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				Chapter One

				The wind whipped against her cheeks. It flowed through her hair, smelling faintly of spring and growing things. Jillian lifted her face to it, as much in challenge as in appreciation. Beneath her, the sleek mare strained for more speed. They’d ride, two free spirits, as long as the sun stayed high.

				Short, tough grass was crushed under hooves, along with stray wildflowers. Jillian gave no thought to the buttercups as she crossed to the path. Here the soil was hard, chestnut in color and bordered by the silver-gray sage.

				There were no trees along this rough, open plain, but Jillian wasn’t looking for shade. She galloped by a field of wheat bleaching in the sun with hardly a stray breeze to rustle it. Farther on there was hay, acres of it, nearly ready for the first harvesting. She heard and recognized the call of a meadowlark. But she wasn’t a farmer. If someone had termed her one, Jillian would have laughed or bristled, depending on her mood.

				The crops were grown because they were needed, in the same way the vegetable patch was sown and tended. Growing your own feed made you self-reliant. There was nothing more important than that in Jillian’s estimation. In a good year there were enough crops left over to bring in a few extra dollars. The few extra dollars would buy more cattle. It was always the cattle.

				She was a rancher—like her grandfather had been, and his father before him.

				The land stretched as far as she could see. Her land. It was rolling and rich. Acre after acre of grain sprouted up, and beyond it were the plains and pastures where the cattle and horses grazed. But she wasn’t riding fence today, counting head, or poring over the books in her grandfather’s leather-and-oak office. Today she wanted freedom, and was taking it.

				Jillian hadn’t been raised on the rugged, spacious plains of Montana. She hadn’t been born in the saddle. She’d grown up in Chicago because her father had chosen medicine over ranching, and east over west. Jillian hadn’t blamed him as her grandfather had—it was a matter of choice. Everyone was entitled to the life they chose. That was why she’d come here, back to her heritage, five years before when she’d turned twenty.

				At the top of the hill Jillian stopped the mare. From here she could see over the planted fields to the pastures, fenced in with wire that could hardly be seen from that distance. It gave the illusion of open range where the cattle could roam at will. Once, it would’ve been like that, she mused as she tossed her hair back over her shoulder. If she narrowed her eyes, she could almost see it—open, free—the way it had been when her ancestors had first come to settle. The gold rush had brought them, but the land had kept them. It kept her.

				Gold, she thought with a shake of her head. Who needed gold when there was priceless wealth in space alone? She preferred the spread of land with its isolated mountains and valleys. If her people had gone farther west, into the higher mountains, her great-great-grandparents might have toiled in the streams and the mines. They might have staked their claim there, plucking out nuggets and digging out gold dust, but they would never have found anything richer than this. Jillian had understood the land’s worth and its allure the first moment she’d seen it.

				She’d been ten. At her grandfather’s invitation—command, Jillian corrected with a smirk—both she and her brother, Marc, had made the trip west, to Utopia. Marc had been there before, of course. He’d been sixteen and quietly capable in the way of their father. And no more interested in ranching than his father had been.

				Her first glimpse of the ranch hadn’t surprised her, though it wasn’t what many children might’ve expected after years of exposure to western cinema. It was vast, and somehow tidy. Paddocks, stables, barns, and the sturdy charm of the ranch house itself. Even at ten, even after one look, Jillian had known she hadn’t been meant for the streets and sidewalks of Chicago, but for this open sky and endless land. At ten, she’d had her first experience with love at first sight.

				But it wasn’t love at first sight with her grandfather. He’d been a tough, weathered, opinionated old man. The ranch and his herd had been his life. He hadn’t the least idea what to do with a spindly girl who happened to be his son’s daughter. They’d circled each other warily for days, until he’d made the mistake of letting out some caustic remark about her father and his choice of pills and needles. Quick tempered, Jillian had flown to her father’s defense. They’d ended up shouting at each other, Jillian red-faced and dry-eyed even after being threatened with a razor strap.

				They’d parted at the end of that visit with a combination of mutual respect and dislike. Then he’d sent her a custom-made, buff-colored Stetson for her birthday. And it began . . .

				Perhaps they’d grown to love one another so deeply because they’d taken their time about it. Those sporadic weeks during her adolescence he’d taught her everything, hardly seeming to teach at all: how to gauge the weather by the smell of the air, the look of the sky; how to deliver a breech calf; how to ride fence and herd a steer. She’d called him Clay because they’d been friends. And when she’d tried her first and only plug of tobacco, he’d held her head when she’d been sick. He hadn’t lectured.

