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CHAPTER ONE





Live and let live was Leo Denver’s motto, so he paid no mind to the group of cowpokes on the other side of the dusty main street of Hope Town. The men were pushing and shoving in a tight circle, heads down, kicking at something on the ground. From the all yelling and the shooting in the air that was going on, Leo guessed the young men were just in off the trail with some longhorns for the stock market that was held every month at Hope Town, and now they were letting off steam, and why not?


Leo had once been on a cattle drive from southern Texas to the railhead, and if he didn’t remember the celebrations that followed getting the cattle safely on the railway trucks quite so well as the work, he thought that the spree had been the best part of the experience!


His horse Sunshine, a fine palomino, had drawn level with the cowpokes now. Smiling at some of the memories their high spirits evoked, he glanced across at them as he passed. And then he felt as if he’d been punched in the gut. Lying in the dust between the legs of the men was a tiny huddled figure dressed in blue. A figure with waist-length black hair tumbling about her. They’d got a woman down on the ground. A Mexican or an Indian from the texture and the colour of the hair. Leo slid off his horse and moved towards the yelling men with a stride that never faltered.


‘That’s enough now.’


Those nearest to him stopped at once and turned to face him. Leo sized up the expressions on the drunken faces. Unshaved, red-eyed, the lads hadn’t bothered about cleaning up before hitting the town. They looked rough. They looked dangerous. And a rapid count came up with no fewer than twelve of them. But there was the tiny sprawled figure in the dirt to drive Leo on.


‘This ain’t sporting, and I guess you all know it. Why don’t you move on down to Madam Bella’s where the girls are ready for a bit of fun?’


A couple of the cowpokes laughed out loud. All the rest grinned.


‘What? You think you’re playing the gentleman? Rescuing a pretty girl?’


‘Can’t tell if she’s pretty,’ Leo said calmly, ‘but I guess that’s what I’m doing.’


His reply provoked howls of laughter. The laughter sounded wrong. Leo looked from one face to another, trying to read their eyes. There was something about the situation he couldn’t understand. The ringleader put one hand on his waist and flapped the other hand in the air as he addressed his companions.


‘Well, now, he fancies our little treasure. What price the big strong cowboy?’


His cronies thought his remark was hilarious. They laughed, they minced, they cut capers on the dusty street, but it wasn’t until one of them stuck out the toe of his boot and rolled over the unconscious figure that Leo realized what they were finding so funny. He was looking down at the bruised and bloodied face of a Chinaman.


Beating or not, outnumbered or not, Leo probably wouldn’t have initially gotten involved for a man’s sake, but he was in the middle of the situation now, and he would have to handle it. He shook his head and looked rueful.


‘There’ll be trouble all the same if you kill him.’


One of the cowpokes bristled and dropped his hands so that they hovered within reach of his gun.


‘Who cares about a Chink?’


Leo’s own hands dropped as well, floating over the handle of the Navy Colt he wore night and day. Tension sparked between the two men.


The ringleader of the cowpokes stepped up and put out a restraining hand.


‘Leave it, Hank.’


Another voice rose in agreement.


‘Let’s go to Madam Bella’s. It’s girls we want, not little runty Chinamen.’


And the danger was over. The men moved away down the street towards Bella’s, laughing and joshing, one of them pretending to mince. Leo’s brows snapped together, but he decided not to go after him. Insults were unlikely to find much of an ear in a town where everyone knew him.


‘Leo Denver, you’re crazier than a rattlesnake.’


Leo whirled to face the speaker, a large, soft-looking man whose waistcoat spread tightly over a large soft belly and who had a cigar in his soft white hands. Leo couldn’t help laughing.


‘Sheriff Wicks. To the rescue with your usual impeccable timing.’


The soft cheeks flushed.


‘You want to watch that mouth of yours, Denver. I came as soon as I heard there was a disturbance.’


Leo said nothing. Everyone knew the sheriff was pusillanimous. But he had his uses. Leo nodded down at the Chinaman.


‘Well now you’re here, you can take care of him.’


But the sheriff had other ideas.


‘You out of your mind? What in tarnation would I do with a Chinaman?’


‘Put him in jail,’ Leo suggested.


‘And waste the town’s folks’ money?’


It was hot, standing out in the street. Sweat stung Leo’s eyes.


‘Can’t leave him here,’ he countered.


