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“I don’t play games, Katy.

When I find something I want,

I go after it.”

[image: ]

The arrogance of the words sent a thrill of excitement through Katy even while her independent spirit rebelled against it. She made an attempt to get control of her mind, only to find it an impossible task as his lips traveled over her forehead to her eyelids and then down her cheek to her mouth.

“Kiss me. Kiss me like I know you can.” He pressed his mouth softly to hers, nibbled, caressed, and possessed. Her lips parted; his tongue flirted with her lower lip, and his hand left her head to stroke gently down the curve of her back. She was breathless when he pulled his mouth from hers.

His whisper was deep and husky. “You are my mate, my love—Don’t fight it, sweetheart.” His hand moved up and down her back in a soothing motion. “Be still for just a little while and you’ll see how right it is.”
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“You’ll find yourself actually there, right in the picture. You can feel the heat of the campfire, you can hear the wagon creaking and the slice and slap of the bullwhip. . . . There’s a good reason why Dorothy has been called the ‘Louis L’Amour of the romance novelists.’ ”

—Beverly Hills California Courier

 

 

“In Nightrose, the author who brings the West alive and populates it with memorable characters brings a whole new meaning to the word ‘timeless.’ ”

—“Ann’s World,” Hearst Cablevision

 

 

“The lady is an able writer who spins a tale that keeps the reader turning the pages.”

—Quad-City Times

 

 

 




 

Books by Dorothy Garlock

 

Almost Eden

Annie Lash

Dream River

Forever Victoria

A Gentle Giving

Glorious Dawn

Homeplace

Lonesome River

Love and Cherish

Larkspur

Midnight Blue

Nightrose

Restless Wind

Ribbon in the Sky

River of Tomorrow

The Searching Hearts

Sins of Summer

Sweetwater

Tenderness

The Listening Sky

This Loving Land

Wayward Wind

Wild Sweet Wilderness

Wind of Promise

With Hope

Yesteryear

 

Published by

WARNER BOOKS

 

 

 



 

To Gary Rowe for that great evening

when he gave me the idea for

this story,

and

to his wife, Beth, who puts up with his

shenanigans—

 

 

 


 

CHAPTER

One

 

“He’s out there again! Come look, Katy.”

Katy’s head jerked up. “What’s he doing?”

“I don’t know. He moved so fast I only got a glimpse of him.”

Katy got up from the rocking chair, stepped over the child sitting on the floor at her feet, and went to the window. She didn’t want to act too concerned about the mysterious man whom they had glimpsed from time to time moving amid the deserted buildings. It would alarm her sister even more. Married to that feather-head Roy Stanton caused Mary enough worry.

“Where?”

“He went behind the blacksmith shop. Now he’s pounding on something,” Mary said as if Katy couldn’t hear the sound of a hammer on iron. “His dog is there in the grass by the building.”

“I see the big ugly beast. They’re a strange pair. From what I’ve seen of him, he’s about as hairy as the dog,” Katy said with disgust.

“He hasn’t been out in the road since that day he rode in. I wonder why he only moves around behind the buildings.”

Katy looked over her shoulder when the child began to rock the chair. It made a loud hollow sound against the rough plank floor.

“Be careful, Theresa, you’ll rock over your toes.”

“No, I won’t,” Theresa said stubbornly and continued to rock the chair.

Katy’s blond hair was swept away from her forehead and hung down her back in a single thick braid. It slid along her spine like a golden rope as she turned to peer out the window over the shoulder of her shorter sister.

The bearded man had ridden into town five days ago. Since then they had caught only glimpses of him. At first they had hoped that the miners were returning, but when no one else rode in, and the stranger failed to present himself at their door, or even acknowledge their presence, he became a cause for worry.

Katy looked down the rutted, deserted street of Trinity, Montana Territory. Weeds had sprung up in the road since the heavy spring rain. The town looked peaceful, a contrast with the boisterous days of eight months ago when they had first arrived. Then, Trinity had been a mining town filled to capacity with men seeking to fulfill their dreams of making the big strike. The tall, false-fronted saloons with rooms upstairs, the store, the boardinghouse for single miners, the washhouse, and the eateries, all had done a thriving business.

Across the street and farther down was a square log building known as “the girlie house.” It, too, had enjoyed five years of prosperity. When the hopes of Trinity’s becoming another booming gold-mining town faded, and the miners left to pursue their dreams elsewhere, the good-time girls had followed.

“It’s scary knowing he’s here and having him ignore us. Oh, there he is. He’s carrying a big hammer. The dog follows every move he makes.”

“I should go over there and ask him to help us get out of here.”

“Oh, no! If he were a decent sort of man, he’d have come and paid his respects.” Mary sat down in the rocker. Theresa climbed up into her lap. “He might think we have men working downstream.”

“Fiddle!” Katy snorted. “He knows the men deserted this town like rats fleeing a sinking ship once the mine started petering out. And as far as his being decent—we’re more likely to find a cow in a tree than a decent man out here.”

“Roy will be back, Katy. I know you don’t think he’s much of a man, but he’d be back here like a shot if he knew everyone had left.”

“Wherever Roy is, he must have gotten word that the mine played-out here.” What Katy wanted to say was that Roy would be off like a shot to anyplace he had heard of that had a gold strike, no matter how small. His wife, daughter, and sister-in-law were his least concern.

Katy glanced up at the rifle that hung on the wall out of the reach of Theresa. She had placed it there when they had moved down from the shack on the hill into this building— the most solidly built in town except for the small stone jail. The man who had built this structure had been a carpenter and funeral director. The big, black-lettered sign in front said: GROG’S FUNERARY. Here, Grog had put together tables, chairs, wardrobes, beds, burial boxes, and laid out the dead when they were brought to him. He had left a box behind when he moved on. It was now Theresa’s bed.

“Deliver me from a man with gold fever,” Katy said crossly. “We can’t wait here much longer. If not for the supplies we bought from the store man before he left, and for our scavenging the deserted houses, we’d starve. Thank goodness we’ve got ammunition for the rifle.”

“How can we leave? We don’t have a horse.”

Until recently, Mary had always looked younger than her twenty-five years. Now, the years of following her husband from mining camp to mining camp, and the loss of two children who had not come to full term had taken their toll. Faint lines of strain had appeared between her brows and at the corners of her eyes and mouth. Her face often had a pensive look, and shadows of worry ringed her eyes.

“We have the cow the Flannerys left behind when they rushed off to the next gold strike,” Katy said. When she saw big tears flooding her sister’s eyes, she attempted to lighten her mood by adding, “We’ll hitch Mable to the wagon.”

“Oh, poo!” Mary hugged her daughter to her. “Your Aunt Katy can say the silliest things.”

“Mable ain’t a horse.” Theresa looked at her aunt with a puzzled expression.

“Isn’t a horse, honey,” Mary corrected absently.

“We may have to walk. That would mean leaving everything behind except what we can carry. If we go due south, we may reach a stage station. If we go northwest, we may reach Bannack.”

“We may run into Indians,” Mary said softly, her hand over her daughter’s ear.

“Sister, we’re in a hell of a mess.”

“Oh, Katy! Let’s not allow ourselves to be crude.”

“Crude, my foot! I’m twenty-one years old. I’ve the right to be crude if I want to.”

Katy’s wide mouth, its lower lip fuller and softer than the upper one, turned down at the corners as her blue-gray eyes, deep set and slightly tilted at the outer corners, roved over her sister and niece. It hurt that her gentle sister, with her love for reading, writing, and music, should come to this. Here they sat in a deserted town waiting for Roy Stanton to remember where he had left them.

“We’ll have to bring up more water tonight. We can’t allow the cow to go dry.”

“We can lead her down to the stream and let her drink her fill.”

“We could, if not for bushy-face.”

“Do you think he’s waiting his chance to . . . have his way with us?”

