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“Happy Anniversary,” Ty murmured.

“A few years back, right here in this house, you told me something that I have never forgotten. You said, even though you could ride like a man and work like a man, that didn’t mean you didn’t like flowers and candy.”

It was then that Jessy noticed the small, beribboned box of expensive chocolates, placed next to one of the settings. Completely lost for words and too choked with emotion to utter them anyway, Jessy could only look at him.

Eyes swimming with tears, Jessy stood there for a long second, more touched by this simple gift than words could express. But she had never been good with words. By nature, she was a woman of action.

Her feet didn’t feel as if they touched the ground as she crossed the space and into his arms. His mouth came down, claiming hers in a kiss, filled with that slow, deep-burning warmth that had always been between them. It was the kind that steadied rather than shook, the kind that strengthened rather than weakened, that brought boldness rather than hesitancy. That was the magic of it, and the power.

He lifted his mouth a fraction of an inch, to murmur against her lips, “Dinner won’t be ready for another twenty minutes.”
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PART ONE

Montana green grass is what done it. 
It brought that first Calder here. 
He staked a claim 
In the Calder name. 
But there’s an area where the title ain’t clear.





Chapter One

The grass ocean rippled gold under a strong summer sun. The dirt track that cut a straight line through the heart of it was a small portion of the mile upon mile of private roads that crisscrossed the ranching empire of the Calder Cattle Company, better known in Montana as the Triple C.

It was a land that could be bountiful or brutal, a land that bent to no man’s will, a land that weeded out the weak and faint of heart, tolerating only the strong.

No one knew that better than Chase Benteen Calder, the current patriarch of the Triple C and a direct descendant of the first Calder, his namesake, who had laid claim to nearly six hundred square miles of this grassland. Its size was never something Chase Calder bragged about; the way he looked at it, when you were the biggest, everybody already knew it, and if they didn’t, they would soon be told. And the knowledge would carry more weight if he wasn’t the one doing the telling.

To a few, the enormity of the Triple C was a thing of rancor. The events of recent weeks were proof of that. The freshness of that memory accounted for the hint of grimness in his expression as Chase drove the ranch pickup along the hard-packed road, a rooster tail of dust pluming behind it. But the past wasn’t something Chase allowed his mind to dwell on. Running an operation this size required a man’s full attention. Even the smallest detail had a way of getting big if ignored. This land and a long life had taught him that if nothing else.

Which was likely why his sharp eyes spotted the sagging wire caused by a tilting fence post. Chase braked the truck to a stop, but not before the pickup clattered over a metal cattle guard. He shifted into reverse, backed up to the cattle guard, stopped, and switched off the engine.

The full force of the sun’s rays beat down on him as Chase stepped out of the truck, older and heavier but still a rugged and powerfully built man.

The sixty-plus years he carried had taken some of the spring from his step, added a heavy dose of gray to his hair, and grooved deeper creases into the sun-leathered skin around his eyes and mouth, giving a crustiness to his face, but it hadn’t diminished the mark of authority stamped on his raw-boned features.

Reaching back inside the truck, Chase grabbed a pair of tough leather work gloves off the seat and headed toward the section of the sagging fence six posts from the road. Never once did it occur to Chase to send one of the ranch hands back to fix the problem. With distances being what they were on the Triple C, that was the quickest way of turning a fifteen-minute job into a two-hour one.

With each stride he took, the brittle, sun-cured grass crackled under foot. Its stalks were short and curly, matting close to the ground—native buffalo grass, drought-tolerant and highly nutritious, the kind of feed that put weight on cattle and was a mainstay of the Triple C’s century of success.

The minute his gloved hands closed around the post in question, it dipped drunkenly under the pressure. The three spaced strands of tightly strung barbed wire were clearly the only thing keeping it upright at all. Chase kicked away the matted grass at the base and saw that the wood had rotted at ground level.

This was one fence repair that wouldn’t be a fifteen-minute fix. Chase glanced toward the pickup parked on the road. There was a time when he would have carried steel fence posts and a roll of wire along with other sundry items piled in the truck bed. But on this occasion, there was only a toolbox.

Chase didn’t waste time with regret for the lack of a spare post. Instead he ran an inspecting glance along the rest of the fence, following its steady march over the rolling grassland until it thinned into a single line. In that one, cursory observation, he noticed three more places where the fence curved out of its straight line. If three could be spotted with the naked eye, there were undoubtedly more. It didn’t surprise him. Fence mending was one of those never-ending jobs every rancher faced.

When he turned to retrace his steps to the pickup, he caught the distant drone of another vehicle. Automatically Chase scanned the narrow road in both directions without finding a vehicle in sight. But one was approaching, of that he had no doubt.

It was the huge sweep of sky that gave the illusion of flatness to the land beneath it. In reality the terrain was riven with coulees and shallow hollows, all of them hidden from view with the same ease that an ocean conceals its swales and troughs.

By the time Chase reached his truck, another ranch pickup had roared into view, coming from the west. Chase waited by the cab door, watching as the other vehicle slowed perceptibly then rolled to a stop behind Chase’s pickup. The trailing dust cloud swept forward, briefly enveloping both vehicles before settling to a low fog.

Squinting against the sting of dust particles, Chase recognized the short, squatly built man behind the wheel as Stumpy Niles, a contemporary of his and the father of Chase’s daughter-in-law. Chase lifted a hand in greeting and headed toward the truck.

Stumpy promptly rolled down the driver’s side window and stuck his head out. “What’s the problem, Chase?”

“Have you got a spare fence post in your truck? We have a wooden one that’s rotted through.”

“Got it handled.” Stumpy scrambled out of the truck and moved toward the tailgate with short, choppy strides. “Can’t say I’m surprised. Just about all them old wood posts have started rottin’. It’s gonna be one long, endless job replacin’ ’em.”

And expensive, too, Chase thought to himself, and pitched in to help the shorter man haul the steel post as well as a posthole jobber out of the truck’s rear bed. “I don’t see where we have much choice. It’s got to be done.”

“I know.” Already sweating profusely in the hot summer sun, Stumpy paused to drag a handkerchief from his pocket and mop the perspiration from his round, red face. “It ain’t gonna be an easy job. The ground’s as hard as granite. It’s been nearly forty years since we’ve had such a dry spring. I’ll bet we didn’t get much more than an inch of moisture in all the South Branch section.”

“It wasn’t much better anywhere else on the ranch.” Like Stumpy, Chase was remembering the last prolonged dry spell the ranch had endured.

Stumpy was one of the cadre of ranch hands who, like Chase, had been born on the Triple C. All were descended from cowhands who had trailed that original herd of longhorn cattle north, then stayed on to work for the first Calder. That kind of deep-seated loyalty was a throwback to the old days when a cowboy rode for the brand, right or wrong, through times of plenty and times of lean. To an outsider, this born-and-bred core of riders gave an almost feudal quality to the Triple C.

Chase shortened his stride to walk alongside Stumpy as the pair tracked through the grass to the sagging post. “Headed for The Homestead, were you?” Stumpy guessed, referring to the towering, two-story structure that was the Calder family home, erected on the site of the ranch’s original homestead.

Chase nodded. “But only long enough to clean up before I head into Blue Moon. I’m supposed to meet Ty and Jessy for supper as soon as they’re through at the clinic.”

“The clinic.” Stumpy stopped short. “Jessy’s all right, isn’t she?”

“She’s fine.” Smiling, Chase understood Stumpy’s fatherly concern. “Ty was the one in for a checkup.”

Stumpy shook his head at himself and continued toward the rotted post. “It’s them twins she’s fixin’ to have. It’s got me as nervous as a long-tailed cat in a roomful of rockin’ chairs. There’s no history of twins bein’ born in either side of our family. Or at least none that Judy and me know about,” he said, referring to his wife.

