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“Finished LARKSPUR and loved it. I love

western historicals and I love Montana.

When you add the fact that I have always

been a Dorothy Garlock fan, it gives

LARKSPUR a winning combination.”

—Janet Dailey
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“Please, Kristin. Please stay here at Larkspur with me.”

 

His words echoed to the core of her being. What did he mean? She summoned all her determination to ask. Her voice came out thin and weak. “As housekeeper?”

Without conscious effort he was drawing her closer to him. Finally his hands slid behind her back and she was leaning against him, her head pressed against his shoulder. Buck turned his face into her hair.

Lord help him say the right words. Happiness such as he never dreamed of having was right here in this sweet woman. Somehow he had to make her see him as a man who needed love and who had love to give . . .
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“HER BOOKS ARE PRECIOUS KEEPSAKES.”

—Romantic Times

 

“For those who like their romance dark,

emotionally complex, and brimful of grit,

Garlock holds the reins masterfully.”

—Publishers Weekly on Sins of Summer
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LARKSPUR

 

Larkspur, larkspur, growing free

Purple, pink or pearly white,

What will your petals bring to me

As I contemplate the empty night?

 

Is that poison in your bloom

More deadly than the life I lead

In my brother’s house: my lonely room,

My servile state, my soul in need?

 

You bear a claw beneath your flower

It warns of danger lurking there.

A challenge! Shall I cringe or cower?

No—this time I need to dare.

 

Larkspur, larkspur, magic weed,

You haunt me, taunt me, call me west

To where the earth supports your seed,

To where, at last, my heart can rest.

 

I’ll journey to that far-off place

Where one whose face I do not know

Has willed to me his stake, his space,

His “Larkspur” land. Oh, yes, I’ll go!

 

—F.S.I.

 



Chapter One

1883

 

River Falls,Wisconsin

“You will not go! I forbid it!”

Ferd Anderson went to the fireplace and leaned his arm against the thick oak mantel. His narrowed, angry gaze fastened on his sister’s face.

“I’m not a child, Ferd.” Kristin spoke calmly despite her nervousness. “I’m twenty-three years old and—”

“—A twenty-three-year-old spinster—” he interrupted rudely, “who has enjoyed the hospitality of my home for the past ten years and who has never been more than thirty miles from the place where she was born.”

Kristin refused to allow her brother to see the hurt inflicted by his remark.

“—And you expect me to allow you to travel alone to some godforsaken, uncivilized place called Big Timber in Montana Territory.”

“Mr. Hanson at the Sentinel wrote that Montana will become the forty-first state soon.”

“I don’t give a damn if it’ll be the first state! And what does that crackpot Hanson know about anything? You’re not going there. That’s my final word.”

“Women have more freedom now. This is the 1880s, not the Dark Ages. I’m no longer a child. Technically you have no say in the matter.”

“Don’t I? Don’t I?” he repeated, pushing himself away from the mantel. Outrage reddened his face, sparkled in his eyes and compressed his lips. “Who in thunder has been taking care of you all these years? Who put food in your mouth, clothes on your back and coal in the furnace to keep you warm? Huh?”

“You did, brother, and I’ve worked here in your home for my keep.”

“—And as soon as the opportunity comes for you to pay me back, you get it into your head to leave my protection, grab an inheritance from a ne’er-do-well uncle and squander it.”

“He couldn’t have been too much of a ne’er-do-well. He acquired property.”

“I remember my ma saying he was too lazy to spit.”

“My mother liked him. Uncle Hansel told Gustaf that Uncle Yarby was a good-hearted man with an adventurous spirit who wanted to see some of the world before he settled down.”

“Uncle Hansel!” Ferd snorted in disgust. “He left his sons nothing but a half dozen cows, a span of oxen, and a farm with a mortgage. He also left them a houseful of womenfolk to feed and a do-nothing dawdler like Gustaf who refuses to stay home and help ease Lars’s burden.”

Kristin was quiet for a moment. It would do no good to argue that Gustaf was not a do-nothing dawdler. Ferd had always resented him for his good looks and charming ways.

“I didn’t realize that you considered me a burden, Ferd,” Kristin said, in an effort to move the subject from Gustaf. She moved around the chair and straightened the white crocheted doily that lay on the back. “When my mother died, you insisted that I come here. And when you sold the farm, it was my understanding that my part of the money would go to pay for my keep.”

“How long do you think that lasted? It was used up long ago.”

“I’ve been an unpaid housekeeper, Ferd. A nursemaid to your children, a seamstress—”

“Oh . . . oh—” The trembling words came from Ferd’s wife, Andora. “That’s not true and it’s mean of you to say so. You . . . came here and just took over. We gave you a roof over your head and—”

“Be quiet!” Ferd snapped; and when Andora began to cry, he shouted, “Stop that!”

Andora gave a tiny scream, fell back on the couch and assumed her best pouting position.

Ferd turned back to the mantel again, breathing heavily. He was a big man; hardworking, prosperous, ambitious. His lumber business was growing along with the population increase in Wisconsin. He had planned to open a branch in a neighboring town. The money from the inheritance would have made it possible.

Fourteen years older than his half sister, he had paid scant attention to her other than to be aware that she was there, looking after the girls, tending the house for him and his wife, who was beautiful and as irresponsible as a child and would always be.

Andora suited Ferd admirably. He could dress her up, show her off to his business friends and be certain she would reveal nothing of consequence because she knew nothing. She had been trained to compliment the right people and to gush at the right moment. The fact that she was a failure in bed meant nothing. There were others far more capable and willing to satisfy his sexual needs.

“I don’t understand. I just don’t understand.” Ferd’s jowls quivered with agitation. “Why you, for God’s sake? Yarby had three brothers beside Pa. All of them are dead now, but he had ten nephews. If he didn’t want me to have it, he could have left the land to Sven, Lars, Karl, James—”

“—And four nieces,” Kristin amended. “And I don’t know why he left it to me.”

“If Yarby Anderson had the brains God gave the rest of the family, he’d have known that women are not supposed to clutter up their minds with business matters and decisions,” Ferd continued his tirade as if Kristin had not spoken.

“I can’t believe you’d just up and leave us,” Andora whimpered. “As soon as you get your hands on a little money you go away so none of us will know what you do with it, and after all we’ve done for you.”

“I’ve done just as much for you, Andora,” Kristin said, trying not to show her frustration. “Ever since you married Ferd, you’ve had a maid who worked for room and board. You’ve never had to cook the meals, wash or iron, or get up with the children in the middle of the night.”

“I’ve . . . cooked—”

“Something fancy you wanted to show off.”

“Ferd paid you to cook!”

“A dollar a month.” Kristin’s patience was strained, and her voice rose angrily.

“You’d not have had a roof over your head if not for Ferd. If you had an ounce of gratitude, you’d give the money to him. You’re . . . selfish and mean and you’ve turned the girls against me!”

“You’re spoiling them rotten, Andora. They’ll grow up to be just like you.”

“What’s wrong with that? They’ll not be old maids like you!” Andora retorted nastily.

Kristin looked down at her sister-in-law, who had sunk back down on the couch and was dabbing at her eyes with a lace-trimmed handkerchief—one that Kristin had made.

“I didn’t realize this before, but maybe I have been selfish, Andora. I loved doing for the girls, but I hate seeing them grow up to be so self-centered and unlovable. I liked keeping the house and took pride in it. In doing so, I may have fostered your irresponsibility and contributed to your uselessness.”

“Hold your tongue! You have no right to chastise Andora,” Ferd shouted, and gave his thigh a terrific slap with the palm of his hand.

“I have as much right as she has to chastise me.”

“Oh! I’m not . . . useless. Ferd loves me the way I am! You’ve ruined everything. Who’ll take the girls to their music lessons and . . . how’ll I get my dress finished before the Fourth? All the seamstresses worth their salt have been engaged by now.” Andora burst into tears and ran from the room.

Kristin sighed. “You might try doing it yourself, Andora.”

“Stop this bickering!” Ferd shouted, then turned on his sister with a brutality he seldom showed. “Papa pampered you from the day you were born. His big mistake was having you educated. Mine was continuing on with it after he died.”

“Only for part of a year,” Kristin reminded him. “After you married Andora, you soon learned that though she was pretty, she wasn’t capable of running the house.”

“If you’d been walking behind a plow these past ten years and milking cows like your cousins, you’d not have your head crammed full of fancy notions.”

“Ferd, I don’t want to leave with hard feelings.”

“You’ll not leave.”

“Ferd—”

“—I’ve had my say and you’ll not defy me. Besides, I’ve already sent a letter off to that lawyer fellow who has someone who wants the land. I told him to get an offer. Not that I’ll take the first one he makes, but it’ll give me an idea of what the land is worth.”

“You had no right to do that without consulting me.”

“As head of this family, I made it my right. Now I’ll hear no more about it.”

“And you won’t.” Anger straightened Kristin’s back and put a fighting spark in her eyes.

“I thought you’d be sensible about it.”

“Ferd, it isn’t that I don’t appreciate what you’ve done for me. It’s just that this is something for me, not you, to decide. I’m leaving for Montana Territory in the morning.”

Ferd looked stunned. His raised brows wrinkled a forehead made high by his receding hairline. He was taller than his sister, but his rounded shoulders and paunch made him seem shorter. He set himself solidly, legs well apart, and pushed out his chin.

“And where did you get the money for a train ticket?” he asked in a voice that was deceptively calm.

“Cousin Gustaf lent it to me. He’s taking me to Eau Claire to catch the train.”

Ferd said nothing for a long while. Then, noting a ripple of movement that revealed a tightening of every muscle in his body, Kristin put her hand to her throat and stared at him. Never before had she seen such pure rage in her brother. His fists were tightly clenched, his mouth clamped shut. His face was red, and violence roiled in his eyes. For a moment she feared that he would strike her.

“Gustaf,” he spat. “I’m not surprised that that hornswoggler stuck his bill in. If he wasn’t going to get Yarby’s money, he intended to make sure that I didn’t.”

“It isn’t cash money,” Kristin said patiently. “It’s . . . land called Larkspur. It may be worthless.”