“If he is, he’s in for a surprise.” Katy patted her pocket. She had used the little pistol more than once to discourage amorous, woman-hungry miners.

Katy looked around the funeral parlor they had made into a home. It was as comfortable as the rooms they had in Laramie, thanks to all the discards left by the gold-seeking crowd. They had two beds, a sheet-iron cookstove, table, chairs, a rocker, a round potbellied stove for heat. They had a good assortment of nice, heavy china and a variety of cooking pots. At first they had been hesitant about taking anything from the deserted buildings. But after they had been alone for a month, seeing what they could find became a game. They had even found a sack of potatoes that Mary eyed and planted in a little patch. Gathering firewood and bringing water up from the stream was an everyday chore, because the rope and pulley were gone from the well.

Katy held her hand out to Theresa, and the child jumped from her mother’s lap. “Come on, ladybug. Let’s go out and pull some grass for Mable. She’s been feeding us; we’ve got to do our best for her.”

“Do you think you should go out with him out there, Katy?”

“He’s been here all this time and hasn’t bothered us.”

“Maybe he hasn’t been here all this time. Maybe he goes someplace and comes back.”

“Where would he go? There isn’t a town within fifty miles of here. Don’t worry. I tied Mable near the side door. The front door is barred and the rifle is loaded in case you should need it. You can watch out the window, and if you see him coming, you can yell.”

“Leave the door open.”

“I don’t think he’ll bother us. He’s probably some old prospector scavenging for what he can find.”

“He didn’t look like a prospector when he rode in. He had a good horse.”

“He also had two pack mules.”

“Why are we scared of the man, Mamma?” Theresa’s small hands cupped her mother’s face and turned it toward her to get her attention.

“We don’t know him, honey.”

“Maybe he’s seen Papa. Can I ask him?”

“No. If he had a message from Papa, he’d have come and told us. Papa will come for us soon.” Mary looked at her daughter with a sympathetic smile. “Maybe he’ll bring you a pretty.”

“I want a music box.”

“You’ve got your sights set high.”

“Cow in the tree again,” Katy muttered and turned her face away, knowing the dislike she felt for Roy Stanton was mirrored there. “why don’t you write in your journal while we’re gone?”

“I don’t know why I keep writing in it. There hasn’t been anything good to write about for a long time.”

“Someday you can write a book about two beautiful sisters and a golden-haired child who were left in a deserted mining town.” Katy threw her arms wide in a dramatic gesture, bowed to her audience, and began to speak. “Friends, let me introduce myself. My name is Katherine Louise Burns, and I’m here to tell you a tale written by Mrs. Mary Theresa Burns Stanton.”

Mary and Theresa clapped their hands as they always did when Katy was play acting.

“Alas!” Katy continued. “The ladies were the only residents of the town of Trinity in Montana Territory.” Katy clasped her hands to her breast with an expression of deep sorrow on her face. “One day they heard the sound of a bugle, and lo”—she shaded her eyes with her hand and turned from side to side—“a knight with a purple plume on his helmet came riding into town on a white steed. Behind him came a coach drawn by . . . six pink cows.”

“Cows aren’t pink,” Theresa shouted. “You’re silly, Aunt Katy.”

“Who said that cows can’t be pink, ladybug?” Katy stood with her hands on her hips and glared at her niece. “I can have pink cows if I want to. Just for that I’ll not let you ride in my coach. So there!”

“I will too ride in your coach.”

“You will not. You can ride on one of the cows. Come on, we’ll practice on Mable.”

“Be careful,” Mary called as they went out the side door.

Mary went to the window again. Her soft brown eyes searched up and down the rutted street where already the weeds were growing. At first she failed to see the dog who lay as still as a rock in the shade next to the stone building that had served as a jail. She saw him when he snapped at a pesky fly and knew the man was nearby. If he was in the jail, she reasoned, he would not see Katy and Theresa pulling grass for the cow.

Mary was still wondering about the bearded man when she lifted the lid of her humpbacked trunk and took out the journal. The book was an inch thick, and more than half the pages were filled with small, neat script. It was one of Mary’s most precious possessions. The first entry had been made eight years ago when she and Roy Stanton were married in Montgomery, Alabama. She had recorded the first few happy months of their marriage. Later in the journal she had mentioned her husband’s inability to adjust to the New South. Another entry told of the Stanton Plantation going on the auction block and falling into the hands of a Northerner. That was the final blow to Roy’s pride. His dream of making enough money to go back and reclaim the house and land had brought them to the gold fields. All of this was neatly recorded in the journal.

Pulling the chair close to the window, Mary sat down with the book in her lap.

“Oh, Mamma, you wanted me to marry into a fine Southern family, and look what it got me into.” She did not realize that she had spoken aloud until she heard her own voice. Roy was not prepared to take responsibility for a wife and a child. He’d always had everything he wanted without lifting a finger. He had even paid for someone to fight in his place during the War. Now he was off chasing a dream of finding riches, and she and Theresa would be here alone if not for Katy.

Mary seldom let herself think about how disappointed she was in the man she had married, or how different her life might have been had she married another man or remained a spinster. She had chosen Roy, for better or for worse, and her marriage vows were sacred to her. She could thank him for Theresa. Her child was worth all the heartache she had suffered. Mary turned from those dark thoughts, opened the journal and began to read an entry she had made almost five years ago.

 

Cripple Creek, Colorado Territory, June 14, 1868.

Today I received the news that Mamma is gone. Oh, but I wish I could have been with her at the last. Katy said she didn’t suffer as Papa had. I’m grateful for that. Katy and I are all that is left of the family. My dear brothers, Roger and Clifford, died at Gettysburg, a place I never heard of before, and Papa died of apoplexy brought on by a broken heart. Katy wants to come out here to be near me. I’m so ashamed to have her see this hovel we live in. But, oh, I want her to come. I’m so lonesome that at times I could die.

 

Black Hawk, Colorado Territory, May 5, 1869.

Katy has arrived at last. It is so good to see her that I keep looking at her and touching her to make sure she is really here. She is so fresh-looking and beautiful. Some of the men here in the camp have shaved and even put on clean shirts hoping that she will notice them, but she pays them no mind. I know she is shocked by the living conditions here, but, bless her, she hasn’t let on. Roy was angry when he found out my bleeding had stopped. I hope he will stay here at least until the baby comes.

 

Mary continued to thumb through the journal, reading entries she had made in places called Breckenridge, Bonanza, Myrtle Gulch, Laramie, Virginia City, and finally Trinity.

 

Trinity, Montana Territory, September 5, 1873.

This is the wildest place we have ever been. There are two saloons and a girlie house. The women parade themselves out front all hours of the day and night. As many people are on the street at midnight as at noon. I don’t understand why Roy brought us here. We should have stayed in Laramie. Katy had a teaching job at the orphanage. Mrs. Gallagher said I could stay and help with the children. Roy was embarrassed that his wife would work for wages. He insisted that Theresa and I come with him. I think it was because he didn’t want to go back and face the Gallaghers after Pack told him the mining camps were no place to take a family. Katy came with us, although I know she is seething with resentment. Roy found a place for us in a crude log-hut up above the town.

 

Trinity, December 25, 1873.

I’m lying abed. I lost another babe. Oh, the poor little thing. It is so cold here that I don’t know if it would have lived anyway. Theresa has to stay in bed with me to keep warm. Roy gave me a blue-ribboned bonnet and Theresa a pair of slippers for Christmas. When will I ever wear a ribboned bonnet? Theresa will outgrow the slippers before spring. Roy is so impractical. He and Katy had cross words again this morning. She is angry at him for spending so much time and money down at the saloon. We’re almost out of firewood. It isn’t fair that Katy must do so much. Oh, I wonder where we will be when another Christmas comes around again.

 

April 5, 1874.

