nourished it with his sweat and the bones of drought-stricken cattle, and buried the Calder dead under the Montana grass.

Of the score of cowboys who had made the drive with Chase Benteen Calder, most had drifted, but a few had stayed to build a new life in this raw land. These men formed the nucleus of the group of forerunners to Nate Moore, Virg Haskell’s wife, Ruth, Slim Trumbo, Ike Willis, and a handful of others, born and raised on the Calder ranch, like Webb. Their loyalty was a deep-seeded thing, ingrained into their souls as surely as if they carried the Triple C brand.

This thread of continuity ran through each generation, tying them together. The old ones eventually gave way to young blood, bringing change without ever changing.

Cresting the rise of the untamed plain, Webb reined in his horse. Satisfaction ran easy through him as he surveyed the scene before him, the teamwork of all the riders working the herd with efficient, well-oiled precision. He liked it best when he could get out among them. Although he was there out of necessity, since his decision determined which was the poorer stock to be culled from this herd, the sheer pleasure of the work made him take part in the actual cutting of the cattle.

The pressures and responsibilities were enormous and endless for the man who owned a ranch as vast as this. New salesmen or cattle buyers often commented on its size, and Webb was fond of quipping dryly, “It takes a big chunk of ground to fit under a Calder sky.” He didn’t know how it ranked against other big ranches in the country, whether it was first, second, third, or far down on the list. If anyone asked him, he couldn’t have answered and he didn’t care enough to check. His only interests lay in making it prosper and keeping it intact for his son.

The responsibilities were heavy, but so was the power he wielded. Webb Calder believed himself to be a fair man. There were some who would say he was exacting. And still others would claim that he ruled with an iron hand. Resentment born out of envy and jealousy made him the object of hatred from a silent few. As far as Webb Calder was concerned, he had never raised his hand against a man without cause. When he acted, it was swift and with purpose. Indecision could eventually spell disaster for an outfit the size of the Triple C.

It was one of the things he’d tried to teach his son, Chase Calder, named after their Texan ancestor. There was more to running a ranch than keeping books, raising cattle, and going to the bank. But how do you teach a man to be a leader, to handle men?

Before Chase had taken his first step, Webb had set the baby boy on a saddle atop an old bellmare and wrapped the tiny fists around the saddle horn to take him on his first ride. By the time Chase was two, he was given the reins. When he was five, he went on his first roundup, tied to the saddle so he wouldn’t fall off if he fell asleep.

Horses and cattle were part of living. Those things Chase learned by osmosis, unconsciously absorbing the knowledge into his system until it was second nature.

But it was the subtleties of command that Webb wanted him to learn. From the time the boy had understood his first sentence, Webb had tried to drum these things into his head, shaping and molding Chase to take over the ranch someday. He’d warned Chase that as his son, he would have to work longer, be smarter, and fight rougher than any man-jack out there. No favor would ever be granted him by Webb—no concession would ever be made because Chase was a Calder. There would be no special privileges because he was the rancher’s son. In fact, the reverse would be true. In his teens, Chase had the hardest jobs, the rankest horses, and the longest hours of any man on the place. Any problems were his to solve. If there was trouble, he had to be man enough to fight his way out of it, either with his fists or his wits. Chase couldn’t come to his father and expect help. Webb pushed him as hard as he dared without breaking the boy’s spirit.

Even as Webb Calder watched the two dozen horsemen at work, he unconsciously and instinctively kept an eye on his son. Chase was taller than the average cowboy, wide in the shoulders and solid in the chest, yet youthfully lean and supple with a rider’s looseness about him. The sun had burned a layer of tan over hard and angular Calder features. Dark-haired and dark-eyed, he seemed older than twenty-two—except when he smiled. Then he seemed careless and guileless. His son was still an unknown quantity to Webb. Maybe some might think he demanded too much, but he was firmly convinced it was the tough things that were good for a man.

The horse beside the claybank blew out a relaxed snort, making Webb shift his glance to Nate Moore. He was building a smoke and licked the paper with a stingy tongue. Without looking up, he spoke. “He’s a good boy.” He guessed the object of Webb’s thoughts.

“Lil would be proud of him.” Webb uttered his late wife’s name and broke a silence that had lasted more than twenty years since her death. Time had erased the grief of his loss. Now the memory of her was another tradition.

