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Burr stared at her,

then moved his eyes

slowly over her body.

 

“You know,” he said, “you’d make a right pert woman if you’d get some flesh over your bones. We like our women strong and healthy out here.”

“Like your horses,” she retorted sharply.

“Exactly.” He sauntered into the room and sat down.

She turned her back to him and continued to work. “I’m not interested in your opinion of me. All I want from you is your cooperation in arranging our departure.”

“It’s not likely you and your sister will be leaving . . . Johanna. I’m sure you’ll realize that shortly.”

“If you don’t wish to help us, I’ll speak to Luis.”

Suddenly he was out of the chair and there behind her. If he touched her she knew she’d fly into a thousand pieces.

“Johanna,” he said, “I’ve decided to wed you. I’m no prize, being a bastard, but you’re no prize either, being the headstrong shrew that you are. We should fit well together.”

Johanna barely managed to check the urge to hit him with the pan she was washing.

Damn, damn, damn him! she thought. I wish we had never come to this godforsaken place!

 

*  *  *
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“The undisputed grand mistress of the frontier novel.”

—Romantic Times

 

“The Louis L’Amour of the romance novelists.”

—Beverly Hills Courier
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PROLOGUE

 

 

 

Eyes wild with shock, Johanna fought the hands that held her. She saw the trees swaying, dancing; the shadowy figures moving slowly in the glow of the raging fire. Twisting around, she saw tears glistening on the cheeks of the black man who held her in his great muscled arms.

“We can’t help ’em, missy,” he whispered. “We can’t do nothin’ but hide ’n’ pray.”

Johanna was no match for the old man’s strength as he held her fiercely against him, his callused hand clamped over her mouth. Her father lay dead in the yard and her stepmother lay nearby, the flames from the burning cabin already licking at her body.

“I’d’a gone to hep yore daddy if’n not fer keepin’ you still, missy,” Eli whispered. “Yore daddy would’a wanted me to keep you still. Them is bad men, missy. They do terrible bad things to white gals.”

Hysteria spread through Johanna’s brain like a writhing serpent, wholly engulfing her, when her sister was dragged out of the darkness, stripped naked, and thrown on the ground.

“Yo’ can’t do nothin’, missy. You can’t hep her. Oh, Lordy! Be still—”

“Spead yore legs, puta! Don’t ya die on me!”

Johanna heard the heavily accented voice, and watched in frozen terror the humping body of the man on the top of her sister, and saw the three blood-crazed men waiting their turn on the slight, thrashing body.

Jacy screamed as the man entered her, plunging, pushing, with knifelike jabs and jerks that shook her whole body. Johanna prayed her sister would sink into merciful unconsciousness, but each time she seemed to be drifting away, one of the black-clad renegades gave her a resounding slap in the face, bringing her back, making her aware of what they were doing to her.

There was nothing for Johanna and Eli to do but wait in the murky darkness for the renegades to leave and pray that Jacy would live through the torture that the grunting, slobbering animals were inflicting as they emptied themselves inside her. Johanna thought wildly of the snorting, wild hog that had run across her path that very morning. Think about anything, she commanded herself, think about anything to take away this horror.

It seemed a lifetime ago that Johanna had run down the path to Eli’s shack with an invitation to come to the house. Her father loved to visit with the old black man. He had told the family tales of the great sailing ships and about such places as Australia and the South Sea islands. They had been returning, Eli carrying a basket of green chili peppers for her stepmother, when the first shot rang out. Instinctively he had grabbed Johanna by the arm, dragged her into a thicket, and covered her mouth to hold the screams inside her aching throat, saving her life.

Peering through the bushes, Johanna had watched in horror as the men stormed the house. She saw her sweet and gentle stepmother cut down as she ran to aid her sister. Johanna’s ears rang with her stepmother’s screams and her nose filled with smoke from the burning cabin. In that one horrible moment, life as she had known it was gone forever.

The frenzied barking of a dog caught the attention of the bandits. They gathered in a tight group and talked. Then three of them quickly mounted their horses. The fourth stood over Jacy’s still body, pulling up his britches. He cursed the men as they started to move away, then picked up the limp body of the girl, flung her across the neck of his horse, and rode after them.

Johanna tried to break free of Eli’s arms so that she could follow. After what seemed an eternity, she was released. She whirled on Eli, beating at him with her fists and screaming.

“How could you let them take her? How could you stand there and do nothing? Papa liked you . . . and you didn’t do anything to save him, or Mama, or Jacy. They’ll kill her, too—”

Alternately sobbing and screaming her anguish, Johanna began to run, stumble, fall, and pick herself up until she fell on her knees beside her father.

“Papa! Oh, Papa!”

“It’s a good sign, missy. It’s a good sign the little ’un is live or they’d not of took her.” Eli’s voice came from above her, but Johanna was vomiting now, and swaying as she fought to remain conscious.

It had not been a nightmare after all. It was reality and she would never, as long as she lived, forget a second of it.

 

*  *  *

 

The citizens of San Angelo were outraged by the murders of their schoolteacher and his wife and the abduction of his daughter. They formed a posse to hunt down the murderers, but the area was vast and almost impossible to cover fully. Three days later they returned with Jacy, mute, and teetering on the brink of insanity.

 


 

CHAPTER

One

The small platform at the end of the room seemed miles from where Johanna paused to summon the strength necessary to walk to it. Standing in the doorway, she tried to collect herself, to contain her conflicting feelings. What was she doing in a place like this? she asked herself. She was a schoolteacher, daughter of a schoolteacher, reared with a love of learning and a sense of purpose. And here she was in a dingy saloon with people who had little interest in books or in any of the other things she cared about. The frantic clamor of her frightened heart bordered on sheer panic and she closed her eyes for a second, blocking out the scene before her.

The Wild Horse Saloon thundered with male voices and drunken laughter. It was a long room, dingy, and without light, without color, without women. The men were drovers, drifters, cattlemen, gamblers, and soldiers from nearby Fort Davis, from which the town got its name. A bar with shelves behind it took up one end of the room. At the other end a young man with a twirled black mustache and wearing a once-fashionable but badly scuffed derby was playing an out-of-tune piano. His chaps and boots proclaimed him a cowboy, but in the melting pot of the West there was no estimating the talents hiding behind the rough clothes and scraggly beards.

“Here she comes!”

The loud, boisterous voices of the men, the scraping of boot heels on the plank floor, the clinking of glasses and the piano, all ceased suddenly and every head turned to Johanna. Every eye in the room was focused on the white face framed in silvery blond hair.

She stood very still and swallowed dryly. These men are not my enemies, she told herself sternly. They are lonely, hardworking men; rough but just, according to their code. They are ruled by the events in their lives just as Jacy and I are. Some of them may not want to be here any more than I do.

Bracing herself and shutting out thoughts of her parents’ murder, her sister’s rape, and the consequent baby the now-mute Jacy carried, Johanna swept into the room, her chin held high, a smile tilting the corners of her soft lips. Fragile though she might appear, she had deep inner resources and strength, which constant use had intensified of late, and she faced the sea of male faces calmly. A sudden hush fell throughout the room. The loud voices ceased, as did the scraping of boot heels on the plank floor. Not a hand reached out to touch her as she edged through the crowd. This was still Texas, where a man could be shot for bothering a “good” woman. Johanna’s bearing and dress proclaimed her that.

Thoughts swam through her mind as she seated herself and adjusted her guitar and the skirt of the modest dress that covered her slender figure from chin to toe, a costume she’d insisted on despite the owner’s plea that she show a bit of cleavage for the men. Days ago she had run the gamut of feelings over this job—embarrassment, resentment, self-pity. But she was calm now, because this was something she had to do. This was Johanna Doan, schoolteacher, singing in a saloon! She remembered her father saying, “If you’re born to hang, you’ll never drown.” She had not been born to sing in a saloon. She was sure of that. This was a stopgap, a way to earn money so that she and Jacy could move on.

“How ’bout singin’ ‘Sweet Kate McGoon’?” a slurry young voice came at her.

Johanna’s cheeks turned scarlet at the mention of the well-known bawdy song. There was a censorious murmur, then a chair crashed to the floor as the offender was tipped over and silenced.

“Sing ‘Believe Me If All Those Endearing Young Charms,’” one of the young soldiers called out.

Johanna smiled at him gratefully, adjusted her guitar on her lap and began the introductory bars. Her slender fingers stroked the strings and then her sweet, clear voice filled every corner of the room.

The audience was attentive, almost reverent, as she sang. Even the bartender stopped pushing the wet cloth over the grimy bar to listen to the haunting melody.

Ending the song, she stood. Pounding the whiskey bottles and beer glasses on the tables, the audience proclaimed its appreciation. She curtsied to acknowledge the “applause,” then swung into a lively tune, her lips curved in a smile, her fingers moving rapidly over the strings.

 

“Once I had a charming beau,

I loved him dear as life.

I thought the time would surely come

and I would be his wife.

His pockets they were lined with gold,

I know he had the cash.

He had a diamond ring, gold watch and chain,

And a . . . charming . . . black mustache.”

 

The lively tune changed the mellow mood of the crowd to one of rollicking gaiety. They stamped their feet to the beat of the music.

Johanna’s next song was about a Spanish dancer with dark, flashing eyes. The song, sung in perfect Spanish, delighted the Mexican customers, who joined in the chorus, loud and off-key.

