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Wellspring

 

By Nicki Bennett and Ariel Tachna

 

When Erick von Hellerman sails from Prussia to Texas, he leaves behind an estate, a title, a fortune, and the rigid expectations of society in the hope of finally taking control of his life. But Texas has rules of its own, and he’ll have to learn to play by them if he wants the life—and the love—of his dreams.

Raised by the Comanche and still struggling to adapt to life in the white man’s world, ranch hand Cade Webster has learned the hard way not to expect good things in his life. Then, on an errand to Galveston, he’s intrigued to see Erick calm a panicked horse on the docks. Since Cade’s foreman is looking for a new bronc buster, he offers to let Erick accompany him back to Wellspring Ranch, a haven for misfits and outcasts, despite his doubts that the European dandy knows what he’s getting himself into.

Watching Erick adapt to hunting for food, sleeping under the stars, extreme weather, and unfamiliar predators convinces Cade that he just might make a cowboy after all. But a corrupt sheriff and a potential range war put their growing attraction—and their very lives—at risk.
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Chapter One

 

 

Galveston, 1867

 

AMERICA.

The land of opportunity.

The land of freedom.

Erick von Hellermann knew better than to believe that unquestioningly. He might never have set foot on these shores, but he had traveled extensively in Europe and knew that reputation rarely conveyed the reality of a place. Even so, he hoped to lose himself in the vast expanses of the Texas plains. In all that open space, there was surely room for one man who wanted nothing more than to leave his past behind.

The ship docked, and the passengers made their way off slowly, through the port authority where they gave their names, professions, and country of origin. Erick struggled with the unfamiliar accents. He read English fluently, having been schooled on Shakespeare and other classics, but he had seldom had an opportunity to speak it, and the drawled speech full of words he did not recognize now overwhelmed him. When his turn came, he gave his name as Erick Heller, listing Bremen as his home. A new name for a new start, and the ship had sailed from Prussia. If Bremen was not his true city of origin, no one here would be any wiser, and perhaps the changes would slow down anyone who might come looking for him. He didn’t think his cousin would send anyone, since his return would keep the other man from inheriting his title and estate, but Erick was not entirely sure his mother would accept his decision. The baroness had been most disconcerted at his decision to leave home after the death of his wife and son in childbirth. Regardless of what his mother said, that stage of his life was over. He hoped the one in front of him would be better than the one he left behind.

“Your profession, sir?” the harbor master asked.

Erick smiled. “Cowboy.”

The man looked at the cut of Erick’s suit and the quality of his shoes in surprise, but he inscribed “cowboy” on the page next to Erick’s name.

Exiting the office, Erick paused on the edge of the docks to take in the bustling port. In that respect, it reminded him of the port in Bremen, but the resemblance ended there. Instead of the brisk, almost cold breeze of winter, the wind off the ocean here was already warm and humid, making Erick’s shirt cling uncomfortably to his sides beneath his jacket and his cravat feel stifling around his neck. The sun beat down overhead on unfamiliar plants and trees, on dusty streets and rough-hewn wooden houses. He saw none of the familiar pale stone that characterized the buildings of his former home.

The sound of a horse screaming wrenched his attention from his vague thoughts back to the present. The animal in question reared up on its hindquarters, front hooves pawing the air as its voice cut through the noise of the harbor again. It was a beautiful black horse, but its handler obviously had no idea how to work with it. Not pausing to consider his actions, Erick strode toward the scene, all too aware of the crowded docks and the damage a frightened or enraged horse could do in a crowd if it escaped the man’s control.

Reaching the handler’s side, he grabbed the lead rope as it flew free, letting the horse rear once more but catching the cheek strap of the halter when its hooves hit the ground again. He crooned soothingly in German, the calm tone of his voice far more important than the words themselves. The horse fought him, but Erick held on, using the full weight of his body and all the strength of his will to bring the animal under control. The next attempt to rear was half-hearted, though the horse still pawed menacingly at the ground. Erick kept up the gentle murmurs, an oasis of calm in the chaos of the docks. The horse responded slowly, the wild look fading from its eyes as it focused on him. Erick continued talking, his free hand moving to stroke the animal’s neck and withers. They quivered beneath his touch but settled when he kept the contact light and soothing. The horse truly was magnificent. He only hoped it belonged to someone who would appreciate it.

“That’s quite the touch you got there.”

Erick glanced up to see who had spoken, his mind racing to make the drawled words translate in his brain.

“He is afraid,” Erick said slowly. “I am not. He knows that.”

“You ain’t from around here, are you?” the other man asked.

Erick shook his head, trying not to stare. In his travels, Erick had met people of enough nationalities not to be surprised at the sun-bleached hair brushing the man’s shoulders or his tanned skin, but it was not at all typical of his home—his former home, he reminded himself. Nor were the heavy work pants and open-collared shirt the other man wore, a scarf tied loosely around his neck, or the thin braid interwoven with small, colorful beads that dangled at one temple from below his wide-brimmed hat. Erick suspected he had just met his first cowboy. “No, I am from Prussia. Erick Heller at your service.”

“Cade Webster.” The cowboy pulled off a thick leather glove to offer Erick his hand. The calluses confirmed Erick’s supposition that this man was no stranger to hard work. “Shall we see if we can find this boy’s owner?”

“He ain’t got no owner.” The sailor came back to the horse’s side now that it had calmed. “His owner died during the crossing. He’ll be sold at auction.”

“I will for him now pay,” Erick said. “I will a horse need, and he is perfect.”

“He’s got a nasty temper and is too strong for his own good,” the handler disagreed, “but that ain’t my problem. See the captain about a price.”

“Has he a name?” Erick asked before the man could walk away.

“Not that I ever heard anybody use.”

“If you want to speak with the captain, I’ll watch the horse until you come back,” Webster suggested.

Erick hesitated, not sure if he could trust the offer.

“Look, mister,” Webster said. “Around here, the fastest way to get shot is to mess with someone else’s horse. I’m gonna make sure he don’t wander off or get scared again. That’s all.”

“My apologies,” Erick said with a sharp bow. “I am… unfamiliar with customs here. I will with the captain now speak.”

 

 

CADE WATCHED the man walk up the gangplank of the ship that the horse he was now holding had come off of. It was no surprise the horse was restless. It smelled freedom after weeks of being confined in the hold of a ship with probably moldy hay for food and who knew what for water. All things considered, the animal was in pretty good shape, although Cade suspected Heller would have a fight on his hands getting the horse used to listening again. If he hadn’t seen the masterful way Heller dealt with the beast—calm but firmly in control—he would have said the man wasn’t up to the task, but now he wasn’t so sure. He might look like a European dandy, but he had a way with horses if nothing else.

