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Chapter 1 
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Dan Sloan stepped to the door of the old wooden barn he still kept intact at the ranch. It was warped and faded, but he liked it. Dan had inherited the ranch from his father, who was one of the captains of industry on the east coast. Dan had inherited that too, but chose to spend his time at the ranch. He had a great understanding of cattle, cowboys, and ranches, but would tell you he wasn’t a cowboy. He took great pride in being a cattleman. Having spent most of his forty years at the ranch, he felt more at home here; than he did in the concrete and steel canyons of Wall Street. As he stood at the door, looking out across the mesa that sprawled to the east, he could see a horseman coming past the one solitary tree that grew out there. The rider sat bolt upright as the horse marched with determined purpose toward the headquarters of the ranch. Behind the rider, a packhorse followed, led by a single rope knotted around its throat latch. As they drew near, Dan could see the rider wore a scared and worn set of bat wing chaps; a faded blanket, lined denim jacket was open at the throat and a worn gray felt hat topped the rider. 

This was a time that the economy was bad and cowpunchers, who were out of work, would ride the chuck line for a day’s work for a meal; none were turned down. Maybe all they could do was cut a stack of firewood, but none would shirk the chore. Times were hard. As the rider drew near, Dan could see that the horses were drawn and hard, showing lots of miles. The bay horse the rider sat, was of better than average quality and still had a firm stride. As they came into the yard, they pulled up in front of Dan. The rider had the bridle reins threaded through hands that were stacked on the saddle horn. 

When the rider looked up, Dan was shocked to see it was a woman. She pushed her hat back from her eyes, and in doing so, a tendril of auburn hair fell from underneath, down along her ear. “I heard in Seligman, you needed a camp man. I’m here to apply for the job." Her voice was firm and strong. Her face was pretty with some hard lines in the corner of her eyes.

"Yes, I have an empty camp, if you want to try staying there. It’s six miles west in Baily Canyon; It’s a lonely spot, not many people come by there." Dan pointed to the west.

"That suits me right down to the ground, you won’t be sorry.” the woman stared a hole through Dan. 

"Well, we stocked the camp just before the last guy left, so there’s plenty of chuck. His string of ponies are still there in the trap. We start the fall work in a month. We won’t get to that country for a while, so you will have time to get acquainted with the ground." Dan explained. 

The woman nodded, then said, "I’ll need a new axe." 

"There’s a good axe up there," Dan responded. 

"I need a new axe," she repeated. 

Dan turned and went into the barn, then returned with a new, single bit, pole axe. 

The rider had dismounted and stepped up to take the axe, " I need the loan of a hand saw." 

Dan opened his mouth to complain, then out of curiosity, turned back to the barn and produced a hand saw. 

The woman took the axe and saw to a nearby stump, then measured the handle and sawed one third of the handle. Handing the saw back, she simply said, "I like a short-handled axe,” as she slipped the axe under the lash rope on the pack horse. She remounted and started to ride away. 

When Dan came back to his senses, “What name am I to put in the tally book?" he called. 

"Vic Carson!" the woman called back over her shoulder, as she struck out down the trail to Bailey Camp. 
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A few days later, Dan Sloan rode into the yard at Baily Camp. A cottonwood tree stood halfway between the cabin and the little three-sided building that was used as a barn and storage area. A sorrel horse stood blindfolded at the hitch rail near the barn and Vic was up under his hind foot tacking a shoe on the bronc. Dan slowly and as quietly as possible walked behind them and to a wooden cask that was set next to the barn wall. He sat down. 

Presently, Vic looked up with a mouthful of horseshoe nails and mumbled a howdy around the nails. Setting the foot down, she walked over to the anvil, picked up a new horseshoe, and went to the opposite hind foot. She carefully lifted it and measured the fit against the foot. She then returned to the anvil and using a hammer, began to beat the shoe into the shape she needed. Her auburn hair hung almost to her shirt collar, and she had to blow it away from the front of her face while working. Dan had a little stick and was scratching the dirt at his feet while she worked. "You come to check up on me?" Vic asked, in an accusing voice. 