Roy used the last of our money to buy supplies to go into the hills and look for gold. He’s sure that he’ll find it this time. I’m so ashamed. I know now why he wanted us to come with him. He knew Katy would come. She has a little money, and he knows that she’ll not let me and Theresa go hungry. He says the mine here is playing out and that he wants to get the jump on the others. He has promised to be gone only a few weeks. He is like a small boy looking for the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. He wants riches without working for them.

 

Mary turned the pages, scanning the entries where she told about their first few days alone in the deserted town, and how frightened they were when they heard a cougar scream in the night. When she came to a blank page, she moistened the lead of the pencil with the tip of her tongue and began to write.

 

June 5, 1874.

Roy has been gone for two months. I’m afraid that he will never come back, although I don’t let on to Katy. I don’t want to think that he would leave us here deliberately, without even a horse to pull the wagon. Now I’m wondering if something could have happened to him. Oh, I know he’s selfish, but he wouldn’t leave his baby daughter. At least I don’t think he would. I feel terrible about Katy being stuck here with us. She has devoted the best years of her life to me and Theresa. As far as I know, she has never had a serious beau. She could have had her pick of men this past winter, but she wanted nothing to do with any of them. She said she would stay single for the rest of her life before she’d marry a miner. Today we saw the stranger again. He is big with a coal black beard. I can’t tell if he’s young or old. I’ve not seen his horse or his pack mules since he rode in, but we’ve smelled his cookfire several times, and the fresh meat he was cooking smelled so good. We’ve not had fresh meat since Katy shot a baby deer. She cried because the mother was so frantic. We didn’t know anything about skinning it, so we cut off a leg. Something carried the rest of it off in the night.

 

Mary closed the journal and sat for a while, gazing out the window. She could have written more, but she had to be saving with the paper. The prospects of getting another book to write in were small, if not nonexistent; that is, if they ever got out of this lonely place. A mouse scurrying across the floor drew Mary’s attention, and she wished for a cat. Rats and mice were becoming a problem, but a minor one, she admitted silently, compared to their other concerns. She got up to make sure the lid to the flour tin was in place. She was returning to the chair by the window when she heard Katy shout.

“Mary! Get Theresa. I’m bringing in the cow!”

“What in tarnation—!” Mary ran to the back and out the door. She grabbed Theresa who was standing with her finger in her mouth as if she were thunderstruck. Mary darted back to the door, shoved the child inside, and went to help Katy tug on the rope around the neck of the bawling, frightened cow. “Is he out there?”

Katy was too busy to answer. “Get in there, damn you!” she shouted and whacked the cow on the rump with the palm of her hand. “You stupid, brainless creature, I’m trying to save your flea-bitten hide!” She got behind the cow and shoved. The cow lifted her hind foot threateningly. “You kick me and I’ll brain you,” Katy yelled.

The frightened cow had become tame during the last two months, but she was reluctant to go inside the building. The doorway was narrow and the sound of her hooves on the plank floor terrified her. She balked, bawled, shook her head, and tried to break free.

“Yeeeow!” The primitive scream of a cougar came from close behind them. Ingrained fear of the beast caused the cow to lunge, her forelegs collapsing, and she sprawled half-in and half-out of the doorway, almost knocking Mary off her feet.

Katy looked over her shoulder to see the large, slick cat move with effortless grace along the rim of the slanting cliff behind the building. Its head jutted forward; its long sweeping tail hung close to its powerful hindquarters; its yellow eyes gleamed as it viewed its prospective prey.

“Oh, blessed Father!” The words came from Katy’s stiff, dry throat. The cat’s huge eyes glared fixedly at her. The big body arched, and a powerful growl exploded from its huge mouth.

“Yeeeow!”

Blocking the doorway, Mable was scrambling to get to her feet. Katy cowered against the side of the building, her eyes fixed with horror on the stalking beast. Fear raced through her; her knees felt like water. The cat prowled a few steps closer, then froze in immobility. Screaming again, it bunched its powerful muscles to spring.

The sharp crack of a rifle penetrated Katy’s stunned senses as she had begun to lift her arm to her face. The sound of the shot rebounded from the mountains. As the bullet found its mark, the cat dropped from the ledge. It landed in the brush a few yards from where Katy stood.

“Don’t move!”

The gruff words hit Katy like a slap in the face, and she came out of her near-hysterical trance to see a buckskin-clad figure in a round-brimmed leather hat approaching the cat with his rifle ready. Katy’s eyes were on the cougar, expecting it to spring up and attack the man. He nudged it a time or two with the end of his rifle, grabbed its tail and pulled. When he was sure it was dead, he turned and trotted away without so much as a look in her direction.

“Mister!” Katy choked, then called. “Hey, mister! Thank you—” She followed him to the front of the building, watched him lope down the road and disappear between the jail and the blacksmith shop.

Katy hurried back to the side-door. Theresa was crying and Mary was calling to her frantically.

“Katy! Katy!”

“I’m all right. Bushy-face killed it. Glory! I’m going to sit down. My legs are trembling.”

“I was never so scared in my life.”

“I see that you got Mable inside. The stubborn beast. It would serve her right if she broke her leg.”

“Her legs are all right. She cut her udder. It’s bleeding on the floor.”

“Tie a bandage around it while I get my breath. That was just a whisker too close.”

 


 

CHAPTER

Two

 

“Damn woman’s gutsy; I’ll say that for her.” Garrick Rowe spoke aloud to the dog who lay flat on his belly, his big head on his crossed paws. “Didn’t scream or faint. I can’t figure out what the hell two gentle womenfolk are doing here without men. Jesus! It’s a wonder they haven’t been carried off by a Cheyenne war party or some half-civilized, woman-hungry fur trapper.”

Rowe turned the squirrel carcass on the spit. His cookfire was built beside the eight-foot-square stone building where he had decided to take up residence. He didn’t need much space for now, just a place where he could store his supplies and hold off an attack if the occasion arose.

He viewed the meat critically. It was browning and the juices were dripping. He’d had his fill of fresh meat. Right now, he would give a silver dollar for a biscuit with butter on it. The women in Grog’s Funerary had butter. The day he arrived, the brown-haired one had been sitting on the porch working the dasher up and down in a churn. She scrambled inside when she saw him coming, a sure sign there were no menfolk around.

“After we eat, Modo, we’ll get one of the mules and drag that cat off down the gully. In a day or two he’ll stink so bad the ladies will be cussing me for shooting him. You can gnaw on him if you want, but first I’ll take his pelt. No sense in letting it go to waste.”

Rowe fingered his beard. It had protected his face from the cold during the winter, but now that it was getting hot, he would have to shave. He slid the teakettle close to the fire to heat some water. Usually, he shaved with his hunting knife, but with a winter’s growth of whiskers, he’d need help or he’d not leave any skin left on his face.

Why were the women here? They were not Grogs. He had set up shop in Bannack. As far as anyone knew, this town would never revive. Rowe didn’t have time to play nurse-maid. Their men should be here looking out for them unless they were widows. If that were the case, why hadn’t they left with the others? Big John Beecher, the blacksmith, had been one of the last to leave Trinity. John hadn’t mentioned any permanent residents when he and Rowe met in Virginia City. In another week Hank would be here with tools, Big John, and a couple of wagon-loads of men. Hell, Rowe hadn’t counted on two lone women to complicate things.

While he ate, his mind went back to the woman with the heavy rope of blond hair hanging down her back. It irritated him that he hadn’t been able to get her face out of his mind since he first saw it five days ago. It was etched there as if he had looked upon it a million times. Her profile was classical, her neck long, and her eyes blue. How did he know that, he wondered. He hadn’t been within a dozen yards of the woman. Her eyes could be green or brown, or black like his. He stopped eating and held the meat in his two hands. No, they were blue. He could see them clearly in his mind.