As he stroked the horse’s neck, he wondered what brought Heller to Texas. Cade had seen plenty of men arrive in Galveston with little more than the clothes on their back and maybe a trade with the hope of building a new life for their families. He’d seen it work a time or two as well, but Heller didn’t have the same air of desperation. The cut of his clothes and the way he had simply assumed he had the resources to purchase the horse spoke of a privileged upbringing and some degree of continuing wealth.

That only added to Cade’s curiosity. It would be his downfall, Nadua, his adoptive mother, always told him, but he wanted to find out more about the mysterious stranger. Heller had obviously arrived only minutes ago. Cade could offer to show him around, help him find a boarding house and maybe even a restaurant for dinner if the boarding house didn’t include meals. He could ask a few of his questions and learn a little bit more about the man.

Heller returned a few minutes later, the horse’s papers in hand.

“Did you get it all taken care of?” Cade asked, though he already knew the answer.

“It is done,” Heller said in his funny accent. He clearly knew what he was saying, but the pronunciation was a little off, bringing a smile to Cade’s face. He handed the rope back to Heller.

“Good. Could the captain tell you anything about him?”

“The captain said Thunder is his name. This is not for a horse a good name.”

There it was again, Cade thought. The awkward turn of phrase that wasn’t quite right. It reminded Cade a little of when he’d had to get used to speaking English again after speaking Comanche for so many years. “Why not? He certainly made a lot of noise earlier.”

“Names are important,” Heller said. “With a name like that, everyone expects a loud, difficult horse, and so they make him one. Much better would it be to give him a name like…. Butterfly. Then everyone will a quiet horse expect, and so he will one become.”

“Just like that?” Cade asked incredulously. He’d worked with his share of horses and had known more than a few who were completely misnamed.

“Nein,” Heller said, “not ‘just like that’ but with work and patience and time, ja. Yes.”

“So his name’s Butterfly now?” Cade asked.

“Perhaps not Butterfly,” Heller conceded. “I will on the proper name for him think. Now I must a stable find.”

“If you’d like, I can show you where I kept my horse the last time I came to town,” Cade offered. “It’s run by a German couple, actually. You might enjoy meeting someone from home.”

Heller’s face tightened at the offer, making Cade wonder what he’d said wrong. “Texas is home now. Prussia is in the past, where it will stay.”

“There is another stable,” Cade said, “but I don’t think it’s as clean or as well-run as the one where I kept my horse.”

“Clean is important,” Heller said slowly.

“I could take him there for you,” Cade said, not sure why he suddenly cared so much about not letting this man out of his sight. “That way you’d know he was taken care of without having to be reminded of ho—where you came from.”

Heller hesitated a moment longer, clearly torn. “Nein,” he said finally. “There is no reason to avoid others from Prussia.”

It seemed an odd concern. Cade took any opportunity he could to visit with Comanche when he came across them, but he didn’t know what had driven Heller across an ocean, so maybe their circumstances were different enough to explain it. “Come on, then. I’ll show you where the stables are.”

“First must I for supplies arrange,” Heller said.

“That’ll mean a few days in Galveston,” Cade observed. “Let’s get your horse settled and then we’ll see if we can’t work out the rest.”

“Why are you me helping?” Heller asked suddenly as they walked down the street toward the stable. “You know me not.”

“Because you have a way with horses.” Cade gave Heller the acceptable part of the answer. He kept his growing fascination to himself. “My boss is looking for a couple of new hands, including a new bronc buster, on the ranch. I thought you might be interested.”

Heller stayed silent for so long that Cade worried he’d committed some kind of breach of etiquette when Heller finally looked at him again. “I might be interested.”


Chapter Two

 

 

ERICK SAT at the table in the saloon across from his new friend, not quite sure how they had gotten there. He had expected to need time to find his footing once he arrived in America, but events since he stepped off the ship in Galveston had moved so quickly that he felt a bit like a leaf swept in the wind. How much worse would it have been had he not been fortunate enough to meet Webster? He hadn’t been managed so thoroughly since his mother arranged his presentation at court when he was sixteen. Webster had shown him around town, helping him settle his new horse and find a boarding house with an empty room. The boarding house only served breakfast, so Webster had promptly offered to buy him dinner. Erick had almost refused on the grounds that he was already beholden to the man for his help, but Webster had insisted he accept, saying it was only fitting to welcome Erick to Texas.

The beans and rice the saloon girl brought to the table were spicy, unlike anything Erick had ever tasted in Prussia, but he found himself eating more even as his eyes watered from the heat of the dish.

“You okay over there?” Webster asked.

Erick nodded and took another deep swig of beer. It wasn’t Prussian beer, but it was drinkable and it quenched the fire in his mouth, at least until he took another bite. “The food at home was not so spicy.” He smothered a frown at the slip. Texas is home now, he reminded himself.

Webster laughed. “I had the same problem when I first arrived. You get used to it.”

“You were not in Texas born?” Erick asked, curious to learn more about the man sitting across from him. Webster’s muscular physique proclaimed him man, not boy, but beyond that, Erick could not determine his age. Somewhere over eighteen, somewhat less than Erick’s own thirty-three years. His blue-green eyes sparkled with delight and mischief at times, but he had taken appropriate care in helping Erick find accommodations for both his new horse and himself. The cowboy might appreciate a good joke now and then, but he could be serious when such behavior became necessary. All in all, a delightful companion.

Best of all, a companion with no ulterior motive. Erick was used to people cultivating his acquaintance for his connections, his title, his name, or his wealth, but those things had no meaning here. Yet Webster had spent some hours with him today for no apparent reason beyond desiring Erick’s company. Dare he think he had made a friend? He was quietly pleased that Webster would see in even so obvious a newcomer someone worth investing time in.

“I hail from Kentucky originally,” Webster said, “but my parents were dirt poor—their land wasn’t worth shit. When Texas joined the Union, they decided to take their chances out here. It didn’t go so well for them—they died before they ever got here—but I turned out okay.”

The casual vulgarity surprised Erick less than his companion’s seemingly casual attitude toward his parents’ death, both reminding him he was no longer in the rarefied salons of Europe. He wondered how old Webster was at the time—young enough to soften the loss, but capable enough to have survived it? He did not know the other man well enough to ask. “I am sorry for your loss,” he said quietly. “But I am glad you turned out okay.” He stumbled over the unfamiliar word, frustrated with the lapse. He hated sounding uneducated.

“It was a long time ago,” Webster replied. “I barely remember them, to be honest. Either way, I’m happier working with animals than I ever woulda been trying to grow things. Animals like me. Plants, not so much. And the ranches out here that run cattle always need hands to take care of them.”