				When his eyes had grown weak, Jillian had taken over the books. They’d never discussed it—just as they’d never discussed that her move there in the summer of her twentieth year would be permanent. When his illness had begun to take over, she’d gradually assumed the responsibilities of the ranch, though no words had passed between them to make it official.

				When he died, the ranch was hers. Jillian hadn’t needed to hear the will read to know it. Clay had known she would stay. She’d left the east behind—and if there were memories from there that still twisted inside her, she buried them. More easily than she’d buried her grandfather.

				It was herself she grieved for, and knowing it made her impatient. Clay had lived long and hard, doing as he chose the way he chose. His illness had wasted him, and would have brought him pain and humiliation had it continued. He would have hated that, would have railed at her if he could have seen how she’d wept over him.

				God Almighty, girl! What’re you wasting time here for? Don’t you know there’s a ranch to run? Get some hands out to check the fence in the west forty before we’ve got cattle roaming all over Montana.

				Yes, she thought with a half smile. He’d have said something like that—cursed her a bit, then would’ve turned away with a grunt. Of course, she’d have cursed right back at him.

				“You mangy old bear,” she muttered. “I’m going to turn Utopia into the best ranch in Montana just to spite you.” Laughing, she threw her face up to the sky. “See if I don’t!”

				Sensing her change of mood, the mare began to dance impatiently, tossing her head. “All right, Delilah.” Jillian leaned over to pat her creamy neck. “We’ve got all afternoon.” In a deft move she turned the mare around and started off at an easy lope.

				There weren’t many free hours like this, so they were prized. As it was, Jillian knew she’d stolen them. That made it all the sweeter. If she had to work eighteen hours tomorrow to make up for it, she’d do it without complaint. Even the bookwork, she thought with a sigh. Though there was that sick heifer that needed watching, and the damn Jeep that’d broken down for the third time this month. And the fence along the boundary line. The Murdock boundary line, she thought with a grimace.

				The feud between the Barons and the Murdocks stretched back to the early 1900s when Noah Baron, her great-grandfather, came to southeast Montana. He’d meant to go on, to the mountains and the gold, but had stayed to homestead. The Murdocks had already been there, with their vast, rich ranch. The Barons had been peasants to them, intruders doomed to fail—or to be driven out. Jillian gritted her teeth as she remembered the stories her grandfather had told her: cut fences, stolen cattle, ruined crops.

				But the Barons had stayed, survived, and succeeded. No, they didn’t have the amount of land the Murdocks did, or the money, but they knew how to make the best use of what they did have. If her grandfather had struck oil as the Murdocks had, Jillian thought with a smirk, they could have afforded to specialize in purebred beef as well. That had been a matter of chance, not skill.

				She told herself she didn’t care about the purebred part of it. Let the Murdock clan wave their blue ribbons and shout about improving the line. She’d raise her Herefords and shorthorns and get the best price for them at the Exchange. Baron beef was prime, and everyone knew it.

				When was the last time one of the high-and-mighty Murdocks rode the miles of fence, sweating under the sun while checking for a break? When was the last time one of them had eaten dust on a drive? Jillian knew for a fact that Paul J. Murdock, her grandfather’s contemporary, hadn’t bothered to ride fence or flank cattle in more than a year.

				She let out a short, derisive laugh. All they knew about were the figures in the account books and politicking. By the time she was finished, Utopia would make the Double M look like a dude ranch.

				The idea put her in a better mood, so that the line between her brows vanished. She wouldn’t think of the Murdocks today, or of the backbreaking work that promised to begin before the sun came up tomorrow. She would think only of the sweetness of these stolen hours, of the rich smell of spring . . . and the endless hard blue of the sky.

				Jillian knew this path well. It ran along the westernmost tip of her land. Too tough for the plow, too stubborn for grazing, it was left alone. It was here she always came when she wanted both a sense of solitude and excitement. No one else came here, from her own ranch or from the Murdock spread that ran parallel to it. Even the fence that had once formed the boundary had fallen years before, and had been forgotten. No one cared about this little slice of useless land but her, which made her care all the more.

				Now there were a few trees, the cottonwood and aspen just beginning to green. Over the sound of the mare’s hooves she heard a warbler begin to sing. There might be coyotes too, and certainly rattlesnakes. Jillian wasn’t so enchanted she didn’t remember that. There was a rifle, oiled and loaded, strapped to the back of her saddle.

				The mare scented the water from the pond, and Jillian let her have her head. The thought of stripping off her sweaty clothes and diving in appealed immensely. Five minutes in that clear, icy water would be exhilarating, and Delilah could rest and drink before they began the long trip back. Spotting the glistening water, Jillian let the reins drop, relaxing. Her grandfather would have cursed her for her lack of attention, but she was already thinking about the luxury of sliding naked into the cold water, then drying in the sun.