An older, gray-whiskered cattleman, sitting alone at a table near the platform, raised his hand. Johanna knew his request would be the same as it had been the three previous nights. She sat back down in the chair. Her azure eyes took on a dreamy faraway look.

 

“In a little rosewood casket,

sitting on a marble stand.

Is a package of love letters,

written by my true love’s hand.”

 

Her voice was soft and husky and ideally suited to the songs. These were her favorites and always worked their magic on her as well as her audience. If only she could sing until the stroke of midnight, she thought. Then she would be free to return to the rooming house. But that was not part of the bargain she’d made with the saloonkeeper. She had agreed to serve drinks to Wild Horse patrons after she had entertained them with her songs.

Finally the performance was over and she laid her guitar on the piano. She moved toward the tables to refill empty glasses. Cringing inwardly, she passed among the tables, knowing her presence dominated the room. For the most part, the customers were respectful, although they stared at her fresh beauty and the boldest among them tried to engage her in conversation. The first night when this happened, a fight broke out and her confidence was badly shaken. She didn’t know if she would ever be able to return to the saloon, but when evening approached she found the courage to make her way down the street and through the swinging doors.

Now, three nights later, she was better able to cope with the sly winks from the bleary eyes and the softly murmured invitations. She endured with one eye on the clock behind the bar. She would never become used to the sounds and smells, the raspy voices, the tables covered with whiskey bottles. But she smiled at the right times and kept herself distant and reserved.

“Sit down. I’ll buy ya a drink.” The man had a mustache that drooped past his mouth, puffy cheeks, and a whiskey stink. Johanna shook her head. He planted his hand on the top of the glass she was about to remove from the scarred table. “Ya work here, don’t ya? Ya ain’t so hoity-toity as ya make out. Ain’t I good enough fer ya?”

Despite the thump of boots, the mumbled voices, and the mangled notes of the piano being played by the man in the derby, most of those in the room heard the remark. Activity in the saloon came to a halt. In the silence that followed, even the hiss of rapidly shuffled cards died away.

Johanna summoned a mask of haughtiness to cover her face protectively.

“I’m paid to sing for the customers and serve them drinks. That doesn’t include listening to their drunken conversation.”

The drover glanced about the room. Faces, uncharitably cold, stared back at him. His eyes flickered with uneasiness.

“No offense, ma’am,” he mumbled and stared down at the table.

“Ya don’t bother ladies, mister, if’n yore wantin’ that mangy hide t’hold yore bones t’gether,” a bearded man said threateningly.

“Ah . . . he sure as hell ain’t no Texan or he’d know it fer a fact,” someone muttered.

Johanna approached the bar with a tray of glasses. “I’ll be going now, Mr. Basswood.”

“Stay another hour and I’ll pay another dollar,” he said hopefully.

“No. It’s almost midnight,” she said firmly.

“You’ll be back tomorrow night?” He took a dollar from the money drawer and handed it to her.

“I’ll be back.”

“Introduce me to the lady, Basswood.”

The gray-haired, portly man who had spoken moved down the bar to stand beside Johanna. She glanced at him, taking in everything about him in one glance: his carefully brushed silver hair, the dark suit, and the gold watch chain draped across his ample chest.

“Sure, Mr. Cash.” The bartender looked pleased. “This here’s Miss Doan. Miss Johanna Doan.”

Johanna nodded coolly and turned to the piano to pick up her guitar. “Excuse me. I’ve got to be getting home.”

“Miss . . .” The bartender leaned toward her. “Will you go out the back way? When they see you leave, they’ll all go over to—” He jerked his head in the direction of his competitor.

“No. I’ll not go into that dark alley.” She shuddered at the thought of slinking out the back door.

The portly man finished his drink and set his glass on the bar.

“Basswood, I’ll escort the lady, with her permission, of course.”

“That’s right kind of you,” the bartender said before turning to Johanna. “Mr. Cash is the lawyer here, Miss Doan. You’ll be safe with him.”

The lawyer followed Johanna through the back door and down the dark alley. He didn’t speak until they stepped onto the boardwalk fronting the stores on the main street.

“I’ll walk you to your door, Miss Doan. I’m rather surprised Mrs. Scheetz is allowing you a room in her house, considering your . . . er . . . profession.”

“Mrs. Scheetz has already given us notice to move.”

“This is your first experience singing in a saloon, isn’t it?” Not waiting for her to reply, he went on, “You were fortunate to pick Basswood’s. He runs as decent a place as is possible in this lawless town.”

“I visited every respectable business in town asking for work before I approached Mr. Basswood.” Her voice was taut, strained.

They walked in silence, the heels of their shoes tapping on the walk. The lawyer glanced covertly at the girl beside him and he marveled at the beauty that nature had bestowed upon her: fine-boned yet delicately curved; flawless skin; wide-set azure eyes. Her exquisitely shaped face was crowned with soft-spun hair of a curious mixture of silver and gold. She was slender to the point of fragility; but the set of her mouth and chin, the candor in her eyes, and the way her head rode proudly on her slender neck all showed strength of character. This was no empty-headed beauty but a strong-willed, determined woman, and he felt instinctively she was the right person for the proposition he intended to make.

They reached the gate leading to the porch of the boardinghouse, and Johanna turned to the man.

“Thank you.” She smiled politely. “Good night.”

“Are you interested in other employment, Miss Doan?”

“What kind of employment?” Her eyes looked unwaveringly into his.

“Perfectly respectable employment,” he said evenly. “That is, if you have no objections to living out of town.”

“My sister goes where I go.” It was a flat statement.

“I’ve taken your sister into consideration, and also the fact that she is expecting a child.”

Surprise flickered across Johanna’s face, and her lips narrowed.

“I know quite a lot about you and your sister. I watched you get off the stage a few weeks ago. I went to Fort Stockton and talked to the banker. He told me you were asked to leave your teaching job, asked to leave town and take your sister with you.”

Johanna drew herself up rigidly. Sparks flared in her eyes.

“Did they tell you,” she snapped, “that the renegades who murdered my mother and father also carried off my seventeen-year-old sister and kept her for three days? Did they tell you that she is mute; that she hasn’t uttered a single word since she was found wandering on the prairie?” Johanna paused to collect herself but could not still her temper. “The good people of Fort Stockton turned us out. They wouldn’t believe Jacy’s pregnancy was the result of her ordeal.”

“I believe it.”

Johanna was, for a moment, taken aback by the statement. “Why would you believe it when practically every person in town did not?”

“Because I took the trouble to find out why you left San Angelo. You wanted to get your sister away from the place where your parents were killed, where she suffered . . . violation. You left San Angelo and found the teaching job in Fort Stockton, but the Mrs. Scheetzes of Fort Stockton didn’t believe your sister had been raped. You were too honest, Miss Doan. You should have said she was a widow.” He waited for her to speak, and when she did not, he continued, “It will be difficult for you to find decent lodgings here, and your money must be almost gone.” He added the last apologetically.

Her mind was racing. No use pretending; the money was nearly gone and the landlady had given her two days to find another room.

Johanna’s wide, candid eyes looked directly into his. The straightforwardness of her stare slightly unnerved the lawyer and he felt a pang of indecision about offering her the job in Macklin Valley, but he shrugged it off. He had looked too long for the right woman to go soft over this girl.

“My office is above the dry goods store, just west of the bank. Will you come there in the morning? I may have an answer to your . . . problem.”

“I’ll be there.” She started to turn away, then turned back and thrust out her hand. “Thank you,” she said softly.

The lawyer looked into the young woman’s face, so open, so beautiful, and felt again a slight twinge of conscience. He shoved it aside.

“See you in the morning, miss. Good night,” he said in his most professional tone and quickly walked away.

Johanna felt her way up the darkened stairway and down the hall to the small room in the back of the house. Quietly she opened the door and let herself in. She frowned when she saw that the oil lamp was still on. Mrs. Scheetz would have considered that still another reason to complain, had she known. She set her instrument in a corner and walked over to the bed where her sister lay sleeping, brown hair spread over the pillow, dark lashes shadowing her pale cheeks. Her face was so young, so stirringly beautiful, and for the moment relaxed. Her body was so slight that it seemed hardly to make a depression in the big bed.

“What a cruel twist of fate.” Johanna said the words softly, her mind racing down a well-traveled path. Usually she tried to block the memory of the raid from surfacing, as if it had all been a bad dream; but it was real, it had happened, and she would never forget a second of it.

She sighed in introspection and let her mind probe once again for a reason for the tragedy that had befallen her family. If only her father hadn’t wanted to come west, if only they hadn’t taken the house so far out of town, perhaps her father wouldn’t have been surprised by the band of Mexican renegades and they could have held them off until help arrived.

The calamity of Jacy’s pregnancy had driven the girl into an even deeper depression. Knowing that she carried the child of one of her parents’ murderers wiped out any progress she had made since being found and returned to Johanna. She sat for hours staring into space. She seldom smiled, and at times Johanna found her pounding her small fist on her slightly protruding abdomen.

Johanna blew out the light, undressed in the dark, and slipped into bed beside her sister. She closed her eyes and tried to sleep, to forget for a while the problems that faced her. But there was no relief. Her thoughts continued to flow. It was plain now that the biddies in this town were no different from those in Fort Stockton, only this time their prejudices were directed toward her, for she had, indeed, told Mrs. Scheetz that Jacy was a widow. Perhaps, Johanna reasoned, Mr. Cash would provide the solution. Whatever he offered would be better than attempting to stay on here at Fort Davis.