It was something an outsider couldn’t understand—this lack of expression the true Western man showed when he lost a comrade or a loved one—the failure to reveal keen sorrow. What a man felt was kept inside. The face an outsider saw looked cold and unemotional. Yet beneath the hard exteriors of these men, there was all the delicate sensitivity of a woman, hidden from view. Revealing it displayed weakness. This was a land where only the strong survived.

“Yes, she would,” Nate spoke with the cigarette in his mouth and squinted his eyes at the pungent smoke curling from it. The expression deepened the sun-creased lines splaying from the corners of his eyes. Without turning his head, his attention shifted to the young cowboy, Buck Haskell, riding on the same side of the herd where Chase was. For apparently no reason, Buck had spun his sorrel horse to face the opposite direction and spurred it toward a slight gap between riders, reaching an invisible point the instant a cow attempted to break from the herd. Respect glinted in the older cowhand’s eyes. “That Buckie has more cow sense than some cowboys three times his age,” Nate declared. “And how he loves those rank broncs. The more contrary they are, the better he likes ’em.”

Webb’s mouth tightened. “Yeah, and he’s always got his rope down. I’ve never caught him at it, but I know he does.”

“Hell!” Nate chuckled. “Every young cowboy is going to sneak off and rope something now and then.”

Webb conceded that with a lift of his heavy brows. “Buck is a likable boy, but I worry about that wild streak in him.”

With curly blond hair, blue eyes, and a perpetual grin, Buck was Virg and Ruth Haskell’s son, born two days before Chase. When Webb’s wife, Lillian, didn’t have enough milk to breast-feed Chase, Ruth had taken over as wet-nurse. A year and a half later, after Lil had died, Ruth cooked and kept house for Webb. So Buck and Chase had been raised practically as brothers. It was natural that Webb took extra interest in Buck.

The hand-rolled cigarette never left Nate’s mouth, but he managed to pull the corners into a dry smile. “You’re forgettin’, Webb. We were wilder than that when we were twenty-two.”

He exchanged a wry glance with the cowboy. “Maybe so.”

From the broken land to the north, a trio of riders approached the herd’s gathering point. Webb centered his gaze on the short, wiry rider a half-stride in the lead. His face lost its expression, becoming heavy-boned and hard.

“Who’s that with O’Rourke?” He didn’t take his eyes from the owner of the small, two-bit spread on a north strip of the Calder boundary.

Nate looked, his eyes narrowing less from the smoke and more from recognition. “His boy. The skinny one must be his girl.” He had pulled the warmth from his voice, making it flat.

As he skimmed the pair riding with Angus O’Rourke, Webb inspected first the gangling eighteen-year-old boy with lank black hair sticking out from beneath his hat. The boy kept looking at his father, seeking some form of guidance. The girl was a small slip of a thing, looking more like a young boy than a girl. There was a glimpse of the slick, black sides of her hair beneath the hat, but Webb couldn’t tell whether it was cut that short or pushed under the crown. Both the shirt and the Levi’s appeared to be cast-offs of her brother’s. Both were too large, making her look all the more skinny and shapeless. Except for the heavy fringe of lashes around her green eyes, there was nothing about the set of her features to distinguish her from an immature boy. There were spurs on the heels of her rundown boots, an old and cracked pair of leather gloves on her hands, and an ill-fitting jacket dwarfing her small frame. The sight of her rankled Webb.

“A girl shouldn’t be doing a man’s work,” he muttered and turned his head to thrust his hard gaze at Nate. “You ride down there and tell the men to watch their language. If I hear so much as a ‘goddamn’ out of them with that girl around, there’s going to be hell to pay when she leaves.”

Nate pinched the fire off the end of his cigarette, letting the ember fall into the cuff of his denims, where it was crushed dead. The unsmoked portion of the cigarette was tucked away in his pocket as he reined his mount toward the cowboys working the herd.

Webb watched him leave. The modern world may have advanced into the space age with computers and high technology, but there were sections of the West where time had changed very little. Everything was more mechanized, but most of the work was still done on horseback.

The old codes lingered. Women were scarce and treated with respect until they showed they didn’t deserve it. A man settled his own problems; he didn’t take them to someone else. It wasn’t hard to understand when put in perspective. In the case of the Triple C, there was a thirty-five-mile-long driveway before you reached the front porch of the main house. A respectable-sized town of more than a population of one hundred could be a hundred miles away, and more.