“You would take that light-foot’s advice over mine, and, like a common slut, travel alone to some godforsaken place where you will more than likely end up in a whorehouse! You’ve not got the brains to take care of yourself.” By the time Ferd finished speaking, his face was crimson and he was shouting.

“You don’t have much confidence in me, do you?”

“You will embarrass me before this whole town. Everyone will think I’ve lost my mind, allowing you to go willy-nilly out to this wild unsettled place.” Ferd was so angry that he never heard a word she said. “If you go, after all Andora and I have done for you, never darken my door again.”

“I’m sorry you said that, Ferd.”

“And never show your face in this town either. It will be hard enough for us to live down the shame of your betrayal.”

“You’re my closest kin. I don’t want to leave with this between us.”

He turned to the door.

“Ferd.”

He didn’t answer.

“Ferd?”

Without a look or a word he went quickly up the stairs.

Kristin stood for a long moment with her head bowed.

Betrayal could mean only one thing: Ferd had bragged to his friends about the land he had inherited in Montana, and now everyone would know it had been left not to him but to his sister. Pride stiffened Kristin’s back. She refused to take blame for taking charge of her own future. If Ferd suffered a loss of esteem, it was of his own doing.

Moving slowly, knowing it would be for the last time, she closed up the house for the night, as she had done for the past ten years, and went to her room adjoining the kitchen. As the family had increased, it had become necessary to convert the large pantry into a bedroom, and Kristin had willingly left the children’s room for the privacy of this small space.

The gray dress she planned to wear for the trip hung over the back of a chair, her good black shoes sat under it. On the seat were her undergarments, her hat and a dark shawl she thought wise to wear because Cousin Gustaf had said the train would be smoky and dirty. Her clothes were in the trunk along with family photographs Ferd did not care for, personal items, sheets and towels. On top of all were her sewing equipment and writing materials. Everything she owned was in the trunk, the box, and a tapestry bag containing toilet articles and a pistol Gustaf had given to her and insisted she carry. He had taken her out to the woods and shown her how to load and shoot the gun. He cautioned her to keep it with her at all times.

“If you need it, it’ll be there,” he had said. “And don’t be afraid to use it. If a man comes at you and refuses to back off, he’s going to hurt you. It’ll be you or him.”

“I don’t know if I could shoot anyone, Gus.”

“You could if you had to. Keep the gun loaded. Unloaded, it’s no use at all. Hold it straight out and pull the trigger slowly.”

They had practiced until Gustaf was satisfied she at least knew how to handle the gun. Now Kristin felt safer knowing that she had the weapon. And Gustaf was right; she would use it if she was forced to do so to protect herself.

Kristin had planned to have a tub bath, but after the unsettling set-to with Ferd and Andora, she decided to carry warm water from the kitchen and wash in her room. Afterward she put on her nightdress and, standing before the small mirror above her washstand, looked at herself. She didn’t think she was pretty, but neither was she ugly. Kristin took the pins from the braids that wrapped around her head. She had washed her hair that morning in fresh rainwater, not knowing when she would have the chance again. Silvery blond hair was not unusual in this Swedish community, but it was her most startling feature. Her eyes ran a close second. They were large and blue-gray, deep-set, under well-defined brows only a shade darker than her hair.

She leaned closer to the mirror. Faint lines of worry had appeared lately between her brows and at the corners of her eyes and mouth. Her face had a pensive look. The shadows beneath her eyes told of sleepless nights. Her wide mouth, its lower lip fuller and softer than the upper one, was turned down at the corners, reflecting her less than happy mood.

Ferd had called her a spinster. She guessed she was, but she had not thought much about it. She had been courted by several men when she was younger. None suited her brother, which had not mattered because none had suited her either. Now word was out that a man had to go first through Ferd to reach his sister, and lately not one had thought the effort worthwhile except for a couple of widowers who had been left with young children and little else. The thought of bedding with either of them made Kristin’s stomach heave.

She had not settled as happily and as gratefully into the life of sister-servant as Andora and Ferd had believed. The girls, ages six and eight, were resentful of her authority. Andora indulged them in whatever they wanted to do, and of late they had begun to follow their mother’s example and treat their aunt as a servant in the house.

Many times, when resentment bubbled up in Kristin, she longed to have something of her own and to see some of life other than the small confines of her brother’s house here in River Falls, Wisconsin. Cousin Gustaf had helped to feed that ambition. He had told her of life beyond this small town and had even urged her to consider taking a position as governess or housekeeper in Eau Claire or St. Paul. Until now she had not had the courage to make the break.

Her life had taken a sudden change when the letter had come from Yarby Anderson’s solicitor, a Mr. Mark Lee, telling her that after his being missing for a year, Yarby’s remains had been found and identified. In a will dated twenty years earlier, when Kristin was four years old, he had left her all of his worldly possessions, which now consisted of ranchland called Larkspur.

To Kristin, who had never had more than five dollars of her own to do with as she pleased, it was a miracle. She had been elated until Gustaf had explained that several thousand acres of land in Montana might not equal forty acres of good farmland in Wisconsin.

Nevertheless it was something.

Kristin sat down in her mother’s rocker. She would have liked to grieve for this uncle who had remembered her in his will, but she was not very successful. She had never seen him and all she knew of him was from what Gustaf remembered about him and that he had written her mother two letters after her father had died. She had searched the trunk for them, but they seemed to have disappeared. It gave Kristin a warm feeling to know that somewhere there had been a man who had cared enough about her to bequeath her some property.

She’d had no idea the furor that would result when she showed the letter to Ferd. He railed against Uncle Yarby for being so stupid as to leave an estate to a woman, railed at the time it would take to get the estate settled and the money in the bank.

After a week of hearing about the wrong done in her favor to the rest of the family, Kristin began to get not only stubborn but angry. She decided that if it was the last thing she did on earth, she was going to see this land that was hers now and stand at the grave of the man who had left it to her. She had every legal right to go there, and she was backed by her cousin, who insisted that he finance the trip. She accepted after promising to return the money as soon as the estate was settled.

Kristin and Gustaf had been born on the same day on adjoining farms. They had played together as children and had gone to school together. At sixteen Gustaf had left the farm to work on the boats carrying freight up and down the Mississippi River. Since then he had come home, at times, to help his brothers put in the crops or to harvest them, considering it his duty to help provide for his mother and unmarried sister.

Ferd considered Gustaf a man without substance, but her cousin had always been dear to Kristin, and she looked forward to his visits home. Without Gustaf’s urging, Kristin doubted that she would have had the courage to defy Ferd and set out on this long and uncertain journey.

Heavens! The farthest she had been from home was Eau Claire, and that was only one time when Ferd wanted her to tend the children while he and Andora mixed with the social set.

The lamplight threw Kristin’s shadow on the wall. She watched it as she rocked. It was very strange to be sitting here, ready to leave this place where she had spent the past ten years. It didn’t seem that any of this had really happened. She wished with all her heart that she wasn’t leaving with an irreparable rift between herself and her brother.

What in the world would she do if this turned out to be a hoax and there was no inheritance? She would do as she had always done, she told herself sternly. She was not helpless. She could cook and sew and . . . milk cows.

I’m sure they have dairy farms in Montana.

 



Chapter Two

Dawn came.

Kristin had slept only fitfully all night. For the last hour she had been awake and listening for the birds to chirp in the trees above the house and for the roosters on the next street to announce the new day. At the first sound she got out of bed, went to the window and looked out. The sky was clear. This was the first day of her new life. She would be starting it in fine weather.

After lighting the lamp, Kristin used the chamber pot. She usually waited until she was dressed and then went to the outhouse, but this morning she felt defiant. She smiled knowing that her bit of revenge was childish.

How long would it be before Andora thought to empty the pot?

Last night anger and hurt had vied with one another in her heart, but this morning she felt as brave as an angry lioness. During the night the fear of the long journey and what she would find at the end of it had left her. Come what might, she would at least see another part of the world. She washed her face and hands in cold water from the pitcher, not bothering to fetch warm from the cookstove reservoir. She dressed, braided her hair and fastened the coils around her head with the large ivory hairpins Gustaf had brought her from some faraway place. Her stomach growled as she put the small-brimmed straw hat on her head and secured it with a hatpin. She had been so nervous last night that she had scarcely eaten anything at all.

She had been careful with what she packed to take with her. Besides her clothes and a few mementos, she took only what she had brought with the dollar a month Ferd had given her for her special use after she had nagged him for weeks because she wanted to buy a real toothbrush.

The house was quiet as she carried her baggage out to the front yard. She struggled with the small trunk, returned for the box and then for the bag and shawl she would carry on the train. Gustaf was coming to take her to Eau Claire to catch the train. Train. Never had she imagined that she would be going to a distant land on a train. With her baggage piled just inside the yard gate, she returned to the house one last time to pause in the front hall and listen. No footsteps sounded from the upper rooms. All was still.

Ferd was not coming down to say good-bye.

By the time she returned to the front gate, Gustaf had arrived. Dear Gustaf. What would she do without him? He hopped down from the buggy and tied the horse to the hitching post. The cousins could have passed for twins though Gustaf was a half head taller than Kristin and his blond hair was a shade darker. It matched the rakish mustache on his upper lip. He wore a smile on his handsome face. His eyes went past Kristin to the darkened house.

“Ole Ferd still got a kink in his tail?” Gustaf picked up the trunk and carried it to the boot of the buggy.

“He’s terribly angry.”

“He’ll get over it.” Gustaf settled her box beside the trunk, then with his hand beneath her elbow, he helped her up into the buggy.

“No. He told me never to come back.”

“He said that?”

“And more.” Kristin flipped the shawl around her shoulders to ward off the morning chill.

“The man’s a fool,” Gustaf growled as they drove away.

Kristin, her heart aching, looked back at the house to see if Ferd or Andora had relented and had stepped out onto the porch to wave good-bye.

The door was closed. The porch was empty.

 

The streets of River Falls lay empty except for a few merchants sweeping the walks and porches as they prepared for a new business day. They turned to stare at the buggy and to wonder what Ferd Anderson’s sister and her vagabond cousin were doing out so early. Gustaf chuckled at their curiosity and saluted gaily as the buggy passed. The only sound was the clip-clop of the horse’s hooves on the brick-paved street.