 

*  *  *

 

Johanna was up and dressed by the time Jacy awakened. “Get up, sleepyhead. Get up and get dressed. We have an appointment to see about a new job.”

Obediently Jacy rose from the bed, but she remained expressionless and showed no interest in what Johanna had said. She dressed, washed her face and hands, brushed her hair, and coiled it into two buns over her ears.

Johanna chattered on as though Jacy were eager to hear what she had to say. “There was a crowd at the saloon last night, Jacy. The same man asked me to sing, ‘Rosewood Casket.’ You could have heard a pin drop in that saloon while I was singing that song. Oh, how those big, rough cowmen like a sad song! It’s hard to believe unless you see it. Big men with guns strapped at their waists, whiskey in their hands, and tears in their eyes over a sad song.” Johanna’s voice trailed away. Once again, she had failed to engage Jacy’s interest. She tucked a handkerchief into her sister’s pocket. “Come along—we’ve got to get down to breakfast before Mrs. Scheetz clears it away.”

Johanna put a protective arm around Jacy’s shoulders as they entered the dining room. Mrs. Scheetz was sitting at the head of the table, her grim mouth pressed into a tight line of disapproval. The other two occupants at the table—middle-aged male store clerks—acknowledged the young women’s entrance by half-rising from their chairs, but upon seeing their landlady’s disdain they quickly sat down. Soon they finished their meal and left.

The three women sat in silence, the tension gradually building. Finally Mrs. Scheetz pushed herself from the table and stood up.

“Be out of that room this afternoon.” The words were hissed at Johanna. “I run a respectable house. This is the last meal you’ll have at my table. The idea . . . a saloon singer living in my house and eating at my table. I’ll never be able to hold my head up in this town again!”

Johanna calmly continued to eat. “Our rent is paid until tomorrow. We’ll not be leaving until then.”

“You’ll leave today!” The words burst from the woman’s tight mouth and reverberated in the small room.

Johanna wanted to laugh. The woman’s face had turned a plum red, and she suddenly felt a vengeful need to further antagonize her.

“We’ll stay until tomorrow, and if you make any trouble for us,” she said softly, “I’ll tell the men at the saloon you’re sleeping with Mr. Rutledge.” She glanced up to meet the woman’s astonished eyes. “I know it isn’t true, but they won’t know, will they?”

Mrs. Scheetz seemed to swell up, her face took on an even deeper color, and her eyes rolled back in her head. For a moment Johanna almost regretted what she had said. Perhaps she had gone too far and the woman would have a seizure.

“But . . . but . . . you, you . . .”

“I was sure you would allow us to stay, Mrs. Scheetz. Thank you.”

The woman gasped and walked unsteadily from the room.

Johanna turned and saw Jacy looking straight at her, an unmistakable glint of amusement in her eyes. Johanna could have cried with joy. Jacy had finally reacted.

 

*  *  *

 

A few minutes before nine o’clock the girls left the boardinghouse. Johanna had dressed carefully for the meeting with the lawyer. She wore a demurely styled, light-blue cotton dress that fitted snugly over her tiny waist and full breasts. Her one and only hat, a stiff, natural-colored straw decorated with a pink satin rose, sat squarely atop her soft piled hair. Jacy wore a dark brown dress attractively brightened by a white collar and cuffs and a light shawl that she draped about her shoulders.

Satisfied that they were presentable, Johanna looked around the street with interest. Several wagons were standing in front of the mercantile store. The horses, with blinders attached to their bridles, stood patiently, their long tails swishing at the pesky flies that tormented them. Two cowboys rolled toward the young women, their high-heeled boots beating a hollow tattoo on the boardwalk. They lifted their wide-brimmed hats and murmured, “Mornin’.”

Jacy turned her eyes away, but Johanna nodded a greeting.

They walked to the corner and across the dusty street, dodging a tumbleweed whirling on the gentle breeze, and went past the bank, then stopped under the sign that read: SIMON CASH, ATTORNEY AT LAW. Johanna took Jacy’s hand and they climbed the wooden stairway that clung to the side of the building.

Simon Cash rose from the chair and stood before his massive rolltop desk.

“Good morning, ladies.”

“Morning. This is my sister, Mr. Cash. Miss Jacy Doan.”

“Morning, miss.”

Jacy ignored the greeting and turned away. The man gave her a puzzled glance.

“Is there someplace where my sister can wait for me?”

“Certainly. My living quarters are in the next room. She can sit by the window and look down on the street.”

Johanna took Jacy by the hand and they followed the lawyer into the next room.

“Look, Jacy. You can see the whole main street from here.” Jacy sat down in the chair, her eyes reflecting a hopelessness that tore at Johanna’s heart.

Johanna and Mr. Cash returned to his office. He offered her a chair by his desk, then seated himself.

“Is your sister always like this?” he asked kindly with a glance toward the closed door.

“Yes, since we found out about her pregnancy. But this morning I was quite encouraged—she smiled at me after Mrs. Scheetz and I had a little tiff.”

Cash didn’t react. He leaned back in his chair and absently took out his gold watch, flipped open the case, glanced at the face, and returned it to his pocket. He smoothed his hair, which was already slicked down, then sat up straight in the chair and looked sternly and silently at Johanna. A wave of despair swept over her. It was obvious that he was skeptical about offering her the job.

When, to her relief, he finally spoke, Johanna leaned forward eagerly.

“I have been debating with myself. I had almost decided not to offer you the position, but knowing you are in need of work away from this town . . .” He paused. “Oh, yes, I know the ladies are going to ask you to leave. Mrs. Scheetz exercises a powerful influence over the ladies. If you were a different type of woman you would move to the other side of town and continue working in the saloon, but then if that were the case I wouldn’t be considering you for the job.”

Johanna’s hopes began to rise, not only because of what he had said but because she sensed a softening in the sharp eyes that studied her.

“Let me put the facts to you, Miss Doan, and then we’ll talk about it. My client lives in a distant valley. Over thirty years ago, when he was a young man, a determined young man, he found a valley. Out here a man has only what he can hold. He fought Indians to get that valley. He fought Indians, outlaws, and Mexican renegades to keep it. He went there before any other white man dreamed of anything but going on to California and getting rich in the gold fields. They came through here in droves, taking everything, building nothing. They wanted only to get to where the picking was easy.

“But Mack Macklin was different. He stayed. He worked—worked hard—and carved himself out an empire. He built a house, a dam, dug irrigation ditches where he wanted them. He put up bunkhouses for his drovers and houses for the Mexicans who worked his land. He drove a herd of cattle west when there were no cattle in this part of the country. It wasn’t an easy chore to drive cattle to his valley, but he did it. He turned the cattle loose, and now they’ve bred into some of the biggest herds in the Southwest.” He paused and rocked for a moment in his desk chair. “He’s old now. His foot was taken off a few years back and he gets around on his sticks. He’s ornery and cantankerous, but I figure he’s earned the right to be.”

Cash fell silent for a moment and looked directly into Johanna’s eyes. “He has asked me to find him a housekeeper. A pretty young woman with blond hair and blue eyes. It seems he knew a woman years ago who had blond hair and blue eyes, and in his old age he would like to have one around to look at and to care for his home.” His voice trailed off and he sat looking at Johanna.

Johanna sank back in the chair and her heart did a little flip-flop of relief. She closed her eyes for a second while the tension flowed out of her.

“Oh, saints be praised! You were so stern. I was afraid it was to be something I couldn’t do. A housekeeper! It’s perfect for me. I love to keep house and I’m a good cook.”

“Miss . . .” He made an effort to look stern to put force behind his words. “The valley is a long way from here. A very long way.”

Johanna didn’t allow her spirits to drop. Indeed, laughter bubbled up in her throat. “I don’t care how far it is. I’ll work hard. I’ll work very hard to pay for Jacy’s room and board. Oh, you don’t know how relieved I am.” Impulsively she reached across the desk and clasped his hand. “When do we go? How do we get there?”

The lawyer studied the young woman and a smile played about the corners of his mouth. He liked her—liked her quiet determination. She had courage. He hoped she had the stamina to cope with old Mack. The tough old man had told Cash, “By God, I don’t want no milk-and-water lass—no milksop that’ll weep and cringe. I want a strong lass with guts. Guts! Guts is what made Macklin Valley.”

Old Mack would be madder than sin when he first saw the girl. She wasn’t the big-boned, hefty type of woman he wanted, but she did have the blond hair and the blue eyes, and she wouldn’t fold up under the first attack of the old man’s wrath. The thing that bothered the lawyer was the sister, who was obviously part Mexican. Old Mack hated Mexicans with a cruel passion that Cash had never understood. That was something Johanna would have to deal with when she reached Macklin Valley, he decided.