The Calder ranch sat on an area of land larger than the state of Rhode Island. With the kind of power that gave Webb Calder, he was virtually his own law, answerable to almost no one but God Almighty. Wisely, he never tried to ride roughshod over anyone else, only now and then letting his authority be felt. He turned a blind eye to the dirt-farming Andersen family trying to eke out a living on a half-section of ground on his east boundary. Webb knew they butchered a steer or two of his each year, but he wouldn’t see women and children go hungry. But God help the man who lifted his hand against the Triple C for his own gain.

His gaze narrowed in silent speculation on Angus O’Rourke, who was riding toward him. The man spent too much time dreaming and found too many excuses for why he couldn’t succeed. O’Rourke was a weak man, always wanting the easy way. There wasn’t any place for that kind in this country. Sooner or later they were weeded out.

The hard, fixed stare from Calder made Angus uncomfortable. How he’d love to ride up and spit in the man’s eye. He licked his dry lips nervously, telling himself that the day would come when he wouldn’t have to kowtow to the likes of Webb Calder. But the assurance was old and rang hollow in his mind. He’d been a dark, handsome man once, with glib Irish charm, but lines of dissipation were beginning to take away his looks, and people no longer believed in his grandiose plans for the future, having heard too many in the past that came to naught.

“If he asks us anything, what should we say?” The anxiously whispered question came from his son.

Angus didn’t turn his head or look around to answer. “Don’t say anything. I’ll do the talking.”

“I told you we should have hazed those thirty head back across the fence last week, Pa,” the girl stated calmly.

“And I told you they needed a few more days of good grass, Maggie!” The argument had already been hashed over several times. “Those cows just strayed, that’s all. And we’re just here to cut out our strays, like we always do.”

He reined his horse down to a walk to cross the last few yards to Webb Calder, stopping at a right angle to him. Flashing the man one of his patented smiles, he respectfully touched a finger to the pointed brim of his Stetson.

“Good morning, Mr. Calder.” Angus O’Rourke sounded deliberately cheerful and carefree.

“Angus.” The stone-faced man with the hard eyes simply nodded in response to the greeting.

Irritation rippled through Angus. He was angry with himself for not calling Calder by his first name, and putting them on equal terms. The man had a way of making him feel worthless and a failure. Hell, he was a rancher, too, the same as Calder … in his mind. But Angus hid his bitterness well.

“It’s a fine day, isn’t it?” he remarked with a broad, encompassing sweep of the clear sky. “It’s mornings like this that make you forget the long winter behind you. The meadowlarks out there singing away. Wild-flowers are sprouting up all over, and those little white-faced calves all shiny and new.” It was a few seconds before he realized his prattle was making no impression on Webb Calder. Again, Angus checked his angry pride and hid it behind a smile. “You remember my son, Culley, and my daughter, Maggie.”

Webb Calder acknowledged the boy’s presence with a nod. The black-haired boy paled under the look and mumbled a stiff, “Morning, sir.” Then Calder looked at the girl.

“Shouldn’t you be in school, Maggie?” It was a question that held disapproval.

Actually, her name wasn’t Maggie. It was Mary Frances Elizabeth O’Rourke, the same as that of her mother, who had died four years ago. But having two women in the family with the same name had been too confusing. Somewhere along the line, her father had started calling her Maggie, and it had stuck.

She shrugged a shoulder at the question. “My pa needed me today,” she explained.

The truth was she missed more days of school than she attended. In the spring and fall, her father claimed he needed her to help on the ranch. Maggie had grown to realize that he was too lazy to work as long and as hard as he would have to by himself. The ranch was such a shoestring operation that they couldn’t afford to hire help, so her father took advantage of her free labor.

During the winter, the tractor was broken down half the time, which meant they didn’t have a snow blade to clear the five-mile drive to the road where she could catch the school bus. When her mother was alive, she’d saddled the horses and ridden with Culley and Maggie to the road on those occasions, then met them with the horses when the bus brought them back in the afternoon. But it was always too cold and too much trouble for her father.