Kristin gloried in a mounting sense of freedom. Was this how a small bird felt when it left the nest and flew for the first time?

“Hungry?” They had left the town and were on the open road to Eau Claire.

“You heard my stomach growl,” Kristin accused.

“Naw. I figured ya’d have a big ruckus with Ferd and be too upset to eat. Ma fixed a basket. It’s there under the seat.”

“Bless Aunt Ingrid.” Kristin lifted the basket up onto the seat between them.

“The fritters are on top. The rest is for ya to take with ya. It should last all day and part of tomorrow. By then you’ll be in Fargo, where you change trains. Ya can refill it there with food enough to last until ya get to Big Timber.”

“Won’t buying food at the station cost a lot of money?” Kristin took a bite of the fritter.

“Ya got to eat. Ferd didn’t give ya a dime, did he?”

“No.” Kristin would have been embarrassed to admit this to anyone but her cousin. “Gustaf, I’ll pay back every cent—”

“Hush about payback. Ya’ve got crumbs on your mouth.”

“Ferd will tell your brothers that you gave me the money. They’ll be angry knowing you had it and didn’t put it toward your mother and sister’s keep.”

“I give them money each time I come home, and I take nothin’ from the farm. Lars and Kevin will tell Ferd to mind his own business. I’d go with ya, Kris, but I promised to stay until Lars gets on his feet.”

“How is he?”

“He’s gettin’ around on a crutch. He should be all right in a few weeks.”

“I wish you were coming now.”

“Ya’ll be all right. Get a room in the hotel in Big Timber and look up that solicitor. What’s his name?”

“Mark Lee.”

“If ya need me, send a wire in care of Tommy Bragg.” He gave her an impish grin. She grinned back.

“You’re setting me up good and proper. Ferd Anderson’s spinster sister leaves town and wires the notorious town rascal.”

“Don’t sign it. I’ll know who it’s from.”

“So will the rest of the town if it comes from Big Timber.”

“Do ya care?”

“I thought I would, but I don’t. Oh, Gus, what if it’s all a hoax? What if the inheritance doesn’t amount to a hill of beans?”

“Then ya’ve had a grand adventure out of it.”

“But . . . I can’t come back.”

“I’ll come to wherever ya are and snag ya a rich husband.”

“Oh, Gus. Be serious. I haven’t heard a word from that Mr. Lenning who has been managing the property.”

“He’s probably an old goat like Yarby and can’t write. I betcha Ferd’s heard plenty from Lee.”

“No! You think he’d do that and not tell me?”

“Hell, yes! When we get to Eau Claire, I’m going to send a wire to Mark Lee and tell him to be expecting ya. I’ll also tell him that if he don’t treat ya right, I’ll come out there and bust his head.”

“You can’t say that in a wire.”

“No, but he’ll get the message.”

Kristin put the basket back down on the floor of the buggy. Aunt Ingrid had packed slices of bread and butter, cheese, hard-boiled eggs, apples and fritters.

“What time does the train go?”

“Eleven o’clock. We’ve plenty of time. Nervous?”

“A little.”

“Ya’ll be fine. Just remember what I said about not making eye contact with a man that’s giving you the once-over. Be alert and act as if you owned the world. A stuck-up woman will turn a fellow off quicker than anything if he’s got any brains. If he has none, use your hatpin. If that doesn’t work, use the pistol to discourage him.”

Kristin laughed. “I doubt that I’ll be bothered all that much.”

“You’ll be noticed, you can bet your boots on that. You’re pretty, Kris. I’ve been telling you that for years.”

“Oh, pooh! You say that because you like me.”

“I’d say it if I didn’t like you. I’ve been up and down the river a dozen times and seen all kinds. You’re a handsome woman and you got brains, which is more than that worthless piece of fluff Ferd married has.”

Kristin laughed. “You talk as though men will be following me as if I were the Pied Piper.”

“Who’s he?” Gustaf screwed his bill cap down tighter on his blond head.

“Way back in the thirteenth century the town of Hamelin in Germany was plagued with rats. A mysterious stranger came and offered to rid the town of the pests. He played his pipe, and the rats came swarming out of the buildings and followed him to the river, where they drowned.”

Kristin knew how Gustaf loved a story so she continued.

“When the town leaders refused to pay the piper, he returned and once more played his pipe. This time all the children in town followed him. He led them to the mountains and they were never heard from again.”

“Yo’re pulling my leg. It ain’t true . . . is it?”

“It’s a legend. Robert Browning told the story in his poem, The Pied Piper of Hamelin.”

“Don’t that beat all?”

“Oh, Gustaf!” Kristin looked at her cousin with tears in her eyes. “You’re my dearest friend. I’m going to miss you.”

“Well, I should hope so. Not every young lady has such a handsome cousin.”

“Nor such a . . . boastful one.” Kristin sniffed back the tears.

“I’ll come out to Big Timber as soon as I can cut loose from the farm.”

“Gustaf! Will you? When did you decide that?”

“ ’Bout two minutes ago.” He grinned. “I always wanted to see what was over the mountain.”

“How will you come? Will you have the money?”

“A man needs no more than two hands and a strong back to get to where he wants to go.”

As they approached the outskirts of Eau Claire they heard a train whistle. Gustaf pulled his watch from his pocket.

“That one’s not yours. We’ve got an hour.”

Five minutes later Gustaf was unloading her trunk and box on the depot platform. Kristin stepped down from the buggy and walked with him into the station. Her heart was beating so fast that she could hardly breathe. The agent spoke to Gustaf.

“Hello, Gus. This the young lady going out to Big Timber? Ain’t never sold a ticket to that place before. Guess it’s a wide spot in the road from what I hear. Got baggage?”

“A box and a trunk out on the platform.”

“I’ll tag ’em. Here’s your ticket, young lady. When you get to St. Paul, the train will sit there for half an hour. Stay put while another engine hooks on. You’ll ride that car to Fargo, where you’ll change cars, maybe even trains. Your baggage will follow you and be unloaded at Big Timber.”

“Will it be night when I get to Fargo?”

The agent consulted a schedule. “Midnight. Westbound leaves at 5:00 A.M. Don’t worry though, ma’am. The station agent will be there. Show him your ticket, and he’ll see that you get on the train. You’ll have another layover at Miles City and reach Big Timber Wednesday evening about six o’clock.”

Back out on the platform Kristin stood beside Gustaf and looked down the tracks. The heavy hand of loneliness gripped her, wrapping its icy fingers around her heart. She reached for Gustaf’s arm.

“Am I doing the right thing, Gus?”

“To my way of thinking ya had two choices.” Gustaf’s eyes settled on her anxious face. “A person’s got to go forward or stand still. Ya could have stood still and been a servant in your brother’s house for the rest of yore life. Yo’re too much of a woman for that. Uncle Yarby gave ya a chance to get out. You’d a been a fool not to take it.”

“You’re right, of course.”

“If I had thought ya couldn’t take care of yourself, I’d not have let ya go. You’ve got money to live for a few weeks and still enough to come back.”

“I can’t come back.”

“Yes, ya can. Ya can come to the farm.”

“There’s so many there that—”

“—Just till ya get settled. But ya won’t have to do that. I’ll come out to Big Timber in a few weeks. Maybe ya’ll give your poor relation a job.”

“Oh, Gus!” She leaned over and kissed his cheek. “You’ve always seen the bright side of things.”

“Of course,” he said jauntily. “I’m a fine fellow.”

From a distance came the sound of the train whistle. A drummer came out of the station and set a large bag on the edge of the platform. On the side of the bag was printed: AMERICAN THREAD COMPANY.

A richly dressed young couple with eyes only for each other stood with hands clasped—a new hatbox and carpetbag at their feet. In comparison, Gustaf looked shabby in his baggy pants and soft-billed cap. But to Kristin he was a rock, her anchor in a sea of sudden confusion.

“Remember now what I told ya about men,” Gustaf said hurriedly. “I’ll wire that Lee fellow and tell him to meet ya, but if he isn’t there, go to a hotel—the best one in town. Ya can afford it for one night. When ya get yore bearings, ya can get a room in a roomin’ house to save money. Don’t sign any papers until you have someone besides Lee look them over—”

“Oh, Gus—Two nights on the train.”

“Ya’ll be all right,” he said firmly. “Ya’ve got a level head and ya’ll use it.”

His words were almost drowned out by the scream of the train whistle, then the screeching of iron wheels on the iron tracks. Sparks flew as brakes were applied, and the train came to a jerking halt. The conductor in a fine black suit stepped down from the platform at the end of the coach and placed a stool beside the step. He went into the station.

Passengers in the car looked out the windows.

Baggage was being loaded in the car ahead.

Kristin held tightly to Gustaf’s arm.

“I’ve never even been this close to a train. It’s scary.”

“There’s nothin’ to it. Keep this over your arm at all times. Even when ya sleep.” He reached out and touched the straps on her pouch bag.

“I wish I knew more about Uncle Yarby.”

“Ya know all that you need to know.” Gustaf put the basket in her hand. “Ma tucked a cup in here. There’s usually a watercooler on the car.”

The conductor came out of the station and stood beside the steps at the end of the coach.

“A . . . ll . . . a . . . bo . . . ard!” His rolling voice sent a shiver of excitement down Kristin’s spine.

The drummer stood aside and waited for Kristin to board. Gustaf held her arm and motioned for the young couple to go on ahead. Then he kissed Kristin on the cheek.

“Fly away, little bird,” he whispered.

“Have I told you that I wish you were my brother?” She almost choked on the words.

“Many times. Now get aboard.”

Kristin moved up the steps on wooden legs. At the top she turned back.

“ ’Bye, Gus. I’ll write.”

The drummer was swinging up the steps behind her, and she had to move on. The coach was only half-full, and in the middle of it Kristin found a seat next to the window. She slid into it and looked at Gustaf’s grinning face. He stood with his hands in his pockets and his cap at a jaunty angle. Tears filled Kristin’s eyes. She was leaving her dearest friend. The only person in the world that she felt cared for her. Really cared.