				But the mare scented something else. Abruptly she reared, plunging so that Jillian’s first thought was rattler. While she struggled to control Delilah with one hand, she reached behind for the rifle. Before she could draw a breath, she was hurtling through space. Jillian only had time for one muttered oath before she landed bottom first in the pond. But she’d seen that the rattlesnake had legs.

				Sputtering and furious, she struggled to her feet, wiping her wet hair out of her eyes so that she could glare at the man astride a buckskin stallion. Delilah danced nervously while he held the glistening stallion still.

				He didn’t need to have his feet on the ground for her to see that he was tall. His hair was dark, waving thick and long beneath a black Stetson that shadowed a raw-boned, weathered face. His nose was straight and aristocratic, his mouth well shaped and solemn. Jillian didn’t take the time to admire the way he sat the stallion—with a casual sort of control that exuded confidence and power. What she did see was that his eyes were nearly as black as his hair. And laughing.

				Narrowing her own, she spat at him, “What the hell are you doing on my land?”

				He looked at her in silence, the only movement a very slow lifting of his left brow. Unlike Jillian, he was taking the time to admire. Her fiery hair was darkened almost to copper with the water and clung wetly to accent the elegance of bone and skin—fine boned, honey-toned skin. He could see the flash of green that was her eyes, dark as jade and dangerous as a cat’s. Her mouth, clamped together in fury, had a luxuriously full, promising lower lip that contrasted with the firm stubborn chin.

				Casually he let his gaze slide down. She was a long one, he thought, with hardly more curves than a boy. But just now, with the shirt wet and snug as a second skin . . . Slowly his gaze climbed back to hers. She didn’t blush at the survey, though she recognized it. There wasn’t apprehension or fear in her eyes. Instead, she shot him a hard look that might have withered another man.

				“I said,” Jillian began in a low, clipped voice, “what the hell are you doing on my land?”

				Instead of answering he swung out of the saddle—the move smooth and economic enough to tell her he’d been in and out of one most of his life. He walked toward her with a loose, easy stride that still carried the air of command. Then he smiled. In one quick flash his face changed from dangerously sexy to dangerously charming. It was a smile that said, you can trust me . . . for the moment. He held out a hand.

				“Ma’am.”

				Jillian drew in one deep breath and let it out again. Ignoring the offered hand, she climbed out of the water by herself. Dripping, cold, but far from cooled off, Jillian stuck her hands on her hips. “You haven’t answered my question.”

				Nerve, he thought, still studying her. She’s got plenty of that. Temper and—he noticed the way her chin was thrown up in challenge—arrogance. He liked the combination. Hooking his thumbs in his pockets, he shifted his weight, thinking it was a shame she’d dry off quickly in the full sun.

				“This isn’t your land,” he said smoothly, with only a hint of a western drawl. “Miss . . .”

				“Baron,” Jillian snapped. “And who the hell are you to tell me this isn’t my land?”

				He tipped his hat with more insolence than respect.

				“Aaron Murdock.” His lips twitched at her hiss of breath. “Boundary runs straight up through here.” He looked down at the toes of his boots inches away from the toes of hers as if he could see the line drawn there. “Cuts about clean down the middle of the pond.” He brought his gaze back to hers—mouth solemn, eyes laughing. “I think you landed on my side.”

				Aaron Murdock, son and heir. Wasn’t he supposed to be out in Billings playing in their damn oil fields? Frowning, Jillian decided he didn’t look like the smooth college boy her grandfather had described to her. That was something she’d think about later. Right now, it was imperative she make her stand, and make it stick.

				“If I landed on your side,” she said scathingly, “it was because you were lurking around with that.” She jerked her thumb at his horse. Gorgeous animal, she thought with an admiration she had to fight to conceal.

				“Your hands were slack on the reins,” he pointed out mildly.

				The truth of it only added fuel to the fire. “His scent spooked Delilah.”

				“Delilah.” A flicker of amusement ran over his face as he pushed back his hat and studied the smooth clean lines of Jillian’s mare. “Must’ve been fate,” he murmured. “Samson.” At the sound of his name the stallion walked over to nuzzle Aaron’s shoulder.

				Jillian choked back a chuckle, but not in time to conceal the play of a small dimple at the side of her mouth. “Just remember what Samson’s fate was,” she retorted. “And keep him away from my mare.”

				“A mighty pretty filly,” Aaron said easily. While he stroked his horse’s head his eyes remained on Jillian. “A bit high-strung,” he continued, “but well built. She’d breed well.”