Rowe now had that same strange feeling he’d had when he’d first seen her walking to the creek to get water. She had seemed to float over the ground without so much as a bob of her head. It was as if he had known this woman before, known her well, as if he could have picked her out of a crowd of hundreds had she been strolling amid the ruins on the flat-topped hill known as the Acropolis in Athens.

He cursed in Greek, the language of his mother, as he always did when he was frustrated. He didn’t like blond women. He’d never bedded a blond woman, had shunned them when possible. Hell and high water! Hadn’t he had enough of the fair race to last a lifetime? He was sure he had never set eyes on this woman before, yet today, when he had heard her talking to the little girl, her voice had sounded familiar. He heard the child laugh and call her Aunt Katy. He was not surprised that the child was not hers. When he heard her call out, somehow he found his rifle in his hand and his feet had moved automatically. He saw the cougar on the ledge—as if it had all happened before—and shot it, knowing that he wouldn’t miss.

Damnation! Was he losing his mind?

Darkness comes suddenly in the mountains. The town lay on a long bench that bordered the creek on the far side. Actually, the creek curved around the bench. The town was backed up against the mountain; behind and above it was a thick growth of trees. Rowe had been pleased to see that the town had at least a dozen buildings and a scattering of houses and shacks on the slope above it, including a long bunkhouse that offered bunks to those less discriminating than the hotel patrons. Behind the livery was a stone reservoir some ten feet across and about eight feet deep. Water ran from the rocks into it. Now a thin stream made its way to the creek below. Within the rail fence surrounding the tank he had left his mules and his horse.

During the final minutes before dark, Rowe leaned against the side of the building and fingered his newly shaved chin. He scarcely recognized himself in the small square of mirror he carried in his saddlebag. His hair, cut with his hunting knife, was no more than two inches long. After it was washed it would curl up even shorter. His face had felt so bare once the hair was off his cheeks and chin that he had left the hair above his lip. He stroked it now, first on one side and then the other.

It was still light enough for him to see the great empty eyes of the windows of the vacant buildings and the swaying of the sign in front of the boarded-up eatery. The day after he arrived, he had smashed the hasp from the saloon door and pushed it open. The mirror behind the bar was intact, but the space above it was strangely lacking the usual picture of a naked woman lying on a couch. The owner had taken all the whiskey but left a supply of glasses. Tables and chairs stood in the room, and a thick layer of dust covered everything. In the back of the saloon a stairway led up to a hall where doorways opened to a half-dozen small rooms.

Eager to profit by a boom such as the one at Virginia City, money-hungry men had flocked to Trinity. When the crash came the people had fled, leaving behind all they could not pack on a horse or in a wagon, hurrying to the next strike, carrying their dreams and ambitions, knowing that success was just around the corner.

Rowe realized that he had gotten a lot more than he bargained for when he bought the town. Suddenly he saw a dim light appear in the window of Grog’s Funerary. Almost as soon as he saw the light, one of the women approached the window with a quilt or a blanket and the light was gone. It was a smart move to cover the window. Any drifter who came into town would have headed directly for the light. Rowe knew that wasn’t the reason they covered it. It was because they feared he could spy on them. The sound that came from him was almost a chuckle. They were like two babes in the woods. He knew almost every time they went out the side door to empty the chamber pot.

After he made his rounds of the town and was satisfied that the population was still only two women, a child, and himself, Rowe took a bar of carbolic soap and clean buckskins and headed for the creek. Modo padded silently behind him.

“You’ll be getting a bath one day soon,” he told the dog. “You gather fleas like a bee gathers honey.”

Cleanliness was almost a fetish with Rowe. He used the carbolic soap in case he had picked up a flea from Modo. Before he left the building, he sprinkled his bedroll with kerosene should the building be infested with bedbugs. He shed his clothes and stepped naked into the icy cold water that came down from the snow-covered mountains above. He ducked until the water flowed over his head, then stood knee-deep in the stream and lathered the hair on his head, chest, and groin with the soap.

Modo lay on the bank beside Rowe’s discarded clothes. Suddenly he stood, his head slung low, his tail extended straight out. Rowe started toward the bank. A second later he heard the sound of something coming down the path from town.

“Shhh . . .” The hissed sound was a command the dog obeyed.

Rowe moved toward the bank and into a screen of willows. Knowing automatically that his master wanted him out of sight, Modo slunk silently amid the drooping branches.

The blond woman came quietly down the path, a rifle in one hand, a lead rope in the other. It was the cow she was leading who had made the noise. She led the animal to the stream not a dozen feet from where Rowe stood shivering in the icy water. While the cow drank, she knelt down, and with her free hand splashed water on her face, then stood waiting patiently, turning her head slowly from one side to the other, watching and listening. She was fully alert. Rowe found himself nodding his head in approval. This was no empty-headed woman. He had no doubt that if he made a move toward her, she would shoot him. He glanced at his clothing on the bank. Because the buckskins looked like a rock in the darkness, he doubted that she would notice them.

After she had led the cow back up the path, he moved out into the stream, sat down on the rocky bottom, leaned back, and let the swiftly moving water rinse the soap from his hair. The women were being cautious and he couldn’t fault them for that. Katy had not taken the cow to the tank behind the livery because she would have to pass the stone building. By cutting across the road above town, she could reach the creek without being seen from the jail. Because of him they had been carrying their water up that steep path.

He was sitting on the grass putting on his moccasins when Modo raised his head and looked toward the path again. Rowe and the dog moved swiftly into the willows. Katy came down the path with a bucket in each hand. He frowned. This time she had not brought the rifle. He watched as she dipped the cool, clear water from the stream, paused to looked around, then headed back up the path. He motioned to the dog, picked up his rifle, and followed closely enough to keep her in sight.

At the edge of the woods she stopped. Rowe motioned for the dog to stay and moved up closer. She had set the buckets on the ground beside a bush of yellow flowers. Her light head was bent over them, her nose buried in the blossoms.

“Ouch!” The small muffled cry escaped her when she reached down to snap off a stem, and her fingers were pierced by the thorns. She stuck her finger in her mouth for a moment, then picked up the buckets and walked on.

Rowe and Modo stood beneath an aspen across the road from the funerary and watched her until she disappeared inside.

Nightrose. The word dropped into his mind. Was it a name or a place?

“Nightrose.” He said the word aloud. It rolled off his tongue as if he were saying “darling” or “sweetheart” to a lover. Once again he had the eerie feeling of having said the word before in connection with this woman.

Rowe believed that when a person died, his soul wandered until it came back to earth in another body. He had discussed this theory with a professor at Harvard University and again with his mother’s old friend, Victor Hugo, during a visit to Paris last year. The dramatist, poet, and novelist was a firm believer in reincarnation, and they had spent several enjoyable evenings together while Victor’s still-beautiful mistress of forty years, Juliette, was away visiting relatives.

Had Rowe known Katy in another life? Had her name been Nightrose? Were he and this woman destined to live out their days together? An indescribable feeling of elation came over him. He shook his wet head; water from his hair trickled down the side of his face. Here, in the darkness of this vast wilderness, he was experiencing the feeling of coming home.

Modo moved up beside him and nuzzled his leg, bringing him back to reality. He turned back down the path only to pause when he came to the wild rosebush. He stood for a moment, then drew his knife and cut a cluster of blossoms from the bush. With a few quick strokes of the blade he removed the thorns from the stem and held the flowers to his face. As if drawn by an unseen hand, he crossed the road to the funerary and placed the sprig of roses beside the door, and then moved silently away.

 

“You’ll never guess what,” Katy said, as she came in the side door carrying the bucket of fresh milk.

“Shhh . . . Theresa’s still sleeping. What? What’s happened to get you so excited this morning?” Mary’s cheeks were flushed from the heat of the cookstove.