“Every six months a train of ten to twelve wagons comes in from New Mexico. The valley is closer to El Paso, but it’s easier to bring the freight wagons over the plains than to cross the mountains. It will take about three days for the men to blow off steam and to load the wagons. Besides their usual load of supplies, this time they’re taking back lumber to build a windmill. I suggest you and your sister stock up on whatever you’ll be needing for the next few months. You’ll be going back with the train. Do you realize, Miss Doan, that you’ll be traveling over very rough country? You’ll cross over three hundred miles of every type of terrain imaginable. It will be a hard trip for any woman, and doubly so for one in your sister’s condition. I’ll talk to Mr. Redford, the head teamster, and see if he can fix up something a little more comfortable than a freight wagon for you to ride in.”

“I assure you, Jacy is in good physical condition, Mr. Cash. Oh, I wish you could have known her before. She was so lively, so bright and pretty. The doctor in San Angelo said that there’s a good chance that someday she’ll be well and speak again. He said that sometimes a second shock can loosen the vocal cords. She’s terribly frightened of men, especially Mexican men, and justifiably so.”

“There’ll be at least two dozen men on the train, and a good number of them will be Mexican. You have nothing to fear from them. Danger may come from outlaws, renegade Apaches, or Mexican bandits—although it would take a good-sized gang to dare to attack a dozen wagons and two dozen guns.” Cash looked at her sympathetically. “I’ve told you exactly what you will face because I want you to know it won’t be easy.”

“I don’t expect it to be easy,” she said simply. “If I’ve learned one thing, Mr. Cash, it’s that the good things in life seldom come easy.”

 


 

CHAPTER

Two

The big, covered wagon rolled down the dusty street, past the curious bystanders lounging in front of the stores, then began the long curve out of town. Ahead of it the freight wagons waited. It pulled alongside, then passed the string of wagons to take the lead. With a warm smile Johanna acknowledged each driver as the covered wagon passed the others, and the men, eyes dancing with excitement at having the women along, tipped their broad-brimmed hats. Several riders were on the trail ahead, some were beside the train, and a few more were leading strings of mules, replacements for those hitched to the heavy wagons.

Johanna sat on the high seat beside the driver, a ranch hand named Mooney. Redford, sitting astride a powerful sorrel, waved them on, and the pace picked up. When the wagon swerved, Johanna clutched at the seat, then turned to look back at Jacy lying in a hammock stretched across the inside of the wagon. Her eyes were closed.

There had been a rough moment when Mooney attempted to lift Jacy onto the wagon seat: she’d struck his hands and cringed behind Johanna. The incident stiffened Johanna’s resolve to ask Mr. Redford to explain Jacy’s situation to the others so as to avoid a repeat of that scene.

The days since their meeting with Simon Cash had sped by. He had brought Redford to meet her. He was a short, heavy-shouldered man with iron-gray hair and a drooping mustache. His face was brown and seamed with wrinkles. His flannel shirt was ragged and sun-faded, and his boots were even dustier than the hat he held in his hands.

Johanna told him everything, beginning with Jacy’s ordeal and ending with the possibility of being asked to leave the so-called decent part of town because of her job in the saloon. She saw the kind eyes turn cold with fury, then soften when she told him about her hopes for Jacy’s recovery. He suggested that they rig up a hammock for Jacy with heavy springs on each end to cushion the jolts of the rough trail. He said he’d seen it work before and was sure that he could make the contraption.

The night before they were to leave he brought the wagon to the boardinghouse and loaded their trunks, pushing them to one side so that they would have room for the hammock and a place for Johanna to bed down. He made them acquainted with Mooney. He told them, with a twinkle in his eyes, that they would be safe with Mooney. He was his oldest driver and far more trustworthy than the other young scutters he had. Mooney had laughed and hit Redford goodnaturedly on the back with his dusty hat.

“By gol’, I ain’t that old!”

Now Johanna untied the strings of her stiff-brimmed sun-bonnet and took it off. The breeze stirred her hair and felt cool on her neck. The sun had begun to climb over the horizon and promised the kind of warm, early-September day that Texas settlers knew well. She watched the slow, rhythmic steps of the mules. Each step stirred up a fine white dust that grew into a cloud above the wagon train, settling over the animals and caking the nostrils of men and beasts. The miles stretched on before them, and to Johanna on the swaying wagon seat, they seemed endless and timeless.

The driver sat with one booted foot on the guardrail, his hat pulled low over his brow. It would be a long, silent trip unless she could get him to talk.

“Have you made this trip many times, Mr. Mooney?”

“More times than I could shake a stick at, I reckon.”

“Mr. Redford said it would take about two weeks to get to the valley.”

“Yup. Red’s got it figured ’bout right.”

“Please don’t be offended at how my sister behaved this morning, Mr. Mooney. She suffered a terrible shock a few months back, and it will take time for her to get over it. I’ll ask Mr. Redford to tell you about it so you’ll understand why she’s the way she is.”

Mooney leaned out over the side of the wagon and spat onto the dusty trail. “Don’t let it worry yore head none. Red done gathered us all ’round and told us ’bout what was done to your sister. He didn’t want anybody t’be a-scarin’ her, you see. It was just pure-dee ol’ ignorance on my part what I did. If I’d’a give a thought to it I’d’a knowed better.”

Johanna smiled, relieved. “I’m glad he told you, Mr. Mooney.”

“You don’t have to be addin’ no mister to my name, ma’am. I’m just plain ol’ Mooney.” He looked at her and his leathery face creased with a grin.

“All right, Mooney, if you’ll call me Johanna. Tell me about this valley where we’re going. Is it big?”

“Pert’ nigh fifty miles long.”

“Does the ranch cover the whole valley?”

“Yup, and then some.”

“Mr. Cash told us that Mr. Macklin lost a foot a few years back. It must be difficult for him to oversee such a large spread.”

“Ol’ Mack don’t oversee nothin’, ’cept a few things.”

“Well . . . who does?”

Mooney shifted uncomfortably in his seat and adjusted the reins in his hands. Finally he spat over the side of the wagon again. It was evidently what he did while he was considering what he might say.

“Burr runs things: Goddam good at it, too. Better’n ol’ Mack ever done.”

“Tell me about Mr. Macklin,” Johanna prodded, eager to know more about the man for whom she would work.

“Ain’t much to tell. He’s an ornery ol’ coot.”

Mooney’s description of their employer made her laugh.

“Ornery or not, it took courage to build a ranch way out there.”

“He’s got grit, all right. There ain’t no doubt about it. He was good at fightin’, gettin’, and holdin’, but he ain’t no good atall at managin’ what he’s got. Burr’s got him beat all hollow.”

Johanna already knew that Mr. Macklin was difficult and that the ranch was huge. It had to be to support the largest herds in the West, as the lawyer had said. She hadn’t known, however, that he had a ranch manager. If she had stopped to think about it, she would have known. After all, he was an old man. She wondered if the manager had a wife. If so, had she been keeping house for Mr. Macklin?

The day went quickly. The sun arched high overhead and then went on its relentless path until it was a glowing orb hung low over the western edge of the world. When finally it was no more than a faint, rosy tinge, the freighters circled the wagons for the night. Mooney stopped the big covered wagon beneath the fanning branches of a huge old pecan tree. The drivers leaped from their wagons and stretched, then unhitched their teams and led them to the water wagon. Lids were removed from the wooden barrels and each animal was allowed to drink before being turned loose inside a roped area to roll in the dust and eat the sparse prairie grass. Minutes later a fire was built in the center of the circle of wagons and over it was hung a huge iron pot. On one side of the fire a very black coffeepot soon was sending up a plume of steam.

Johanna helped Jacy climb down over the big wheel of the wagon. Redford put his horse inside the rope corral and came to them.

“We’ll help get supper if someone will tell us what to do.” Johanna began to roll up her sleeves.

“Ain’t no call fer that, ma’am,” Redford said with a grin. “Ol’ Codger over there is ’bout to bust a gut a-tryin’ to fix up a decent meal for you ladies. I don’t know if’n I ever did see him get so high behind.”

She laughed, and the men, unaccustomed to a woman in their midst, paused to look at her.

“There’s somethin’ you can do, ma’am, if’n you’re of a mind to. You can sing fer us tonight. It’d sure be a treat. We heard you sing at the saloon, and we was mighty taken with what we heard.”

“I’d be pleased to sing, Mr. Redford.” Her voice must have carried in the stillness of the evening, because from several wagons away came a wild Texas yell.

Red shook his head and tried to look stern. “I’ll swear,” he said, “some of ’em ain’t got no manners atall.”

The light disappeared from the sky while they ate. Codger, the cook, brought the young women each a plate of smoke-flavored beans and bacon, then returned with two tin cups and the coffeepot. Surprised at her hunger, Johanna attacked the meal with relish. The food was wholesome and filling. Jacy too seemed to enjoy the meal. They emptied their plates and sipped at the hot black coffee. Night sounds filled the air with pleasant and familiar harmonies, and Johanna relaxed, enjoying the rustle of the leaves of the pecan tree above their heads and the crackling of the wood in the campfire. It was comforting too to hear the quiet rumble of masculine voices keeping up a steady stream of talk while they finished their third helpings of food.

Johanna heard the sound of running horses and looked up in alarm. She was relieved to see that the men continued to eat and showed no concern. The riders pulled their mounts to a sudden halt just outside the circled wagons, leaped from their saddles, and draped their reins over the wheels of a wagon. They were laughing and teasing one another as they approached the campfire.