				Jillian’s eyes narrowed again. Aaron found he liked the way they glinted through the thick, luxurious lashes. “I’ll worry about her breeding, Murdock.” She planted her feet in the ground that soaked up the water still dripping from her. “What’re you doing up here?” she demanded. “You won’t find any oil.”

				Aaron tilted his head. “I wasn’t looking for any. I wasn’t looking for a woman either.” Casually he reached over and lifted a strand of her heavy hair. “But I found one.”

				Jillian felt that quick, breathless pressure in her chest and recognized it. Oh, no, she’d let that happen to her once before. She let her gaze drop down to where his long brown fingers toyed with the ends of her hair, then lifted it to his face again. “You wouldn’t want to lose that hand,” she said softly.

				For a moment, his fingers tightened, as if he considered picking up the challenge she’d thrown down. Then, as casually as he’d captured her hair, he released it. “Testy, aren’t you?” Aaron said mildly. “But then, you Barons’ve always been quick to draw.”

				“To defend,” Jillian corrected, standing her ground.

				They measured each other a moment, both surprised to find the opposition so attractive. Tread carefully. The command went through each of their minds, though it was an order both habitually had trouble carrying out.

				“I’m sorry about the old man,” Aaron said at length. “He’d have been your—grandfather?”

				Jillian’s chin stayed up, but Aaron saw the shadow that briefly clouded her eyes. “Yes.”

				She’d loved him, Aaron thought with some surprise. From his few run-ins with Clay Baron, he’d found a singularly unlovable man. He let his memory play back with the snatches of information he’d gleaned since his return to the Double M. “You’d be the little girl who spent some summers here years back,” he commented, trying to remember if he’d ever caught sight of her before. “From back east.” His hand came back to stroke his chin, a bit rough from the lack of razor that morning. “Jill, isn’t it?”

				“Jillian,” she corrected coldly.

				“Jillian.” The swift smile transformed his face again. “It suits you better.”

				“Miss Baron suits me best,” she told him, damning his smile.

				Aaron didn’t bother to acknowledge her deliberate unfriendliness, instead giving in to the urge to let his gaze slip briefly to her mouth again. No, he didn’t believe he’d seen her before. That wasn’t a mouth a man forgot. “If Gil Haley’s running things at Utopia, you should do well enough.”

				She bristled. He could almost see her spine snap straight. “I run things at Utopia,” she said evenly.

				His mouth tilted at one corner. “You?”

				“That’s right, Murdock, me. I haven’t been pushing papers in Billings for the last five years.” Something flashed in his eyes, but she ignored it and plunged ahead. “Utopia’s mine, every inch of ground, every blade of grass. The difference is I work it instead of strutting around the State Fair waving my blue ribbons.”

				Intrigued, he took her hands, ignoring her protest as he turned them over to study the palms. They were slender, but hard and capable. Running his thumb over a line of callus, Aaron felt a ripple of admiration—and desire. He’d grown very weary of pampered helpless hands in Billings. “Well, well,” he murmured, keeping her hands in his as he looked back into her eyes.

				She was furious—that his hands were so strong, that they held hers so effortlessly. That her heartbeat was roaring in her ears. The warbler had begun to sing again and she could hear the gentle swish of the horses’ tails as they stood.

				He smelled pleasantly of leather and sweat. Too pleasantly. There was a rim of amber around the outside of his irises that only accented the depth of brown. A scar, very thin and white, rode along the edge of his jaw. You wouldn’t notice it unless you looked very closely. Just as you might not notice how strong and lean his hands were unless yours were caught in them.

				Jillian snapped back quickly. It didn’t pay to notice things like that. It didn’t pay to listen to that roaring in your head. She’d done that once before and where had it gotten her? Dewy-eyed, submissive, and softheaded. She was a lot smarter than she’d been five years before. The most important thing was to remember who he was—a Murdock. And who she was—a Baron.

				“I warned you about your hands before,” she said quietly.

				“So you did,” Aaron agreed, watching her face. “Why?”

				“I don’t like to be touched.”

				“No?” His brow lifted again, but he didn’t yet release her hands. “Most living things do—if they’re touched properly.” His eyes locked on hers abruptly, very direct, very intuitive. “Someone touch you wrong once, Jillian?”

				Her gaze didn’t falter. “You’re trespassing, Murdock.”

				Again, that faint inclination of the head. “Maybe. We could always string the fence again.”

				She knew he hadn’t misunderstood her. This time, when she tugged on her hands, he released them. “Just stay on your side,” she suggested.