The sheriff’s gaze surveyed the ground. Spread open in the dust was a battered bag made out of canvas with leather handles. It was empty. A few fragments that the thieves had thought worthless or had overlooked lay in the dirt. A wooden comb, a cooking-pot and a few sheets of paper fluttering in the wind. Leo gathered them up. Then he looked at Sheriff Wicks again. The sheriff’s eyes were hard.


‘If that Chink’s got no money, then he’s a vagrant, and I’m entitled to run him out of town.’


Leo didn’t trouble to hide the scorn in his voice.


‘Mighty public-spirited of you, Wicks.’


The sheriff flushed again.


‘That’s the law,’ he muttered, and hurried away down the street as if he was afraid of what Leo might say next.


Leo shouted after him.


‘Wicks, you’re a useless windbag!’


Then Leo looked down at the battered figure that still sprawled unconscious at his feet and scratched his head.


‘I think he’s sick, Leo,’ came a voice behind him. ‘That Chinkie just about fell off the stagecoach when he arrived here and the driver wouldn’t take him no further. Said he might be infectious.’


Every small town has a man like Willy Sticks. Too crippled to work - and the tale of how his legs lost their use was different at every telling - he employed himself with odd jobs, drink, gossip and hanging around. Propelling himself with the sticks that gave him his name, Willy came over to Leo now. The two men looked down at the Chinaman.


‘He looks awful sick,’ Willy observed. ‘I reckon he’ll be a customer for one of Fats’ boxes by the morning.’


Leo hesitated. He didn’t want to get any more involved, but it seemed wrong to walk away, leaving the Chinaman to die in the street. Willy was thinking.


‘Vagrants don’t get boxes,’ he amended. ‘Fats pops them in a special hole. Plip, plop, they all go in together, being as how there’s no one to pay for the funeral.’


Leo made up his mind. He walked across the street to his horse. Sunshine was waiting in the exact spot where he’d dropped the reins. He led the mare back. In the few seconds he’d been turned away, Willy Sticks had bent over the unconscious Chinaman like a vulture.


‘Get your hands off him,’ Leo ordered.


‘There’s nothing in his pockets,’ Willy replied, straightening up with difficulty because of his disability. ‘They rolled him good. Hey, Leo, what are you doing?’


‘I’m taking him to Doc Halliday’s.’


‘What in thunder for? He’ll be dead in a few hours.’


‘I wouldn’t leave a dog to die out in the street like this.’


Leo lifted the Chinaman, slung him face down across the saddle and tipped his hat to Willy, gathering up the reins to move along, but Willy Sticks had one more piece of news for him.


‘Doc Halliday got shot on Thursday and there ain’t no new sawbones yet.’


More bad luck! Leo stood in the hot street for a second, wishing more than ever that he’d never gotten involved, but he knew it would kill the Chinaman to abandon him. Sighing, Leo swung himself up into the saddle behind his burden and turned the palomino’s head for home.


Sunshine was carrying double load and a month’s stores, so he rode at an easy pace. The fierceness had gone out of the sun and the cactus shadows were long before he came in sight of his homestead, the Lucky LD.


Leo was deprecating about his land when he was talking to men like Jake Brody, who ran his beef on better than 1,000 square miles of well-watered land. Saying too much about a quarter section of 160 acres was akin to an Englishman boasting that he had an allotment. But small as it was, Leo was deeply attached to his dust and his rocks and his acres of scrub.


He’d had the place going on eight years now, and the bank manager was starting to concede that making Leo a loan for all that was needed to ranch the place hadn’t been that crazy after all. Leo’s neighbour to the south, Dai Williams, was a good man and between them they’d set up some neat irrigation systems so that Leo was carrying more than twice the head of cattle he’d had the year before.


As he drew closer to home he saw that a buggy stood in the shade of the barn and that the veranda was graced by two female figures. A large stout one in purple, and a deliciously curved one in pink. Bess, his dog, smelt her master and ran out to bark a welcome. The pink figure jumped to her feet and waved frantically.


Leo’s heart jumped like a salmon in his chest and then began to beat far more rapidly than it had when he’d been outfacing twelve drunken men. It was like a sweet dream come true to see Rose Prescott waiting to greet him after a hard day’s work, but in his day-dreams he’d never been so dirty, or so dusty, or carrying an unconscious Chinaman slung over his saddle. Rose’s eyes went directly to his burden. Her blue eyes narrowed in suspicion.