Without warning, Jacy sprang to her feet and looked wildly about. Her eyes became huge with fright and her hand flew to her face, trying to cover it. Blindly she darted toward the fire, then back to Johanna, and crouched behind her like a cowed, small animal, ready to spring away into the darkness. Before Johanna could stop her she leaped up onto the crate and tried to claw her way into the back of the wagon.

“Jacy, no!” Johanna held on to her, murmuring soothing words, and gradually was able to pull her back and into her arms. Jacy clung to her sister, trembling. “It’s all right, honey,” Johanna said gently. “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

The three riders who had come so boisterously into camp stood stone-still, a bewildered look on their young, dusty faces. They started to back away.

“Please stay,” Johanna urged.

They stood uncomfortably, shifting their weight from one foot to the other.

“Jacy,” Johanna said softly. “Look at them. They work for Mr. Macklin, just as we’re going to do. Turn around and look at them. They would never hurt either of us.” Firmly she took Jacy’s shoulders and turned her to face the men.

The only sound to be heard, while the men stood still, allowing Jacy to look at them, was the blowing and stamping of the horses. Two of the men turned their eyes away, but the tallest of the three looked directly at Jacy as if his eyes couldn’t leave her face. Johanna thought him the most handsome man she had ever seen. He was tall, whiplash-thin, with finely chiseled features. His hair was as black as coal, and his eyes, under a heavy fringe of black lashes, were a bright crystal blue. He was dressed in tight black pants and wore a loose, embroidered vest over his shirt. His boots were Mexican style, as was his hat; a black sombrero held by a cord about his neck rode on his back. He had two silver pistols in holsters strapped around his slim hips.

Johanna turned her attention back to Jacy. She was looking directly into the man’s eyes as if mesmerized. She was quieter, and Johanna drew her down to sit once more on the box beside her.

The tall man didn’t move, even when the others left to go to the cookfire. He lingered to look at Jacy.

“Thank you,” Johanna said quietly.

He looked at Johanna as if seeing her for the first time, tilted his head, and walked away.

Red detached himself from a group of men by the fire and came to squat in front of the two young women.

“Ma’am,” he said earnestly to Jacy, “there ain’t a man jack here what wouldn’t lay his life right down on the line fer ya. Ya don’t have nothin’ to be feared of long as you’re with us, and that’s the God’s truth.”

His kind, homely face and sincere manner must have gotten through to Jacy, for she timidly held out her hand to him and he gripped it with his big, rough one. A lump rose in Johanna’s throat that threatened to choke her, and tears sprang to her eyes. To hide them she reached into the back of the wagon and brought out her guitar. Red carried the crate closer to the campfire and she and Jacy moved out into the center of the circle.

When Johanna began to strum the strings of the instrument with her slender, knowing fingers, all conversation ceased. She flashed a sudden, bright smile around the circle and began to sing an old ballad her father had taught her when she was a child.

 

“Two little children, a boy and a girl,

stood by the old church door.

The little girl’s feet were as brown as the curls

that lay on the dress that she wore.”

 

She sang the ballad in English, then repeated it in Spanish. Her voice had a kind of sweet, husky throb that drifted gently on the cool night breeze. She sang song after song, and never had a more attentive audience. She let her eyes roam over the faces of the men. Most of them were of Mexican descent, as was the tall, handsome man with the silver pistols. He had moved back in the shadows and was sitting very still. The brim of his sombrero was pulled down over his eyes, but he was facing toward her, and Johanna could almost feel the impact of his sharp, blue eyes. Something about his manner gave her a moment of uneasiness, but she pushed the thought away and gave her attention to entertaining the men who had made her and Jacy feel so welcome among them.

That night, for the first time in her life, Johanna slept in a covered wagon. Although tired, she felt strangely more contented than she had since her parents’ death.

*   *   *

“H’yaw! Hee-yaw!” Mooney shouted at his team and cracked the bullwhip over their backs. The yell was echoed down the line as the drivers started their teams and the cumbersome wagons began to move. The camp had been stirring since an hour before daylight, when Codger had banged on the iron pot. “Come ’n’ git it before I throw it away!” he’d yelled.

This was their fifth day on the trail. About them lay vast, immeasurable distances, broken by a purple tinge, the hint of the mountains ahead. The sun sent its heat waves shimmering down on the train as it moved sluggishly across the desert of sparse prairie grass and baked earth.

Johanna fastened her eyes on the notch in the mountains toward which they were heading. Mooney had pointed out that they would have to cross the river before they reached the mountain pass. All travel on the plains was governed by the need for water. When they reached the river they would fill their barrels, and the water would have to last until they reached the mountain pass, where there was a water hole. Between the river and the mountain pass was the meanest stretch of country God’s sun ever shone on.

“Land out here ain’t fit fer nothin’ but tarantulas, centipedes, and rattlesnakes,” Mooney had told her.

Later in the afternoon, they encountered one of the latter.

They were rolling along at a steady pace, Johanna drowsing on the seat beside Mooney, Jacy in her hammock. Suddenly the two lead mules whirled off the trail, bringing the wagon to an abrupt stop.

“Right there’s gotta be the granddaddy of all rattlers.”

Johanna’s eyes followed Mooney’s pointing finger. In the middle of the trail was a large snake, coiled in striking position. Its head was up and swaying, its beady eyes looking directly at them. The rattles on the end of its body were in constant motion. Johanna shuddered but couldn’t take her eyes off the snake. Jacy, standing behind her, clutched her shoulders and stared with horror at the squirming monster whose rattles could be heard by the teams pulling up behind.

Mooney was having difficulty holding the badly frightened mules. Johanna turned her eyes to them for only an instant, then heard the shot. She looked back to see the snake, now minus its head, uncoiling in its death throes. A rider astride a horse as black as midnight was shoving his silver pistol back into its holster. He turned in his saddle, and his somber blue eyes slanted across Johanna to rest on Jacy’s pale face and shiny brown hair.

“Thanky, Luis.” Mooney leaned over the side of the wagon and spat in the dust. The mules ceased their restless movements and stood trembling in their harnesses. Mooney wound the reins about the brake lever and jumped down from the wagon.

The body of the snake was as thick as a man’s leg, and stretched out it was well over six feet long. Mooney grabbed it by the tail and pulled it off the trail.

“It’ll make good eatin’, Luis, if Codger’ll pick it up.”

“Sí—I will tell him.” He turned the black horse and looked at the girls once again before he headed back down the line.

It was the first time Johanna had seen the slim, goodlooking cowboy in daylight. He always came into camp after dark and was gone when the wagons rolled out in the morning. She had wanted to ask Mooney about him, waiting until the time was right. She turned to him now.

“That was real shooting, Mooney.”

“Yup. But that warn’t no chore atall fer Luis. I seen him shoot the eye outta a jackrabbit at full gallop.”

Johanna expected him to turn and grin at her as he did sometimes when he was exaggerating, but his face remained serious.

“Is he a gunman?” She didn’t know why she asked the question and wished she could rephrase it when she saw the look on Mooney’s face.

He let loose another stream of tobacco juice. “’Pends on what ya call a gunman.”

“You know what I mean. Is he hired by Mr. Macklin because he’s good with a gun?”

“Ain’t hired,” was Mooney’s clipped reply.

Before she realized it, Johanna let out a sigh of exasperation.

Mooney grinned.

“If’n you’re a-wantin’ t’know ’bout Luis, why don’t ya just come right on out and say so ’stead a beatin’ ’round the bush?”

“Mooney, you are the beatinest man!” Johanna said heatedly and then laughed. “All right, I’ll stop beating about the bush. Tell us about Luis.”

“Luis is a breed of his own. He ain’t like nobody else I ever knowed.”

“Why is he with the train if he isn’t working for Mr. Macklin?”

“He makes the trip once in a while. Likes to look over the horseflesh in town. He’s got know-how ’bout horses. Hates cows.”

“Does he live in the valley?”

“Yup. He lives there.” Mooney waited, but Johanna decided to ask no more questions. He would tell her as much as he wanted her to know, in his own good time. After a lengthy pause he said, “Built a nice little hacienda down the valley a ways. Got a string of horses, all good stock. Right steady feller, Luis, and in a fight he ain’t got no quit atall.”

Now that Mooney had started talking, Johanna held her breath for fear he would stop, but he continued on.

“I recollect a time when Jesus Montez—he was a powerful mean Mexican—come a-raidin’ up and ’cross Texas and got into New Mexico territory. He raided and burned out Mex and gringo alike. Then he come to Macklin Valley. Hit the Mex village when most of the men was out gettin’ strays fer roundup. Men what was left turned tail and run for it. All but Luis. He stood alone till Burr got there and the two of them cleaned out the whole kit and caboodle of the varmints. I’m thinkin’ them two birds together could lick their weight in wildcats.”

He glanced at the women to see if they were impressed. They were.

“I didn’t realize there was a village in the valley,” Johanna said thoughtfully.

“Ain’t exactly a village. All the Mex what work fer Burr kind of live together like. Burr’s got it fixed up real nice. Women got a place to wash, even. Them Mex women are the washingest women you ever did see. Always got clothes a-dryin’ on the bushes. Good folks, I’d say, even if ol’ Mack do hate ’em like poison.”

“But . . . why?” Johanna asked the question immediately.