				He adjusted his hat so that the shadow fell over his face again. “And if I don’t?”

				Her chin came up. “Then I’ll have to deal with you.” Turning her back, she walked to Delilah and gathered the reins. It took an effort not to pass her hand over the buckskin stallion, but she resisted. Without looking at Aaron, Jillian swung easily into the saddle, then fit her own damp, flat-brimmed hat back on her head. Now she had the satisfaction of being able to look down at him.

				In a better humor, Jillian leaned on the saddle horn. Leather creaked easily beneath her as Delilah shifted her weight. Her shirt was drying warm on her back. “You have a nice vacation, Murdock,” she told him with a faint smile. “Don’t wear yourself out while you’re here.”

				He reached up to stroke Delilah’s neck. “Now, I’m going to try real hard to take your advice on that, Jillian.”

				She leaned down a bit closer. “Miss Baron.”

				Aaron surprised her by tugging the brim of her hat down to her nose. “I like Jillian.” He grabbed the string tie of the hat before she could straighten, then gave her a long, odd look. “I swear,” he murmured, “you smell like something a man could just close his eyes and wallow in.”

				She was amused. Jillian told herself she was amused while she pretended not to feel the quick trip of her pulse. She removed his hand from the string of her hat, straightened, and smiled. “You disappoint me. I’d’ve thought a man who’d spent so much time in college and the big city would have a snappier line and a smoother delivery.”

				He slipped his hands into his back pockets as he looked up at her. It was fascinating to watch the way the sun shot into her eyes without drawing out the smallest fleck of gold or gray in that cool, deep green. The eyes were too stubborn to allow for any interference; they suited the woman. “I’ll practice,” Aaron told her with the hint of a smile. “I’ll do better next time.”

				She gave a snort of laughter and started to turn her horse. “There won’t be a next time.”

				His hand was firm on the bridle before she could trot off. The look he gave her was calm, and only slightly amused. “You look smarter than that, Jillian. We’ll have a number of next times before we’re through.”

				She didn’t know how she’d lost the advantage so quickly, only that she had. Her chin angled. “You seem determined to lose that hand, Murdock.”

				He gave her an easy smile, patted Delilah’s neck, then turned toward his own horse. “I’ll see you soon, Jillian.”

				She waited, seething, until he’d swung into the saddle. Delilah sidestepped skittishly until the horses were nearly nose to nose. “Stay on your own side,” Jillian ordered, then pressed in her heels. The straining mare lunged forward.

				Samson tossed his head and pranced as they both watched Jillian race off on Delilah. “Not this time,” Aaron murmured to himself, soothing his horse. “But soon.” He gave a quick laugh, then pointed his horse in the opposite direction. “Damn soon.”

				Jillian could get rid of a lot of anger and frustration with the speed and the wind. She rode as the mare wanted—fast. Perhaps Delilah needed to outrace her blood as well, Jillian thought wryly. Both male animals had been compelling. If the stallion had belonged to anyone but a Murdock, she would’ve found a way to have Delilah bred with him—no matter what the stud fee. If she had any hope of increasing and improving Utopia’s line of horses, the bulk of the burden rested with her own mare. And there wasn’t a stallion on her ranch that could compare with Murdock’s Samson.

				It was a pity Aaron Murdock hadn’t been the smooth, fastidious, boring businessman she’d envisioned him to be. That type would never have made her blood heat. A woman in her position couldn’t afford to acknowledge that kind of attraction, especially with a rival. It would put her at an immediate disadvantage when she needed every edge she could get.

				So much depended on the next six months if she was going to have the chance to expand. Oh, the ranch could go on, making its cozy little profit, but she wanted more. The fire of her grandfather’s ambition hadn’t dimmed so much with age as it had been transferred to her. With her youth and energy, and with that fickle lady called luck, she could turn Utopia into the empire her ancestors had dreamed about.

				She had the land and the knowledge. She had the skill and the determination. Already, Jillian had poured the cash portion of her inheritance back into the ranch. She’d put a down payment on the small plane her grandfather had been too stubborn to buy. With a plane, the ranch could be patrolled in hours, stray cattle spotted, broken fences reported. Though she still believed in the necessity of a skilled puncher and cow pony, Jillian understood the beauty of mixing new techniques with the old.

				Pickups and Jeeps roamed the range as well as horses. CBs could be used to communicate over long distances, while the lariat was still carried by every hand—in the saddle or behind the wheel. The cattle would be driven to feed lots when necessary and the calves herded into the corral for branding, though the iron would be heated by a butane torch rather than an open fire. Times had changed, but the spirit and the code remained.