‘Who’s she?’ she demanded.


‘He, it’s a he. And I don’t know.’


Rose’s delicious mouth wrinkled in disgust.


‘Horrid! Oh, Leo! I so need to talk to you!’


He couldn’t help hoping. Just a little. He’d loved Rose since he could remember, but her mama didn’t consider him eligible. It was surprising that she’d brought her daughter to see him now. It hurt him to turn away from Rose’s fragrant and utterly desirable female form, but never in his life had Leo left a horse out in the sun and unwatered when he didn’t have to, and there was the Chinaman to unload as well. Rose didn’t like the delay.


‘I want to talk to you! Leave the horse! Leave that man!’


‘Might as well put him on the sofa now as later.’


Leo wondered if Rose might know anything about nursing. Out West, a lot of women became pretty handy at dealing with the sick. But she took one look at his burden and turned away in disgust.


‘Ugh! Put him in the barn! You might catch something vile!’


‘Bug bites me, the bug dies,’ Leo said, moving past her into the cabin.


Inside the simple one-roomed cabin, he hesitated for a moment and then laid the Chinaman on the single bed. Then he pulled off the little man’s funny split-toed canvas boots and tried to give the unconscious form a drink of water. Most of it trickled out from the lax lips and went on the pillow, but Leo was aware of Rose waiting for him outside and decided that would have to do. He washed his hands and went back out to see to Sunshine. Then, at last, he was free to be with Rose.


She had taken off her bonnet and was decoratively draped against one of the veranda posts, golden hair floating to her waist. Leo’s breath caught in his throat at the sight of her. He moved towards her, knowing that his heart was in his eyes.


‘Rose, you have to be the most beautiful girl in the world.’


She came closer to him in a rustle of pink petticoats. Her blue, blue eyes met his directly, and he saw a soft tear welling up and then spilling down her perfect skin.


‘It’s so terrible that I don’t know how to tell you!’


‘I’ll kill anyone who upsets you! Tell me who and I’ll kill them for you.’


‘Darling Leo! But there’s nothing you can do! You know how we are situated! Poor Mamma alone with thirteen children to raise! I had hoped, Leo, that you and I … but it cannot be! And I have come here to ask you not to think of me any more!’


Well, he’d known, hadn’t he? He felt a nerve jumping in his clenched jaw.


‘Who is it?’


‘Jake Brody has done me the honour of asking me to be his wife!’


He’d known that as well. Who else but the bull-headed Jake Brody with his cigars and his cattle and his money in the bank?


‘You’ll look swell in that fancy house of his, Rose.’


‘He’s promised to look after Mamma, Leo! And all the little ones as well!’


Just for a second he let her see what he was feeling.


‘Rose, don’t you see I can’t stand it?’


‘Time’s up, sweetie!’ called her Mamma.


‘Oh, Mamma! Just a few minutes more!’


‘No,’ Leo said brusquely. ‘There’s no more to say. I wish you very happy, Rose. Servant, Mrs Prescott.’


And he strode into his cabin, slamming the door behind him.



















CHAPTER TWO





There were plenty of chores to keep Leo busy, but he managed to get back to the cabin in-between tasks to check on the Chinaman, who didn’t look good. Leo knew he was no earthly use at nursing, but there was no one else, so he got up a time or two in the night as well. He sponged the little man’s hot face and tried to get him to drink, but it seemed to do no good, and by mid-morning the next day his guest was failing.


‘Suppose I’ll have to bury him next,’ Leo muttered to himself, as he went out to see what had set Bess to barking.


A blade-slim girl in a ripped and dusty blue dress ran up the two steps to the veranda and flopped down on the home-made wooden settle. One of Rose’s many sisters, he wasn’t sure which. This one had heavy dark brows that slanted over her forehead and stood out on a crimson face.


‘I’m so h-hot!’


‘I’ll get you a dipper of water.’


‘Thank you, Leo.’


He fetched her water in a tin cup and she drank the whole lot in unladylike gulps. He looked at her, bewildered.


‘You never came all this way without a horse?’


Merry dark eyes met his.


‘I f-fell off.’


Leo stirred uneasily.


‘Your folks will go plumb crazy when the horse comes back without you.’


A decided shake of the head.


‘They won’t know. I was r-riding like the Indians do, without a saddle or bridle, and besides, everyone’s so busy with the wedding that they’ll never miss m-me.’