The train jerked and began to move slowly. Kristin waved. Gustaf walked along the platform, keeping pace with the train for as long as he could. She turned in the seat and continued to wave until he was out of sight before she turned back.

She was on her way. It was too late to back out now.

 

*  *  *

 

When the train left the station in Eau Claire, Kristin held tightly to the edge of the seat and watched the trees and the wire poles fly by. Gradually she became accustomed to the speed at which she was traveling and relaxed a little. When the train stopped briefly at a small town, she waved to some children standing beside the track. Later, when the train crossed a trestle, she experienced a moment of panic as she looked out the window, and down. Seeing only water, she closed her eyes tightly and prayed. She had the illusion that there was nothing beneath her. Finally, when she heard the rails singing a different tune, she opened her eyes, relieved to see piles of coal along the tracks and buildings in the distance.

The whistle blasted continuously as the train pulled into the station in St. Paul. The conductor came down the aisle.

“Thirty-minute stop here if you want to get off and stretch your legs.”

Everyone left the car except Kristin and a man who was sleeping with his head propped against the window and his hat over his face. Kristin took her cup to the watercooler. She drank a full cup before she thought about what she would do when she had to empty her bladder.

The coach was still half-full when they left St. Paul but was filled after the stop in Minneapolis. Kristin was glad she had a window seat. A pleasant-faced woman sat down beside her. After chatting a few minutes about the crowded coach, the woman said she was going to St. Cloud to visit her daughter and that she made the trip twice a year.

“I’ve never been on a train before,” Kristin confided. “I’m wondering what a person does who must use the . . . water closet.”

“Water closet? Oh, you mean the lavatory. It’s at the front of the car. The conductor locks the door while the train is in the station.”

“You can’t . . . use it while the train is stopped?”

“No. You see the ah . . . waste falls out the bottom of the train and is strung out along the tracks.”

“Oh, my goodness! I couldn’t go up there while people are in here watching me. They’d know exactly what I’m going to do.”

“That’s the drawback. I used to take my little girl and pretend it was she who needed to go when it was usually both of us. If you can wait, there’s a lavatory in almost every station.”

“Oh, dear. I don’t get off until I get to Fargo.”

“You needn’t wait that long, my dear. The train will stop at St. Cloud for fifteen minutes. Get off the train when I do. I’ll show you where to go.”

“The train may leave without me.”

“We’ll tell the conductor. He’ll make sure you’re on before he gives the signal to move out.”

By early evening, Kristin was used to the rolling, rocking rhythmic movement of the train and began to enjoy the trip. She had eaten bread, cheese and a fritter and was saving one of her four apples to eat later. She was one of the lucky ones who had a seat to herself after the stop at St. Cloud.

As twilight approached, she daydreamed about what she would find at the end of her journey. Would she be welcomed by Mr. Lenning, Uncle Yarby’s manager? Would he have a pleasant wife who would understand that she had no desire to interfere with the running of the farm . . . ranch? And that she just wanted to see her land?

Walk on it.

Feel it.

Laws! It was hard to believe that she owned land.

 



Chapter Three

Montana Territory

Someone was watching him.

Buck Lenning rose to his feet slowly, careful to make no sudden moves. He had been on his knees drinking from the clear cold stream when he saw pebbles from a spot on the bank fall with tiny splashes into the water. He had no idea who or what was there in the willows ahead and to the right, but the pebbles had not fallen without a cause.

His senses had been honed to sharpness by a lifetime of constant vigil. Something was not right. Trouble had a breath all its own, and he could feel it trembling on the back of his neck. Bending low to make himself as small a target as possible, he moved up the bank to his horse.

Was an Indian or a Mexican skulking just out of sight? Unlikely. Mexican bandits were scarce in this part of the country, and an Indian warrior would not have been so careless. Whoever it was, if ambush was his reason for being there, he had missed his chance.

Lenning had left the grasslands of the Larkspur and cantered along the Sweet Grass Creek bottom for a couple of miles. When it turned back up toward Crazy Mountain, where tall pines were scattered here and there among birch and aspen, he followed its course. Willows skirted the banks of the creek where he had paused to drink and to water his horse.

While looking over the back of his saddle, he pretended to adjust the cinch. Suddenly a brown thrasher flew out of the willows and swept past his head like a darting arrow. He continued to scan the bank along the creek. Then his sharp eyes saw color where none should be. A tiny bit of red had caught his eye.

Fixing the position in his mind, he led his horse a short distance before he mounted and headed him in the opposite direction. A hundred yards down the trail he turned up toward the mountains and came back to approach the willows from the hillside.

Buck Lenning had not planned to be away from the ranch for long. He hated to spend the extra time investigating, but logically he must assume that whoever was hiding along the creek bank was an enemy and needed to be flushed out. Moving slowly, he walked his horse back to a place above where he had seen the pebbles fall into the water.

When he noticed that something or someone had been dragged along the soft green grass, he swung down out of the saddle. Moving with catlike grace he followed the sign toward the creek and the dense growth of willows. He heard no sound, and the only movement was a cool breeze stirring the tops of the pines.

He might not have seen the slender, young Indian girl at all had he not spotted the red cloth tied to the ends of her long braids. Her dress of soft brown linsey blended with the patches of grass beneath the willows. She was frightened but defiant as she watched him with large dark eyes. Considering what happened sometimes to young Indian girls when come upon by some white men, he did not blame her for being afraid.

The reason she had been dragging herself over the grass was obvious to Buck. Her leg was broken below the knee.

“I am friend.”

She only stared at him. If he had any brains, he told himself sternly, he’d get the hell away from her. The Sioux were plenty mean, and especially where their women were concerned. But, christamighty, he couldn’t just ride off and leave her here with that broken leg. Yet if he laid a hand on her, she might yell loudly enough to raise the dead. If there was a band of Sioux nearby, his life wouldn’t be worth a pile of horse-hockey.

He took a step nearer and smiled down at her. She brandished a small knife, motioning for him to stay away.

“I am friend. I help you.”

“Go!”

He motioned to her leg. “It’s busted. You die without help.” He spoke in what he thought was passable Sioux and gestured with his hands toward the mountain. “Wildcat, cougar in these parts. White men who are bad.”

“Go.”

“I’ll cut splints and bind your leg.”

He went to where he had left his horse. After tying it nearby, he took a small hatchet from his saddlebag. Without speaking to her again, he cut two lengths of straight, stout willow sticks, trimmed and smoothed them as best he could with the hatchet. While he was doing this, he unobtrusively watched the girl and saw her cut a strip from the bottom of her dress with her knife. He was relieved that she was accepting his help.

Kneeling down he touched the break with gentle fingers.

“This’ll hurt like hell,” he muttered in English.

“It is so.”

He looked up. “Ah . . . you understand me?”

“Little.”

“What your name?” He made conversation to take her mind off what he was doing.

“Little Owl.”

“I’m Lenning.”

“Lenning.”

Working carefully, he pulled on her leg. There was no sound from the girl as he fitted the bone in place. But when he looked at her, he saw small white teeth sunk into her lower lip, and her eyes were tightly closed. He placed the splints on either side of her slender calf and wrapped the strip of cloth tightly around it.

“You’re a nervy little gal. Where’s your camp?”

“Back there.” She pointed toward Crazy Mountain.

“How far?” When he saw her brows come together in question, he repeated the words in Sioux.

“Sundown . . . on horse.”

Good Lord! If he took her there it would be midnight before he got back to Larkspur. He had to get back within an hour, two at the most. He could give her his horse and walk. The roan would come back to the ranch if turned loose. But Indian’s didn’t consider taking a horse as stealing. And he was a mighty fine horse.

“Buck Lenning,” he muttered to himself, “you can get yourself into some mighty poor situations.”

While he was mulling these thoughts over in his mind, he saw that the girl had cocked her head in a listening position. She leaned back and placed her ear to the ground. A look of panic came over her face. She fluttered her hands in a shooing motion.

“Go! Go! Bad men come.”

Now Buck could hear the sound of horses approaching.

“Indians?”

The girl shook her head. “Bad! Bad!”

“White men? Are they after you?”

She nodded. “Bad!”

Buck looked around. This wasn’t exactly the place he would have chosen for a hostile encounter, but it would have to do. He would be on his feet and they would be mounted.

“Sit still. We’ll see what they have to say.”

Buck stood behind his horse and watched two men come down the trail. One was leading a spotted pony. The tough-looking men reined in sharply when they saw Buck. They stared at him hard before resting their eyes on the Indian girl.

“I see ya caught our squaw.” The one who spoke was not much more than a kid. He had a thin beard, narrow, deep-set, mean eyes, and wore a sleeveless vest decorated with tufts of hair.

“She be a looker, ain’t she.” The older man was heavyset—fat. His gun belt rode beneath his belly. He urged his horse forward. “Glad ya found her. We thanky for the trouble. We been lookin’ for her for a couple a hours.”

“We’ll jist take ’er off yore hands.” The kid squeezed the fire from the end of his cigarette with his thumb and forefinger and dropped it in his breast pocket.

“It was no trouble. I’ll take her back to her village.” Buck spoke matter-of-factly.

“Now why’d ya think we’d stand still for that?” The young one, to Buck’s way of thinking, had an attitude that would get him killed before he was twenty.

“Can’t you see that she’s got a broken leg?”

“Her own fault fer jumpin’ off that pony. Me an’ Lantz here cut that squaw out for ourselves. Ya want one, get ’er like we got ours.” With his eyes on Buck he spoke to Lantz. “Get her.”

“Stay away from her.” Buck’s voice cut through the quiet sharply. “You blasted fools will get yourselves killed. Her tribe will be all over you like a swarm of ants.”

The fat man cackled. The other man threw his leg over his saddlehorn.

“He’s got some mouth on him, ain’t he?”

“Ain’t a Sioux in five mile. Get her, Lantz.”

Buck stepped back from his horse. “It appears to me you boys are looking for trouble.”

“Trouble? From you? I ain’t seein’ no backup.” The young one grinned, showing a missing front tooth.

“Ain’t you that Lenning feller from out at Larkspur? ’Pears to me ya’ve got trouble enough without takin’ on more.”