				Above all, the rancher, like any other country person, depended on two things: the sky and the earth. Because the first was always fickle and the second often unyielding, the rancher had no choice but to rely, ultimately, on himself. That was Jillian’s philosophy.

				With that in mind, she changed directions without changing her pace. She’d ride along the Murdock boundary and check the fences after all.

				She trotted along an open pasture while broad-rumped, white-faced Herefords barely glanced up from their grazing. The spring grass was growing thick and full. Hearing the rumble of an engine, she stopped. In almost the same manner as her mount, Jillian scented the air. Gasoline. It was a shame to spoil the scent of grass and cattle with it. Philosophically she turned Delilah in the direction of the sound and rode.

				It was easy to spot the battered pickup in the rolling terrain. Jillian lifted her hand in half salute and rode toward it. Her mood had lifted again, though her jeans were still damp and her boots soggy. She considered Gil Haley one of the few dyed-in-the-wool cowboys left on her ranch or any other. A hundred years before, he’d have been happy riding the range with his saddle, bedroll, and plug of tobacco. If he had the chance, she mused, he’d be just as happy that way today.

				“Gil.” Jillian stopped Delilah by the driver’s window and grinned at him.

				“You disappeared this morning.” His greeting was brusque in a voice that sounded perpetually peppery. He didn’t expect an explanation, nor would she have given one.

				Jillian nodded to the two men with him, another breed of cowhand, distinguished by their heavy work shoes. Gil might give in to the pickup because he could patrol fifty thousand acres quicker and more thoroughly than on horseback, but he’d never give up his boots. “Any problem?”

				“Dumb cow tangled in the wire a ways back.” He shifted his tobacco plug while looking up at her with his perpetual squint. “Got her out before she did any damage. Looks like we’ve got to clear out some of that damn tumbleweed again. Knocked down some line.”

				Jillian accepted this with a nod. “Anyone check the fence along the west section today?”

				There was no change in the squint as he eyed her. “Nope.”

				“I’ll see to it now, then.” Jillian hesitated. If there was anyone who knew the gossip, it would be Gil. “I happened to run into Aaron Murdock about an hour ago,” she put in casually. “I thought he was in Billings.”

				“Nope.”

				Jillian gave him a mild look. “I realize that, Gil. What’s he doing around here?”

				“Got himself a ranch.”

				Gamely Jillian hung on to her temper. “I realize that too. He’s also got himself an oil field—or his father does.”

				“Kid sister married herself an oil man,” Gil told her. “The old man did some shifting around and got the boy back where he wants him.”

				“You mean . . .” Jillian narrowed her eyes. “Aaron Murdock’s staying on the Double M?”

				“Managing it,” Gil stated, then spit expertly. “Guess things’ve simmered down after the blowup a few years back. Murdock’s getting on, you know, close on to seventy or more. Maybe he wants to sit back and relax now.”

				“Managing it,” Jillian muttered. So she was going to be plagued with a Murdock after all. At least she and the old man had managed to stay out of each other’s way. Aaron had already invaded what she considered her private haven—even if he did own half of it. “How long’s he been back?”

				Gil took his time answering, tugging absently at the grizzled gray mustache that hung over his lip—a habit Jillian usually found amusing. “Couple weeks.”

				And she’d already plowed into him. Well, she’d had five years of peace, Jillian reminded herself. In country with this much space, she should be able to avoid one man without too much trouble. There were other questions she wanted to ask, but they’d wait until she and Gil were alone.

				“I’ll check the fence,” she said briefly, then turned the mare and rode west.

				Gil watched her with a twinkle. He might squint, but his eyesight was sharp enough to have noticed her damp clothes. And the fire in her eyes. Ran into Aaron Murdock, did she? With a wheeze and a chuckle, he started the pickup. It gave a man something to speculate on.

				“Keep your eyes front, son,” he grumbled to the young hand who was craning his neck to get a last look of Jillian as she galloped over the pasture.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				The day began before sunrise. There was stock to be fed, eggs to be gathered, cows to be milked. Even with machines, capable hands were needed. Jillian had grown so accustomed to helping with the early-morning chores, it never occurred to her to stop now that she was the owner. Ranch life was a routine that varied only in the number of animals to be tended and the weather in which you tended them.

				It was pleasantly cool when Jillian made the trip from the ranch house to the stables, but she’d crossed the same ground when the air had been so hot and thick it seemed to stick to her skin, or when the snow had been past her boot tops. There was only a faint lessening in the dark, a hint of color in the eastern sky, but the ranch yard already held signs of life. She caught the scent of grilled meat and coffee as the ranch cook started breakfast.