As much as he would like to know more about Webster’s background, Erick didn’t push. He was no more eager to talk about his own past. “Cowboys,” Erick murmured instead, the stories he’d read in Prussia coming back to him as he imagined days and nights spent in the saddle, out on the open plains with nothing around but the herd of cattle and his fellow riders. After the stilted manners and stifling etiquette of his childhood and youth, it sounded like heaven.

The saloon girl reappeared at their table, batting her eyelashes in Erick’s direction. He answered her question without giving any outward sign of noticing her charms. Even if he had been interested, his mother had taught him better than that. As it was, he had left that life behind, and he had no intention of starting his new one with any kind of ruse.

When she had left again, Webster leaned closer. “If you decide you want some… friendly company, just say the word and I’ll scoot. You were cooped up on that ship for a long time. I understand if you need some relief.”

“Your company is far more congenial than hers could be,” Erick replied with a warm smile. The overly painted woman held no appeal for him. If he needed relief, he could make do with his own hand as he had for the duration of the voyage and indeed much of his life. If his mind’s eye conjured an image of a tanned, long-haired cowboy, no one would ever know. “What will we tomorrow do?”

“The first thing I have to do tomorrow is meet the shipping agent at the wharf,” Webster said. “My boss ordered a shipment of furniture from England for his wife before he went and got himself killed falling off a horse. Miz Roarke sent me to pick it up, even if she thinks it’s a bigger waste of money now than she did when old man Roarke first ordered it.”

Erick smothered a chuckle as Webster rolled his eyes. “You gotta meet her to understand. She ain’t the type to just make house. She’s as strong as most of the ranch hands and knows more about running the ranch than all of us put together, ’cept maybe Payne. She inherited the land from her pa as his only child, after he raised her like he would a son. Anyhow, she would have canceled it if she could, but Roarke had already paid for the order, and a letter wouldn’t have reached England before it was already on the ship. I met the shipping agent today to let him know I was here. I have an appointment tomorrow morning to pick up the furniture. Once I have it, it’ll be time to head back home.”

“Think you she will be willing another hand to hire?” Erick tried without success to imagine his mother managing a cattle ranch, although she was well-accustomed to expecting her commands to be followed. Webster seemed to admire Frau Roarke, though, which implied an open-mindedness too uncommon in Erick’s life to this point.

“That’d be up to Payne—he’s the foreman, and Miz Roarke don’t let nobody onto the ranch without his say-so—but I don’t see why he wouldn’t. You speak English well enough—he won’t hire anyone he can’t talk to himself—and you know your way around a horse. I can teach you how to toss a rope and the rest you can learn on the job,” Webster replied. “But if you’re coming with me, we’ll need to get some work clothes for you. That suit you’re wearing wouldn’t last a week on the ranch. And you’ll need a bedroll and camping gear for the nights out on the range, plus enough supplies to make it back to Wellspring—that’s the name of the ranch. Assuming Payne hires you, you’ll eat and bunk with the rest of the hands.”

“And if he does not?” Erick asked. Once again Erick was glad of his mother’s insistence on a complete education. He knew his speech sounded foreign to Webster’s ear—even he could hear the differences between his diction and the other man’s—but Webster didn’t seem to have any problem understanding him. Hopefully that would be enough to get him a job at Webster’s ranch. “I am willing to learn and to do other tasks until I do. I can stables clean if nothing else.”

“You’ll do that too,” Webster said. “We all do. But there’s plenty of other work. Have you ever broken a horse?”

Erick frowned, not understanding the question. “Why would I a horse break? It would not of any use be if I did.”

Webster laughed, the sound coiling in Erick’s gut. “Not that kind of breaking,” he said. “Training, teaching.”

“Why did you not say that?” Erick asked. “Yes, I have trained horses a saddle and bridle to take.”

“Then I know you’ll have a job.” Webster’s confidence convinced Erick of his assertion. “Besides the cattle, we round up wild mustangs that we break for the hands to use or to sell to other ranches. That’s how Roarke died. He got thrown and broke his neck, and we haven’t found a new bronc buster to take over. Some of the other hands have a bit of experience with young horses, but that’s not the same as working with the wild ones. Plus Payne needs us all on the range with the cattle, not back at the ranch house working with the mustangs.”

“I will my best do if he hires me,” Erick promised. The thought of having one familiar task in a land where everything was new reassured him immensely. He had refused to dwell on the future during the passage, not wanting to work himself into a panic over something he could do nothing about, but now that he had arrived, his uncertainty returned full force, both eased and augmented by the time he had spent with the handsome cowboy across the table from him. Webster had done everything he could to make Erick’s transition easier, but his demeanor, his comportment, everything about him proclaimed the differences between Erick’s old life and his new one.

“Let’s see how you do with Butterfly as we ride west,” Webster said. “If you handle that brute as well on the trip as you did on the docks today, I’ll have all the proof I need to convince Payne to hire you.”

 

 

CADE WALKED slowly back to his hotel, having left Heller at the boarding house where he’d taken a room for the few days they would be in Galveston. His mind raced as he pondered their conversations over the course of the afternoon and evening. Heller still looked like an aristocrat, but Cade had seen no signs of the kind of high-handed behavior he associated with that breed. The man had asked questions, taken instruction, and generally been a pleasant companion all evening. And his talent with the horse he’d acquired still amazed Cade. Every time the stallion got skittish, Heller had calmed him with a touch or a word. If the two had been together for years, that might not have been so impressive, but Cade knew exactly how long they had known each other—as long as he himself had known Heller. And that made Heller’s feat impressive indeed. If that carried over to the wild horses on Wellspring, Payne would be a fool not to hire Heller on the spot. And Zeke Payne was many things, but no one had ever accused him of being a fool.

Cade hoped it would work out because in the few hours they’d already spent together, he had grown to like the man. Heller’s face wasn’t weathered the way Cade was used to, more proof that he’d had a life of some privilege before leaving Prussia, so Cade couldn’t peg his age as easily as he could with another cowboy, but he would guess the man was somewhere around thirty-five with brown hair, fair skin, and the most striking blue eyes Cade had ever seen. The skin would darken and the hair lighten under the harsh Texas sun, but those eyes….

Cade knew he’d dream of them tonight and probably for many nights to come, especially if Heller got the job and stayed around to fuel Cade’s fantasies. He resisted the urge to adjust his pants as he neared the hotel. He could wait until he got inside and could take them off in private.

The desk clerk nodded at him and handed him his key as he came inside. Cade returned the nod politely and climbed up to his room under the eaves. It was the cheapest room in the hotel, but it was still nicer than a lot of the boarding houses, although the one Heller was staying in had been respectable. If he hadn’t already paid for the night at the hotel, he’d have seen about getting a room at the boarding house where Heller was staying.