“It’s a first for the Calder side, too.” Chase looked on while Stumpy set about digging a hole with the jobber. “Although I can’t speak for the O’Rourke half.”

The comment was an oblique reference to his late wife Maggie O’Rourke. Even now, so many years after her death, he rarely mentioned her by name and only among the family. This belief that grief was a private thing was one of many codes of the Old West that continued to hold sway in the modern West, especially in Triple C country.

“Twins,” Stumpy murmured to himself, then grunted from the impact of the twin blades stabbing into the hard dry ground. He scissored the handles together to pick up the first scoop of soil, then reversed the procedure to dump it to one side. “Look at that,” he complained. “The top two inches is nothin’ but powder. It’s dry, I tell you. Dry.” It was a simple observation that was quickly forgotten as he reverted to his original topic. “According to that ultrasound thing the doctor did, it’s gonna be boys.”

That was news to Chase. “I understood the doctor was only positive about one.”

“Mark my words, they’ll be boys,” Stumpy declared with certainty, then chuckled. “If they take after their mother, she’s gonna have her hands full. They’ll be a pair of hell-raisers, I’ll wager—into everything the minute you turn your back. Why, from the first minute Jessy started crawlin’, she was out the door and into the horse pens. She dealt her mama fits. If you ask me, it’s only right that she gets back some of her own.” He glanced at Chase and winked. “It’s for sure you won’t be complaining anymore about The Homestead bein’ too quiet since Cat got married and moved out. By the way, how’s the little man doin’ since . . . things quieted down?”

The thwarted kidnapping of his five-year-old grandson Quint was another topic to be avoided from now on. But Chase knew it had left him three times as wary of those outside the Calder circle. After all, not only had the security of his home been breached, but Calder blood had been spilled as well.

“Kids are pretty resilient. Quint is doing fine.”

“Glad to hear it.”

“With any luck, Ty will finally be able to throw away that sling today and start using his arm again.”

The twin spades of the jobber whacked into the hole. Stumpy rotated the handles back and forth to carve out another chunk of hard soil. After it was removed, Stumpy took a look and decreed, “That should be deep enough.” He laid the jobber aside and took the steel fence post from Chase. “I thought the doctors originally told Ty he’d have to have that arm in a sling for six weeks. That bullet he took totally shattered his shoulder. Them surgeons had to rebuild the joint from scratch.”

“True, but Ty figures four weeks is long enough. We’ll see if he manages to convince the doctor of that.”

Stumpy grinned. “He’s probably hopin’ he’ll persuade Doc to split the difference and let him take it off in another week.”

“Probably.”

“That reminds me.” Stumpy paused in his securing of the post. “I ran into Amy Trumbo at noon. She tells me that O’Rourke’s bein’ released from the hospital today. Is that true?”

“Yeah, Cat went to get him. She should have him home before dark.”

Chase remembered much too vividly that moment when he realized one of the kidnappers had shot his son. He saw again, in his mind, the brilliant red of all that blood, the desperate struggle to stop the bleeding and the gut-tearing mixture of rage and fear he’d felt.

But his son Ty hadn’t been the only one to suffer at the hands of the kidnapping duo; Culley O’Rourke, his late wife’s brother, had also been shot—in his case, multiple times.

Stumpy wagged his head in amazement. “I still don’t know how in hell O’Rourke survived.”

“He’s got more lives than a barn cat.” Chase couldn’t honestly say whether he was happy about it or not. There had never been any love lost between the two men. At the same time, he knew that O’Rourke lived only for Cat, Chase’s daughter and O’Rourke’s niece. Maybe it was Cat’s uncanny resemblance to Maggie. And maybe it was just plain love. Whatever the case, O’Rourke was devoted to her. And like it or not, Chase had O’Rourke to thank for his part in getting young Quint back, unharmed.

“I guess O’Rourke will be stayin’ at the Circle Six with Cat and Logan.” Stumpy scooped dirt around the post with his boot and tamped it down.

“That’s Cat’s plan anyway. But you know what a lone wolf O’Rourke is,” Chase said. “My guess is that it’ll only be a matter of days before he’s back on the Shamrock.”

“Is he strong enough to look after himself?”

“Probably not, but that means Cat will burn up the road, running between Circle Six and Shamrock, making sure he’s all right and has plenty of food on hand.” Noting that Stumpy had the job well in hand, Chase took his leave. “I’d better get moving before Ty and Jessy wonder what happened to me.”

As he took a step away, Stumpy called him back, “Say, I’ve been meanin’ to tell you, Chase—do you remember that young bull Ty sold to Parker from Wyoming last year? The one he wanted for his kid’s 4-H project.”

“What about it?”

“He walked away with the grand championship at the Denver stock show.”

“Where’d you hear that?” Chase frowned.

“From Ballard. He hit the southern show circuit this past winter, hirin’ out to ride in cuttin’ horse competitions and doin’ some jackpot ropin’ on the side. That’s how he happened to be in Denver. He saw a good-lookin’ bull with the Triple C tag and started askin’ questions.” Stumpy’s grin widened. “It was grand champion, imagine that. And that bull was one of our culls—a good’n, but not the quality of the ones we kept.” With a wave of his hand, he added, “You need to tell Ty about it. As proud as he is of the herd of registered stock we’ve put together, he’ll get a kick out of it.”

“I’ll tell him,” Chase promised.

The high drone of a jet engine whined through the air, invading the stillness of wind and grass. Automatically Chase lifted his head and scanned the tall sky. Stumpy did the same as Chase and caught the metallic flash of sunlight on a wing.

“Looks like Dyson’s private jet.” Stumpy almost spat the name. “Coal tonnage must be down, and he’s comin’ to crack some whips. You notice he’s makin’ his approach over pristine range and not the carnage of his strip mines.”

“I noticed.” But Chase carefully didn’t comment further.

“That’s one family I’m glad we’ve seen the back of.”

Chase couldn’t have agreed more, but he didn’t say so. Ty’s marriage to Dyson’s daughter Tara had been relatively brief. Looking back, Chase knew he had never truly approved of that spoiled beauty becoming Ty’s wife, although Maggie had. To him, there had always been a cunning quality to Tara’s intelligence, a quickness to manipulate and scheme to get what she wanted. Thankfully Tara was part of the past, another subject to be put aside, but not forgotten.

Yet any thought of Tara and that troubled time always aroused a sore point. Chase had yet to obtain title to those ten thousand acres of government land within the Triple C boundaries. The memory of that hardened the set of his jaw, a visible expression of his deepening resolve.

Without another word to Stumpy, Chase walked back to the ranch pickup, climbed in, and took off in the direction of The Homestead.

A cluster of old buildings crowded close to the shoulder of the two-lane highway that raced past them. A roadside sign to the south of them, its face pockmarked with bullet holes, identified the unincorporated town of Blue Moon. Long gone was the grain elevator that had once punctuated the horizon. It had been bulldozed to the ground years ago—as had the dilapidated structures that once occupied the back streets. In their place were a few modern brick buildings, a scattering of new houses, and a trailer court to house the employees of Dy-Corp’s nearby strip-mining operation.

These were the changes Chase always noticed when he drove into Blue Moon, like the fresh coat of paint on the exterior of Sally’s place. The combination restaurant and bar had long been the sole watering hole for the surrounding area. In his youth, the site had been the home of a roadhouse complete with whiskey, women, and gambling. Prior to that, it had been a general store and saloon, established by the town’s first settler, Fat Frank Fitzsimmons.