				Men and women went about their chores quietly, with an occasional oath, or a quick laugh. Because all of them had just been through a Montana winter, this sweet spring morning was prized. Spring gave way to summer heat, and summer drought too quickly.

				Jillian crossed the concrete passageway and opened Delilah’s stall. As always, she would tend her first before going on to the other horses, then the dairy cows. A few of the men were there before her, measuring out grain, filling troughs. There was the click of boot heels on concrete, the jingle of spurs.

				Some of them owned their own horses, but the bulk of them used Utopia’s line. All of them owned their own saddles. Her grandfather’s hard-and-fast rule.

				The stables smelled comfortably of horses and hay and sweet grain. By the time the stock had been fed and led out to the corrals, it was nearly light. Automatically, Jillian headed for the vast white barn where cows waited to be milked.

				“Jillian.”

				She stopped, waiting for Joe Carlson, her herdsman, to cross the ranch yard. He didn’t walk like a cowboy, or dress like one, simply because he wasn’t one. He had a smooth, even gait that suited his rather cocky good looks. The early sun teased out the gold in his curling hair. He rode a Jeep rather than a horse and preferred a dry wine to beer, but he knew cattle. Jillian needed him if she was to make a real success out of what was now just dabbling in the purebred industry. She’d hired him six months before over her grandfather’s grumbles, and didn’t regret it.

				“Morning, Joe.”

				“Jillian.” He shook his head when he reached her, then pushed back the powder-gray hat he kept meticulously clean. “When are you going to stop working a fifteen-hour day?”

				She laughed and started toward the dairy barn again, matching her longer, looser stride with his. “In August, when I have to start working an eighteen-hour day.”

				“Jillian.” He put a hand on her shoulder, stopping her at the entrance of the barn. His hand was neat and well shaped, tanned but not callused. For some reason it reminded her of a stronger hand, a harder one. She frowned at the horizon. “You know it’s not necessary for you to tie yourself down to every aspect of this ranch. You’ve got enough hands working for you. If you’d hire a manager . . .”

				It was an old routine and Jillian answered it in the usual way. “I am the manager,” she said simply. “I don’t consider the ranch a toy or a tax break, Joe. Before I hire someone to take over for me, I’ll sell out.”

				“You work too damn hard.”

				“You worry too much,” she countered, but smiled. “I appreciate it. How’s the bull?”

				Joe’s teeth flashed, straight, even, and white. “Mean as ever, but he’s bred with every cow we’ve let within ten feet of him. He’s a beauty.”

				“I hope so,” Jillian murmured, remembering just what the purebred Hereford bull had cost her. Still, if he was everything Joe had claimed, he was her start in improving the quality of Utopia’s beef.

				“Just wait till the calves start dropping,” Joe advised, giving her shoulder a quick squeeze. “You want to come take a look at him?”

				“Mmmm, maybe later.” She took a step inside the barn, then shot a look over her shoulder. “I’d like to see that bull take the blue ribbon over the Murdock entry in July.” She grinned, quick and insolent. “Damned if I wouldn’t.”

				By the time the stock had been fed and Jillian had bolted down her own breakfast, it was full light. The long hours and demands should have kept her mind occupied. They always had. Between her concerns over feed and wages and fence, there shouldn’t have been room for thoughts of Aaron Murdock. But there was. Jillian decided that once she had the answers to her questions she’d be able to put him out of her mind. So she’d better see about getting them. She hailed Gil before he could climb into his pickup.

				“I’m going with you today,” she told him as she hopped into the passenger’s seat.

				He shrugged and spit tobacco out the window. “Suit yourself.”

				Jillian grinned at the greeting and pushed her hat back on her head. A few heavy red curls dipped over her brow. “Why is it you’ve never gotten married, Gil? You’re such a charmer.”

				Beneath his grizzled mustache his lips quivered. “Always was a smart aleck.” He started the engine and aimed his squint at her. “What about you? You might be skinny, but you ain’t ugly.”

				She propped a booted foot on his dash. “I’d rather run my own life,” she said easily. “Men want to tell you what to do and how to do it.”

				“Woman ain’t got no business out here on her own,” Gil said stubbornly as he drove out of the ranch yard.

				“And men do?” Jillian countered, lazily examining the toe of her boot.

				“Men’s different.”

				“Better?”

				He shifted, knowing he was already getting out of his depth. “Different,” he said again and clamped his lips.

				Jillian laughed and settled back. “You old coot,” she said fondly. “Tell me about this blowup at the Murdocks’.”

				“Had a few of them. They’re a hardheaded bunch.”

				“So I’ve heard. The one that happened before Aaron Murdock went to Billings.”