Maggie no longer missed going to school. She had outgrown her clothes and had little to wear, except blue jeans and Culley’s old shirts. At fifteen, nearly sixteen, she was very conscious of her appearance. She had tried altering some of her mother’s clothes to fit her, but the results had been poor at best. None of her classmates had actually ridiculed the way she dressed, but Maggie had seen their looks of pity. With all her pride, that had been enough to prompt her into accepting the excuses her father found for her to stay home.

Her mother had been adamant that both of her children receive an education. It was something Maggie remembered vividly, because it was one of the few issues that the otherwise meek woman wouldn’t be swayed from, not by her husband’s anger or his winning charm. So Maggie kept her schoolbooks at home and studied on her own, determined not to fail her mother in this, as her father had failed her so often.

The disapproval that was in Webb Calder’s look just reinforced her determination to keep studying. Maggie made no excuses for what her father was—a weak-willed man filled with empty promises and empty dreams. All the money in the world wouldn’t make her father into the strong man Webb Calder was. It was a hard and bitter thing to recognize about your own father. And Maggie resented Webb Calder for presenting such a stark example of what her father could never be.

Realizing the conversation was going nowhere, Angus O’Rourke turned his gaze to the herd gathered in the hollow of the plains. His face took on the expression of one reluctant to leave good company but had work to be done.

“Well, I see a Shamrock brand or two in the herd.” He collected the reins to back his horse before turning it toward the cattle. “I’ll just cut out my few strays and head them back to their own side of the fence.”

“I’ll have one of my boys help you.” Webb started to raise a hand to signal one of his men.

“We can manage,” Maggie inserted. They may be poor, but she wasn’t short on pride. She’d been taught by her mother never to accept favors unless she could return them someday, and it was ludicrous to think a Calder would ever need a favor from them.

Webb Calder’s hand remained poised midway in the air while he looked silently at her father for confirmation that they wanted no help. “The three of us can handle it,” her father stated to back up her claim, although he would have readily accepted the offer if she hadn’t spoken up.

The hand came down to rest on the saddlehorn. “As you wish, Angus.”

As he turned his horse, Angus flashed Maggie a black look and rode toward the herd. She and Culley trailed after him. Feeling the Triple C riders looking at them, Maggie sat straighter in the saddle, conscious of their overall shabby appearance, from their clothes to their ragged saddle blankets.

From the far side of the herd, Chase watched the motley trio of riders approach. Nate Moore had already passed the old man’s orders around, so he knew one of the three riders was female. Buck let his horse sidle closer to Chase.

“How do you tell which one’s the girl?” Buck’s low voice was riddled with biting mockery.

“It must be the small one.” Chase let a smile drift across his face. “She’s supposed to be the youngest.”

“She’s young, all right,” Buck agreed dryly. “I like my women with a little more age on ’em and more meat on their bones. Crenshaw was telling me this morning that Jake Loman has him a new blonde ‘niece’ working in his bar.”

“That right?” Chase murmured, aware, as everyone was, that Jake’s “nieces” were prostitutes. “That man does have a big family, doesn’t he?”

Buck grinned. “When this roundup is over, you and me are going to have to check her out. She might know some new tricks of the trade.”

“Another week of looking at these cattle, and I’ll be satisfied if all the new girl knows is the old tricks,” Chase replied and turned his horse to head off an errant cow, succeeding in changing its mind about leaving the herd.

By then, Buck had returned to his former position several yards ahead of Chase. And there was no purpose in trying to resume that particular conversation. The O’Rourke family worked the herd to cut out their strays, while Chase and the other riders kept the cattle loosely bunched.




Chapter II

During the noon break, the cowboys switched again to fresh horses from the remuda string held in a rope corral close to the camp. Chase swung his saddle onto a blood bay gelding with a white snip down its nose, and pulled the cinch tight. As he stepped into the stirrup and swung aboard, Buck rode by on a blaze-faced roan.

“Hurry up there, pilgrim. We’re burnin’ daylight,” Buck admonished in a poor imitation of a John Wayne drawl.

Chase held in a sigh. From the day he could remember, Buck had laughed, joked, and grinned his way through each hour. He appeared never to take anything seriously. Reining his horse around, Chase fell in alongside him.

“You’re a hopeless case, Buck,” he declared with a brief shake of his head.