“It’s a long story and an ol’ one. I ain’t even sure if it’s the real one, but it’s the only one I know of. Ol’ Mack wrestled this range out of Indian country. He talked peace when he could, fought when he had to. Twice all the Mex deserted him and all he had left was Calloway, and him green as grass ’bout fightin’, fer all his book learnin’. Ol’ Mack, he say he ain’t got no use for a goddamn Mex. Allus worked the hell outta ’em, give ’em a little corn for tortillas and a lot of cussin’. Burr sees it different. Treat ’em decent, he says, and they’ll more than likely stand by you when the hair gets in the butter.”

He pulled down the brim of his hat, and the way he settled back told Johanna he wanted to drop the subject.

“Thank you for telling us about Luis and about Mr. Macklin. I’m relieved to know he’s got a kind and thoughtful foreman. Burr sounds like a very nice man.”

“Jesus H. Christ!” Mooney swore, and for once he didn’t spit beforehand. “I ain’t never said nothin’ ’bout Burr bein’ kind and thoughtful. He ain’t got hardly a kind bone inside his ornery hide. Get right down to it, he’s ’bout as loco mean as ol’ Mack, but different somehow. He’d just as soon knock ya down as look at ya if’n ya cross him. Do yore job, shut yore mouth, and stay outta his way is the way t’get along with Burr. Any kind thing Burr does is fer the good of the valley, and that’s ’bout the size of it.”

Johanna looked at him sharply, measuring his sincerity.

“You . . . don’t like him?”

“Hell, yes, I like him. A man don’t have t’be soft as mush fer me to like him. Burr’s hard as nails and rougher than a cob, and the way things is, there ain’t no reason fer him t’be anything else.” Mooney gave her a disgusted look that shut off any more questions.

Johanna had a lot to think about. For the first time since she had accepted Cash’s offer, she felt a nagging little cloud of apprehension in her mind. She pushed it to the farthest corner and covered it with the thought that no matter how disagreeable Mr. Macklin was, she would be able to handle it. Jacy would have her baby in Macklin Valley, and when they left the valley it would be with most of the wages she’d earned. This job was going to give them the time they needed to work things out.

Jacy climbed onto the seat. Johanna put her arm around her sister and gave her a little hug. Jacy smiled at her. The change in Jacy during the past week was almost a miracle. She was eating better than she had for several months and was taking an interest in things around her. Johanna no longer had to coax her to wash or to comb her hair. The doctor had said to treat her normally, not to urge her to talk but to give her time to get used to the changes in her body. Johanna had obeyed the doctor’s instructions and added an abundance of love and devotion.

Suddenly she was almost happy. The sky was bluer, the breeze cooler, the landscape more beautiful. Things would work out. They were just bound to.

 


 

CHAPTER

Three

The “settlement,” as Mooney referred to it, was a couple of adobe houses and a lean-to shed, set in the lowland near the river. Farther out were several abandoned dugouts. There they would cross a swiftly moving stream. Mooney explained that the riverbed at this point was solid rock and one of the few places within a hundred miles where the heavily loaded wagons could cross. There was a plume of smoke coming from the chimney of one of the houses and Johanna was disappointed when Red circled the wagons some distance from the settlement.

“Who lives here, Mooney? Who would want to live so far from everyone else?”

“That’s a mean outfit, Johanner. Small-caliber, but mean. We don’t usually have no truck with ’em.”

It had been a long day, and evening began to settle its purple darkness about them when the cookfire was built and the large pot containing beef and potatoes was swung over it, as well as the ever-present black coffeepot. Johanna and Jacy sniffed appreciatively.

When the stew was ready and the plates were filled and passed around, Red brought his dinner to where Johanna and Jacy sat on a wooden box.

“We’ll ford the river come mornin’. Luis was across and back. He says the rains up north has raised it a mite, but still ain’t nothin’ to worry ’bout.”

Across the campfire from them Luis sat back in the shadows, as he did each night, silently watching, his face expressionless. Tonight his face was turned away from them as he visited with his companions, and they could see his profile clearly in the flickering firelight. Jacy’s eyes dwelled on the man often, and Johanna wondered if she was attracted to him or just curious about him, as she herself was.

Red adjusted the dusty hat on his head nervously. “Ma’am, I been a-wantin’ to tell you this, and I guess now’s as good a time as any. If’n you get to the valley and it ain’t what y’all thought it would be and if’n you want t’leave and go back t’town, all y’all got to do is say the word. There ain’t a man jack here what wouldn’t sign on to take you and the young miss back, and that means Luis, too.”

While his craggy face showed no emotion, the sincerity of his words conjured images of doubt within Johanna.

She turned the full force of her troubled eyes on him. “What makes you think we’ll want to leave?”

“Well . . . I just thought you might. These lawyer fellers can paint a pretty picture with their smooth words, and I . . . just thought . . . well . . .” his voice trailed off, then he added, “you might not want to stay.”

Johanna laughed with relief. “I’m used to hard work, Red. I know it won’t be easy to get along with Mr. Macklin, but I can do it. Surely he can’t be so mean as not to want me to have my sister with me. Don’t worry about us.” She put her hand on his arm. “But . . . thank you.” Their eyes met and he looked away, embarrassed.

Red was taking their empty plates back to the cookwagon when the horsemen approached the camp. They stopped outside the circle of light and called out, “Hello the camp!”

“It’s Burris and a couple of Mex, Red.” The soft, slurry voice of the night guard came out of the darkness.

“Come on in, Burris.” Red’s voice held a touch of annoyance.

The men came forward slowly, dismounted, and tied their horses to the wheel of a wagon. One of them came to the campfire and shook hands with a reluctant Redford.

“Jist thought I’d ride over and say my howdy and see if’n there’s anythin’ I can do fer y’all. Anythin’ atall.”

“Thanky,” Red said curtly. “We’re a-makin’ out just fine. You’re welcome to some coffee before ya ride out.” Red turned his back and walked away.

Codger brought three tin cups from the chuckwagon and set them on the ground near the coffeepot. He motioned the Mexicans toward the fire. None of the men sitting around the campfire made any attempt to get up or to greet the visitors. It was obvious that they were not welcome, but the unwritten law of the prairie demanded that they offer the minimum of hospitality.

The man called Burris was bearded, heavyset, and grayhaired. It was difficult to tell where his hair left off and his beard began. His clothes were typical range clothes, dirty and ragged. The two Mexicans looked much like hundreds of men Johanna had seen lazing around the saloons in San Angelo, unkempt and shifty-eyed. These two had guns strapped about their hip with the holsters tied down.

The evening was cool, and after a glance at the men she turned to the wagon to fetch shawls for herself and Jacy. She had started to climb inside when she heard a mournful wail that pierced her heart like a dagger.

“Maa . . . maaa!”

As Johanna turned from the wagon, her heart seemed to stop beating. Jacy was standing with her hands clasped tightly over her ears, her gaze riveted on the two Mexicans squatted by the coffeepot, their features clearly outlined in the flickering light of the campfire. They were staring at Jacy with something like disbelief on their faces.

The plaintive cry came again and trailed away on the evening wind.

“Maa . . . maaa . . . !” The call to her mother came repeatedly in the seconds that follow. Jacy’s eyes were wide with terror, her body paralyzed with fear. For an instant the scene around the campfire was suspended in silence, although the echo of Jacy’s hauntingly hopeless cries hung in the evening’s stillness.

“Johanna! It’s them! It’s them! They shot Papa . . . and hurt Mama. Mama begged them not . . . to hurt me—”

The two men stood up in unison as if mesmerized by Jacy’s stare.

“Madre de Dios! La hija, la virgen!” Mother of God, the daughter, the virgin. The words tumbled from the man’s lips.

Johanna’s mind scrambled for comprehension. She stared at her sister as if transfixed. The fact that she had broken her long silence had not yet penetrated her senses. Johanna ran to her and put her arms around her. Jacy’s anguished eyes never left the men beside the fire.

“Oh, Johanna, it was so terrible what they did. I wanted to die, prayed to die! I’m sick! I’m going to throw up!” The contents of Jacy’s stomach came up and out and covered the front of her dress. Johanna tried to draw her back, but Jacy turned, pointing a shaky finger at the Mexicans. “You’ll burn in hell! You’ll . . .”

A black-clad figure, moving with incredible speed, emerged out of the shadows as Johanna pulled Jacy toward the wagon.

The Mexicans shifted their attention to the man, awareness of their desperate predicament plainly visible on their faces. The men behind them faded into the background, and they stood alone beside the fire. Luis faced them, feet apart, his body bent slightly forward, his face expressionless but for his narrowed eyes. His hands hovered over the twin guns on his hips.

“Perros!” Dogs. The word, when it came, was hissed through tight lips.

The two men glanced quickly at the men standing around them, and then at Burris. There was no help there. Then they looked at the slim, black-clad figure facing them. They knew in that awful instant that they were going to die. In desperation, they reached for their guns.

Luis’s hands flashed down and his guns sprang up. Their guns had scarcely cleared their holsters when he fired. One of the men was flung back as if struck a tremendous blow. The other staggered and went to his knees, his face wolfish, teeth bared in a snarl. He lifted his gun and Luis fired again. A hole appeared between the man’s eyes and he fell backward, the back of his demolished head disappearing in the short prairie grass.

The roar of the guns was so unexpected that Johanna and Jacy were paralyzed with shock. They gazed with horror at the two dead men and at Luis, who was shoving his guns into his holsters. The reality of what they had just witnessed began to take hold, and they clung to each other.