That thought elicited a soft groan. Cade locked the door behind him, tossed open the garret windows to let out the warmth of the day and hopefully catch some of the breeze off the ocean, and stripped down to his union suit. He unbuttoned the top half of the long underwear as well, baring his chest and shoulders. Flopping down on the bed beneath the open windows, he let his mind wander back over the day.

One moment stuck in his thoughts: Heller’s reaction to the girl in the saloon. Her intentions couldn’t have been much more obvious unless she’d draped herself across Heller’s lap, but he had paid even less attention to her than Cade had. It was the man’s words that struck him hardest, though. Your company is far more congenial than hers could be. Cade told himself not to get his hopes up, but unless the man was so clueless he didn’t realize the girl was offering him sex, Heller’s comment bordered on suggestive.

Closing his eyes, Cade summoned the image of the Prussian in his proper suit as he came down from leaving his trunk in his room at the boarding house, bowler hat under his arm, his hair brushed neatly, his jacket dusted off and his shoes polished. He was the wet dream Cade never knew he had.

He let the fantasy spin out, imagining Heller was coming down to meet him for an outing, the pressed and proper appearance intended to entice Cade rather than because his upbringing dictated it. Aware of the public setting, Cade did not embrace Heller but instead settled for a discreet brush of his hand against the other man’s. Heller—Erick—understood, though, his smile softening the stern lines of his face and giving a special glow to his already brilliant eyes. That smile held a promise for later, a promise Cade fully intended to make good on.

In the way of dreams, the setting dissolved around them, coalescing instead to the waterfall and quiet pool he had found while riding with the herd, deep in the back country at Wellspring. As far as he knew, none of the other ranch hands knew it was there since it was a two-day ride from the main house, giving him and Erick the assurance of privacy as they spread out on the blanket for their picnic lunch.

Alone with Erick now, Cade did not have to hold back, leaning over to press a kiss to the side of Erick’s mouth. Erick laughed and turned his head so their lips met. Cade leaned into the kiss, deepening it by degrees. His pulse pounded as Erick pressed him to the blanket, straddling him so their bodies rubbed together provocatively.

Cade slid his hand over his underwear, mimicking the friction of body against body from his fantasy. He groaned, imagining Erick’s body pinning him down, Erick’s lips stealing his breath, Erick’s hands driving him wild. He tweaked his nipples with his free hand as he stroked his cock more deliberately through the cloth, striving for release now to the thought of Erick rutting against him, driving them both to climax. Cade wasn’t usually a passive lover, but it felt so right to give in to his dream lover that he didn’t resist, letting the heat of his climax build low and deep as he imagined Erick devouring him. With a startled shout, he found his pleasure, his body pulsing with the rapture radiating through him. He collapsed on the bed, his hand sticky with his release. He would need a bath in the morning and a trip to the laundry before returning home. He had a clean union suit in his bag, but unless he wanted to wear that one all the way back to the ranch, he’d need to get some washing done.

For now, he settled for stripping bare and slipping between the sheets. He would deal with the rest—and with Heller—in the morning.


Chapter Three

 

 

THE REMAINDER of the night passed in restless, sweaty dreams, leaving Cade feeling terribly unrefreshed the next morning. He ordered a bath and dropped his clothes off at the laundry before heading to the boarding house where Heller was staying to meet him. It did nothing for his composure when Heller rose to greet him wearing a similar suit to the one he had worn yesterday and the one Cade had spent all night imagining peeling off him. “I need to go to the warehouse to pick up the furniture,” he said gruffly. “Once I’ve done that, I’m all yours for the day.”

The moment the words left his mouth, Cade wished he could call them back because the images they conjured were far too disconcerting for his peace of mind. Heller seemed to take them in stride, though, no surprise showing on his face.

“I will with you come,” Heller offered. “That way will we already together be.”

“You know….” Cade hoped his advice would be taken the right way. “… it would sound less foreign if you said, ‘I will come with you’ instead of putting ‘come’ at the end of the sentence.”

“Only come or all actions?” Heller asked.

Cade breathed a quiet sigh of relief that he hadn’t offended the man. “All actions.”

Heller nodded sharply. “I will come with you. We will accomplish more that way. Is that correct?”

“Yes, that’s right,” Cade said. “You ready to go, then?”

“I am ready,” Heller confirmed.

“I’ve got to get the wagon,” Cade said as they walked toward the warehouse district.

“I will with—” Heller stopped and shook his head. “I will help you with the horses.”

“Thanks,” Cade said. “I left them at the livery here at the docks, but we still have to hitch them up, and that will go faster with two rather than one.”

They found the stable and hitched the four draft horses to the ranch’s big covered wagon. Cade noticed the stolid animals reacted as comfortably to Heller as the high-strung stallion had done the day before. Cade grinned at the reaction of the other cowboys if Heller showed up on the ranch still calling that brute Butterfly. He’d try to suggest something a little less feminine as they rode west. Once the horses were hitched, Heller swung up on the seat next to him.

Cade drove the team with practiced ease down to the warehouse. He tied them to a hitching post and unlashed the back of the wagon, dropping the rear gate as well. “This would be so much easier if she’d let me bring the buckboard,” Cade muttered.

“What is the difference?” Heller asked from where he hovered at Cade’s elbow, obviously willing to help but not knowing how.

“It doesn’t have the canvas across the top for one thing,” Cade said. “And it’s lighter and only requires two horses to pull. But the weather is unpredictable in the spring, and since the money’s spent, she didn’t want to risk any damage to the furniture. Not to mention the weight of the furniture might be too much for the smaller wagon.”

Heller nodded. “It seems I have much to learn.”

“Don’t worry.” Cade flashed a grin in Heller’s direction. “I’ll teach you.”

 

 

ERICK’S FACE tightened at the innocent comment, not because of anything Webster said but because of his own inappropriate reaction. He had spent the night tossing and turning in his lonely bed, a novel sensation for a man used to sleeping alone, but Webster had planted the idea of congenial company in his mind at dinner, and Erick had not been able to weed it out. The cowboy had haunted his thoughts until he fell asleep and his dreams for the rest of the night.

Waiting for Webster to arrive this morning had been hard enough, but then they had started work and Erick had pushed aside his inappropriate thoughts.

Until now.

Now he was assailed by thoughts of everything Webster could teach him, not on the range, but between the sheets. Erick’s social standing and the realities of acquiring amenable companionship had resulted in a certain sameness to all of his amorous encounters. With a cowboy for a lover, Webster or someone else, his social standing would count for nothing, and perhaps he could finally experience the other side of lovemaking. He suspected Webster could give him a good ride if the man was willing.