“You’re no trouble.” Buck uttered the words softly. “Where I come from you’d not stand knee-high to a short frog. The way I see it you’re not very smart or you’d not be sitting there bunched up for shootin’ with one gun. I’m plannin’ to use two.” His words fell like stones in the silence. “Drop the rope on that pony.”

“The hell I will!” The kid’s lips drew back in a snarl. “Ya can’t take both of us.”

“It’d be like shootin’ fish in a barrel. If you’re figgerin’ on making a try for this girl, you’d better think about spending the next week or two here on the mountain. It’ll take about that long for the scavengers to pick your bones clean. I’ll not waste my time buryin’ you.”

The fat man shifted in his saddle. He was suddenly aware that he had turned his horse so that he was sideways and would have to turn half-around to get off an effective shot.

It was obvious to Buck that the kid fancied himself a gunhand. More than likely he had already killed his first man—some poor soul who knew more about a plow than a gun. He wore his gun slung low with the holster tied down. He was the one to watch. Buck decided not to wait for him to make the first move. His hand flashed down and came up with his gun.

“Unbuckle your gun belts . . . now! Drop them or I’ll open up and you’ll be buzzard bait.”

Lantz cursed. “Air ya knowin’ who yo’re goin’ against?”

“Yeah. A couple a two-bit turd-heads that aren’t men enough to get a woman without grabbing a helpless little girl.”

“Helpless? She’s ’bout as helpless as a nest a rattlers!”

“I hope she bit you good. Now drop your belts. I’ve said it the last time.”

“Yo’re gettin’ yore way this time, but I’ll be seein’ ya again.” Lantz unbuckled his gun belt and dropped it in the dirt. “Colonel Forsythe’s got plans for ya.”

“Forsythe’s got scrambled brains if he thinks he’s going to get the Larkspur. Now you, fat man,” Buck snarled. The man unbuckled his gun belt and let it drop to the ground. “Turn and walk your horses back down the trail. Not too fast. I’ll be right behind you.”

Buck mounted his horse, jerked the pony’s lead rope from Lantz’s hand and flung it to the girl who sat on the ground. He made a motion with his hand for her to stay. He walked his horse behind the two men for a quarter of a mile to the place where the trail ran alongside a steep bank of the creek.

“Stop here,” he commanded. “And get down.”

“What for? Ya goin’ to shoot us over a squaw?”

“Take off your boots.”

“Godamighty!”

“I ain’t a doin’ no such.” The fat man hauled himself down out of the saddle.

“Suit yourself.” Buck drew his gun. “I’ll fill ’em full of holes with you in ’em.”

Lantz sat down on the ground and pulled off his boots. The fat man leaned against a tree and toed his off.

“Sit down.” Buck stepped from his horse. He stood for a moment staring down at the two. They both had big holes in their socks. The fat man’s big toe stuck through the end of his. Buck picked up the boots. “Phew! Don’t ya ever wash yore feet?”

“What’er ya doin’?” Lantz demanded.

Buck walked to the edge of the bank and sailed first one boot and then the other far out into the rocky stream.

“I’ll get ya. I swear to God—”

Buck ignored the outburst. “By the time you find your boots, you’re feet will be cleaner than they’ve been in years.” He took off his hat and hit each of their horses hard on the rump. “H’yaw! H’yaw!” he yelled. The startled horses bolted and took off down the trail.

“It’s goin’ to be a pleasure a-burnin’ ya out.”

Buck turned on Lantz. “What did you say?”

“The Colonel ain’t lettin’ ya have that land.”

“You speaking for him now?”

“I . . . hear talk—” Lantz turned his eyes away from Buck’s direct stare.

“Ya ain’t got no claim now the old man’s dead.”

“Keep talkin’.”

“Well—”

“Shut up, Lantz. Don’t tell him nothin’.”

“He ain’t goin’ to be so smart when—”

“Shut up, gawddammit!”

Buck mounted his horse. “You’re welcome to start lookin’ for your boots soon as I’m outta sight.” He turned his horse up the trail, then turned back. “If I was you, I’d hightail it out of the country. That little Indian gal is Red Cloud’s sister.”

Buck allowed himself one of his rare grins as he rode toward where he had left the girl. He didn’t know if she was kin to Red Cloud, but saying it turned the fat man’s face two shades whiter than a snake’s belly.

The girl was where he had left her. She had managed to stand. She stood on one foot, holding on to a sapling. Buck picked up the gun belts he had forced the pair to drop and slung them over his saddlehorn.

“Can you ride?”

“Pony take me to my people.”

He picked her up carefully and set her astride the pony. She grimaced with pain, but made no sound.

“I’ll ride with you a ways. Then I must go back.”

He mounted his horse and took the lead rope from the girl. Watching to make sure that she was able to keep her balance, he led the pony up the craggy mountainside and down to the flat plain before he stopped and dismounted.

“Can you make it from here?”

She nodded.

He took the smaller of the two gun belts from his saddlehorn, removed the pistol and checked to see if it was loaded. It was.

“Can you shoot?”

She nodded again.

He shoved the gun back down into the holster and swung the belt around her small waist. With his knife he poked a hole in the leather and slid it through the buckle. The girl sat in total silence.

“If you need it, hold it in both hands and pull the trigger. If you should fall off and can’t get back on the pony, shoot the gun every once in a while. Some of your people may hear and come help you.”

The girl reached out and touched his shoulder.

“You good white man. Red Cloud, my uncle, will thank the man from Larkspur.”

“Your uncle?” Buck chuckled. “What’a ya know. I didn’t miss it by much.” When the girl looked at him with a puzzled frown, he explained. “I told those two saddle bums that Red Cloud was your brother.”

“Red Cloud old man. Black Elk my brother. Crazy Horse was cousin.”

“You got powerful kinfolk, little lady.” He mounted his horse. “I got to be gettin’ back.” He tipped his hat. “Good-bye, Little Owl.”

“Good-bye, man from Larkspur.”

Buck watched her ride away. She sat with back straight, head up. The thought of the fat man and the kid violating her made his skin crawl.

He turned his horse back down the trail, cut across the hills and headed back to Larkspur. The sun was directly overhead. He’d been gone for a good three hours, and it would be another hour or two before he got back to the house.

These were uneasy days. He rode down through the pines to where he could look across a magnificent sweep of country. Larkspur land lay at the foot of a two-mile-long ridge. Aside from the sweet grass meadows the place was pretty well covered with gambel oak and ponderosa pine. Aspen followed the folds of the ridge and trailed down to the meadows.

“No wonder Forsythe wants it so bad.” He had spoken aloud, the habit of a man who spent long hours alone. “Well, he’ll pay hell getting it.”

Pushing the horse, he came out on the high meadow and followed the stream down to the good bottomland. There was a fair stand of grazing under the scattered trees that stretched back to the mountains from the edge of the meadow. Below, another meadow was bordered with grooves of aspen. The range had everything a man needed; logs for the buildings and corrals, stone for the fireplaces. Larkspur was closed-in land where few range hands were needed and where hay could be cut to lay up against the cold of winter.

There were places in the Crazy Mountains where small valleys or ravines opened out into the meadows which allowed him to control the grazing in the small valleys that cut deep into the mountains. He had found such a place and built upon it so that there was no access except right through his ranch. Moreover, he had built each of the outbuildings like a fort, and it was easy to move from one to the other without exposing himself to rifle fire from the outside.

The buildings were bunched amid the pines. He knew every stick and stone of the place. Seeing what he had built with his own two hands and with the sweat of his brow never failed to give him a deep sense of pride.

This was home; the only real home he’d ever had. He had sunk his roots here, and here he would stay till the end of his days, be it tomorrow or forty years from now.

Hurrying the roan on down the lane, he scanned the area he had brushed with a branch before he left and was relieved to see no new tracks. He rode past the house and around to where a room had been built on the end of the bunkhouse.

“Howdy, Sam,” he said to the shaggy black-and-brown dog who sat beside the door with his tongue hanging out the side of his mouth. “Anyone been around?”

Buck stepped down from his horse, took a key from his pocket and opened a padlock on the door. Always fearful of what he would find when he returned after being away for several hours, he flung open the door.

An old man with a white beard sat on the bunk attached to the far wall. His elbows were on his knees and his face in his hands. Buck went to him and knelt down.

“You all right, Moss?”

“My name ain’t that.”

“Sure it is.”

The old man’s face was lined by a lifetime of struggle against the elements. The sunken blue eyes that looked up at Buck were filled with tears.

“Who’er you?”

“You know who I am,” Buck said gently.

“I can’t find my pa.”

“He’ll be along soon. Are you hungry?”

“It snowed this mornin’.”

“Let’s go to the house, and I’ll fix you something to eat.”

“Cousin Walter burned his house down.”

“I hated to leave you here, old-timer, but I was afraid you’d wander off while I was gone, and I wouldn’t be able to find you.”

“Ollie Swenson froze to death.”

“I know—”

“It takes four pecks to make a bushel.”

“It sure does.”

“I don’t like it when you go.”

Buck peered into the old man’s wrinkled face. Was this one of his infrequent lucid moments?

“I rode over to Sweet Grass Creek to see if they’d dammed it up.”

“Had they?”

“Nothing’s been there. Not even a beaver.”

The old man got shakily to his feet and looked up at Buck. Years had worn away the muscles of his youth. The flesh on the arms he wrapped around Buck’s waist were loose and sagging. His frail body trembled. He clung to Buck as a child would cling to its mother.

“You takin’ me home?” he asked beseechingly.

“Yeah, sure. I’m takin’ you home.”

 



Chapter Four

Big Timber, Montana Territory

Mark Lee crossed the street to the bank and climbed the wooden stairs attached to the side of the building. FORSYTHE LAND DEVELOPMENT was painted in gold script on the glass pane of the door. The young lawyer walked into the office with a feeling of dread. The news he had for Colonel Forsythe was sure to anger him.

Lee knew that Forsythe was shrewd, cunning and a conniver of the first degree. He also knew that he would use any method to get what he wanted, keeping himself in the background of anything smacking of crime or wrongdoing. Mark wanted a piece of the good life Forsythe enjoyed: prestige, good food, a soft bed and Havana cigars. To get it, he would play along.