“I know it, but ain’t it fun!” He grinned so often, there were already permanent grooves in his cheeks, and laughter lines fanned into the corners of his eyes. “I’ve been thinking, Chase,” Buck said very sober and straight-faced. “It wouldn’t be right for both you and me to visit Jake’s niece at the same time.”

“Why is that?” Chase gave him a slow sideways look, knowing he was being set up for something.

“Once that little gal gets a look at this face and this body, she’s going to forget you’re even around. That just wouldn’t be fair. We’re practically brothers.”

“Buck, you have to be the most conceited man I know.” There was a rueful lift to one corner of Chase’s mouth, slanting it at a mocking angle.

Buck was acquiring a reputation as a ladies’ man, not wholly unjustified. There was something about his engaging smile and the laughing wickedness in his eyes that the women went for. Through tall tales, wild flattery, and sheer persistence, Buck eventually wore down any woman’s resistance. It wasn’t Chase’s style, although he usually got what he went after, too.

The remark only drew a laugh from Buck. “I’ve told you before, Chase, that I’m really you and you’re really me. My momma just switched us when we were babies so she could have the handsomest one for her own,” he said, repeating his often-told theory with a twinkling look.

“Is that right?” Chase mocked his friend with a challenge. “Then why is it you have curly hair and blue eyes like Miss Ruth, instead of brown hair and eyes like me and my dad?”

“Hell, I ain’t figured that out, either!” Laughter peeled from Buck’s throat, ringing loud and hearty.

The thunder of running hooves attracted their attention to the herd they were approaching. A cow had been separated from the others, a Shamrock brand on its hip. Now it was bolting for freedom, its tail high in the air. Pursuing it was the young O’Rourke girl. Chase watched her force the cow to turn, then manhandle her horse onto its haunches, and roll it back to keep the cow from taking off again, slapping a coiled rope against her thigh.

“That little gal sure can ride,” Buck remarked. “She’s making that heavy-headed nag do things it didn’t know it could do.”

“You spoke too soon,” Chase said as the cow made another lunge for freedom. When the girl stopped the horse and tried to haul it around on a pivot, the bay couldn’t get its legs under itself and lost its balance. The girl was catapulted from the saddle as it went to its knees. She hit the ground hard and didn’t immediately move. “I’ll see if she’s okay.” Chase spurred his horse forward.

Half a dozen other riders had seen the spill, too. If the downed rider had been a man or a boy, they would have waited to let him get up on his own. But the fallen rider was a girl, and that made all the difference.

Chase reached her first, dismounting and walking to where she was sprawled face down in the grass. She had just started to shakily push herself up from the ground. Her hat was knocked askew, but the coiled lariat was still in her hand.

“Are you hurt?” he asked.

“No.”

He heard the broken, airy sound to her voice and guessed she’d had the wind knocked out of her. Bending, Chase took hold of her arm. “I’ll help you up.”

As he began to lift her, he reached with his other hand to catch her under the opposite arm and stand her up. The unbuttoned jacket was hanging open. When his hand slipped inside, it closed around a soft, budding breast. For an instant, he was stunned by the rounded shape hidden under the oversized clothes.

Before he could move his hand, she had found her feet. “Take your dirty, lousy paws off me!” She knocked his arm down. The violence of her action caused her hat to fall off, and a swathe of long black hair spilled free to ripple in black waves nearly to her waist. “What do you think you’re doing?”

Chase released her arm. “I’m sorry, Miss.”

As he apologized, his dark eyes were taking in the changes in her appearance, the mass of black hair, the embarrassed flush to her cheeks, and the blazing fires in her angry green eyes. Perhaps his apology would have been accepted if his curious gaze hadn’t wandered down to her opened jacket, trying to see the jutting roundness his hand had felt.

The coiled lariat was in her right hand. She lifted it to strike at him, a stream of abuse coming from her lips. Chase raised his arm to ward off the blow and backed up. But she came after him, whipping him with the coiled rope. He shielded himself with upraised arms and continued to retreat.

“I told you I was sorry,” he reminded her tersely, holding his anger while feeling like a fool for being beaten up in front of all these men by a young girl.

“Oowee! Look at that little gal give Chase hell!” Buck’s voice taunted from the sidelines, where the other riders were smiling and chuckling at his predicament. “Go after him, honey!”