Unfortunately, he had no indication that Webster shared his preferences, much less was interested in him. He couldn’t stop the spike of desire, though. “I will learn gladly whatever you wish to teach me.”

Erick saw a spark light Webster’s eyes, but he had no way of telling if it meant what he wanted it to mean. Stifling the urge to run his fingers through his hair, a habit his mother had spent years trying to break him of, he turned his attention back to the bustle around them. “The shipping master will meet you here?”

“He said he’d be here at nine.” Webster pulled out a pocket watch. “We’re a few minutes early, but I’d rather that than miss the appointment. I’m getting anxious carrying around the money Miz Roarke sent for the final expenses.”

The shipping agent arrived before Erick could think of a reply. He opened the warehouse and showed them the six crates that contained the furniture Webster’s employer had ordered from England. He didn’t quite catch what Webster muttered under his breath, but he could tell from the man’s face that it was not complimentary. Pushing back his sleeves, he looked at his new friend. “The sooner we start, the sooner we can be finished.”

Webster nodded, looking at the crates for a moment. “Let’s get the smaller ones in first, up near the front. We’ll save the big one for the back, right over the axle. It’ll have more support that way, plus we won’t have to move it as far.”

The smaller ones were hardly small as far as Erick was concerned, but he saw the logic of what Webster suggested. It took both of them, the shipping agent, and one of the warehouse workers to move even the smallest of the boxes from the warehouse onto the wagon, and Erick was sweating by the time they had it aboard. By the time they loaded the last crate, he had done more hard labor than the rest of his life put together.

It felt wonderful.

“We’ve ruined your suit.” Webster climbed onto the box seat of the wagon next to Erick. “I’m sorry. I’ll buy you a new one to replace it.”

“Nein,” Erick replied immediately. “My new life is not suits but clothes like yours. It does not matter if the suit is ruined. I would have no reason to wear it anyway. I will donate the others to a local church before we leave for your ranch.”

“That would be a shame,” Webster blurted, the color staining his cheeks visible even beneath his tanned skin. Erick allowed himself a moment to hope it meant Webster had noticed his appearance. “You should keep one of them so you’ll have something to wear if you meet a gal you want to court.”

Erick shook his head. “I left that behind when I buried my wife in Prussia. There will be no more… gals for me.”

“You don’t know that,” Webster insisted, though his voice had an odd tone to it that Erick didn’t know how to read. “I’m sorry to hear you lost your wife, but you’re still young. You could fall in love again.”

“I did not say I loved her,” Erick pointed out, his voice dry. “Our parents arranged our match. She managed the house while I managed the estate. We had a partnership, not a love affair.”

“Just like Miz Roarke, but she’s made a new start. You can too.” Webster slapped the reins on the horses’ rumps to start them moving toward town, the tension that had invested his compact frame as they discussed his marriage gone now. “You want to have options if you meet the love of your life.”

Images filled Erick’s mind of a life spent on the range with a cowboy much like the one sitting beside him, a campfire burning next to them as they snuggled into a bedroll for warmth. “I will think of something should I meet such a person. I lived in a world where nothing mattered but meeting the expectations of others in behavior and in dress. I am happy to leave that world behind.”

“I can see that.” Webster pulled to a halt in front of the local mercantile. “We should be able to get the gear you need here. If we can, we could leave for the ranch first thing tomorrow morning.”

“I would like that.” Erick said. “I would like to see your home.” If fortune favored him, perhaps it could become his home as well.

 

 

CADE HAD done many difficult things in his life, leaving behind the Comanche who had adopted him after his parents’ death being one of them, but standing in the Galveston mercantile watching Heller come in and out of the dressing room trying on new clothes had to rank up there near the top. The entire morning had been fraught with tension to the point that Cade was almost convinced the other man shared his preferences if not his attraction. That only made it harder because he caught little hints to suggest interest, but nothing so blatant it couldn’t be a simple misunderstanding or difference in cultures. Without his jacket to hide Heller’s lower body, the pants they had selected visibly hugged his thighs and backside, outlining muscles hard from riding. That and the hint of hair he could see at the open shirt collar were enough to feed another night’s fantasies and more. All he needed were boots and a hat and he’d be dressed for the trail.

“It fits?” Heller stretched and turned to try to see himself in his new clothes.

“They fit perfectly.” Cade swallowed hard around the lump of desire in his throat. “Now we need to get your trail gear and we’ll be ready to hit the road.”

After setting Heller’s new garments and boots on the counter, they spent the next hour picking out a bedroll, saddle bags, a Western saddle and bridle to replace the English ones Heller’s horse came with, a mess kit, and a hat. They also added more tins of beans and a packet of beef jerky. Cade had brought enough food for himself, but not for both of them.

“You’ll want to pick out a gun as well,” Cade said as Heller stacked his purchases on the counter. “You never know what kind of varmints you’ll meet out on the range.”

“Varmints?” Heller repeated.

“Bad things,” Cade said, not really sure how to explain the word. “Rattlesnakes, coyotes, horse thieves. You need to be able to defend yourself. Plus, when we’re out on the trail for weeks at a time, being able to hunt for fresh meat is useful as well.” Cade hunted with a bow and arrow rather than a rifle, but he didn’t figure Heller would want to learn that particular skill. And he carried a rifle too, because he never knew when having one would be useful.

“I can hunt,” Heller said. “I hunted on my family’s land in Prussia, although I did not bring my rifle with me.”

“Have you ever used a pistol?” Cade patted the Colt on his hip.

Heller shook his head. “Do I need one?”

Cade shrugged. “It has certain advantages over a rifle. Most of the other cowboys on the ranch carry one, but I don’t think it would be a deal-breaker if you didn’t. I can teach you how to use it if you want.”

“You will be much teaching me,” Heller observed with a wry smile.

“I don’t mind if you don’t,” Cade replied with a wink. So maybe it was a risk, flirting with Heller so openly, but he’d done it anyway. He needed to know if there was any hope of his interest being returned.

Heller’s smile changed so slowly and so subtly that Cade was still not entirely sure of what he was seeing. “I do not think I will mind at all.” He set a rifle and a pistol on the counter. “What else do I need?”

Cade looked over the pile of goods, trying to see what they might have forgotten. “A holster and ammo, but I think that’s everything. Settle up here and we’ll get some grub. It’s too late to head out tonight, but this way we can get an early start in the morning.”

Heller nodded and waited for the storekeeper to tally his purchases. Cade blanched at the total, although given everything Heller had purchased, it wasn’t an unreasonable price.

“I have only Prussian money,” Heller said apologetically.