When Lee opened the door, Forsythe was putting on his hat, preparing to leave the office for the day.

“Hello, Colonel. I’m glad I caught you.”

“I was just leaving. What’s on your mind?”

“I . . . just got a wire. That woman is on her way out here. She’ll be here Wednesday night.”

“What woman?”

“The Anderson woman.”

“Jesus Christ! Didn’t you send the letter to her brother?”

“Yes, but he hasn’t had time to get it.”

“What does the wire say?”

“Kristin Anderson will arrive Wednesday 6 P.M. Meet her. Take care of her. G. Anderson.” Mark read the message and handed over the paper given to him by the agent. “I thought her brother’s name was Ferd. Maybe it was Gerd.”

To Mark’s surprise Forsythe smiled after reading the message.

“Good. Meet her at the train. Get her a room at the hotel and treat her to dinner in the dining room. Give her a little taste of what money can do. Thursday morning bring her here to the office. I’ll show her a map marking the tract of land, and she’ll see how far it is from town. I’ll tell her about the Sioux raiding parties, and the low beef prices. Then I’ll produce a stack of greenbacks. It’ll be more money than she ever dreamed of having. She’ll sign the deed and you can put her back on the train in the afternoon.”

Mark sighed with relief. When he had found the twenty-year-old will in the files of the old lawyer whose office he now occupied, Forsythe had been delighted. It would be less bother to have it probated than to go through the process of trying to find the next of kin to get a clear title to Larkspur. Mark had written immediately to Kristin Anderson informing her of her inheritance and in less than two weeks had received word from her brother that they wished to sell. Anderson had taken great pains to explain that he was too busy with his lumber business to manage the land properly.

On the way back to his own office Mark Lee wondered why the woman was coming here. According to her brother, she was a spinster who lived in his home and took care of his children. Mark always felt more confident, however, after speaking with the colonel. Forsythe would charm the Anderson woman into signing her land over to him and they would be rid of her.

Kyle Forsythe was such an imposing figure. Although some considered him pompous and overbearing, others realized he was a sharp businessman whose air of aristocracy served him well. The War Between the States had been over for eighteen years, but he still used Colonel before his name. He had obtained the lesser rank of Lieutenant Colonel through the influence of Judge Ronald Van Winkle, uncle of his late wife.

Getting title to the land beyond the Yellowstone River was his all-consuming interest. He was hurrying to get his claims locked in before the territory was made officially a part of the United States. When that time came, he fully intended to be one of the largest landowners in the state with a good chance of becoming its first governor. By then he would have a tight hold on the wool market. With a bridge across the Yellowstone River, Big Timber could become the largest wool shipping point in the West. Larkspur, however, had the potential of being more valuable than grass or steers or sheep. He was determined to have it, regardless of the cost, before these yokels woke up to its possibilities.

Taking possession was another matter. Lenning was wild and unreasonable. He’d not give up without a fight. Although Mark had met him only one time, once had been enough. The man had picked him up and tossed him off his porch as if he were a stray cat. His dignity and his backside had suffered a mighty blow.

Forsythe had said not to worry about Lenning, and Mark Lee was perfectly willing to let Forsythe handle him. From what he had heard and knew about the man, he was one mean son of a bitch when pushed

 

*  *  *

 

Dazed with fatigue, Kristin looked out the window at the lonely, empty land. She had not seen a farm since Fargo, at least not one like the farms in Wisconsin. The only milk cows she had glimpsed were in small pastures on the edge of the few towns or villages they had passed.

The first night of her trip she had not slept a wink, and had only dozed occasionally on the train the next day. At Miles City she had gone with the three other women passengers to a dormitory-type rooming house that sat alongside the railroad track. She had paid the exorbitant sum of a half a dollar for a cot in the room with the other women and had slept for just a few hours. But at last she had been able to wash the smoke and grit from her face, neck and arms.

Today, after they stopped at a small town named Billings and took on firewood and water, the conductor told her the next stop would be Big Timber. She both welcomed and dreaded the end of the trip.

As the train approached the town, it seemed to Kristin to be a mere blob on the vast landscape. But as they neared, she could discern a well-laid-out town sprawled alongside the tracks. Of course, it was a mere village compared to Eau Claire, but it was larger than several of the towns they had passed since leaving Miles City.

As Kristin set her straw hat firmly on her head and fastened it with her hatpins, she heard the engineer announce the train’s arrival with several blasts of the train whistle. There was the now-familiar sound of scraping of iron against iron as the train slowed and jerked to a stop. She caught a glimpse of the sign on the end of the gray-painted building that served as the station. BIG TIMBER. She was here at last.

Kristin followed two men to the end of the car. She acknowledged their courtesy with a nod when they stepped aside so that the conductor could assist her down the steps. The platform was crowded with people and baggage. Holding tightly to her bag and her basket, Kristin moved over to stand next to the building. She looked about her in dismay at the roughly dressed men. Most were wearing guns. Two women were preparing to board the train. One consoled a small child who cringed and cried. At the car ahead the baggage man was unloading boxes and trunks onto a high-wheeled cart.

Kristin walked to the end of the station and looked up the road toward the town. It lay between two rows of buildings and held a stream of spring wagons, buckboards and saddle horses. She would walk if Mr. Lee didn’t show up to meet her.

She felt strangely calm and confident.

Almost everyone had left the platform when a man came out of the station and looked around. He was dressed in a dark suit and wore a high-crowned hat with a wide white band. Finally his eyes fastened on Kristin. She tilted her chin and looked away. Don’t make eye contact with any strange man. She remembered Gustaf telling her that. Kristin turned her back to him. He couldn’t be Mr. Mark Lee. He was far too young and too handsome.

“Are you Miss Anderson?”

Kristin turned to face the man who had stared at her. Their eyes were on a level. He was short. His tall hat had made him seem taller at first glance. He had dark eyes and hair and a carefully groomed mustache. As far as she could see there was not a speck of dust on his dark suit.

“I’m Kristin Anderson.”

“Mark Lee. I got your brother’s wire saying you would be arriving today.”

“My brother sent a wire?”

“It was signed G. Anderson.”

“My cousin, Gustaf, sent the wire. He took me to the train.”

“He said take care of you, and I will. I’ve reserved a room for you at the hotel. Pardon me for one moment while I make arrangements to have your baggage sent over, and then we will go there. I’m sure you’re eager to refresh yourself.”

Kristin waited while he spoke to the agent. Mr. Lee seemed nice enough, even though he wasn’t what she expected. The only lawyers she knew were the two in River Falls, and they were gray-haired old men. She watched him return to her and realized that he was quite proud of himself. He walked with a kind of a swagger. Gustaf would say he was a dandy.

“Your trunk and box will be brought to the hotel presently. Shall we go?”

He took the basket from her and, with a hand beneath her elbow, escorted her around to the front of the building where a fancy buggy was hitched to a fine mare.

“How was your trip?” he asked after he had settled her in the soft leather seat and climbed in beside her.

“Long. Dirty. But interesting.”

“Have you traveled by train before?” The mare trotted up the well-traveled road to the main part of town.

“No.”

“Traveling in the East by train is much pleasanter than it is here in the West, where the cars are uncomfortable and the stops far between.” He laughed. “I doubt that you will find this desolate country to your liking. I certainly don’t. I’d rather be where things are happening than here in the midst of all this space filled with nothing more worthwhile than a few skinny steers.”

“I think it’s a fascinating land.”

“It would be if there were something worthwhile on it. Out here the land is parched, the Indians hostile, and the people worn-out from the struggle to keep body and soul together.”

“Someone must like it or there wouldn’t have been enough people to build a town.”

“Business brings men West. Men can endure most anything as long as they’re making money. Most of the women I’ve met can’t wait to get away from here.”

“And you? Are you eager to leave?”

For a moment her question surprised him, and he was silent. Then he turned a charming smile in her direction.

“I’ve no intention of spending my life here. I’ll be going back to Chicago very soon. Perhaps tomorrow or the next day. We can travel back East together.”

Kristin was silent. She wasn’t in the habit of making quick judgments, but something about Mark Lee didn’t ring true. It struck her that he didn’t want her to like it here and was planning on her leaving right away. Why?

The hotel was on a corner, a long two-storied building with tall narrow windows. It was newer, but not so fine as the one Kristin had stayed in the time she and the children had gone with Ferd and Andora to Eau Claire. She didn’t care. All she wanted was a room with a lock on the door and a bed to sleep in.

“Sign the register, please.” The desk clerk, a dapper little man with hair parted in the middle and slicked-down, placed an open book before Kristin and handed her a pen he had dipped in the inkwell.

“Is there fresh water in the room?” Mr. Lee asked.

“Yes and also a pitcher of very warm water. I had it sent up when I heard the train come in.”

“That was kind of you,” Kristin murmured.

“I hope you enjoy your stay with us, ma’am.”

“I’ll walk you to your door.” Mark Lee urged her toward the stairs. “You’re in room 104, the second on the right.” At the door he inserted the key, swung it open and handed the key to Kristin. “Your trunk will be here shortly. I’ll be back in a couple of hours to take you to dinner. The hotel serves a fine menu prepared by a chef who formerly worked for the Savoy in Denver.”

“Thank you for the kind offer, Mr. Lee. But I’d rather stay here. I may just sleep the clock around.”

“I’m sorry you won’t be joining me, but I understand. I’ll leave word at the desk to send up some dinner.” He went to a long cord with a tassel on the end. “When you’re ready, give this a couple of tugs. A bell will sound in the kitchen and your meal will be brought up.”

Kristin was uncomfortable. It was most improper for him to be in her room even with the door open. Mr. Lee didn’t seem to think anything of it. He surveyed the room carefully before he went to the door.

“I hope you’ll be comfortable here tonight. I’ll be back in the morning to take you to the office where we can discuss your inheritance. Will eight o’clock be too early?”

“You needn’t come get me, Mr. Lee. I’m perfectly capable of finding my way to your office if you tell me where it is.”