That did it. The next time she swung the rope, Chase ducked it and grabbed her wrist, wrenching the lariat from her grip with the other hand. When she tried to hit at him with her free hand, he captured it, too. Her head was thrown back to glare up at him, her breath coming in short, angry spurts.

“You crazy little spitfire, stop it!” Chase shook her hard once. “If you don’t start behaving yourself, I’m going to use this rope on your backside.”

Her eyes dared him to try. “Give me my rope,” she ordered.

The heat of anger—or something equally as violent—was running through his veins. Chase didn’t take time to sort it out. All his muscles were coiling into tight bands, a raw tension building inside of him and seeking an outlet.

“Maggie!” Angus O’Rourke came striding up to take the matter out of Chase’s hands. “What on earth were you doing, girl?” Chase released her into his custody and took a wary step away. “Now you are going to apologize to Mr. Chase Calder for making him look like a fool in front of all these men,” Angus ordered.

Chase didn’t feel the last phrase was necessary. It was a little man’s dig at the public humiliation of a big rancher’s son. His jaw hardened as the girl’s eyes swept the onlooking group of riders before returning to him with a taunting gleam. A nerve twitched along his cheekbone, the only visible indication of his inner feelings.

“Tell him you’re sorry,” her father urged.

Chase knew she wasn’t a damned bit sorry, and neither was O’Rourke. He wouldn’t accept an apology forced from her. “Let it ride, O’Rourke,” he mumbled, and walked to his horse.

Buck was on the ground, holding the reins to both his and Chase’s mount. He handed the latter to Chase, his blue eyes dancing with wicked mischief. Buck said nothing, wise to the taut control Chase was exercising over his anger.

While Chase mounted, the girl had turned her back to him and was winding her black hair into a coil to fit under the tall crown of her hat. With that accomplished, she swung into her saddle and rode off with her father, not glancing again in Chase’s direction.

“You sure did have your hands full with that wildcat,” Buck commented, deciding a safe amount of time had passed. “What set her off, anyway?”

“I rubbed her the wrong way,” Chase replied coldly.

“Buck!” There was no mistaking the commanding voice of Webb Calder. He rode his horse into the center of the riders. “You heard my order this morning. No swearing in front of the girl. You are on foot the rest of the day.” The punishment was severe for someone like Buck, who thrived on the excitement of horse and rope.

“Hell, it just slipped out!” Buck protested.

“Two days on foot. It slipped out again.”

“What?” Buck gave a vivid display of incredulous astonishment, his arms lifted from his sides in a gesture of innocence. “She can’t hear me, not from clear over there!”

“Three days. That’s for arguing.” Webb never backed down. He was harder on those he liked. Lifting the reins, he started to turn his horse.

Buck’s hands moved to his hips as he shook his head in disgust. “Shi—”

The word was never finished as Webb Calder turned back. “Do you want me to make it four days, Buck?”

He swept the dusty black Stetson from his hand and threw it to the ground. “Sweet jumpin’ jehosaphats!” Buck expelled the words in a rush.

A smile cracked the sternness of Webb Calder’s expression. “Now you’ve got the idea, Buck.” Touching a heel to the horse’s flank, he started it forward.

“Three days,” Buck grumbled.

“I’ll take your horse back to the remuda.” Nate Moore edged his horse up and reached down to grab the trailing reins.

When Chase started to ride away, Buck caught at his bridle to stop him. “Put a word in with your old man. I didn’t do anything to deserve three days.”

“Speak to him yourself.” Chase knew better than to ask a personal favor from his father. Buck knew the rules, but he always believed there was a way around them.

Returning to the herd, Chase took his place while O’Rourke finished his cut. It was a slow business due to the small rancher’s lack of trained horseflesh and the inordinate number of strays in the herd. Any one of a dozen Triple C cowboys could have finished it in a third less time, and all of them were itching to do so, including Chase, but without an order from his father, they sat in their saddles and watched. O’Rourke and his son worked the cows, while the girl held their gather some distance away, beyond the range of Chase’s vision, behind another one of those low rises in the deceptively flat-looking plains. Her image kept slipping into his mind, the coiling tightness within him never fully released.