Dan looked up and said: "No more than I would anyone else. It’s just your turn today." 

Vic nodded, then tacked the new shoe on and finished the job. When she was done, she removed the blindfold from the bronc and turned him into a corral. "There’s a windmill up the canyon on the west side, it needs grease and new leathers. If you get them, I’ll get it pumping again," Vic explained as she picked up the tools and put them away. 

"I’ll send Clay around to take care of it. He’s been busy on the other side of the ranch..." 

Before Dan could finish, Vic broke in, "you think I can’t handle the job?” She accused. 

"No, Clay is the full-time maintenance man, that’s his job; yours is cattle! How have you found them here?" Dan asked. 

Vic seemed to pull her horns in and put her hat back on. "They’re good, the ones I’ve seen. Lots of big unbranded calves though. I can start working on them tomorrow." she answered. 

Dan continued: “The crew will be by here in a couple of days, just start throwing the cattle into a pile, close in. There are five more hands to help you." Dan was back to scratching the ground with his stick. 

Vic nodded and started raking up the mess from the shoeing; “Because I’m a woman. You don’t think I can handle this camp, do you?" 

"I didn’t say that and if that’s what I thought, I wouldn’t have hired you. That’s how we work here. Women and men. I’ll be back with the crew when we move into this country. I’ll see you then, unless you need something else from me." Dan stood up and was walking to his horse. 

"I need a new rope, mines frazzled." Vic stated. 

"I’ll send it with Clay tomorrow." Dan answered as he turned his horse away and trotted back the way he had come from. 

Vic stood there watching, her hands on her hips. 
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After a week at Bailey Camp, Vic was starting to settle in. For the past two years she had roamed around northern New Mexico and Arizona trying to find a place to stay. She had been raised on a hard scrabble outfit in northeastern New Mexico, by a father whose wife had died and left him with a three-year old daughter to raise. He never got over the loss of his wife, but he did the best he could raising Vic. He ran a few cows and took in horses to break and contracted wild cattle to gather to make ends meet. He was known in that part of the country as the man to go to, to get a rank horse broke, or snotty cattle gathered. Vic had grown up under his tutelage and was just every bit as wild and competent as her father. Then the year she turned eighteen, her father had taken in a team of half Percheron horses to break and to drive. One afternoon, they had stampeded and at a dead run turned the wagon over, killing her father. Vic was left with no known family, a small ranch and no cash. She sold all the cattle they had, to pay for the funeral. After scratching by and nearly starving for a year, she saddled her horse, packed all her possessions on a second horse, and set out to find a job. The problem came at each place she went to, she was a woman, and an almighty pretty woman. If ranch owners thought she could do the job, the hired help either treated her as a hothouse orchid, or a chippy from town. She was not either. Sometimes she would stay a month, sometimes a day or so, but until she met Dan Sloan, no one she met treated her any other way. She liked the Bailey Camp, it was isolated, no one came around much and she could do her job without any discussion. The water at Bailey Camp came from a developed spring in the canyon wall. A half inch pipe ran into the cabin kitchen and had a faucet that sat over a galvanized bucket. On the sixth day, Vic filled the bucket and placed it on the wood stove to heat. Outside, on the back porch, a number three washtub hung on the wall. She pulled it down and brought it in next to the stove, half-filled it from the water faucet. When the water in the bucket was almost boiling, she poured it into the tub, then stripped and stepped into the tub. She allowed herself the first hot bath in a month or so. If she panned out the dirt she was going to wash out, it might contain a month's worth of wages in silver and gold. 

Outside, a rider was leading a remuda of saddle horses into the yard. Behind came a chuck wagon. It pulled up to the cottonwood tree and the cook began setting up camp. The rider leading the horses had turned them into the horse trap, then he and the wrangler dragged up a supply of firewood. 
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