Burris stood as if his feet were planted in the ground, then slowly lifted his hands, palms out.

“Where do you stand?” Luis waited, his stance loose, his eyes missing nothing.

Burris shook his head and his hands at the same time. “I stand alone, señor. I stand alone.”

“When I see you again I will kill you.” The words were softly spoken, but the import was heavy.

“Now see here . . . I ain’t never set eyes on them afore they come ridin’ in a few days back. I don’t know nothin’ ’bout what they’ve done, hear?” Burris looked at Red. “I ain’t never had no trouble with Macklin riders, Mr. Redford, you know I ain’t.”

Red looked at him coolly. “Only ’cause you was afeared to, Burris.”

“I ain’t like them Mex—”

“Sleep with dogs, you’ll get up with fleas,” Red quoted dryly.

“But . . . this here’s my place and . . . I ain’t no gunfighter.”

“Then I guess you’d better clear out of the country. Luis ain’t one to repeat hisself.”

The men watched him go. Not a sound was made until the sound of hoofbeats dimmed, then a few angry curses were flung after him. Red walked over and looked down at the dead men by the campfire.

“Carlos, you and Paco see what these varmints was apackin’. Get the guns off ’em and anythin’ else anybody wants. Ain’t no use lettin’ Burris make a profit off ’em. Some of you get shovels—not that they deserve buryin’, the dirty, murderin’ bast—” He broke off and looked guiltily around. “We’d ort t’a strung up the sons of bitches,” he muttered.

“Hangin’ woulda been too good for ’em, Red,” Paco protested. “What we ort t’a done was nail their balls t’ a stump ’n’ shoved ’em over backwards.”

“What Luis done was fight,” Mooney said. “He give ’em a chance. But, dadburnit, he was sure takin’ hisself a chance takin’ on both of ’em.”

Behind the wagon, Johanna held her sobbing sister in her arms. Then she bathed her face with a wet cloth and talked quietly to her until she calmed. Then Johanna lit a candle, lowered the canvas flap, and helped her sister undress for bed.

“Keep talking, darling. Please keep talking. I’m so afraid you’ll stop. Tell me everything. We’ll talk it out and then it will be a part of the past and we won’t have to mention it ever again.”

“How can you say that?” Jacy sobbed. “You know I can never forget it. I’ve got this . . . thing growing inside me. I hate it, Johanna! Hate it! Why won’t it die? I’m ruined, and you know it. Every time anyone looks at me they’ll . . . know.” Jacy turned her face into the pillow and sobbed.

Johanna sat beside her, searching for comforting words to say.

“Jacy, dear.” With gentle fingertips she turned the tear-wet face toward her, and a pang of anguish shot through her heart. There was such futility in Jacy’s eyes. “We’ll face what comes together,” she said. “Our parents are gone, but think about this, Jacy. You’re going to have an extension of Papa and Mama. They’ll live on in the baby.”

“No.” Jacy shook her head and Johanna saw in the forlorn look the death of a young girl’s dreams. “Johanna, I’m so ashamed I can hardly look anyone in the eye. Oh . . . I miss Mama so much!”

“I know you do, and so do I. Mama wouldn’t want you to hate the baby. She was a wonderful mama to me. I owe her so much. She took me to her heart and loved me when my own mama deserted me and Papa.”

Tenderly she pushed Jacy’s brown hair back from her face. It had been a long day and one full of emotions. Jacy was exhausted but so keyed up that she couldn’t relax. Nature, however, was strong enough to cope and finally Jacy fell asleep, her hand still holding Johanna’s in a tight clasp.

Johanna sat beside her sister for a long time before she blew out the candle and left the wagon. The moon was up and flooded the camp with light. The small fire in the center of the circle of wagons burned low under the coffeepot, left there for the night guards. The silence was absolute except for the sounds of horses cropping the short grass and an occasional blowing and stamping. Without these famililar sounds, Johanna thought, one might think the world had gone away, except for herself, on a tiny island in a sea of straw-colored grass.

Slowly she sank down on the crate and leaned her head back against the wagon wheel. She was weary and closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them she saw a figure come out of the shadows and walk across the center of the camp toward her. As he passed the campfire she saw the gleam of the silver-handled pistols. She rose to her feet and stood waiting for him to reach her. He approached to within a few feet of her and stopped. She could see only his silhouette as he stood with his back to the fire.

“The señorita? Is she all right?” His voice was soft but deep, his accent Spanish.

“She had a terrible shock, but it was for the good. She’ll be all right now.” Johanna spoke to him in fluent Spanish. “Thank you for what you did.” She added the last hurriedly, because he had turned to walk away. He looked back at her now.

“Good night, señorita.”

“Buenas noches, Luis.”

Johanna watched the tall, slim figure slip back into the shadows and disappear. She sat down again. The silence of the night made itself felt after he left her and she knew, without analyzing it, that here was a man who shared only a small part of himself with other people.

 

*  *  *

 

The next day was unbearably hot, but they were moving toward the mountains, whose purple shadows seemed to reach toward them promising cool breezes and a relief from the relentless sun and clouds of dust that hovered over them.

The river crossing began when the first faint streaks of red appeared over the eastern horizon. The air was alive with excitement, and for Johanna and Jacy, so long under their own dark cloud, the challenge to reach Macklin Valley across the miles of desolate, dangerous terrain spoke of adventure and lifted their spirits.

At the point of their crossing the riverbed was solid rock, and though the water barely reached the bottom of the wagon, the current was swift enough to be a real danger. Even with Luis guiding them and the extra precautions of heavy ropes secured to either side of the wagon and outriders alongside, the vehicle skidded on the moss-covered stones. Finally, the wagon rolled safely onto the riverbank and Luis wheeled his black stallion to plunge back across for the dainty sorrel mare that had been tied to one of the freight wagons. It was evident from the way he handled her that he was immensely proud of the horse. He led her up to the wagon where Jacy and Johanna sat as they watched the heavier wagons make their crossing, then swung out of the saddle and approached the excited mare. He talked to her softly, gently stroking her nose and neck.

Jacy never took her eyes off the man and the horse, and when he saw her looking at him, he smiled. He led the mare over to her and held out the lead rope.

“She’s beautiful!” she cried out involuntarily, then laughed. Johanna felt tears spring to her eyes. The sound was so familiar and so . . . dear.

“Sí, she is!” Luis spoke softly and gave Jacy a searching look, so penetrating yet so filled with understanding that she was compelled to meet his eyes.

As the significance of his words dawned upon her, color flooded her cheeks. Her breath seemed to stop, and her pulse to accelerate. For what could have been an eternity, their eyes held, and then he smiled. It was as if they had reached an understanding that needed neither words nor actions to make it more real.

He mounted the stallion and looked at Jacy once again before he splashed back across the river, leaving her holding the mare’s lead rope.

“Well, now.” Mooney tugged at the brim of his battered hat. “Luis sets a mighty big store by that mare, missy.”

Jacy gave the rope a tug. The mare bobbed her head up and down and moved close to the hand that reached out to pet her. The young woman turned a beaming face toward Mooney.

Johanna couldn’t believe the change in her sister. Just twenty-four hours ago she had been a silent, brooding girl whose spirit appeared to be broken. Now it seemed as if the floodgates had been opened by last night’s tears, and a large portion of the depression that had gripped her for months had been washed away.

The wagons and the horses had all crossed the river, and still Luis hadn’t come for the mare. Mooney climbed down and led the horse to the rear of the wagon and tied her rope securely to the tailgate. Jacy moved to the back so she could be near the mare. Johanna could hear the murmur of her voice and occasional laughter. After months of her sister’s silence, Johanna treasured every sound that Jacy made.

The trail followed a torturous route. This was the “mean” country Mooney had talked about at the beginning of the trip. It was a baked and brutal land, sun-blistered and arid. The trail snaked through stands of organpipe cactus, prickly pear, and cat’s claw. The desert throbbed with its own strange life and death. The desert allowed no easy deaths, only hard, bitter, ugly ones. They traveled on in silence, while the sun grew hotter as it rose higher in the sky.

The swaying, bouncing motion of the wagon was conducive to drowsiness, and Jacy lay in the hammock, her face turned so that she could watch the mare trotting along behind the wagon. When she was sure Jacy was sleeping, Johanna spoke to Mooney.

“Does Luis have a family in the valley?” She asked the question abruptly. Mooney said nothing. He cut off a chew of tobacco with a long, thin blade and didn’t look at her. Johanna turned on the seat so that she could look into his face, hoping to read something from his expression. “Is there some reason why you don’t want to talk about Luis?” she asked quietly, and waited patiently for him to shift the cud in his mouth.

“It ain’t that . . . exactly.”

Johanna took a long breath and held it. “Well, go on, Mooney.” She said it lightly, with a small laugh, in an attempt to ease the tension between them.

“Luis is the ol’ man’s son.” Mooney said the words right out and looked at her to see her reaction. She was smiling.

“Is that all? I thought he was an outlaw, or something worse.”

“It ain’t nothin’ to smile ’bout, Johanner. The ol’ man hates him worser than a rattler.”

Johanna looked startled. “Hates his own son? I find that hard to believe.” And remembering their meeting beside the campfire the night he had killed the Mexicans, his concern for Jacy, and his quiet dignity, she added, “He can’t be that bad, Mooney.”