Fat Frank was also the man who nailed up the first sign, dubbing the location Blue Moon. Local legend had it that the name was a gift from a passing cowboy who predicted failure for Fat Frank’s fledgling establishment, declaring that people came this way only once in a Blue Moon.

Blue Moon was still a place rarely visited by strangers, as evidenced by all the local license plates on the vehicles parked in front of Sally’s. Chase found an empty space and pulled his truck into it.

Sally Brogan, the restaurant’s proprietress, was at the cash register when he walked in. Her face lit up with pleasure the instant she saw him, a special light shining in her blue eyes, one that was reserved especially for Chase Calder. A widow of a Triple C ranch hand, Sally had fallen in love with Chase years ago and didn’t bother to hide it anymore, even though she knew friendship was all he offered in return.

“You’re late.” Self-consciously she smoothed a hand over the front of her apron, as if the years hadn’t added a few pounds to thicken her waist and turned her copperred hair to a striking snow-white. “Ty and Jessy were just about to give up on you and order.”

“I got on the phone and the call took longer than I expected.”

Over the years, Sally had come to know Chase in all his moods. That hard, preoccupied look to his eyes was one she instantly recognized.

“Trouble?” she guessed instantly.

As if catching himself showing his feelings a little too plainly, he threw her a quick smile, his dark eyes lighting up for the first time. “Nothing that I haven’t been dealing with for years.”

“Old troubles are always with us.” Sally came out from behind the cash register. “It’s when new ones come along that I worry.”

“You’re probably right.” Chase waited to let her walk him to the table where Ty and Jessy waited.

Out of habit, Chase ran an inspecting glance over his tall, broad-shouldered son, seated next to Jessy. The unmistakable stamp of a Calder was there in his dark hair and eyes, and in the hard, angular cut of his features. On the green side of forty, Ty was a man in his prime. Best of all, except for the sling holding his left arm, Ty was the image of robust vigor. Chase could no longer detect any trace of the sickly pallor that had lurked below the deep tan of his son’s face. There was a sense of genuine relief in that.

Beside Ty sat Jessy. As always, when Chase’s glance fell on this slender woman with honeyed-gold hair, he experienced a mixture of satisfaction and approval. As slim and long-legged as a boy, she possessed a subtle beauty that went beyond simple good looks. There was a strength and a steadiness about her that radiated an aura of calm. Jessy wasn’t the kind of woman to lead a man—or be led by him. But she would stand tall at his side. More than that, Jessy had been born and raised on the ranch. Like the rich tough grass that was the Triple C’s wealth, her roots were sunk deep in Calder soil.

A better mate Chase couldn’t have picked for his son. Or a better mother to his grandchildren, Chase thought as he took note of the protruding roundness of her stomach, made all the more obvious by her boy-slim figure.

“It’s about time you got here,” Ty declared as he slid a possessive hand across the back of Jessy’s shoulders. “Jessy was ready to faint with hunger.”

“That’ll be the day.” Skepticism riddled his response. With a nod to Jessy, Chase pulled out a chair on the other side of his son and sat down.

“I’ll get you some coffee.” Sally started to move away from the table.

“Better take our order first. I wouldn’t want Jessy keeling over for want of food.”

A small, answering smile curved Jessy’s mouth at the twinkling glance Chase sent her direction. But some shading in her father-in-law’s expression told her that he had more serious matters on his mind. She doubted that a direct question would elicit a direct answer. In that she knew her father-in-law well. Whatever was on his mind, he would get around to telling them about it in his own good time.

Instead, she waited until Sally had taken their food orders then asked, “What kept you?”

“I got tied up on the phone,” Chase replied, a telltale grimness coloring his words. He leaned back in his chair and began pushing around the silverware in front of him.

“With who?” Ty asked curiously.

Chase grunted at the question, his mouth twisting in a smile that was without humor. “Which time?” He correctly interpreted the question in Ty’s raised eyebrow. “I called to find out what progress had been made in getting title to that land—and ended up getting the runaround.”

“They’re no closer, then,” Ty concluded.

“Nope.” With that said, Chase made an effort to throw off the dark mood and flicked a finger in the direction of Ty’s sling. “I see you still have that contraption around your arm.”

“It’ll come off next week.”

“Actually,” Jessy inserted, “Ty informed the doctor that if it didn’t, he was taking it off.”

“And I meant it,” Ty stated, on the irritable side. “Four weeks of going around with a wing instead of an arm is long enough. It’s time I started using it again.”

“The doctor said he’ll need at least two months of physical therapy,” Jessy told Chase.

“Getting back to work is the only therapy I’ll need,” Ty replied.

“We’ll see.” Wisely Jessy didn’t argue the point.

Ty flashed her a look of annoyance. Then his eye was caught by the serene calm of her expression. Just the sight of her seemed to be enough to smooth everything inside of him. Almost against his will, a smile twitched at the corners of his mouth.

“Okay. I admit I’ll need some therapy,” Ty conceded, “but not two months’ worth.”

Most times it was hard to tell what Jessy was thinking. She had always had a man’s way of hiding her feelings. But not this time. The glance she slid him was alive with a mischievous sparkle.

“You’re just cranky because you hate not being able to cut your own meat at the table.”

The teasing jibe was all too accurate, and brought a fresh surge of irritation. “It makes me feel like a damned child,” Ty grumbled.

Jessy couldn’t resist another little playful dig. “That’s why he ordered Sally’s meatloaf instead of his usual steak,” she told Chase.

“What about my meatloaf?” Sally returned to the table with their dinner salads and coffee for Chase.

Ty shot a warning look at his wife and replied, “Jessy was just telling Dad that’s what I ordered.”

Taking the cue, Jessy changed the subject. “Have you told Chase your news, Sally?”

“What news is that?” Chase glanced from Jessy to Sally, a mild curiosity showing.

Sally hesitated, then proceeded to refill Ty’s coffee cup. “I wouldn’t exactly call it news.” But she was careful not to look Chase’s way. “It’s just that I’ve put the place up for sale.”

“For sale.” A stunned stillness gripped Chase.

“It should hardly come as a surprise.” Secretly Sally was a little pleased by his reaction. “I’ve been talking about selling out for a couple years.”

“Talking about it is one thing.” Chase declared with a frown. “Actually doing it is something else again. What in heaven’s name will you do? You’re too young to retire.” Then another thought hit him. “Where will you live? That apartment upstairs has been your only home for years.”

“More like decades.” Sally finished the thought with a sigh. “To be honest, I haven’t decided where I’ll go or what I’ll do. And I probably won’t until I actually receive an offer. Finding a buyer for a place like this out in the middle of nowhere won’t be easy, you know.”

“I know, but—why list it for sale now?” Chase argued, struggling with a sense of loss he couldn’t name.

“Because I’m tired,” she replied. “Tired of working fifteen, sixteen hours a day, sometimes more. I’m tired of never having a vacation. And the clientele—it isn’t the way it used to be, Chase. Most of the people who come in now are rougher, coarser.”

His expression darkened. “Has somebody stepped out of line?”

“With me?” A laugh bubbled toward the surface even as she glowed at the implied compliment. “Chase, I’m not a young redhead anymore.”

“Just the same, if someone isn’t showing you the proper respect, I want to know about it.”

“Of course.” Suddenly this entire discussion was becoming painful and Sally couldn’t explain why. “Would you like more water, Jessy?”

“Please.”

But Chase wasn’t about to let her slip away so easily. “Are you sure this is what you want to do, Sally?”

She paused. “Chase, when you don’t like your work anymore, it’s time to quit. With any luck, one of the guys working for Dy-Corp has a secret dream about owning a bar and will take this place off my hands. Lord knows they get paid high wages out there.”