The shopkeeper shrugged. “As many ships as we get in and out from there, I can use it to pay off my next shipment of goods. The bank on Commerce Street could exchange the rest for you.”

Cade shook his head at one more proof of the life of privilege Heller had obviously left behind to come to Texas. He couldn’t help but wonder why. It was a question that would have to wait, though, because the other man had already proven uninterested in talking about his past. Cade tipped his hat to the shopkeeper as they left.

They loaded Heller’s gear on the wagon along with the furniture, then drove back to the boarding house, where Heller took only a few things to secure in his saddle bags. “The innkeeper has offered to donate the trunk and suits to his church. I will have no need of them any further.”

Cade had left a life behind to start over twice, but he had never cut himself off as completely from the old one as Heller seemed desperate to do. It made Cade all the more determined to help him find his feet in the new one.

Letting none of his thoughts show on his face, he flashed Heller a grin. “Let’s go exchange your money and then find one more good meal before we hit the road and have to live on hardtack and jerky.”

 

 

THEY MET the next morning, after Cade picked up his laundry, at the stables where Heller had boarded his horse. The owner glared at Heller, saying something in German that Cade could not understand. Heller replied, clearly apologetic, and fetched the horse from inside.

Cade climbed down from the wagon to hold the horse’s head while Heller put the new saddle and bridle on the recalcitrant animal. “If you aren’t planning on breeding the monster, you could geld him once we get to the ranch,” Cade suggested. “It might make him a little easier to get along with.”

“We will see how the trip goes,” Heller replied. “If he cannot learn to behave, we will take other measures, but we will give him the chance first.”

Cade couldn’t stop his smile at the repeated use of “we.” Whatever was going on in Heller’s head, he clearly planned to include Cade in his near future. “A good run’s the first thing he needs,” Cade said. “Once we’re out of town, you can let him wear himself out a bit.”

“Ja,” Heller said. “Yes. That will be good for him. And for me. It has been many months since I have ridden hard and fast.”

Cade knew what Heller meant, but the words conjured another image entirely in his lust-addled brain. Heller could ride him hard and fast any time.


Chapter Four

 

 

THE RIDE out of Galveston was a revelation for Erick. He knew Texas would be different from Prussia, but he was unprepared for the magnitude of the difference. Everywhere he looked he saw something new, from the trees with moss hanging in graceful, haunting lines from their branches to the birds to the warmth, so different from early spring in Prussia. He couldn’t seem to stop gawking like an uneducated child, but he wanted to see and understand everything all at once. Fortunately his companion seemed happy to answer his questions, explaining about the live oak trees with their Spanish moss and the seagulls and pelicans and the fact that this was typical weather for early March but would get much warmer soon. It did cool off in the fall and winter, he assured Erick, sometimes even snowing in the hill country and farther north. The last was a relief as far as Erick was concerned. He didn’t care as much about the snow as he did about knowing there would be some break from the heat and humidity.

The first half of their day’s trip involved the not so simple task of getting off the island. Erick kept a tight rein on his horse despite the animal’s clear desire to run, not knowing where they were going and too worried about all the traffic, pedestrians and carriages, carts and wagons like the one Webster drove, to allow the horse its head. Not to mention, the saddle he currently occupied fit his body completely differently than what he was used to. Rather than keeping him perched atop the horse, back straight, body poised perfectly, this saddle rose high in front and behind him, leaving him with the odd feeling of being surrounded, cradled even. It would definitely take some adjustment.

They ate lunch on the road, Webster passing Erick a couple of ham biscuits, shortly before they crossed a bridge over brown, silty water to the mainland. If Erick expected a city like Bremen or even one like Galveston, he was mistaken. They passed a few weathered wooden buildings surrounded by unfamiliar greenery as the road branched off north and south, but they continued west, and before long Webster’s wagon was the only conveyance heading toward the lowering sun. Erick’s horse clearly took issue with the plodding gait of the draft horses, tossing its head in frustration as Erick tightened his grip on the reins. He wondered how long it would take them to reach their destination at this slow pace. He was about to ask when Webster brought the wagon to a halt.

“Is there a problem?” he asked.

“No,” Webster replied, “but we’ll need to make camp eventually, and it’s never too early to start looking for a good spot. It’ll be two days before we reach Houston, and the only towns between here and there are too small to have a hotel. And we can’t just pull off the road anywhere we feel like it because of the marshes. We also might want to think about hunting something up for dinner. We can eat jerky and beans from a can, but if we can get fresh meat, I’d rather have that.”

“I can hunt,” Erick offered. “I cannot help find a campsite, but I can handle a rifle.”

“Ducks make good eating,” Webster said, “or turkey if you see one. If you ride your brute through the brush, you might scare up a rabbit or two. The wagon makes too much noise for us to find a deer, probably, but we don’t want that much meat anyway. It would go bad before we could finish it all.”

“My ‘brute’ still needs a run,” Erick said. “Perhaps I will give him one and see if I can find anything for dinner at the same time.”

“If I find a campsite, I’ll wait within sight of the road until you come back,” Webster replied. “We’ll pull farther off the road before we make camp, but I’ll stay where you can find me easily.”

“I would be a fool to lose you.” Before he could say more, Erick loosened his hold on the reins and gave the horse his head. It took off with a speed that pushed Erick back in the unfamiliar saddle. For a few minutes he let it run free, reveling in the breeze cooling the day’s sweat from his skin. He marveled at the freedom his new clothing allowed him. He would not miss his suits and cravats with this as the alternative. As the sun continued to sink, though, he reined in to a more reasonable pace to explore the brush surrounding the road. He debated dismounting, but Webster had warned him of snakes, so he retrieved the rifle he had secured behind the saddle and scanned the ground around him. Not far from the road something startled from the scrub, and he sighted the rifle almost by instinct, bringing down a fair-sized hare.

He scouted the area a bit longer without rousing anything else, so before the sun could set completely, he returned to the road. Fortunately he hadn’t gone far before he spotted the wagon pulled into a slightly less overgrown plot beneath a tree dripping with the strange Spanish moss.

“One rabbit only,” he said as he dismounted. Webster had removed his hat and jacket and rolled up his shirtsleeves, revealing muscular forearms. The evening sun caught on the beads woven into the braid of hair that hung from his temple, making them sparkle. “I hope you know better than I how to cook it. I learned how to dress the animals I hunted in Prussia, but never how to cook one.”

Webster laughed and reached for the rabbit. “Yeah, I can cook it. The… people who adopted me made sure I could take care of myself out here.”

Erick handed it over and watched as Webster skinned it with an economy of movement (and a wickedly sharp knife) that suggested much practice. When he was done, he tossed it in a black pan that looked heavy enough to use as a weapon if necessary and hung it over the fire.