Leo looked very hard at the ground by his feet.


‘Rose getting married today, is she?’


His visitor chuckled.


‘She’s m-married now. I saw the d-dirty deed done before I left’


His face must have given away more than he would have liked, because Leo heard a new note in his ragamuffin visitor’s voice.


‘Oh, I’m sorry. I f-forgot for a minute that you were one of Rose’s swains. But you know, Primrose is almost as p-pretty. Why not take her?’


‘I guess you’re too young to know how it works, short stuff,’ Leo replied. ‘But hang on a minute. I thought you were Primrose?’


‘No, I’m Jasmine. But will you call me J-Jack instead? Jasmine doesn’t suit me.’


‘Maybe you’ll grow into the name,’ he suggested.


She gave a shake of her head that set her dark curls flying.


‘It’s my seventeenth birthday next month! J-Jasmines don’t stammer.’


‘I never noticed.’


She cocked her head and regarded him like a small, intelligent sparrow.


‘Really?’


He couldn’t meet her eyes and lie, so he turned away instead.


‘You rest up a minute longer. I’ll get the horses ready to take you home.’


‘No! I mean t-thank you, but I haven’t seen the Chinaman yet.’


‘He’s sick. I won’t let you near him.’


‘I’m not afraid of infection.’


‘Think I’m gonna let you fetch the fever back to your place?’


He felt her eyes checking his face, reading his expression. Then she gave a sigh.


‘No, you’re n-not. And it’s no good my arguing with you. I can see that.’


‘Smart girl.’


Jasmine showed Leo a package about the size of a tobacco wad. ‘I bought some Indian medicine for the Chinaman.’


‘Indian?’


‘An old l-lady visited our place last year. She taught me a lot of useful things.’


‘Like how to ride a pony?’


‘That was m-mean. She was too old to show me riding!’


Leo regarded the ragamuffin before him. She held out her package trustingly.


‘It’s bark from willow trees. It w-works, I’ve used it before.’


Leo took the fabric-tied bundle and tossed it from hand to hand.


‘Might kill him.’


‘So it might. And so m-might doing nothing.’


Suddenly Leo didn’t care any more. Rose Prescott was married, and the Chinaman was the next best thing to dead, anyway.


‘What’s to lose?’


All the time he was boiling up the medicine, taking Jasmine home, coming back to give the Chinaman a second dose, shutting his place down for the night, Leo fought against the temptation that raged inside him. But in the end he could stand it no longer. When he went down the corral Sunshine whickered in her friendly way and came to meet him. He patted the palomino’s satin-soft nose.


‘You don’t want to be out with me tonight, girl.’


He looked around the enclosure at the other horses and settled on a half-wild black bronco. It had been gelded late, and wasn’t fully broken, but Leo was in no mood to stand any nonsense. He roped the beast and wrestled on the saddle and bridle, and then set out for town in a mad gallop that did nothing to relieve his feelings.


The moon was up and nearly full. It shone so brightly that it was easy to travel fast. Leo could see every rut and hole in the dusty track that he was gradually wearing between his place and town. He whipped the horse on unmercifully. By the time he got to Madam Bella’s hitching-post the bronco was glad to stand quietly, though Leo hobbled him to make sure the beast didn’t get ideas about escaping.


Inside Bella’s the polished wood and scarlet drapes and tinkling piano didn’t bring him the comfort he’d hoped for. He flung a large dollar bill at the barman.


‘Leave the bottle out.’


The barman took one look at Leo’s face, put out a bottle and a glass without saying a word, and prudently went back to reading the newspaper he had spread out on the end of the bar. Bella’s girls were not so tactful. They swarmed around him like mosquitos and Leo had to keep swatting them away. Another soft hand patted his thigh invitingly, Leo lifted his head and growled.


‘Can’t you-all take no for an answer?’


A rich, seductive perfume curled under his nose.


‘Leo Denver, and we was used to be such good friends.’


He looked up and met familiar brown eyes.


‘Don’t bother me tonight, Bella, there’s a good girl.’


Bella regarded Leo with understanding in her eyes and a pitying shake of her glossy curls. She waved a white arm, indicating a scatter of depressed male drinkers around the room.


‘Rose Prescott’s wedding is so bad for business. You guys should hold a wake.’


Leo sucked at his whiskey and ignored her. But one of the solo drinkers reacted.
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