“If this is what you want, Sally,” Chase began, clearly unhappy with her decision, “I’ll spread the word around that you’re looking for a buyer. But—it won’t be the same here without you.”

She could have told him she wasn’t necessarily leaving the area. She could have told him a hundred different things, but the words wouldn’t come. Something in his remark had a ring of finality, and it knifed through her. At that instant, Sally knew that she had always secretly feared that if she ever sold the restaurant, she would never see Chase again, that he wouldn’t come see her elsewhere because that would start talk. His comment had all but confirmed it.

“I appreciate your help, Chase.”

When Sally moved away from their table, Jessy wondered if she was the only one who noticed the sudden welling of tears. Every time Jessy observed Sally and Chase together—and the love for the man that shone in Sally’s eyes—it tugged at her heart. She had loved Ty from afar for too many years not to understand and empathize with the ache of that.

The memory of those times prompted Jessy to reach up and caress the strong hand resting on her shoulder, simply because she was his wife and she could. Tara was gone now; no longer did she have Ty caught under her spell.

The front door to the restaurant burst open, followed immediately by the bang of the screen door slamming shut, as loud as the crack of a rifle. Jessy jumped in her chair and half turned in her seat, her glance racing to the entrance.

Something inside her froze at the sight of a slender woman with sable-dark hair. It was Tara, chicly dressed in some blue concoction that looked straight off the pages of a high-fashion magazine.

Maybe it was the old fear that made Jessy dart a look at Ty. She observed the flash of surprise on his face—and something more, something like the pull of attraction. The anger of old resentment and dislike knotted Jessy’s stomach.




Chapter Two

Like a Texas whirlwind, Tara Dyson Calder swept up Sally the instant she spied the older woman.

“Sally. Thank God, you’re here.” Relief quivered through her voice. In the next second, her dark gaze bored into Sally, a kind of frantic distress in her expression that was totally alien to her nature. “Is it true?”

Startled and confused, Sally drew back, “Is what true?”

Tara dragged in a quick breath as if trying to gather her scattered wits. “Ty. I just heard. I’ve been in Europe the past two months—in Tuscany, then the South of France.” She shook her head, realizing none of that was important. “Someone just told me there had been a kidnapping attempt, and Ty was shot. Was he?”

“Yes—”

Tara never gave her a chance to say more. “How badly was he hurt? I demand you tell me. His arm, he isn’t going to lose it, is he?”

“No. He’s fine—”

“Are you certain? I heard—”

This time Sally interrupted her. “I can imagine what you heard. But Ty has almost completely recovered. Don’t take my word for it. You can see for yourself. He’s sitting right over there.” With a wave of her hand, she gestured in the general direction of their table.

Turning, Tara went motionless for a full second, her velvety-dark gaze drinking in the sight of him, her soft lips parting in pleasure and relief. With a practiced grace that had become as natural to her as breathing, Tara glided across the room to the table, clearly blind to anyone else.

Manners, too deeply ingrained to be ignored, brought both Ty and Chase to their feet. But Tara had eyes only for Ty. She was still a stunning woman. Time hadn’t dimmed at all the allure of her dark beauty. Ty could feel the animal pull of it. In some ways, it was all too familiar and, as a result, easier to resist.

“Tara. This is a surprise.” Without thinking, Ty extended a hand in greeting, and felt the smallness and softness of the one she placed in it.

“Ty.” Her voice was all silken emotion, caressing and low, and her dark eyes were bright with promise.

She let her hand stay in his a fraction of a second longer than propriety dictated. An instant later, she noticed the sling, and her expression clouded with a concern that made Ty oddly uncomfortable. “Ty, your arm.” Tara reached a hand toward it, then hesitated as if reluctant to touch his arm in case it might cause him pain.

“The sling comes off next week; then I’ll be good as new.”

“Thank God,” she declared with feeling, a hand theatrically fluttering to her throat. Belatedly Tara noticed Chase standing there. “You are looking well, Chase,” she said in greeting then tilted her head at a coy angle, striking a provocative pose that Ty recognized all too well. “Or isn’t it proper for me to address my ex-father-in-law by his first name?”

“It was good enough in the past; it’s good enough now. How are you, Tara?” Chase inclined his head, but didn’t offer his hand.

“Much better now that I have seen for myself that Ty will be fine,” Tara replied then deigned to acknowledge Jessy’s presence with a glance of cool challenge. “As I’m sure you feel, Jessy.”

Jessy responded with a cool look of her own. “Calders have always been quick to recover.”

But Jessy might as well have been talking to the wall for all the notice Tara gave as she switched her attention back to the two men. “After spending the last two months in Europe, then coming back to hear about the kidnapping attempt—it was such a shock. And when I learned Ty had been wounded—” Tara paused, leaving the sentence dangling to slide him a chiding look. “Honestly, Ty, hasn’t anyone ever told you that ex-husbands are only supposed to be shot by their former spouses?”

Her remark attained the desired reaction as his mouth quirked in a hard, familiar smile. “I guess no one has.”

“Then you need to remember that from now on,” Tara informed him, her eyes sparkling. “Your grandson,” she said to Chase, “I understood that he was unharmed?” The lilt of her voice made it a question.

“That’s correct.” Chase nodded.

“How very fortunate. Poor Cat, she must have been in agony. Is it true that she’s married to the local sheriff? Echohawk, I believe they said his name was.”

“Acting sheriff,” Ty corrected and half waited for Tara to make some slighting comment about either his occupation or native ancestry.

But Tara was too wise to make that kind of mistake. “Well, you can tell Cat for me that my feelings are hurt that she didn’t send me a wedding announcement.”

“I’ll pass that along to her.”

“On second thought, don’t bother,” Tara declared with an airy wave of her hand. “I’ll call and tell her myself as long as I’m here. It’s awful the way we have managed to lose touch these last few years after we were so close.”

“I’m sure Cat would like that,” Ty replied evenly, aware that his younger sister had always been fond of Tara.

“We were about to have dinner. Would you care to join us?” Chase motioned to an empty chair at their table, the invitation intended to prompt her departure.

It backfired.

“How kind of you to ask, Chase. I think I’ll pass on the dinner, but I would love to join you for a cup of coffee and catch up on all the family news.”

Tara took perverse satisfaction in the flicker of irritation that passed so briefly across Chase Calder’s expression. She had no illusions about his opinion of her. Regardless of her welcome—or lack thereof—she had no intentions of leaving until she was ready.

When Chase moved to pull out the empty chair for her, Tara turned away so she could make it appear she hadn’t noticed. Instead she swung around one of the chairs from a nearby table and positioned it so that she could sit between Ty and the loathsome woman he married. Tara hated Jessy. She always had. There wasn’t any doubt in her mind that, if it weren’t for that she-bitch Jessy Niles, there would have been no divorce and she would still be Ty’s wife.

Admittedly she and Ty had encountered some problems in their marriage, but none they couldn’t have worked out. Given enough time, Tara would have seen to it. That’s why she had strung out the divorce so long.

In truth, Tara had ultimately agreed to the divorce only when it became clear that the harder she fought Ty over it, the more determined he became about it. It was hardly surprising. The grass always looked greener in forbidden pastures. Now that he had had a chance to graze on it for a few years, Tara wondered just how much Ty still liked the taste of it. Surely he had wearied of Jessy by now.

After all, the woman was common as dirt, the daughter of an ordinary ranch hand. It was true that the bone structure of her face was quite good, classical in its line. Makeup would have done wonders to enhance it, but one glance had revealed to Tara that Jessy was totally devoid of any, except, perhaps, some lipstick. That same glance also told her that Jessy still didn’t wear the sort of clothes a Calder wife should. Cowboy boots, tan twills, and a sloppy white shirt were hardly suitable attire. Nor did Jessy know how to take care of her skin. Tara had been quick to notice all the feathery lines etched around Jessy’s mouth, nose, and eyes, lines emphasized by the golden tan that came from a failure to use protective sunscreen.