“This will take a bit to cook if you want to get your bedroll set up. I toss mine out under the wagon in case it rains during the night, but you can spread yours wherever you want.”

“I cannot judge the weather here, so I will follow your lead.” Erick retrieved his bedding from inside the wagon and crouched to unroll it, settling it to one side to allow space for Webster’s. He wouldn’t let himself dwell on the prospect of the two of them lying beside each other in the dark, focusing instead on the hard, rock-studded ground. Best grow used to it, he told himself. You may not always have even a wagon to block the rain.

Webster looked skyward, at stars that were familiar and yet not quite right to Erick’s eye. “We probably won’t get wet tonight, but you never know, this close to the coast. Storms can blow in faster than you can blink. Did you get that hard, fast ride you’d been missing?”

“Fast, but not hard.” Erick settled himself on the ground in front of the fire, wondering if the innuendo in Webster’s query was intentional. He didn’t know the cowboy well enough to guess, despite what he might wish it to be. “Whoever named him Thunder knew not how to handle him. He ran as smoothly as a spring zephyr.” He shifted position, feeling the effects of the new saddle. “Perhaps that is the name for him—Zephyr.”

“I don’t rightly know what a zephyr is,” Webster admitted, “but it sounds better than Butterfly, that’s for damn sure.”

“Perhaps I have not the word right.” Erick hoped the growing darkness hid his flushed cheeks. “I meant a gentle breeze.”

Webster huffed a laugh, the quirk of his lips and twinkling eyes only adding to his attractiveness. Despite his frustration at expressing himself, Erick felt Webster was laughing with him, not at him. The other man’s face held too much kindness for it to be anything else. “Still don’t know if it’s the right word. ’Round here, we call a breeze a breeze, but I like the name.” He poked at the pan and flipped the meat before returning his attention to Erick. His gaze warmed Erick more than the fire. “Not too long now. I’ll let it cook a little more. In the meantime, there’s coffee if you want some. It cools off fast once the sun goes down.”

Erick poured himself a cup of the strong brew and sat again, trying to copy Webster’s easy slouch. He still had so much to learn, but he couldn’t imagine a better teacher.

 

 

CADE WOKE up the next morning as the sky started getting light. Heller snored lightly in the bedroll not far away, but Cade didn’t disturb him. He allowed himself a moment to study the other man. Nocona would scold him for being so obvious about it, but Heller slept deeply, so Cade felt no need to hide. In slumber, Heller’s features lost their controlled expression, making him look… softer. Cade wondered what he’d have to do to see that expression when Heller was awake. Scolding himself for a fool, he pushed to his feet and rose. He was used to being on his own. He should get the fire lit again and put coffee and beans on for breakfast. They’d finished off the rabbit the night before, so there wouldn’t be any meat this morning, but Cade was used to that too.

When the fire was going again and both pots hung over the flames, Cade went to check on the horses. The draft horses regarded him with their usual placid stares, too used to him and being outdoors to care, but Zephyr was a different story. He didn’t rear or fight the way he’d done at the docks, but he was definitely nervous. Cade clucked at him as he approached and, when he was close enough, stroked his flank soothingly. Zephyr whickered softly and butted Cade’s chest with his head.

“You’re all bark and no bite, aren’t you?” Cade ran a hand over the stallion’s velvety nose. The horse snorted in reply and knocked Cade backward a few steps before shaking out his mane and going back to grazing on the grass at his feet.

Cade laughed and left him to it. Heller could check his hooves for stones before they rode out after breakfast. Cade wasn’t going to give the horse the chance to take a bite out of his ass. Now if Heller wanted a bite….

He pushed that thought away and focused on breakfast, not on how Heller had looked riding Zephyr yesterday, all prim and proper, not slouched in his saddle like a cowboy. Then again, he didn’t imagine Heller had ever spent all day working on horseback either, not if the cut of his suit was any indication.

Except Heller wasn’t wearing a suit now. No, he was wearing heavy denim and leather, much like Cade was, only newer and less dusty. That would change when they got past Houston and into drier, open land, but for now he was as shiny as a new penny.

Rustling from the direction of the wagon caught his attention and he glanced over to see Heller crawling out ass-first. Cade tried not to stare as Heller stood and stretched, his shirt riding up above the waistband of his dungarees and giving Cade a glimpse of pale skin. He bit his lip as he resisted the urge to bite that patch of skin instead. When Heller bent again to tie up his bedroll before tossing it into the wagon, Cade had to force his gaze away from the curve of his ass outlined perfectly in his snug jeans before he did something he wouldn’t be able to take back. Like grope the hard muscle. Heller might have led a life of some luxury in Prussia, but he’d ridden enough to have a rider’s legs and butt.

“Morning,” Cade said. “Coffee should be just about hot if you want some. Beans’ll take a little longer.”

“How did I survive before this without coffee?” Heller squatted to pour himself a cup.

Cade laughed. “You think my coffee is strong, wait until we get back to Wellspring. The cook there makes it even stronger.”

“Wellspring? This is a fountain, a water source, yes?”

“No. Well, yes, but not in this case. Wellspring Ranch. When we get out farther west, it used to be mostly open range, though fences are becoming more common. So each ranch has its own brand so we know which livestock belongs to who.” He pointed to the draft horses still tethered nearby. “Most of the time, it’s a letter for the rancher, but maybe on its side or with a curved bar under it. Lazy H or Rocking S or something like that. Our ranch was founded by Miz Roarke’s grandfather, Wells was his name, and there’s a source on the land, so that’s where the name came from. Then for the brand, he had one made special, with two wavy lines, almost a W but also a stream. Here, I’ll show you.”

He got up and offered Heller a hand, pulling him to his feet when he took it. The skin was smooth against his, something that would change before long, even if Heller wore gloves most of the time. He came right up into Cade’s space, so close their bodies almost touched, meeting his gaze for one long, fraught moment before taking a step back and waiting for Cade to lead him toward the horses. Cade brushed away the mud that had accumulated on one of the horses’ hips so Heller could see the brand. “Wellspring.”

Heller studied the mark, reaching out a finger to trace the lines. “Will Zephyr need to be branded thus?”

“Not unless you want him to be,” Cade replied. “He’s your horse, not a ranch horse. Nahnia, my horse, doesn’t have the Wellspring brand, but a lot of the others use horses that belong to the ranch, and a few, like Payne, have the brand on their horse so no one can argue where they belong. Nobody cares about a cowboy like me, but half the county hates Payne. They’d love an excuse to accuse him of stealing a horse, so it’s safer for him to have the brand on his gelding, even if it does belong to him.”