“There’s a tub of water out there for Mable.”

Mary slid a pan of biscuits onto the top of the iron range before she spoke. “Well, I do declare! He must have put it there.”

“It was either Bushy-face or the fairies, and I never did believe in fairies or goblins or ‘haints,’ as Posie used to call them.” Katy set the bucket of milk on the floor and draped a cloth over it to keep out the flies.

“That was really sweet of him. Do you think we should offer him some milk? We have more than we can use.”

“Give Bushy-face milk? He’d laugh in your face, Mary. He probably went right from his mother’s breast to the whiskey barrel.”

“Oh, maybe not. You can’t always judge people by the way they look.”

“If we did, he’d win the prize. Wheee! It’s going to be hot today. Let’s go down to the creek and do some washing. Bushy-face has done us two good turns. I don’t think he has murder or fornicating on his mind, or he’d have tried it by now. But I’ll take the rifle along just the same.”

“The cookstove heats this place like an oven. I hope it’ll do the same if we’re still here this winter. That cabin we lived in last winter was almost like living out of doors.”

“This winter! Heaven forbid, Mary. We’ve got to get out of here, and back to civilization. I don’t think we’re going to get any help from old what’s-his-face.” Katy’s spontaneous laughter rang out as it did at the most unexpected times. “He acts as if we have the cholera or smallpox.”

Theresa sat up in her makeshift bed. “Who’s Bushy-face, Aunt Katy?”

“Well, look who’s awake and listening to every word.” Katy lifted the child from the box. “Do you need to use the chamber?”

“I . . . already did—” Theresa’s lips began to quiver and she held her wet gown away from her legs.

Katy flipped the gown up over the child’s head. “Don’t worry about it, honey. We’re going to wash today. You’ve not wet the bed in a long time.” She slipped the child’s arms into one of her shirts and buttoned it down the front.

Mary opened the front door and a cool breeze swept through the building.

“Well, for goodness’ sake.” She picked up the branch of yellow rose blooms. “Look at what the wind blew up onto the porch, Katy.”

“Wind, my hind foot. There wasn’t a breath of wind stirring last night.” Katy, remembering her thorn prick the night before, saw at a glance that the tips of the thorns had been sliced off. She began to smile. “Why, Mary, I do believe you’ve got a suitor. Bushy-face is courting you.”

Mary’s eyes became large and questioning. “Tarnation! What in the world are you talking about?”

“He left them at the door. Look at the stem. It’s been dethorned.” Katy began to laugh when Mary’s face turned a fiery red.

“But . . . but—” she sputtered. “I’m a married woman.”

“He doesn’t know that. Didn’t you say he gave you a long hard look when he rode in?”

“Well, yes, but—oh, Katy, you’re the darndest tease!”

Katy watched the soft line of her sister’s mouth curve into a smile. With the color in her cheeks she was pretty, really pretty, and she was wasting her life waiting for a good-for-nothing like Roy Stanton.

“Maybe we should invite him to supper.” Katy’s blue eyes danced with pure mischief. “But maybe not. He may not be able to find his mouth beneath all that brush.”

“We should do something for him. I think I’ll leave a pan of hot biscuits on the porch. He saved you from the cougar and put water out for the cow.”

“The cougar might have been after Mable, not me,” Katy said stubbornly. She was still angry with herself for not taking the rifle when she went out to pull grass for the cow.

Mary slid half of the pan of biscuits onto a plate and went to the porch, her back straight and defiant, as if she expected Katy to call her back.

“Mister!” she called toward the stone building. “Oh, Mister!”

“Call him Bushy-face,” Katy prompted. “He might think you’re calling someone else.”

“Oh, hush, Katy,” Mary chided, then called again. “Thank you for killing the lion, or whatever it was. And thank you for the water for the cow. Here’s fresh biscuits if you would care for them. I’ll leave them here on the porch.”

Mary went back inside, pushing Katy and Theresa ahead of her, and then closed the door.

“There! At least we’ve tried to pay him back a little. Stay away from the window, Katy, or he’ll not come to get them. He may have been in the mountains for so long that he’s shy around white women.”

“He needn’t be. I can’t think of a single white woman who would give him a second look with all that hair on his face, unless it would be Winnie Fennel back home. Remember her, Mary? She’d have taken anything walking on two legs. She did everything in her power to attract our brothers, and they were a good ten years younger than she was. Finally she got old Dan Brower, but he was desperate for someone to care for seven younguns. He up and died on her after six months. His oldest boy said she just plumb wore his pa out.” Katy went into gales of laughter.

“Oh, you! Sit down and I’ll pour the tea.” Mary washed her daughter’s hands with a wet cloth and lifted her up onto a stool. “Eat your breakfast, honey. Then we’ve got to do something about that hair of yours.”

“I’d give a nickel for a slice of ham,” Katy said. “Remember when Posie cooked ham and made red-eye gravy?”

“What I remember most is peach pie and strawberry tarts.”

“I remember roast turkey and dressing.”

“Chicken and dumplings with suet pudding and raisin sauce—”

“Laced with rum. Remember?”

“I remember that you ate nothing but the sauce.” Mary dipped milk from a gray crock and set it in front of Theresa’s plate.

“Drink your milk, ladybug. It’ll put hair on your chest.” Katy gazed fondly at the child.

“I don’t want hair on my chest, Aunt Katy!”

“She’s teasing, as usual,” Mary said patiently. “Only men have hair on their chest.”

The sound of something clanking on the porch brought Katy to her feet. She rushed to the window, looked out, and burst into laughter.

“His dog has eaten his biscuits.” She opened the door and rushed out onto the porch. “Here, dog! Leave the plate.”

“Well, I never!” Mary crowded out the door behind her. The dog was going down the road. The empty plate had fallen into the weeds beside the porch. Katy stepped down and picked it up.

“I can just hear that dog saying, ‘Those were the best goldurned biscuits I ever et!’ ”

 

Musical laughter floated down the empty street. Coming down from the old mine, Rowe paused to listen. He didn’t understand his attraction for this woman. Her features were clearly etched in his mind. He knew her and the realization was purely instinctive that she had the power to make his life heaven or . . . hell.

Determined to get his mind off the crazy notion that she was important to him, he went into the saloon and spread his maps out on the bar to study them once again. His partner and friend, Anton Hooker, had been right. Anton had taken a sample from the mine months ago, had it assayed, and decided the mine was worth opening. Running through the heavy iron deposits was a vein of silver. It would be a hard job getting at it. At first, the ore would have to be hauled in heavy freight-wagons to the smelter in Bay Horse where the pure silver would be extracted. Later, if the vein proved to be long-lasting, they would continue to operate the mine along with their other project.

The former mine owners had only been interested in quick riches. When the gold petered out, they were ready to cut their losses and move on. As a matter of fact, Rowe mused, he might have purchased the mine and the several hundred thousand acres of land adjoining it for a mere fraction of its eventual worth. He had, however, given the owners their asking price.

Rowe scanned the map, noting every mountain, stream, and trail in the area. His eyes lingered the longest on the spot that lay to the north, along the Madison River. This was his land. He would make his home there and start a ranch someday. He had no reason now to go back to Paris. His mother was gone. And it would please him greatly if he never set eyes on his only living kin, his half brother Justin, again. The same went for the Rowe mansion on the Hudson River and all it entailed; it could drop into hell for all he cared.

Everything in its own time, Rowe thought. He rolled up the maps and tied them with a string. This afternoon, he would ride south and see if there was any sign of Hank and the wagons.

At noon Rowe chewed on a strip of jerky and ate a can of peaches, dreaming about lobster tails dipped in melted butter and tender, thin pancakes filled with raspberry jam and sprinkled with sugar. God! He hoped Hank had found someone who could cook something more than corn bread, beans and grits.