It was beyond question that Jessy suffered greatly in contrast to her. With the two of them sitting side by side, Ty was bound to notice the disparity. Tara was counting on it.

“So how have things been at the Triple C?” Tara angled herself toward Ty, effectively excluding Jessy from their conversation as Chase signaled for Sally to bring a cup of coffee for her.

“Fine.” Ty’s one-word answer was deliberately cool, almost as cold as the accusation in his eyes that seemed to convey he knew what she was up to.

Fully confident of her abilities, Tara was undeterred. “I’m glad some things have gone well for you.” She let her gaze slide to his shoulder sling, paused a beat while she summoned a subtle welling of tears, then gave an expressive little shudder. “Every time I think about that horrible moment when they told me you had been seriously wounded, I”—she lifted her head, letting him see the moisture in her eyes—“I was worried out of my mind about you, Ty. Crazy, isn’t it, after all this time apart.”

His glance fell from her face. “I appreciate your concern—”

“Concern?” Her low laugh was soft with mockery. “I was frantic with worry. Poor Sally must have thought I had taken leave of my senses over the way I grilled her about you when I first arrived. Thank heaven you never saw it. That would have been too embarrassing. Why, the way I was carrying on, a stranger would have thought we were still married.”

“Our divorce was final six years ago,” Ty reminded her smoothly.

“True. Six years, one week, and two days. But who’s counting?” She kept her smile light and playful, but the look in her eyes was something more serious. Truthfully Tara had no idea of the exact date of their divorce, but she doubted that Ty knew it either. “Look.” She raised her left hand, showing him the black opal ring on her finger. “I’m still wearing the engagement ring you gave me. I told you I was going to keep it. Even with the problems we had, we also had some very good times.”

“Dammit, Tara.” He pushed the words through gritted teeth, checked some further angry retort, and ground out instead, “It’s long past time you took that ring off.”

“Now you sound like Daddy,” Tara chided.

“How is your father?” Chase inserted, regarding her with an impenetrable expression.

“Daddy, he’s—”

“Doing quite well, thank you.” The male voice with its distinct Texas twang came from E.J. Dyson. Dressed as usual, in an expensive Western-cut suit and familiar white Stetson, he came to a halt beside Tara’s chair and cast an indulging smile at her head.

She glanced up in surprise. “What are you doing here, Daddy?”

“Looking for you, of course,” he replied then nodded to Chase. “Good to see you again, Calder. And you, too.” His encompassing glance included both Ty and Jessy. “It’s been a while.”

“Yes, it has,” Ty agreed. But it was the worn and weary look about the older man that had Ty narrowing his eyes to make a closer inspection. The man looked every bit of his seventy years and more.

“As you can see, I still have trouble keeping track of my daughter. Some things never change, I guess. Truthfully, I’m not sure I want them to.” E.J. laid a hand on Tara’s shoulder in affection, then turned a smiling glance on Ty. “I understand congratulations are in order for both you and your wife.”

Before Ty could respond, Tara looked up in confusion. “Congratulations? For what? Have I missed something?”

“Jessy is expecting,” E.J. informed her.

For the space of a heartbeat, Tara didn’t react at all. Then, slowly, she turned to look at Jessy. “You’re having a baby?” There was nothing, absolutely nothing, in the brightness of her voice that reflected the hatred that blazed in her dark eyes.

Inwardly, Jessy recoiled from it, but outwardly she maintained a calm composure. “Twins, actually.”

“Twins,” Tara repeated. “How wonderful. And when is this blessed event to be?” She directed the question to Ty.

“Early December.”

“In time for Christmas. Isn’t that perfect timing?” Tara declared then gave Ty one of her patented, sidelong looks. “Papa Ty,” she teased. “I can see you now, passing out cigars. Daddy, we really must remember to send Ty a box of Cuban cigars, so he can celebrate the birth of the twins in style.” Graceful as a doe, Tara rose from her chair and tucked a hand in the crook of her father’s arm. “Daddy’s come to drag me off to some dreary dinner with his mine supervisor, so I might as well leave willingly. Please give my love to Cat in case I don’t have time to call her this trip, will you, Ty?”

“I will.” Ty made a brief show of rising then settled back in his chair when the pair moved away from the table. There was a vaguely preoccupied air about him as he sent Jessy a half-apologetic glance. “With any luck, it will be another six years before we see her again.”

“We can only hope.” Few things ever unsettled Jessy, but the look of pure hatred in Tara’s eyes had.

“That reminds me,” Chase began, “I ran into your father this afternoon.”

He went on to explain about the rotted fence post. After which the conversation moved into a general discussion on the overall condition of the fencing on the ranch, replacement costs, and the massive man-hours the task would require. The subject of Tara wasn’t raised again.

 


 



A three-quarter moon on the wane rode high in the night sky. Its bright glow dimmed the sparkle of the blanketing stars. But the multitude of them was still awesome, stretching from horizon to horizon, from infinity to beyond. Barefoot and clad in a tan sleeper-tee that outlined the growing roundness of her stomach, Jessy stood at the second-floor window of the spacious master bedroom and gazed at the vastness of the Montana night sky.

Below her line of vision was the sprawling collection of outbuildings, barns, storage sheds, commissary, and housing that comprised the headquarters of the Triple C. In size, it was that of a small town, something a stranger might marvel over, but Jessy was too accustomed to it to notice. It had not the mystery of the starry sky.

An intermittent flash of light made a track across the studded blackness, catching her eye. A second later she recognized the red and green glow of navigation lights and knew it was an aircraft banking southward, not a shooting star. Too few planes flew across this empty stretch of the state. At that altitude, logic insisted that the aircraft had to be Dyson’s corporate jet—with Tara on board.

The view somehow marred, Jessy turned from the window just as Ty entered the room. He saw her by the window and paused briefly in mild surprise.

“I half expected you to be in bed.”

“I was headed in that direction, then stopped to do a little star-gazing. It’s a beautiful night out there.”

“To be honest, I’m too tired to care.” He crossed to the brass-edged bootjack and used it to pry out of his boots, one foot at a time. “It feels like it’s been a very long day.”

“Mmmm,” Jessy made an agreeing sound, then she watched while Ty began the laborious, one-handed task of shedding his clothes, something he insisted on accomplishing without assistance. It was a case of male independence and pride.

“You know, I’ve always known we had an exceptional herd of registered Red Angus, but every time I think about one of the bulls we bred walking off with the Grand Championship at the Denver show—” Ty stopped and shook his head, as if the feeling it gave was beyond description. “I think I’ll look up Ballard in the next day or two and make sure he wasn’t feeding your dad a line.”

“Why would he do that? The facts are much too easy to verify.”

“And I’ll do that, too.” Ty scooped his jeans off the floor and tossed them over the arm of a plush chair upholstered in gold damask. “Everybody knows Ballard has shown a tendency to exaggerate in the past.”

Jessy hid an amused smile. “You never have liked Dick Ballard very much, have you?”

Her smile deepened at the way Ty took such pains to avoid looking her way. “I wouldn’t say that. He’s a good hand, fast and sure with a rope, steady and reliable, willing to turn his hand to any work, and sits deep in a saddle.” Ty ticked off the man’s good points, but in his mind, he kept remembering all the times he had seen Ballard sitting at Jessy’s table in the past. “But he’s too quick to chase anything in a skirt.”

“You still hold it against him for making a pass at Cat at the Christmas party a few years ago, don’t you? Good heavens, the man had been drinking, Ty.”