				“Kid had lots of ideas when he come back from college.” He snorted at education in the way of a man who considered the best learning came from doing. “Maybe some of them were right enough,” he conceded. “Always was smart, and knew how to sit a horse.”

				“Isn’t that why he went to college?” Jillian probed. “To get ideas?”

				Gil grunted. “Seems the old man felt the boy was taking over too quick. Rumor is the boy agreed to work for his father for three years, then he was supposed to take over. Manage the place like.”

				Gil stopped at a gate and Jillian climbed out to open it, waiting until he’d driven through before closing and locking it behind her. Another dry day, she thought with a glance at the sky. They’d need some rain soon. A pheasant shot out of the field to her right and wheeled with a flash of color into the sky. She could smell sweet clover.

				“So?” she said when she hopped into the truck again.

				“So when the three years was up, the old man balked. Wouldn’t give the boy the authority they’d agreed on. Well, they got tempers, those Murdocks.” He grinned, showing off his dentures. “The boy up and quit, said he’d start his own spread.”

				“That’s what I’d’ve done,” Jillian muttered. “Murdock had no right to go back on his word.”

				“Maybe not. But he talked the boy into going to Billings ’cause there was some trouble there with the books and such. Nobody could much figure why he did it, unless the old man made it worth his while.”

				Jillian sneered. Money, she thought derisively. If Aaron had had any guts, he’d’ve thumbed his nose at his father and started his own place. Probably couldn’t handle the idea of starting from the ground up. But she remembered his face, the hard, strong feel of his hand. Something, she thought, puzzled, just didn’t fit.

				“What do you think of him, Gil—personally?”

				“Who?”

				“Aaron Murdock,” she snapped.

				“Can’t say much,” Gil began slowly, rubbing a hand over his face to conceal another grin. “Was a bright kid and full of sass, like one or two others I’ve known.” He gave a hoot when Jillian narrowed her eyes at him. “Wasn’t afraid of work neither. By the time he’d grown whiskers, he had the ladies sighing over him too.” Gil put a hand to his heart and gave an exaggerated sigh of his own. Jillian punched him enthusiastically in the arm.

				“I’m not interested in his love life, Gil,” she began and then immediately changed gears. “He’s never married?”

				“Guess he figured a woman might want to tell him what to do and how to do it,” Gil returned blandly.

				Jillian started to swear at him, then laughed instead. “You’re a clever old devil, Gil Haley. Look here!” She put a hand on his arm. “We’ve got calves.”

				They got out to walk the pasture together, taking a head count and enjoying one of the first true pleasures of spring: new life.

				“These’d be from the new bull.” Jillian watched a calf nurse frantically while its mother half dozed in the sun.

				“Yep.” Gil’s squint narrowed further while he skimmed over the grazing herd and the new offspring. “I reckon Joe knows what he’s about,” he murmured and rubbed his chin. “How many younguns you count?”

				“Ten and looks like twenty more cows nearly ready to drop.” She frowned over the numbers a moment. “Wasn’t there—” Jillian broke off as a new sound came over the bored mooing and rustling. “Over there,” she said even as Gil started forward.

				They found him collapsed and frightened beside his dying mother. A day old, no more than two, Jillian estimated as she gathered up the calf, crooning to him. The cow lay bleeding, barely breathing. The birth had gone wrong. Jillian didn’t need Gil to tell her that. The cow had survived the breech, then had crawled off to die.

				If the plane had been up . . . Jillian thought grimly as Gil walked silently back to the pickup. If the plane had been up, someone would’ve spotted her from the air, and . . . She shook her head and nuzzled the calf. This was the price of it, she reminded herself. You couldn’t mourn over every cow or horse you lost in the course of a year. But when she saw Gil returning with his rifle, she gave him a look of helpless grief. Then she turned and walked away.

				One shudder rippled through her at the sound of the shot, then she forced herself to push the weakness away. Still carrying the calf, she went back to Gil.

				“Going to have to call for some men on the CB,” he told her. “It’s going to take more than you and me to load her up.” He cupped the calf’s head in his hand and studied him. “Hope this one’s got some fight in him or he ain’t going to make it.”

				“He’ll make it,” Jillian said simply. “I’m going to see to it.” She went back to the truck, murmuring to soothe the newborn in her arms.

				By nine o’clock that evening she was exhausted. Antelope had raced through a hay field and damaged half an acre’s crop. One of her men fractured his arm when his horse was spooked by a snake. They’d found three breaks in the wire along the Murdock boundary and some of her cows had strayed. It had taken the better part of the day to round them up again and repair the fence.
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