“It will be my pleasure. And . . . don’t concern yourself about the hotel bill. It is part of my fee for handling your legal matters.”

And how much will that be, Mr. Lee? Kristin did not voice the question, but her mind, tired as it was, was working rapidly.

“Thank you for meeting me. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Have a nice evening, Miss Anderson.”

As soon as the door closed, Kristin went to it, inserted the key and locked it. Alone at last for the first time in three days and two nights, she removed her hat and hung it on the peg beside the door. She felt as if she were still moving, as if the floor beneath her feet was not standing still. A heavy knock sounded at the door and she opened it to two men carrying her trunk and box. They set them inside the door and hurried away.

How heavenly it was to wash herself from head to toe in the warm water. Since soap and towels had been provided, she left her own in the trunk. After putting on her nightdress, she brushed her hair vigorously and plaited it loosely into one long braid. Then she looked out the windows at the main street of Big Timber, and admitted to herself that she was disappointed. The town was so new, so raw.

Refusing to allow her mind to wonder about the events of tomorrow, she tucked the bag containing her money and the pistol under the spare pillow, climbed into bed and sank into a deep, dreamless sleep.

 

*  *  *

 

Mark Lee took the buggy to the livery back of the hotel, and then walked the two blocks to the Forsythe house. The two-storied white Victorian-style house with a wraparound porch and large carriage house was set in the middle of an acre of well-groomed yard, surrounded with a white picket fence.

Lee used the brass knocker on one of the double doors. A minute or two passed before it was opened by a woman with soft brown hair and an unlined face. Ruth DeVary was Colonel Forsythe’s housekeeper and much more, Lee suspected. Always well groomed and well mannered, she also acted as hostess when the Colonel occasionally entertained a person from out of the district whom he wished to impress.

“Afternoon, Mrs. DeVary.”

“Afternoon, Mr. Lee. Come in. I believe the colonel is expecting you.”

“Thank you.” Lee hung his hat on the hall tree and followed the woman down a short hall to the room the colonel called his study.

Forsythe was not alone. He appeared to be in deep conversation with Del Gomer and Mike Bruza. Lee did not like or trust either man.

The dark-haired man, Mike Bruza, was long-armed, short-legged and thickset and enjoyed using his big hairy fists. He was tough and liked to play on the winning side. Long ago he had decided that Forsythe was smart and obviously wanted to be a kingpin. That was all right with Mike. He’d just ride along and gather up information along the way that might someday help him to topple the king.

Mike’s ambition was to be a lawman. He relished the power that went with the job. As lawman he would be in position to tell the high muckety-mucks how the cow ate the cabbage—even the colonel.

Del Gomer was unlike any man Mark Lee had previously met. Lee considered him as dangerous as a cornered snake. He was clean-shaven except for a waxed mustache, tall, broad of shoulder, hard-eyed and quiet—so quiet he was scary. In contrast to Mike Bruza, he was neat and clean about his person and his possessions.

When things did not go to his liking, Del said little at the time. He was inclined to sit back and wait. Sooner or later his pent-up anger would explode into sudden, ugly violence. He was cold-blooded and utterly without conscience. He would kill a man without hesitation and with about as much concern as if he were swatting a fly.

Del had one weakness. He was completely, hopelessly in love with a woman who cared absolutely nothing for him and who ignored him as if he were a mere speck on the wall.

Forsythe looked up and saw Lee standing in the doorway.

“Come in. Help yourself to a drink.” He motioned to a sideboard that held a decanter and glasses.

Lee downed the drink. He needed it. He was always uncomfortable with Gomer and Bruza. They were everything he wasn’t: big, rough and physically capable of taking care of themselves in almost any situation. Forsythe was impressed that Mark was a nephew of Robert E. Lee, but it meant nothing to these two. He could feel their contempt whenever he was with them.

“Well,” Forsythe prompted, “what do you think of our little pigeon?”

“She wasn’t the middle-aged spinster I expected.”

“Older or younger?”

“Younger. I’d guess she’s in her early twenties.”

“Hummm . . .” Forsythe poured himself another drink. “Ugly as sin, I hope. Ugly ones are easier to manage.”

“She’s no raving beauty, but not bad-looking. She’s got kind of silvery blond hair. At first I thought it was gray. She had it skinned up and under a hat. She’s medium height, slender, but not a weakling. I invited her to dinner. She turned down my invitation.”

“Smart woman.” Mike smirked at Lee.

Forsythe gave him an angry stare. Outwardly Mark Lee ignored the remark. Inwardly he seethed.

“She appears to be a strong-minded woman.”

“We’ll have to change that. Bring her to my office tomorrow. Do you have the papers ready?”

“One paper is all that’s necessary. If she signs over her claim to Yarby Anderson’s estate, that’s all we need.”

“What if she won’t sign?” Mike hated to be left out of the conversation.

“She will,” Forsythe said confidently.

“ ’Course, she will.” Mike’s laughter was harsh and out of place in the refinement of the room. “A little scare might help change her mind . . . fast.”

“No rough stuff . . . yet.”

Mark Lee poured himself another drink without being invited. Good Lord! Forsythe wouldn’t turn these two loose on a woman, would he? Lee had a feeling about Miss Kristin Anderson. She was not going to be as easy to manipulate as the colonel expected. As badly as he wanted this deal over and done with, he didn’t want to see a woman hurt.

 

*  *  *

 

It was mighty still, so still Buck could hear one aspen leaf caressing another. Once in a while he could hear a horse shift his feet in the corral. A bird made a slight inquiring noise. Nothing else broke the silence but the occasional whispering of birds in the aspens that sounded like a bunch of schoolgirls getting settled for the night. The moon was wide and shining just above the dark, somber spruce massed together north of the house.

Buck Lenning sat on his porch and looked up at the stars—a million of them. He wondered if Little Owl had gotten back to her village and if Lantz and his fat friend had found their boots. They couldn’t have walked far without them. Buck chuckled. The fat man probably rode his horse to the outhouse—the lazy bastard!

They’d hightail it to Forsythe the minute they got back to Big Timber and report his being away from the homestead. From now on he’d have to be more careful or they’d sneak in and take possession or burn his place down while he was away.

Buck marked off with bent fingers the five weeks that had passed since the patrol had stopped for the night and he’d given the letter to the sergeant to mail. It would take the patrol a week to get to Helena, that is if nothing unforseen happened. Cleve Stark might have received the message by now, but a Federal marshal was not free to cut loose and come to a friend’s rescue on the spur of the moment.

Looking back, Buck wished he had sent for Cleve before the body had been found and identified as Yarby’s.

And there was that damn will. Who in hell would have thought that twenty years ago Yarby Anderson would have written out a will and have had it notarized and recorded? Buck thought back over the ten years of sweat he had put into this place. Yarby had more than likely forgotten about the will by the time he had found Buck half-dead from gunshots in four places and had dragged him over the snow to his cabin. After he recovered, Buck had stayed on and the two had become more like father and son than friends.

Buck wondered about the woman in Wisconsin. Yarby hadn’t been young even twenty years ago when he made out the will. Was she a lost love? By now the woman probably had grandchildren. It was unreasonable to assume that she’d make a trip all the way out here. Forsythe would have downplayed the inheritance—let her think the land was not worth much. Of course, he’d not put it past him and Lee to arrange for an imposter to claim the Yarby’s estate, then sell it to them.

Buck stood and stretched.

Cleve, you better hurry. All hell will break loose if they ride out here to take my home.

 



Chapter Five

Kristin was up, washed and dressed, as daylight began to creep into the room. Feeling renewed and more confident in a dark gray skirt and white shirtwaist, she stood by the window and waited until there was activity on the street below before she put on her hat and fastened it firmly with her hatpins.

There were a number of things she wanted to find out before she met again with Mr. Mark Lee, and she couldn’t do that unless she stirred herself out of the room.

With the bag that now held her room key as well as her money and pistol over her arm, Kristin went down the stairs to the lobby. Two men sat in the straight chairs. One was reading a newspaper, the other smoking a foul-smelling cigar that was as fat as a sausage. Kristin paused at the desk, but the clerk was nowhere in sight. She went out the door and onto the boardwalk fronting the hotel.

A man on horseback passed. He tipped his hat. Kristin nodded. Down the street a buckboard stood in front of a store, and across the street, the barber was sweeping the walk in front of his shop. A half dozen horses waited patiently at the hitching rails. She was toying with the idea of asking the barber about an eating place when a man whose long beard and hair were snowy white hobbled around the corner of the hotel leaning heavily on a cane. Without hesitation, she stepped out and greeted him.

“Good morning.”

“Howdy, ma’am.”

“Sir? Is there an eating place in town other than the one here in the hotel?”

“This’n suppose to be for the high-toned folks.”

Kristin smiled. “That’s exactly why I’d rather go somewhere else. I’m not high-toned folk.”

“Me, neither. I ate there once. Flapjacks they give me wouldn’t cover the top of a teacup.” The old man snorted. “Bonnie, down in the next block, sets a decent table. It’s where I’m goin’.”

“Thank you. Do you mind if I walk along with you?” She moved beside the old man, fitting her steps to his.

“Pleased to have ya. Bringin’ Bonnie a new customer might get me a extra biscuit.”

“I don’t know when I’ve been so hungry.”

“Come on the train, didn’t ya?”

“How did you know?” Kristin laughed and waited for him to step down off the walk to cross the street.

“News travels in Big Timber, missy. Bet there ain’t nobody standing on two feet what don’t know that yo’re old Yarby’s niece from Wisconsin come to claim the Larkspur.”

“Well, for goodness sake! That takes the cake! And I thought there were busybodies in River Falls.”

“Hee! Hee! Hee!” The old man clearly enjoyed her surprise. “Yup. Ain’t no town out here big enough for a pretty woman to pass through without folks takin’ a notice.”

“Thank you for the pretty part of that.”

“Yup,” he said again. “We’re all waitin’ to see how long it’s gonna take Forsythe to hornswoggle ya out of what Yarby left ya.”

“Forsythe?”

“See that sign yonder?” He pointed to a sign over a stairway next to the bank. LAND BROKER. “Some folks call him Land Grabber or Get-Rich-Quick Forsythe. He knows more ways to part a man from his money than a duck’s got feathers.”