Rowe had stayed on the far side of the town while the women were at the creek. They were getting braver, he decided. After he had killed the cougar and put water out for the cow, they must have decided he wasn’t going to attack them. How little they knew of men. If he’d had that on his mind, he would have done just what he’d done—try to win their confidence and when they let down their guard, pounce. He walked down to the edge of the stream. He chuckled to see the array of women’s garments spread on the bushes to dry. The unmentionables had been hung in such a manner as to disguise their purpose, should he happen upon them. But drawers were drawers, and during his travels he supposed he’d seen every kind imaginable.

It was a quiet afternoon except for a whippoorwill, which swooped down over the swiftly running water, and the blue-jays, which scolded from the upper branches of the cottonwood tree. A robin, perched on a swaying limb of the willow, sang as if it didn’t have a care in the world. One of the bluejays, attracted by the shiny buttons on a pair of drawers, flew down. As Rowe watched, his mouth twitched in amusement. The bird pecked at the button and pulled in vain. Finally, frustrated, it rose into the air with an angry screech, circled the bushes, then swooped and dropped his calling card on a pair of drawers trimmed with lace and blue ribbon. Unable to stop himself, Rowe laughed aloud.

“Mr. Jay, you’ve been eating berries and Katy isn’t going to like what you just did one little bit.”

Rowe wished he could be around when Katy discovered the bird droppings on her clean drawers. Although his face wore its usual somber look, he was still laughing inside as he saddled his horse and rode out of town. Since Apollo was anxious to run, Rowe let him race three miles before he drew up in a small cluster of cottonwoods, where water seeping from the rocky cliff had made a tiny pool. He allowed the horse a little water, then remounted and headed south again. The air was clear and bright, the sky almost cloudless. He saw no Indians, although there were plenty of tracks. He traveled slowly to keep down the dust, staying off the trail when possible. He came to a shelf that jutted out over the valley. Keeping to the trees, he walked the horse to a spot that had a clear view for at least five miles.

No train of wagons appeared on the trail below, but there were four riders. Rowe dismounted, pulled his horse back out of sight, and tied him to a bush. He motioned for Modo to stay with the horse and took the spyglass from his saddlebag. Walking hunched so that he wouldn’t be outlined against the sky, he crept to the edge of the shelf and dropped down on his belly. His first thought was that the men were a detail of soldiers because of their uniforms. He studied them, then changed his mind when he saw the way they slumped in the saddles. Also, any detail this far from the fort would have had a packhorse to carry supplies.

Suddenly, the two riders ahead stopped, spun their horses around, and faced the two men riding behind. One of these drew apart leaving his fellow rider to face the other two. He was gesturing with his arm. Although Rowe couldn’t hear what they were saying, it was evident to him they were having an argument. The lone man turned his horse as if to leave.

The sound of the shot was no more than a pop by the time it reached Rowe. Hit in the back, the man fell from his saddle and his horse danced away. The man who had fired the gun shoved it into his holster and dismounted. He kicked at the man on the ground with his booted foot, then stripped him of his holster, gun, and the contents of his pockets. One of his companions caught the dead man’s frightened horse, and they proceeded up the trail toward Trinity.

“The bastards didn’t even bury the man,” Rowe murmured.

He closed the spyglass and hurried back to his horse. The men were deserters, or they had killed for the army uniforms. Rowe figured that he would get to town fifteen or twenty minutes before the trio. After what he had seen, he had no doubt about the kind of men they were. Any decent human would have buried the man he killed, regardless of the reason for killing him. To leave a man’s body for the buzzards and wolves and calmly ride away was the act of the morally depraved.

Rowe put his heels to the big black horse. The Arabian loved to run, and where the trail was smooth, he let him. If Rowe had only himself to consider, there wouldn’t be the urgency to get back. He could hole up in the stone building until the trio left town unless they decided to set fire to the buildings, in which case he would have to stop them.

The women and the child were his concern. They would be totally helpless against such men. Rage at the thought of a man forcing himself on Katy or the child’s mother knifed through him. Rage made him reckless, and he found himself letting Apollo run full speed over a rocky, twisting course. He pulled up on the reins and slowed the horse down. Now was not the time to take unnecessary chances. He was all that stood between the women and that trio riding into town.

 


 

CHAPTER

Three

 

The sound of a horse running hard caused Katy to snap shut the book she had been reading and hurry to the door. A big black horse was coming up through the center of town at full speed. She reached for the rifle and checked the load before stepping out onto the porch.

“Who is it?” Mary, with Theresa in her arms, stuck her head out the doorway so that she could see.

“Stay inside.” Katy backed into the building and prepared to slam the door.

The rider came directly to their door and jumped from the saddle.

“Stay back!” Katy shouted. “Put one foot on this porch and I’ll blow it off.”

“Put the gun down, Katy. You’ve nothing to fear from me.”

Katy’s mouth dropped open when the man said her name. There was something familiar about the buckskins, the wide shoulders, the flat-crowned leather hat, and the way the gun belt clung to his narrow hips.

“Who . . . are you?” The thought hovered in the back of her mind that the man’s battle-scarred face was that of an ancient warrior.

“Garrick Rowe. I shot the cougar.” The big brown dog came and lay at Rowe’s feet, his tongue hanging out. “I’ve been here damn near a week. You’ve seen me—”

“The man who shot the cougar had a beard.”

“Good Lord! I shaved!”

The eyes that looked into Katy’s were as black as midnight. The hair that curled down over his forehead, his eyebrows and mustache were as black as his eyes. Hard cheekbones, a wide firm mouth, an arrogant nose, a square chin, and stubborn jaw completed his face. He stood still, looking at her in the same intense way she was looking at him.

“If you’re Bushy-face, why’ve you been sneaking around?” Katy snarled, and lowered the rifle. “Why didn’t you come tell us who you were and what you’re doing here?” Her eyes clung to the dark craggy face of the man who towered over her.

“Pay you a social call? Would you have served tea?” he asked, his voice heavily laced with sarcasm. “This visit isn’t a social call, either. You’ve got to get out of here. Go down to that stone building and take your valuables with you.”

“Is it Bushy-face, Mamma?”

“Shhh . . . Theresa—” Mary scolded, then hugged the child, who began to whimper with fear and hid her face against her mother’s neck.

“What are you talking about?” Katy turned the gun on him again. “We’re not going anywhere on your say-so.”

“You stubborn little mule! I knew you’d be like this,” he said softly, then barked irritably, “Put that gun down before you shoot somebody. You don’t have much time. Within the next fifteen or twenty minutes three men will ride into town who’ll make me look like a saint. I just saw one of them kill a man in cold blood.”

“You saw it, and you did nothing to stop it?” Katy asked contemptuously.

“Goddammit, Katy! I was a quarter of a mile away and saw it through my spyglass. Are you going down to that stone building, or am I going to throw you across my shoulder and carry you there?” He stepped upon the porch, shouldered his way past her and went inside. “Do you have any more ammunition for that rifle?”

“Yes,” Mary answered. “Four boxes.”

“Get it, and anything else you value that you can carry, and go to the stone building. It’s the safest place in town.” He directed his remarks to Mary. “I’ll close this place and throw some trash up onto the porch so they’ll think it’s as empty as the rest of the town.”

He went through their living quarters to the rear and shut the door. On his way back he checked the firebox on the cook-stove. Katy was still standing beside the door, stunned motionless. Mary put Theresa on the floor and spread a blanket on the bed. With the child clinging to her skirts, she went to the trunk for her journal. She placed it and the clock her mother had given her for a wedding present in the center of the blanket, added the boxes of shells, and tied the four corners.

“Mary! Why are we trusting him?” Katy blurted. “Maybe it’s Roy coming back.”

“Ma’am, would your husband be wearing parts of an army uniform?” Rowe asked sharply.

“No,” Mary answered, then to Katy, “We’ve got to trust him. We have no choice.”