The branding fires were hot when Angus rode through the herd the last time and found no more Shamrock cattle. He signaled to the ramrod Nate Moore that his cut was finished, and rode out from the Triple C herd. The impatient expressions of the riders indicated that his ineptness had caused an unnecessary delay. His mind had a ready excuse because he couldn’t afford the high-priced cutting horses they rode. Never once did O’Rourke consider the hours of training that went into making such an animal, hours he wouldn’t spend trying to improve the ability of his grade horses.

Angus knew that the delay would work to his advantage, so he convinced himself the slowness had been deliberate. If the Calders were impatient to get on with the work, he would be ignored as an irritating nuisance that was finally out of their way. While he was silently congratulating himself for being so intelligent, he filed away a mental reminder to explain to his son how cleverly he had planned everything.

Angus’ pleasure was fleeting, vanishing the instant he saw Webb Calder positioned between himself and the cattle Culley and Maggie were holding. His throat and mouth became dry, and he could feel his palms sweating. There was no choice but to ride up to Calder. Silently, Angus cursed that the man had no right to sit there like some goddamned king expecting everyone to tremble before him.

“Sorry for the delay, Mr. Calder.” There, he’d done it again, Angus realized in frustration—humbled himself to the man. “We’ll be on our way now.”

Webb Calder made no comment. His gaze swept to the Shamrock cattle bunched beyond him to his left, deliberately drawing attention to them. “I count thirty-seven head, plus calves. That’s quite a number to stray onto Calder grass.”

Nervous sweat was forming beads on his upper lip, but Angus forced out a smile and a laugh. “You know how it is, Calder. A cow sees grass on the other side of the fence and finds a way to get to it. They don’t respect such things as boundaries.” His gaze skittered away from the hard stare to look at the thick grass he stood on. There was enough graze on this range to support half again as many cattle on it than Calder ran. The man should share his plenty with those who had less. “My few head didn’t deprive your herd of any graze,” he added resentfully.

“I don’t graze my pastures to the roots,” Calder snapped and carried the statement no further, but Angus understood the implications of it. He bristled at the inferred criticism that he was mismanaging his land, never admitting the observation was justified. “I’ll buy your story this time that all those cattle strayed. You start riding that fence line, O’Rourke—or my men will do it for you. If you can’t keep your cattle on your side of the fence, I will.”

He paled at the threatening tone. “Culley and I are going to make that fence tight first thing tomorrow, Mr. Calder. You don’t need to have any worry on that score. It’s been a hard winter, and being short of help like I am, I had to let some things slide to take care of others, but you can rest assured, Mr. Calder, that you aren’t going to have any problems with my fence.”

“I know I won’t.” Webb reined his horse away and urged it into a canter toward his herd.

Angus turned his horse in a quarter-circle to watch Calder leave. The quaking was replaced with anger. He spat onto the ground. “The greedy bastard. So high and mighty.” His mouth curled in bitterness. “My day will come. You just wait and see.” He slammed his spurs into his mount and sawed roughly on the reins, spreading the horse’s mouth to keep it from bolting into a gallop toward the bunched Shamrock cattle.

“What did Mr. Calder say to you?” Culley blurted out the question the instant Angus reached them.

“He was just throwing his weight around.” He shifted in the saddle, avoiding his children’s eyes. “Let’s get these cows drifting home.”

Maggie glanced from her father to the disappearing rider and made her own guess about the conversation. Slapping the coiled lariat against her thigh, she started her side of the cattle moving east, while her brother worked the other flank. They would turn them north later, at the river crossing.

Hazing the herd toward home ground required little conscious attention. Maggie’s actions were almost automatic, leaving her a lot of free time to ponder the day’s events. The incident with Chase Calder stood out sharply in her mind, partly because she had been so embarrassed to have taken that spill in front of so many expert riders, and partly because they’d come to her aid because she was a girl, thus, supposedly less able to take care of herself.

But mostly it was because of those fleeting seconds when Chase Calder’s hand had inadvertently closed on her breast. The strangeness of the sensation had tingled through her like an electric shock, exciting in the frightening kind of way that something forbidden usually is. Her initial anger had been a direct result of that rush of panic.

Then, when she’d looked into his face and seen the recognition of her as a woman, she’d been hurt because he hadn’t seen it before. Had she been beneath his notice? She’d seen him more than half a dozen times in the last couple years when she’d gone to town for supplies. Hadn’t he ever looked at her before?