“I’ll not be having anything to do with him. The lawyer that’s handling Uncle Yarby’s will is Mr. Mark Lee. Do you know him?”

“Pshaw! Land lawyer!” He snorted with disdain. “Watch the little shyster. He’s square in Forsythe’s pocket.”

“Did you know Uncle Yarby?”

“Shore. Everybody ’round here knowed Yarby. Too bad. It was a shame; a pure-dee old shame what happened. Well, here we are.” He stopped in front of an open door.

“Thank you,” Kristin said softly before stepping inside.

“Keep yore wits about ya, girl.” The old man’s whisper came from behind her and was just as soft. Then he murmured, “Repeatin’ what I said could cost me my life.”

For a second Kristin thought the man had said something about “costing his life.” It was preposterous, of course. Her mind swam in a sea of confusion and bewilderment. She went into the restaurant looking much more relaxed and confident than she felt. Half a dozen men were seated at the long oil-cloth-covered table. The other table was occupied by a lone diner.

“Mornin’, Cletus. You’re right on time for a fresh batch of biscuits.” The woman who spoke had a pleasant, smiling face and was approximately Kristin’s age. “You got a knack of timing it just right.”

“Mornin’, Bonnie.”

“Your place is waiting for you, Cletus.” She turned friendly brown eyes on Kristin. “Come in, ma’am, and have a seat.”

The old man had taken the only vacant seat at the front table. Kristin moved to the near-vacant table and sat down at the end. The eruption of an unladylike growl that came from her stomach reminded her that she hadn’t eaten in almost twenty-four hours.

Three chairs were empty between her and the only other person at the table: a rather handsome man with light, neatly combed hair and a freshly shaven face. His back was to the wall giving him a full view of the door, the kitchen and dining area. He looked at her briefly with light, steel gray eyes, then ignored her.

Kristin placed her bag on the floor at her feet and watched the woman set platters of biscuits on each end of the table where the old man sat and then bring a smaller plate of biscuits and one of fried meat and flapjacks to her table.

“Coffee or tea?”

“Coffee, please.” Kristin turned up the cup that sat beside her plate.

Bonnie smiled. “Somehow I knew you’d say that. Be right back with a fresh stack of pancakes and bacon. Or would you rather have oatmeal?”

“Pancakes would be fine.”

She returned immediately with a coffeepot and filled Kristin’s cup. The gray-eyed man pushed his cup across the table, his eyes on Bonnie’s face. She filled it without looking or speaking to him and went back to the serving counter.

Kristin ate heartily. The flapjacks were light, the butter fresh and sweet. She asked the man at the table to please pass the syrup pitcher. He did so without as much as a glance in her direction.

It was evident that Bonnie was popular with her customers. She took their teasing with a laugh and tossed their sallies back at them. Her reddish brown hair was thick, and curly wisps of it stuck to her damp forehead. Her sleeves were rolled up past her elbows, and an apron was tied about her small waist that emphasized her well-rounded breasts and hips. On one of her rounds of the tables she paused beside Kristin.

“Would you like some plum butter to go with your biscuits?”

“I would.” The quiet man at the table answered before Kristin had a chance.

When Bonnie brought the jar, she set it on the table and went back to the cooking area without a word. Kristin saw her speaking to the man standing before the large black cookstove. He was angry. She was trying to calm him.

The diners left two and three at a time. Finally Kristin, the man at her table, and Cletus, were all that remained. The only sound in the room was the rattle of pans and the clink of dishes as the cook washed them and passed them to Bonnie to dry and place on the shelves behind the counter.

To Kristin the silence was deep and somehow . . . threatening. Instinctively she knew the tension between Bonnie and the cook had something to do with the man who sat at her table. Each time she glanced at him, his eyes were on Bonnie. Kristin wanted to go and yet she wanted to stay and talk more with Cletus and maybe get to know Bonnie.

Just when her excuses to linger were running out, the man stood and went to the peg on the wall where he had left his hat. He was tall, slender and nearly dressed. He placed a coin on the counter, and when Bonnie did not turn to face him, he went to the door where, with hat in hand, he looked back at her.

“Good-bye, Bonnie,” he said just before he went out. He stood in front of the restaurant for a moment, then carefully put his hat on his head and walked down the walk toward the hotel.

The man behind the counter spun around. Kristin heard a loud thump, thump, thump just before he broke into a spate of angry words.

“That cold-eyed son of a bitch! He never took his eyes off you all the time he was in here.”

“So what?” Bonnie retorted. “Looks can’t hurt me.”

“He’ll hurt you! He’s not giving up. How long’s it been? Six months? Eight?”

When the cook came from behind the counter, Kristin realized that the thumping sound she had heard was the end of a peg on the wooden floor. The knee of the man’s left leg rested in the cradle of a peg held by straps wrapped about his thigh and the stump extended out behind. The thumps sounded again as he came around to pick up the money left by the cold-eyed man.

“Mother a Christ! A dollar for a fifteen-cent meal.” He dropped the coin back on the counter. “I wonder who he killed to get it.”

“Bernie, calm down.” Bonnie brought the coffeepot and refilled Cletus’s cup. “Would you like more coffee, miss?”

“No, thank you. I’m killing time. I hope you don’t mind. By the way, do you know where I can hire a buckboard and a driver to take me out to Larkspur?”

A deathly quiet followed her words as the woman and two men looked at one another. The one-legged man finally answered.

“You’ll just be asking for trouble if you try to go out there, ma’am. They’ll not let you keep the Larkspur!” Bernie spun around easily on the peg and dropped the dollar in a tin under the counter.

Bonnie looked pained. “No use trying to be polite, Miss Anderson. Everybody in town knows who you are and why you’re here. I’m Bonnie Gates and this hotheaded blabbermouth is my brother, my twin, Bernie Gates.”

“I’m happy to meet you. And please don’t apologize. I’m from a town not much larger than Big Timber. I’m used to everyone’s knowing everyone else’s business. Did you know my uncle?”

“We didn’t. We haven’t been here a year. Cletus knew him.”

“Nice a man as ya’d want to meet,” Cletus said. “I hadn’t seen him for a couple a years when all this happened. Never believed a bit of it.”

“Never believed . . . what?”

“Wal . . . that Yarby’d do anything . . . wrong.”

“I don’t remember ever seeing my uncle. But it was wonderfully kind of him to remember me in his will. I want to see Larkspur. I’ve never owned anything in my life and never dreamed that I would.” Her eyes shone and her full mouth tilted at the corners. “I want to walk on my own land and to know that I have a place on this earth that’s mine.”

Bonnie came and sat down beside Kristin. Pain and disappointment were stamped on her face as she looked at her brother, then turned to Kristin.

“It must be a grand feeling to own your own place with nobody to tell you to get out. Bernie and I always wanted a little place. Almost had one . . . once.”

“I hope Mr. and Mrs. Lenning won’t mind me staying for a while.”

“I ain’t heard of Buck gettin’ married. Might of. He ain’t been to town for quite a spell.” Cletus cleared his throat. “Miss, I ain’t got no business stickin’ my bill in, but”—he lowered his voice and glanced toward the door—“they ain’t goin’ to want you goin’ out there. They’ll want ya to sign and get outta town . . . fast.”

“Who’ll want me to . . . get out of town?” Kristin had a puzzled look on her face.

“Forsythe and his bunch. Bet they was in a snit when you showed up.”

“Will they try to stop me from going to the Larkspur?”

“I ain’t swearin’ they would. I ain’t swearin’ they wouldn’t.” Bernie snorted in disgust. “Cletus, you know as well as I do that they’ll . . . do whatever it takes to get Larkspur. Look what they’ve done so far. Why do you think that hired killer hangs around?”

Kristin looked from brother to sister. They both had reddish brown hair and soft brown eyes, but that was where the resemblance ended. Bernie was stocky, with broad shoulders and chest. Bonnie was soft and slim with hair curlier than her brother’s.

“You’ll scare her, Bernie,” Bonnie chided gently. She stood and wrapped her hands in her apron.

“Somebody’d better scare her, Sis. If I was you, Miss Anderson, I’d either take the piddling amount Forsythe will pay for Larkspur and catch the next train out, or I’d hightail it out there and hole up with Buck Lenning.”

“I’m not selling, and I’m not leaving. I’ve nothing to go back to.”

“They’ll see to it that you sign the papers. It’s what they did when they got the Samuels’ place. Took the woman out to near the Sioux camp. She thought it was where the ranch was. The Sioux run them off their hunting grounds just like they always do. Woman didn’t know that. As soon as they got back to town, she signed the papers and caught the eastbound train. I’m not sure how they got Silas Midland’s land, but when he left, he was walking with a cane.”

“My cousin told me not to sign anything until at least two lawyers have looked at it.”

“You’ll sign if your arm is twisted up behind your back, or they got your finger in a vise.”

“They’d . . . do that?”

“Or turn his hired thugs on you.”

“I’m meeting with Mr. Lee this morning. I’ll tell him straight out that I’m not selling—”

“Don’t do that!” Cletus spoke quickly. “Oh, ’scuse me, miss. I ain’t got no cause to be givin’ advice.”

“Oh, please. I’ll appreciate any advice I can get.”

“I’d stall ’em along. Tell ’em you’ll think about it. Meantime me’n Bernie’ll try to figure out a way to get ya out to Larkspur without them knowin’. I’m thinkin’ you’d be better off with Buck.”

“You’ll help me? Oh, thank you. Thank you. I must go. I’m so glad I ran into you. I didn’t quite trust that Mr. Lee. I felt he didn’t want me to like it here.”

“Yes, you’d better go. Here come the railroaders for their breakfast. Don’t forget . . . not a word about what we’ve said.” Bonnie glanced at her brother.

“Don’t worry. We only passed the time of day.”

“I’ve got me a idey,” Cletus said. “Go to Mrs. Gaffney’s and rent a room—anyone can tell you where she’s at. Get your stuff out of the hotel this afternoon. If we can arrange anything, I’ll get word to Mrs. Gaffney. Now you’d better get. They know I sit here for a spell after breakfast.”
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