“That’s right you don’t. Now go, unless you plan to stay here and be raped by three killers when they get here.”

His dark eyes bored into Katy’s blue ones, a hint of repressed savagery behind them. There was impatience in such a man, impatience that would cause most women to obey his orders without question. But Katy was not one to follow blindly.

She turned her back and spoke to her sister. “I say we stay here. We may be in just as much danger from him as from the men riding in.”

“Don’t push me, Katy,” Rowe said angrily. “I’ll not permit you a choice now or ever when your safety is concerned. Climb down off your high horse and behave. You’re going to that stone building—whether you like it or not.”

“Come on, Katy,” Mary pleaded. “We’ve got to trust him.”

“I don’t like him. He’s got shifty eyes.”

Katy didn’t know why she had said anything so stupid! His gaze was as steady as a hawk’s. The only excuse she gave herself for the untruth was that she was determined not to knuckle under completely. Was that laughter she saw in the depth of his midnight eyes just before she thrust her arm under the knot Mary had tied in the blanket? What really infuriated her was the inescapable feeling that she could buck him every step of the way, but in the end she would do as he said. For Mary and Theresa’s sake, she told herself.

“Can you carry all that?” Mary asked.

“I’ll have to. You’ll have to carry Theresa.”

“What about Mable?” Mary turned back as they stepped off the porch.

“Mable? Good God! Is there another woman here beside you two?”

“Mable’s the cow.”

“Ah . . .” He said several words in a language they didn’t understand, but there was no mistaking the frustration in his tone. “I’ll put the cow behind the livery if there’s time. Don’t fool around about getting down there. I want you women out of sight.”

Katy and Mary hurried as fast as they could through the middle of the deserted town. Katy looked over her shoulder to see the man who called himself Garrick Rowe throwing dead brush and broken boards up onto the porch of their home. Then he took a branch and began to sweep away their footprints. He was trying to help them. She had known it from the first, but his arrogant manner had forced her to rebel against his orders.

“Walk in the grass,” she told Mary. “He’s trying to erase our footprints.”

The two women were out of breath by the time they reached the stone building. The interior was cool and dim. Katy dropped the bundle inside the door as soon as they entered; her arm was numb from carrying it.

“Does he expect us to just sit here and wait?”

“He’s trying to help us,” Mary said firmly.

“He said the men were wearing army uniforms, Mary. How do we know that it isn’t a legitimate patrol? How do we know he doesn’t want to keep us here and is scaring us into staying out of sight?”

“Do we dare take the chance? Why are you so suspicious of him?”

“From past experience. I’ve been pushed, pulled, pinched, fondled, and propositioned ever since I came West. I’m sick of men who slobber, spit, and stink. All they know is mining, brawling, drinking, and whoring. Old Bushy-face may have killed the cat, carried water to Mable, and shaved; but he’s still a scallywag looking to get rich without working.”

“Oh, Katy. I didn’t realize you were so bitter. It’s because of me you’re here and I’m so sorry.”

The pain in Mary’s voice slipped through Katy’s anger and into her mind. She turned and put her arm around her sister.

“I’m sorry for being such a grouch. The way he looked at me and the way he bossed us around got under my skin. I knew we’d do what he thought best, but I wasn’t going to fall whole-hog into his plan like a mindless feather-head.”

Mary set Theresa down on one of the two slabs, built out from the wall, that served as bunks. Rowe’s bedroll was on one of them. The bedding was folded neatly and the bags containing his belongings were stacked beneath his bunk. A narrow slit was cut in the rock wall on the south, used as a lookout and for ventilation.

“He’s taking Mable to the corral behind the livery,” Katy said from her position beside the door.

The bawling cow was protesting in the only way she knew how. The lead rope was stretching her neck as she was being pulled along behind the black horse, her heavy udders swaying with each step. They disappeared behind the livery and a few minutes later Rowe was loping down the road toward the jail, the dog at his heels.

The first thing he did was to scatter the cold ashes where he had cooked his food. Then he scooped up an armful of dead brush, and covered them. Katy stood just inside the building, looking out the doorway.

Rowe came to the door. “They’ll be here anytime now,” he said looking toward the south. “Do you know how to use that rifle?”

“I wouldn’t be carrying it if I didn’t.”

Her answer seemed to satisfy him. “I’ll draw them away from here if I can. Keep the little girl quiet.”

“Where will you go?”

“To the saloon. They’ll see my horse and the mules and know that someone is here. It’s better to face them down before they find out the town’s completely deserted.”

“I could help—”

“No. Stay here. I don’t want to worry about you.”

“But—”

“Don’t buck me now, Katy. I don’t have time for it. Do as I tell you and you’ll come out of this all right. Shut and bar the door and don’t leave this place regardless of what you hear. There’s water and food to last for several days. Understand?”

“No.” Her retort was quick. “Why should I follow your orders without question? You’re as much of a stranger as they—”

He cut into what she was saying. “Do I seem like a stranger to you, Katy?”

Under the steady gaze of his dark eyes, her heart began to hammer. No, right at this minute he didn’t seem like a stranger, but damned if she’d admit it to him! To evade the question, she asked one of her own.

“Is there a chance they’re not as bad as you think?”

“There’s always a chance, but not much of one. They shot a man in the back and left him for the wolves. You don’t get much worse than that. Like I said, shut and bar the door and don’t come out until I call to you. And . . . cover that slit in the wall so they won’t be tempted to come look inside.” His voice was low and even, but the tone left no doubt that he expected to be obeyed.

“All right.”

For just an instant, his hand touched her arm. “If anyone tries to come in, shoot him.”

“I will. Be careful.”

“You, too.” A whisper of a smile touched his mouth. Then, with a gesture to the dog, he ran across the street to the saloon, his shaggy pet at his heels.

Katy watched him go. The man and the dog were a team. Who was he? From the look of his plunder, he was here to stay a good long while. A distant part of her mind told her to steer clear of personal involvement with this man. He was the kind of man who would take over a woman’s life, and she wouldn’t have a prayer of holding out against him.

Rowe opened the double doors of the saloon and pushed them back against the wall. He took a full bottle of whiskey from his private stock beneath the counter and set it out on the bar along with several glasses so that they could be seen through the open door. It just might make the men riding in think there were several men inside. He checked his gun. The pistol was a Smith & Wesson, the best gun built. After trying the balance of it in his hand, he checked the load and shoved it down in the holster. His cartridge belt was full, and he had extra ammunition for the rifle. He tilted his hat back and surveyed the road leading into town. With the rifle in the crook of his arm, he stood just inside the building, waiting. He had no plan except to tell them to leave. After that, he would play it by ear.

Modo came and sat down beside him, his tongue hanging out as he panted. The dog looked at his master, and, when Rowe motioned, lay at his feet.

The afternoon sun slanted across the dusty porch. From Rowe’s vantage point, he had a view of the still-empty road and the stone building. In the few minutes before a battle the senses are always keener Rowe mused. He heard the wind in the pines and smelled the freshness of the high, cool air. He remembered the pungent smell of cedar, the deep red glow of campfires he had fed with mesquite and buffalo chips.

Nightrose. The name moved like a ghost across his memory. It had something to do with Katy. The sensation of timelessness returned with sudden intensity, and he was in another time, another place. This had happened before. Sometime, somewhere, he had waited, just like this, waited to protect what was his. He shook his head and the feeling was gone. But he continued to think about Katy.

She was tall for a woman, and he liked that. Her eyebrows and lashes were just a shade darker than her hair. The perfect oval of her face with its small, fine nose and full, soft lips were a perfect background for her eyes. They were blue-gray as he had known they would be; and when they met his, they had held a definite shimmer of defiance. It raised her hackles to be told what to do, he thought, with a quirk of his lips. During that first moment when he had looked at her, he wondered if the shock he had felt registered on his face. It was so strange, this feeling of knowing her, knowing how she would fit into his arms, how her mouth would feel beneath his, how her breast would fill his hand, and how passionate she was beneath that cool facade.