“I know. Just the same, Ballard has always been a little too full of himself.”

“He was that way when he was young,” Jessy agreed. “But all males are in their youth.”

Ty stripped off the last sock and added that to the pile of discarded clothes, then arched her a skeptical look as he stood there in his shorts and undershirt. “Really? I don’t ever recall being that way.”

Her wide mouth curved into a smile. “That’s because you were too busy trying to figure out what it took to be a Calder.”

Ty chuckled in remembrance. “You’ve got that right.”

“At least you finally got the hang of it.” Jessy crossed to the four-poster, canopied bed and began folding back the satin coverlet into a neat bundle at the foot of it.

Ty stared at the flashing gold material for a second, then flicked a glance around the rest of the room. The line of his mouth thinned with displeasure at its look of sleek elegance. “Next month when you and Cat go to buy all the baby things, you need to pick out some different furnishings for in here. It’s time we got rid of all this slick satin and gilded furniture.”

“That suits me,” Jessy replied, and wondered if Ty had noticed she had already removed some of the daintier feminine pieces. But the rest of the master suite was much the way it had been when he and Tara had shared it.

After their separation, he had moved back into his former bedroom and the master suite had sat empty. But with the twins coming, it was clear they were going to require larger sleeping quarters, hence the move into the master suite. But Tara’s hand was visible everywhere Jessy looked. She was never more aware of it than tonight.

With the satin coverlet stowed safely out of the way, Jessy turned back the top sheet and slipped between the covers. Meanwhile Ty turned off the light switch, leaving only the bedside table lamp to illuminate the room.

“One of the first things I want you to do,” he said as he crawled into the wide bed, “is to get rid of this king-size monstrosity. I’m tired of having to search for you when I climb into bed.”

“Is that right?” Jessy scooted closer and rolled onto her side to face him, always careful of his shoulder.

She reached up to caress a fingertip over the black brush of his mustache with its first few strands of gray showing. Jessy had never been one to avoid issues. It was her nature to confront them. All this talk about redoing the master suite was an oblique reference to Tara. The woman was on both their minds, and it was time they faced it.

“She still wants you, Ty,” Jessy murmured and studied him with knowing eyes.

He caught hold of her caressing fingers and pressed them to his lips, then held them against his chest. “Anything that’s out of reach, Tara has always regarded as a personal challenge. And I’m taken. Remember?”

It was never her memory that Jessy questioned, but she played along with him and pretended to give his question heavy thought. “It gets a little faulty at times. Maybe you need to refresh it.”

“With pleasure.” Ty cupped a hand to the back of her head and drew her lips to his mouth.

Drawn against his hard-muscled length, the heat of his body flooded over her, warming the bareness of her long legs. She wound herself closer, responding to the hungry demand of his kiss, understanding it. Like him, she had a desperate need to blot out the past. And this was the way to do it—together, in the darkness.

She pulled away long enough to switch off the lamp and peel off the long T-shirt, then she came back to him, all slim-hipped and naked, her stomach swollen with child as were her once-flat breasts.

 


 



In the skies far to the south, the corporate jet continued to wing its way into the night, on course for Fort Worth. In the lushly appointed cabin, E.J. Dyson sat huddled with his chief financial officer, poring over a set of quarterly reports.

Free at last from the necessity of making conversation, Tara slipped off her high heels and settled back in the plushly cushioned seat, delicately curling her legs beneath her. Briefly her glance strayed to her father, noting his drawn and haggard look. She made a mental note to urge him to slow down, then turned her face toward the porthole window by her seat and gazed into the blackness beyond the panes.

Finally there was time to let her thoughts dwell on that fateful meeting with Ty. A meeting that had been full of such horrible irony.

Tara had never wanted the divorce. Never. At the back of her mind, she had always planned, one day, to win him back, convinced that it would require only a reasonable passage of time in order for her to achieve that goal.

A near sob caught in her throat. Dear God, she had waited too long. She balled a hand into a fist, long nails digging into her palm.

But the truth was—she never truly realized how very much she loved Ty until that shattering moment when she learned he had been shot. It all had become crystal-clear to her in that instant.

For a time, Tara had reveled in the role of the gay, Texas divorcee. But not a single man she met had ever measured up even close to Ty. A discovery she had made too late.

The bitterness of that disappointment didn’t last, giving way almost immediately to an overwhelming rage at the knowledge that Jessy was going to have Ty’s child. Even worse, she was going to have twins.

Ty would never walk away from the mother of his children. That stupid code he lived by wouldn’t allow him to do it.

Not for the first time, Tara cursed herself for not giving Ty a child. She had always known he wanted one, but she had been too worried about the damage it would do to her figure. Now she had lost him forever.

Every ounce of her body screamed that it wasn’t fair.

Suddenly her life stretched before her as miserable and empty as the sky behind the plane’s window.

How could Ty do this to her? Surely he knew how much she loved him. Then came the cold, killing realization that he knew and didn’t care. As disgustingly trite as it sounded, he had dumped her for another woman. Tara couldn’t let him get away with that, not without making him pay. Dearly.




Chapter Three

The bawl of cow and calf traveled across the rolling grass plains mixed in with shouts from ranchhands and the clang and rattle of iron chutes and headgate. High in the vast blue sky, the sun looked on, indifferent to the noisy activity below.

It was preg-check time on the Triple C, a time when every cow was palpated to verify whether she was pregnant or not. It was one of many thankless tasks on the ranch that was completely bereft of glamour. At the same time it was necessary to the operation’s ultimate financial success. No rancher could afford to winter over a cow that remained barren more than two years, or a bull that couldn’t service all his cows. Nor could a rancher afford to wait until the following spring to learn the outcome.

Astride a dun-colored buckskin, Jessy slapped a coiled rope against her leg and herded the last cow out of the holding pen into a long narrow chute that led to the head gate. A cowboy on the ground swung the pen gate shut, trapping the cow in the chute. Outside the pen, a calf bawled a lusty protest over the temporary separation from its mother. The cow answered with an angry bellow of her own.

Ignoring both, Jessy reined her horse away from the scene, her work done for the time being. In past years, she would have been taking her turn on the ground, down there in the thick of the action. But there was too much risk of getting kicked by a range-wild cow. The decision wasn’t prompted by any fear of personal injury to herself, but rather by a concern for the safety of her unborn twins.

As she walked her horse to the main gate, Jessy was joined by the second rider who had worked the penned cattle with her. “That’s the last of this bunch,” Dick Ballard announced, more as a conversation opener than a passing-on of information.

The sandy-haired cowboy liked to talk to anyone about anything. Tall and strong he might be, but not silent. There was nothing braggy in his voice. It had a lazy, conversational pitch to it, and a distinctly cowboy cadence that was warm and friendly.

It was rather like his face, which was otherwise ordinary in its features. Over the years, his sand-colored hair had thinned until he was almost bald on top, but few people noticed that, and not because he wore a hat most of the time. It was because of his eyes, Ballard’s most compelling feature. They were kind eyes, the dark blue color of new denim, always with a sparkle of dry humor lurking somewhere in their depths.

Jessy caught a glimpse of it when she started to reply to his idle remark, but Ballard held up a hand, checking her words.

“Don’t say it. I already know. We’ve got three more bunches to go.”

The line of her mouth softened into a near smile. “This is a cow-calf operation,” she reminded him.

“That’s why I like my job.”

As the pair approached the pen’s gate, it was apparent to both that Jessy was in a better position to maneuver her horse around to open it. And it never occurred to Ballard to do the gentlemanly thing and alter the circumstances. Long before Jessy had married Ty Calder, she had worked as a cowhand. No deference had ever been shown to her, and none was expected. Drawing a man’s wage meant doing a man’s work, regardless of the gender.