“Well, it’s the God’s truth, and you’ll find out once you get to the valley. Ol’ Mack’s a hard case. He hates most thin’s he don’t understand. Guess that’s why he’s got such a powerful hate for the Mexicans.”

“Luis is Mexican,” Johanna said, now aware that Mooney had more to tell. “That’s obvious to me despite the blue eyes and his height. But why would Mr. Macklin marry a Mexican if he dislikes them so much?”

“He ain’t never married.”

It was something Johanna hadn’t thought of, and it shocked her into silence for a moment. Why did she suddenly think of Jacy’s baby? There could be no comparison in the situations, she was sure, because Luis knew his father, something Jacy’s baby would never know.

“Poor Luis,” she said at last.

“There ain’t no call to feel sorry fer Luis, Johanner. It’s the ol’ man what’s got his tail in a crack. He never did have no use fer Luis, ’cause his ma was a Mexican, but after him ’n’ Burr took off his foot t’keep the ol’ fool from dyin’, he ain’t got no use fer nobody. Luis keeps the ranch supplied with horseflesh ’n’ Burr does the ramroddin’.”

“Are you saying that Burr is Mr. Macklin’s son, too?” Johanna asked.

“Yup. You’ll know soon’s you clap eyes on him. Spittin’ image of the ol’ man.”

“And,” she went on, although she hesitated to ask, “Mr. Macklin didn’t marry his mother, either?”

“Nope. Said he never married.”

“I don’t think I’m going to like Mr. Macklin very much.”

“It ain’t all that bad. Don’t seem to set very heavy on Burr. Luis is a mite shy, but could be his nature. The only thin’ ’bout it is . . . nobody goes ’round callin’ nobody a bastard. It just ain’t done in Macklin Valley. Course, now, the ol’ man—he ain’t got no sense atall when he’s riled, and that’s the first thin’ he says. Don’t bother the boys none, leastways they don’t let on.”

Johanna was convinced by now that she would not like Mack Macklin and she told Mooney as much.

“Never figured ya’d take to him. Ya thinkin’ a goin’ back?”

“I need this job, Mooney,” she answered slowly and sincerely. “I’ll work for Mr. Macklin, but I’ll not tolerate any abuse of Jacy because of her mixed blood.” Johanna lifted her head, and the defiant look in her eyes brought a chuckle from Mooney.

“Glad to hear it.” He punctuated the statement by spitting a long stream of tobacco juice into the dust. “You’ll need spunk to stand up to the ol’ man.”

Johanna had much to think about as the hot afternoon wore on. They crossed a virtual desert and overhead the inevitable buzzard soared with that timeless patience that comes from knowing that sooner or later all things that live in the desert become food, and he had only to wait. Despite the heat, a roadrunner poised beside the trail and flicked his long tail and took off, running on swift feet along in front of the wagon. A tiny lizard, its little throat pulsing with the excitment of seeing the train go by, raced across a hot rock and paused in the shade. These things that would have been interesting to Johanna passed unnoticed, as absorbed as she was in her thoughts.

 

*  *  *

 

That night they made camp in a narrow, oddly shaped arroyo. It was an easy place to defend, Mooney explained. This was Apache land.

“Nope,” he said, when asked if they expected an attack. “But where ’paches is concerned they don’t never do what you think they’re goin’ to.”

The wagons were drawn in a tighter circle and the horses staked out closer to the camp than on previous nights. The cook prepared the pinto beans and chilies quickly so that the fire could die down sooner. There was a feeling of tension in the camp, although the sisters seemed not to notice it. They excused themselves as soon as they finished their meal and went to bed.

In the privacy of their wagon Johanna told Jacy all the information Mooney had given her about the Macklins. Jacy’s interest centered around Luis, and she pressed Johanna for any details she could remember from her conversation with Mooney.

“I’ve told you everything I know, Jacy.”

“Don’t you think he’s handsome?”

“Yes, dear, I do,” Johanna said after a short pause. “He’s very handsome, and brave, too. Facing two armed men takes exceptional courage, but . . . we don’t know anything about him except that he’s Mr. Macklin’s son. He may be a gunman for all we know.”

“He isn’t anything bad, Johanna. I know that. I think he’s been alone a lot and he’s shy. He didn’t say a word to me when he came for the mare. He just looked into my eyes the way he did before, untied the horse, and went away.”

The sound of running hooves broke the stillness of the night. Johanna lifted the canvas flap and peered out. An outrider had come into camp and was talking to Red. It obviously wasn’t Luis, as this man sat low in the saddle. The conversation was in Spanish.

“There are three of them, señor. The same ones Luis saw before we cross the river. All gringos. Got good horses, one pure Arabian, Luis say. Black as midnight, got deep chest and strong legs. Luis say he ain’t seen a horse to compare.”

“Sounds like an Arabian. Not many of that ilk in these parts. The gringos are a-ridin’ in our dust ’cause they’re feared of the ’paches. If they want to trail us, ain’t nothin’ we can do ’bout it but keep our eyes peeled. Where’s Luis?”

“He make sure they bed down.” The man laughed. “Luis hate like hell to have Apaches get that horse.”

 

*  *  *

 

Luis left the camp before daylight and headed west toward the hills. He rode cautiously along the dim trail. It was rugged, lonely country where stunted cedars and gnarled oaks clung to the ridges of the canyon and the low-spreading shrub with its hooklike thorns thrived. He was tired and the sun was hot. He went off the trail and into the rocks, to give himself better cover.

He had come to this place for two reasons. He could see along the trail for almost two miles, and he was accessible if Gray Cloud wished to contact him. The unpredictable Apache had been trailing the train for the last two days, and that puzzled Luis. He knew Gray Cloud didn’t have enough men to attack the wagons, and he supposed his surveillance of the three gringos following discouraged him from attacking the camp.

Settling into a comfortable position against a rock, he lowered his head and waited. Soon there was movement on the trail below. Luis recognized both mounts and riders. Gray Cloud and two of his men were headed toward him.

Luis’s horse scented them and grew skittish at the intrusion.

“It’s all right,” Luis said softly to his horse. “It’s all right.”

When the Indians reached the spot where the trail started upward again, the two braves stopped and Gray Cloud came on alone. The mare the Indian was riding lifted her head, and her nostrils flared when she became aware of the big black. Unhurriedly, Luis left his observation spot and stepped into the saddle, keeping a firm grip on the reins of his excited stallion.

He held up his hand in greeting and spoke in Apache dialect. “Greetings, Gray Cloud. My brother is far from his lodge.”

The Indian stared at him silently with dark, fierce eyes. Luis knew that the man had strength and courage. He was also a shrewd trader, but for the last few months Luis had found trading with him distasteful. Gray Cloud had become difficult, bitter. Luis suspected that he was not receiving the recognition from his people that he felt he deserved.

“Why does my brother bring whites to Apache land?”

“We promised to bring no whites into the valley of the stone house, and we bring none.”

“What of the woman who sits on the wagon? I will barter for the one with hair like a cloud.”

Luis was surprised, but his face and voice didn’t register the feeling. “The woman is not mine to trade.”

The Indian stared into his eyes. “Whose woman?”

“My brother’s woman.” Luis knew that the Indian was testing him, and he never took his eyes from the stern face.

The Apached glared at him with burning intensity. “He can have other woman,” he spat out heatedly.

“Other woman is my woman. I keep my woman,” Luis said, matching his tone to that of the Indian.

Gray Cloud turned his eyes down the trail where the freight wagons had raised a dust that drifted against the cloudless sky. The dark eyes moved back at Luis, his eyes glittering with hatred.

“I could take pale woman.” His expression changed to one of arrogance. “Mescalero wait in hills.”

Luis watched closely and chose his words carefully. “A Chiricahua Apache brave has need of the Mescalero to take a woman?” He put a touch of scorn in his voice.

“Because of Gray Cloud, Mescalero stay in hills.” A look of cunning came into the dark eyes. “I will trade mare for rifles and talk to my brothers, the Mescalero.”

Luis had no doubt that he could draw and kill Gray Cloud and at least one of the braves. But if there were Mescalero in the hills and if Gray Cloud did have influence with them, there was a chance they would seek revenge on the train. He studied the situation carefully before he spoke.

“I thank you, my brother Gray Cloud, for holding off the Mescalero. Come to the place near my lodge and we will trade horses for food, blankets, tobacco. We have traded together many times. Your chief is a friend to the whites of the stone house. We will be friends and barter as before.” Luis purposely omitted mention of the rifles.

The expression of hatred appeared again on the Indian’s face.

“Soon we will kill all whites and take your pale-skinned women. I, Gray Cloud, will lead my braves against the stone house and take what you have.” He paused, but Luis knew he was not finished and waited for what he knew would come. “I will kill Sky Eyes and take his woman to be my slave.”

Without waiting for Luis to reply, the Indian wheeled his horse around and trotted back down the trail. His braves fell in behind him.

Luis waited a full five minutes before moving his horse out. Gray Cloud and his men didn’t worry him, but the information about the Mescalero did. He headed his horse into the hills, scouting the area with care until he found a spot where six ponies had been tied to a few clumps of brush. The leaves on the brush had been freshly cropped, Luis determined, which indicated that the Indians, riding unshod ponies, had definitely been trailing the wagons.
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