She would have been less than honest with herself if she hadn’t admitted that she had watched him with a certain amount of interest. After all, he was a rich, young, rancher’s son, the object of a lot of girls’ fantasies. Even discounting who he was, Chase was roughly good looking in the Calder way.

Her glance strayed down to the baggy Levi’s she was wearing. She wasn’t always going to wear somebody else’s clothes. She wasn’t going to live the kind of life that her mother had known with her father. She was going to be somebody—the lady her mother had always wanted her to be—someone important. People were going to go out of their way to speak to her on the street and not shake their heads in pity when she went by.

Her mother. She had been such a gentle woman, so slim and fragile, old before her time. Maggie had been only twelve when she died. The cause of death had officially been attributed to pneumonia, but Maggie knew her mother had literally worked herself to death. She could remember her clearly—always working from the dark of morning to the dark of night, always struggling to maintain a decent home for her family, always defending her husband’s failures, and never complaining. Maggie had grown up protective of her mother, quick to defend her when her father complained that dinner wasn’t on the table the minute he walked in. She didn’t condemn her mother for her self-effacing attitude; rather, she considered her mother had been misguided. There was nothing self-effacing about Maggie.

Ambition burned in her. Not the dreamy kind her father had. Hers was fierce and consuming, driving her to obtain an education even without regular schooling, and to secret away nickels and dimes she had squeezed out of the slim amount her father gave her to buy their food. Someday she’d have the money saved to leave, and no one was going to stop her.

Maybe she would come back someday, wearing one of those elegant dresses like the models in the fashion magazines. She’d love to see the looks on people’s faces. She smiled just thinking about it.

The point where they would ford the river was just ahead on their left. Maggie fell back to the rear of the herd as they angled the cattle toward the bank, bunching them closer together. The river was as high as it was ever going to get. Winter run-offs and spring rains made it chest-deep, except where there were deeper pockets. At the ford, the river ran wide and shallow, from ankle-deep most of the year, to thigh-deep in the spring.

The clean, clear sight of it winking at her through the cottonwoods on the banks reminded Maggie how grimy and sweaty she was. They’d been without running water in the house for almost two weeks since the pump to the water well broke down. Her father had been tinkering with it—with no success. She’d been hauling what water they needed from the barn, which was supplied by a different well. The prospect of hauling and heating enough water for a bath seemed daunting in light of the chores to be done and the supper still to be prepared when they reached home.

The riverbank began to slope gently to the water, worn down by years of crossings. They turned the cattle down the slope, bunching them tightly. The leading cows balked at entering the water. Yipping and whistling, they pushed the rear ones forward, forcing the leaders into the water. The crossing was accomplished with little fuss, the sluggish current offering no problems.

Maggie dropped back to ride beside her father. From this point on, it was an easy mile’s ride to the fence line. Between her father and Culley, they could handle the cattle with no difficulty. Having risen at daybreak to help with the morning chores and working every hour since, Maggie felt entitled to a half-hour or more of respite and the chance to actually immerse herself in water instead of merely sponging off the day’s dirt.

“You and Culley can take them on from here,” Maggie said.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Her father shot her a challenging look.

“Swimming.” She tossed the answer over her shoulder as she reined the horse away from him and back toward the river.

“There’s work to be done!” he shouted.

“I’m sure it will be waiting for me when I get home.”

“I didn’t keep you home from school today so you could swim in the river,” he called after her.

As she rode away, Maggie didn’t look back or give any sign that she’d heard him. Angus shook his head in frustration. He just didn’t understand that girl—always talking back to him, never showing him any respect. She was the image of his dear, sweet Mary Frances, but she had neither her gentleness of spirit, nor her softness.

Lord knows, he’d tried his best to be a good father to her. They had a place to sleep and food on the table. He’d promised to buy her all the clothes and pretty things a young girl should have. Nothing he ever did was enough for that girl. She was a regular hellion; never gave him a minute’s peace.

Now, Culley was a good lad. He always listened and understood why things were the way they are. Angus wished Maggie were more like her brother. But Culley was a boy. It was easier to relate to a son. A father had to choose his words so carefully with a daughter. If Mary Frances were alive, she’d explain things to Maggie and make her understand that it wasn’t his fault they were poor. It was men like Webb Calder who wouldn’t give a man a chance to get ahead in this world.
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