Jessy unlatched the gate, swung it open and walked her horse through, then gave the gate a push for Ballard to catch. He caught it, gave it another push, and trotted his horse through.

“I worked one long winter at a feedlot,” Ballard remarked. “The wages were high, plus a full range of benefits. But when spring thaw hit, the mud was so deep in that lot it was halfway up to a horse’s belly. It was nothin’ to wear out three horses doing one morning’s work. It’s the kind of job that’s probably good for a guy with a wife and family, but I couldn’t call it cowboyin’.”

“Isn’t it about time you got married, Ballard?” Jessy let the dun-colored gelding come to a stop by the pen’s fence rails.

“Me? Get married?” He drew his head back in feigned surprise and flashed her a wry grin. “That’s not likely to happen.”

“Why not? I heard you’ve been seeing Debby Simpson.” Jessy had spent too many years of her life razzing cowboys about their love lives, or lack thereof, to quit now just because she was the boss’s wife.

“I’ve two-stepped around the dance floor with her a couple of Saturday nights,” Ballard acknowledged. “But marriage just isn’t likely to be in the cards for me.”

“Don’t tell me you’re going to turn into a confirmed bachelor like old Nate Moore was,” Jessy retorted in an absently teasing fashion as her glance strayed to the activity at the headgate.

Old Doc Rivers, the paunch-heavy veterinarian, had completed his examination of the cow. Stepping back, he motioned to one of the hands to release the animal from the stanchion-like gate then turned to wash the fecal matter from the OB glove that sleeved his hand and arm.

“I don’t know about the confirmed part.” Ballard, too, glanced at the vet. “But it’s true, I am a bachelor. Don’t misunderstand, though. I don’t have anything against marriage myself.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“My horse does,” he replied with a straight face, and only the smallest hint of a laughing gleam in his eyes.

Jessy just gave him a look and shook her head. Although Ballard wasn’t among the descendants of families long associated with the Triple C, she had known him for years, certainly enough time to be comfortable with him, and with his attempts at humor.

Years ago, they had gone out together a few times. But Jessy had never regarded it as dating, although others had. In her mind, Ballard had simply stopped by her cabin a few times to shoot the breeze and have some coffee. On a couple of other occasions, he had given her a ride into Sally’s on a Saturday night. There definitely had never been anything remotely romantic about their relationship.

As the last cow was prodded into the headgate, Ballard observed, “Looks like I’ll have time for a smoke.” He reached inside the breast pocket of his yoked-front shirt, pulled out a thin packet, and extracted an even thinner square of paper from it. After returning the folder to its pocket, he reached in the other and came out with a flat tin of loose tobacco.

Jessy’s eyes rounded in amazement as he proceeded to tap a line of tobacco into the crease of the paper square. “When did you start rolling your own cigarettes?”

“About a month ago.” None too deftly, Ballard slipped the tobacco can back in his pocket and began rolling the paper around the tobacco, losing a good bit of it.

“I knew you were tight with a dollar,” Jessy declared. “But I never realized you were so cheap that you wouldn’t buy ready-mades.”

“It’s isn’t the money.” He licked the edge of the paper in an attempt to seal the roll, then began digging in his pocket for a lighter. “I’m trying to quit.”

“So you’re rolling your own?” Jessy wasn’t impressed with his logic.

“Well, you’ve gotta admit—a fella has to want a cigarette really bad before he’ll go through all this rigmarole.” With a snap of his thumb, the lighter flared to life. Ballard held the flame to the tip of the cigarette. The paper end blazed briefly.

Jessy grinned. “One of these times you’re going to burn your nose.”

“There’s that problem, too,” he agreed and puffed experimentally then pulled in a deep drag. “Ty looked me up the other day. Did he tell you?”

“He mentioned it.”

“Did he pass on what I told him?”

“About what?”

“About all the money the Triple C is leaving on the table when you sell registered stock.” Range-wise to the fire hazards of such dry conditions, he kept a hand cupped around the cigarette and deposited its ash in his shirt pocket.

Ty hadn’t said anything at all about that. But knowing how little stock Ty put in anything Ballard said, Jessy wasn’t surprised by the omission. Just the same, she kept her gaze fixed on the headgate and remained silent, fully aware that Ballard would fill the void.

He did. “Whenever the Triple C has registered cattle to sell, they get sold through livestock auctions that are restricted to registered animals. Granted they bring high dollar, for the most part. But they could bring more. You see,” he went on, warming to his subject, “if there’s one thing I’ve learned knocking around the country during the winter months, it’s that people like to brag about the things they own, especially that breed of gentlemen ranchers with more money than brains—at least when it comes to ranching. And as much as one of these guys likes to brag about what a fine bull or pen of cows he just bought, he likes to brag even more about who he bought them from. It’s like these collectors who go in debt over their heads just so they can buy a car once owned by Elvis.”

“Our cattle are always sold as Triple C–bred stock at the auctions,” Jessy reminded him.

“The buyers are told that,” Ballard agreed. “But being told something doesn’t make nearly the impression as buying that stock at a production sale held right here on the Triple C.”

Stunned by his suggestion, Jessy turned in her saddle to stare at him. “You’re not serious?”

“I’m dead serious.” He repeatedly licked his fingers to pinch out the fire in his cigarette before tucking the crumbling butt into his jean pocket. “You’d have to do a lot of advertising and make a big event out of it, but if you did, these bigwigs would fly in from all parts of the country with their checkbooks open.”

“You’re crazy, Ballard.” Now she understood why Ty hadn’t mentioned his wild scheme to her.

“Crazy smart,” he replied with unshaken confidence.

She made a snorting sound of disagreement and turned her head away, facing the front again.

For a long run of seconds, the silence was thick. “I’m right about this, Jessy,” he stated quietly.

“I’m sure you think you are.”

“You’ve got the same problem Ty has—and nearly every single man, woman, and child on the Triple C.”

“I suppose I might as well ask what that problem is, because I know you’re going to tell me anyway,” she stated, letting her impatience with him show.

“First, answer me one question,” Ballard challenged.

“What’s that?”

“How many times have you been off the Triple C? And I don’t mean going into Blue Moon.”

“I’ve been to Miles City a couple of times,” Jessy replied, feeling oddly defensive.

“If you add them all up, I’ll bet you can count all the trips on one hand.”

Unable to deny it, she went on the offensive. “What’s your point.”

“Simple. In ranching circles, every time the conversation gets around to big ranches in the country, Triple C’s name always comes up. But nobody knows much about it. So any talk is always full of rumors and speculations.”

“So?” Jessy prompted, not following him.

“It’s created an aura of mystery about the ranch, made the Triple C into kind of a legend. And no one is sure what is myth and what is reality.”

“Why would they even care?”

“Because it’s big. Over the years, Old Man Calder hasn’t invited more than a dozen people to come here. And none of them were people who mattered. But the few who have been here—when they drop the name ‘Calder’ in a conversation, they have everybody’s attention.”

Jessy didn’t say anything. She was too busy trying to absorb all this new information. She had always known the Calder name carried considerable weight in this part of Montana. But in the rest of the country, too?

“Is this true, Ballard?” she asked, dead serious.

“It’s true. But don’t take my word for it. Ask Ty. Have him tell you what it’s like when he attends regional meetings of the livestock associations. He’s bound to have noticed the stares and whispers when he enters a room, the deference that’s shown him. If he showed up in Texas, it would be the same.”

“I see.” At least, she was beginning to see.