“Why do so many hate this Payne?” Heller asked, frowning.

“’Cuz they don’t like seeing a black man doing better than them,” Cade replied honestly. If Heller was going to have a problem working for Payne, better to find out now, when Cade could leave him in Houston or Austin rather than after they reached Wellspring. “Although if they rode half as well or knew half of what he does about running a herd, maybe they’d have a better chance of doing as well. He’s a hard man, and don’t let anyone tell you different, but he’s fair and he’s honest and he’ll keep his word, which is more than I can say of a lot of men. Wellspring ain’t the first outfit I’ve worked for, but it’s damn sure the best.”

Heller smiled. “Then I am doubly fortunate to have met you. I am sure most would look at me and judge me deluded to imagine myself a cowboy. I can but hope I will learn enough before we reach Wellspring and meet Herr Payne.”

“Just Payne. The only person who calls him anything else is Miz Roarke.” And the less said about that, the better. Because while the neighboring ranchers might resent Payne’s role as foreman, they’d lynch him in a minute if they knew the rest. “We better get on the road. It’ll take us a month as it is to reach Wellspring. We don’t need to make it longer.”

“So long?” Heller’s surprise didn’t sound displeased, but maybe Cade was just reading his own feelings into the question. He wouldn’t mind spending the time with the new hand. Because he’d need the time to get used to life on the range, that was all.

“The wagon is heavy and the horses can only cover so much ground. It’s not like there’s real roads, most of where we’re going. Dirt tracks, yeah, but they’re rutted and uneven, and if we push too hard, we run the risk of a broken axle or a lame horse, and that would slow us down even more,” Cade explained. “And it’s a good four hundred miles. You ain’t never seen any place that’s big like Texas.”

“I did not realize your home is so far. From one border of Prussia to the other is less.” Heller nodded his head. “Sehr gut. I will have much time to grow accustomed to my new country.”

Cade didn’t know what had prompted Heller to leave his old country, though perhaps losing his wife and child had something to do with it, but he’d take the attitude of embracing the new one over resentment any day. “Breakfast should be hot by now. Eat plenty. Lunch will be cold jerky on horseback unless you want to take a turn driving the wagon. Then it’ll be cold jerky on the wagon bench.”

Cade wouldn’t ask for a turn on Zephyr, although if Heller offered….

Heller didn’t smile, but the corners of his eyes crinkled. “Do I dare trust you to handle Zephyr? He is too strong and has a nasty temper, after all.”

Cade snorted. “I’ve spent more of my life on horseback than I have with my feet on the ground. I think I can handle him. But he’s your horse. And if there’s one rule everyone respects out here, it’s not to get between a man and his horse.”

“I must remember that, then. If you will trust me to handle the wagon, I will trust you with my horse.”

Cade served up two plates of beans and handed one to Heller. “Ever driven a team before? If not, you should learn. It’s a useful skill to have on the range.”

Heller settled the plate on his crossed knees as if he’d been eating from a dented tin plate all his life. “I am familiar with driving a team, though not a vehicle such as this, or one with four horses.”

Cade didn’t know what kinds of wagons or carriages they had where Heller was from, but the draft horses were placid and the wagon sturdy enough that he didn’t see how Heller could do any damage as he figured out the differences between two horses and four. “Then you can take a turn when you want a break from the saddle.”


Chapter Five

 

 

A WEEK after setting out with Webster, Erick realized how vastly he’d underestimated the demands of his new life. He’d thought the flimsy cot on the ship from Bremen had inured him to the loss of his soft feather mattress, until he’d tried sleeping with nothing but a thin bedroll between him and the hard and often rocky soil. When it rained, the ground was damp even beneath the protection of the wagon. When it was cold, no doubt he’d shiver, though at present he more often sweltered in the unaccustomed warmth and humidity. He still ached from spending most of the day in an unfamiliar saddle, though adopting the looser posture he’d observed in Webster seemed to help. Instead of lavish banquets, his meals consisted of beans and jerky and whatever game he or Webster could manage to hunt. He hadn’t been able to bathe since he’d left the boarding house in Galveston. He had only Webster’s belief that his employers would offer Erick a job at the end of their journey.

He was used to being in control of his life, of knowing his role in society and among his peers. Leaving that rigid, stifling formality had seemed a grand adventure, but he hadn’t foreseen being so out of his depth. In truth, he wondered how he would have fared had he not had the good fortune to fall in with Webster on his arrival. He’d learned so much already through watching and doing his best to echo the cowboy’s actions.

“It’s getting late,” Webster called from his place on the wagon seat, dragging Erick from his spiraling thoughts. “Let’s find a place to stop for the night and I’ll see if I can find us some meat. If you don’t mind me borrowing Zephyr.”

“Even though you have not yet trusted me with your wagon, I suppose I must trust you with my horse,” Erick said wryly. He was learning to recognize the fauna in his new home, but there was no question that Webster was the better hunter.

“There’s no must about it, not with a man’s horse,” Webster said. “The wagon and draft horses are ranch property. Anyone can use them. A man’s horse, though, that’s different. Fastest way to get yourself shot is to mess with another man’s horse. So if you don’t want to let me borrow him, I won’t. I’ll hunt on foot. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time.” He pulled a bow from beneath the wagon bench and rested it across his knees. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and scare up some game while we’re looking for a campsite.”

This wasn’t the first time Webster had made a point about the sanctity of a man’s horse. He clearly hadn’t taken the remark the way Erick had meant it. Another aspect that apparently didn’t carry over to his new life. He drew up the reins and dismounted. “I meant no offense,” he said formally. “I know Zephyr will come to no harm with you.”

Webster grinned, cocky and yet shyly pleased, a combination Erick had not known was possible until he saw it cross the cowboy’s face. It was an expression he would gladly elicit more often. “Thanks, Heller. I’ll take good care of him, and I’ll find us something good to eat tonight.” He slung the bow over his shoulder and jumped down from the wagon seat to take the reins Erick offered him. “When you find a good spot, get a fire started. I’ll find you.”

Before Erick could ask how or anything else, Webster had swung up onto Zephyr’s back, dug his heels into the horse’s side, and raced away with a loud whoop.

He spent a moment watching man and horse fly down the dusty road before climbing into the wagon. Webster gave himself over to the experience the way he’d given himself over to everything Erick had seen him do—wholeheartedly and without hesitation. It made Erick wonder if he would make love the same way. The thought made him blush, even though there was no one there to see it. “Mach schon,” he murmured, flicking the reins over the team’s backs. They lumbered forward, and he smothered a pang of regret for the matched pair of bays he’d left behind along with the rest of his former life. This was his life now, and looking back served no purpose. He could only move forward.
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