“Your registered cattle are among the best in the land, Jessy. As for your strain of cutting horses, I’ve never forked my leg over better in all my years of competition. And I’ve ridden champions. Ranching is a precarious business nowadays. To be successful, a rancher’s gotta make money any way he can. For years, Chase has done things the old way. I’m not saying that’s totally wrong,” Ballard added quickly. “But if there’s gonna be a Triple C in the years to come, you and Ty might want to take a harder look at the things that are done now, in the New West.”

“Like this production sale you suggested,” she murmured.

“That, and all the marketing and publicity that go with it.”

Jessy didn’t have the first clue how to do any of that. Give her a sick cow and she could doctor it; a broken fence and she could mend it; a rank horse and she could ride; a pair of babies and she could raise and care for them. But production sales, marketing, publicity, those were completely out of her realm of knowledge. Did Ty know?

“You need to take the Triple C name and make it one people shout, not whisper about,” Ballard concluded.

“That’s easier said than done,” Jessy replied, speaking more to herself than to the sandy-haired cowboy.

“Maybe. But there’ll be money in it. Big money.”

Turning, she looked him squarely in the eyes. “Why are you telling us all this?”

His mouth widened in a long grin as he sat slouched in the saddle, both hands resting on the saddle horn. “You mean—what’s in it for me?” Ballard looked off into the distance, his gaze making a sweep of the surrounding plains. “I was seventeen the first time I came here to day work. And I’ve been here on and off ever since. More on than off. This place gets into a man’s system. The bigness of it, and the rawness. I don’t care where you go, there’s no other place like it. But”—he brought his glance back to Jessy—“to answer your question, I guess I’m telling you this because for years I’ve seen the potential here and watched it go untapped. Do you know how frustrating that can be? It can eat a man up. The other day, when Ty asked me about that bull, it was like uncorkin’ a champagne bottle. It all just came bubblin’ out. I suppose I’m repeatin’ it all to you for the simple reason that, when a man knows he has a good idea, he wants everybody else to get on their horses and ride with him. So far, all I’ve seen out of you and Ty is skepticism. What I want is for him to say—you’re right, Ballard; we’re goin’ for it. I’d get a lot of satisfaction out of that, Jessy.”

She believed him. She didn’t know a single cowboy who didn’t welcome a pat on the back for a job well done. Dick Ballard was no exception.

“We do appreciate the information.” She kept her response simple, without commitment.

He nodded. “That’s what I wanted to hear.”

“Hey, Ballard!” somebody yelled from the chute area. “Come give us a hand.”

He lifted the reins to his horse, started to swing his mount to the side, then checked it. “By the way, you might have Ty check out a rumor I heard.”

“What’s that?”

“I was talkin’ with Guy Phelps on the phone the other night. He wants me to ride his cutting horse in a big competition comin’ up in August. According to him, Parker sold a half interest in that bull for close to a quarter million.”

Without waiting for Jessy to reply, he kneed his horse forward, pushing it into a slow trot. She stared at his back, her thoughts reeling at the number.

For the rest of the day she couldn’t get the conversation off her mind. It was late in the afternoon by the time work was wrapped up for the day and Jessy returned to the Triple C headquarters.

From force of habit, she stayed at the barns long enough to unload her horse from the trailer, see that it was rubbed down and fed, and her saddle and gear stowed in the stack room. Only when that was finished did she set out for the house.

But there was no hurry in her stride. Everywhere she looked, Jessy noticed things she had taken for granted her entire life—the neatness of the sprawling ranchyard, all the buildings in good repair, the huge, century-old barn with its massive timbers and rustic look and the summer-gold sea of grass that rolled away from it, its expanse broken only by the towering, green cottonwoods that lined the banks of the river to the south.

Ballard’s remarks had given Jessy a fresh perspective on everything, but especially on The Homestead. It was with these new eyes that she gazed at the imposing two-story structure, built atop a flat knoll of land that elevated it above the rest of the headquarters. A wide porch ran the length of its south-facing front, with towering white pillars rising at intervals from its edge. The grand scale of it should have looked out of place, but anything smaller wouldn’t have suited the site. Jessy understood for the first time that The Homestead was a statement of ownership, a claim of dominion over this vast sweep of land.

When she paused at the bottom of the porch steps, one of the babies moved inside her. She laid a reassuring hand on her stomach, suddenly awed by the thought that The Homestead was only a small part of all that would one day belong to their children.

 


 



As usual, the conversation at the evening dinner table centered around the day’s activity, the tasks accomplished, and those yet to be finished. But Ty was quick to notice Jessy’s lack of participation in the discussion that was normally three-sided. He glanced across the table at her down-turned head, her tawny hair still showing some of the damp gleam from her earlier shower.

“You’re unusually quiet tonight, Jessy,” Ty remarked, then frowned in concern when he observed the way she was pushing the food around on her plate, a direct contrast to her customarily ravenous appetite. “Are you feeling okay?”

“I feel fine.” Jessy gave him one of her calm-eyed looks that told him absolutely nothing. She speared a piece of beef with her fork, then said in a voice that was a tad too offhand, “By the way, I was talking with Dick Ballard today. He heard a rumor about that registered bull we sold Parker, one that he thinks you should check out. Supposedly Parker sold a half interest in the bull for close to a quarter-million dollars.”

Chase reared back his head and scoffed his disbelief, “What fool would pay that kind of money for a half interest in a bull?”

Ty didn’t turn a hair. “Apparently there are a number of fools out there. That isn’t a rumor. It’s the truth.” He intercepted Jessy’s questioning glance and explained, “I was making some calls today and heard that same rumor from more than one source. I did some checking and managed to verify it.”

“Ballard is right then.” Jessy held his glance, leaving Ty in little doubt that Ballard had spoken at length to her about his idea.

“It’s possible.” Ty nodded.

With eyes narrowed in suspicion, Chase looked at first one, then the other. “Right about what?” he challenged. “Why do I have this feeling that something has been discussed that I don’t know about?”

“I planned on talking to you about it after dinner tonight,” Ty admitted. “When I spoke to Ballard the other day, he made some suggestions about ways to increase the ranch’s gross revenue. And its profits.” Ty briefly explained Ballard’s proposal to hold auctions of their registered livestock at the ranch, and watched his father’s expression darken with distaste.

“I’ve been to a couple of those fancy shindigs they call sales. And you’re saying you want to hold one here, on the Triple C?”

“Initially that was my reaction.”

“And now?” The very quietness of Chase’s voice gave it the weight of challenge.

“I don’t like the idea any better than you do. But I think it’s one we should investigate further, put some facts and figures together, and see if there would be a substantial return,” Ty reasoned. “When we sold that bull to Parker, I was more than satisfied with the price he paid. But a quarter of a million dollars for an animal that was inferior to the ones we kept”—he shook his head—“that isn’t something I can easily dismiss.”

“That happens every time a man sells anything,” Chase insisted, but none too convincingly for either of them. “He always wonders if he could have gotten more money.”

“I know. But we’re already operating on an extremely narrow profit margin, and that’s in good years. You string together a few bad years in a row, and we’re in trouble.”

Chase grunted a nonanswer, sliced off another bite of roast beef, then asked, “Exactly what is your proposal?”

“To do some more checking, find out what it would entail in both manpower and facilities, put some numbers to it, and see if it’s something we should seriously consider.”

“What do you think about all this, Jessy?” Chase pinned her with a look.

She met the hard bore of his gaze without flinching. “I think it’s a wise move.”

He considered her answer quietly for moment then nodded with reluctance. “Probably. But I still don’t like the idea of a bunch of strangers descending on us, even for a day.” He sighed and shot a glance at Ty. “If your mother was alive, she’d know how to keep them all organized and happy.”

So would Tara, Jessy realized.
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