The sound of hoofbeats brought Rowe out of his reverie and into the realization that he was about to face three men who would kill him if he stood between them and what they wanted. And if they succeeded, it would be only a matter of time until the women in the stone building were discovered. Katy would not be able to hold out long against them. All the men would have to do was build a fire in front of the heavy oak door and smoke them out.

The sudden knowledge that now he had more than just himself to live for made Rowe extremely cautious. He was a man who took his time to study things out, never one to come to quick decisions or solutions. That single trait in his character had already brought him through a goodly number of crises.

The riders coming up from the south were also cautious. They stopped their horses in the middle of the road and talked together while looking over the town. After a few minutes of discussion, one of the men went east and another west; the man leading the dead man’s horse stayed in the middle of the road.

The damn cow! Rowe thought. They would know there were women in town because no miner or cowman would waste time and effort on a milch cow. After looking behind the buildings on both sides of the street, the other two came back, re-joining the third rider. The three proceeded up the street, walking their horses slowly. They stopped in front of the saloon. The open doors had provided the temptation to lure them to him, just as Rowe expected. After ordering Modo to stay, he stepped out onto the porch and faced them.

“Ride on. There’s nothing for you here.” Rowe’s voice rang loud with authority.

“Who said so?”

“I did.”

“We’re a patrol out of Fort Kearny and in need of a drink of whiskey. Hell! We need a bottle each.” The man who spoke had a wide face and a scar on his cheekbone.

“A patrol?” The sneer in Rowe’s voice told that he knew of the lie. “You must be lost.”

The man didn’t bother to deny it. “Yeah, we’re lost,” he said and laughed. “Are you the marshal here? Haw! Haw! Haw!”

“You might say that. Ride on and avoid trouble.”

“I don’t see anybody backin’ his hand, Arch. I’m thinkin’ he’s here all by his own self.”

“He ain’t by his own self. He’s got a woman ’round here somewheres. That’s a fresh cow out back. A fresh cow means women. I ain’t had me no white woman in quite a spell ’n’ I’m hankerin’ to get me one.”

“May be she ain’t white.”

“I ain’t a carin’. Red, white, or blue, it’s all the same once ya’ve got yore pecker up.” The man called Arch made to step down from his horse.

The rifle in Rowe’s hand came up. “Don’t.”

“You goin’ to hold us all off?” Arch asked and settled back into the saddle.

Rowe didn’t bother to answer. It would be anytime now. The one doing the talking wasn’t the one to watch. He was the diversion for the other two. The man on the left was trying to ease his horse into position so when he drew his gun, he would have an easy target. The other slouched in the saddle, but had kicked his feet free of the stirrups.

One second the tired horse Arch was riding stood with his head down; the next second he had reared and plunged. It was a practiced tactic that they had probably used before. Rowe shot to kill the man on the left, but because of the moving horses, the bullet struck the rider on the hip, knocking him sideways out of the saddle. The two bullets shot at Rowe were equally off target. One grazed the side of his head and hit the doorjamb; the other ripped splinters from the porch at his feet. A third bullet tore into his thigh as he dived inside the building. As he went down, the rifle flew from his hand.

Rowe blinked rapidly against the pain, then pushed himself erect as he heard boot heels hit the porch of the saloon. With a weaving, drunken gait, he took the necessary steps, getting himself in position to meet the men who were bent on killing him as they charged through the doorway and dived to the floor, rolling toward the protection of the bar.

“Attack!” he yelled. Modo sprang on the man nearest the door.

Rowe opened up a blinding roar of gunfire with the Smith & Wesson. His bullets struck the man kneeling on the floor. The intruder reared back, then sprawled, arms outstretched. Surprised and off balance by the big dog’s attack, Arch fanned his gun. The range was close, and Rowe felt the searing impact of the bullet that passed through his upper arm. The gun in his hand felt like a hundred-pound weight, but he lifted it and aimed point-blank at Arch’s head. The shot entered above the ear and the man slumped to the floor.

“Modo,” he called. The dog released his hold on the dead man’s arm and padded obediently to his master.

Rowe’s head felt as if it were a huge drum, and someone was pounding on it with a hammer. Half-blinded with pain and his own blood that dripped from his lacerated scalp, he leaned against the wall and thumbed shells into the Smith & Wesson. Two of the three men were accounted for. The one he had knocked from the saddle was outside. If he still lived, he would be like a wounded bear because he had nothing to lose. Rowe staggered to the door and peered out into the street. It was empty. Had the wounded man ridden out?

A bullet coming in through the doorway struck the glasses on the bar, sending shards of glass in every direction. It answered the question. Rowe cursed and fell back. He wiped the blood out of his eye with his shirt sleeve. He hadn’t even seen where the bullet had come from. The man was in no better condition to run than he was. Maybe he would surrender.

“Hey, out there!” he called. “Your friends are dead. You’ve been hit. Give up and I’ll let you ride out.”

“You stupid son of a bitch! Ya’re in worse shape than I am, if I know Arch ’n’ Roberts. I aim to keep ya in there till ya bleed to death!”

Rowe wondered if he had the strength to climb the stairs to the second floor so he would have a better view of the street. Then he remembered the windows on the front were still boarded up. They wouldn’t do him much good. The only place the man could be hiding was behind the stone wall built around the well in the middle of the street.

Blood from the wound in his thigh had run down into his boot, squishing when he walked. Blood from his arm dripped onto the floor. His head was beginning to feel light. He sat down in a chair and tried to tie his neckerchief about his thigh. The sun coming in the doorway told him it would be hours before dark. He leaned forward in the chair to prop himself against the table. The straight line of the bar tilted and then vanished into a wavering mist. It returned for a brief instant before darkness fell.

 

To Katy and Mary, it seemed an eternity since the first shots were fired. Defying Rowe’s orders, Katie had watched from the slit in the wall as the men rode into town and stopped in front of the saloon. Standing on tiptoes, she had a clear view. They heard Garrick Rowe ask the men to leave and heard their taunting answers. The presence of the cow had told the men that there were women in the town.

The violence had come suddenly. Garrick Rowe was talking to the men, then the shooting began. Katy saw one man fall from the saddle and drag himself behind the stone wall surrounding the well across from the saloon. Her heart leapt to her throat when Rowe fell back out of the doorway. She knew he had been hit. Almost before she could catch her breath, the two men had jumped from the saddles and charged into the building. The frightened horses bolted down the street, their reins dragging. Six shots were fired inside the saloon in rapid succession. It was unbelievable that one of them hadn’t killed Garrick Rowe.

With her eyes glued to the doorway, Katy waited for someone to appear. Then, for only a brief instant, she saw a tall, lean, buckskin-clad figure, his face blood-streaked. The man behind the stone well fired, and Rowe backed from the doorway. Katy slumped against the wall during the quiet that followed.

Theresa began to cry a whimpering sound, trying to obey her mother’s request not to make any noise.

“Shhh . . . darling. Don’t cry now. You’ve been a brave girl. We must be as quiet as we can.”

Rowe’s voice, yelling from inside the saloon, brought Katie up on her tiptoes so that she could see out again. The man behind the well had his gun pointed at the doorway of the saloon.

“I aim to keep ya there till ya bleed to death.”

The words sank into Katy’s mind. If Rowe was badly hurt, the man behind the well could do just as he said, keep him pinned in the saloon.

“We’ve got to do something.” Katy turned to her sister sitting on the bunk. “Mr. Rowe can’t come out the front or the side door without that man shooting him.”

“What can we do?” Mary asked quietly.

“We can’t help him from here, that’s certain. I’d shoot the low-down bast—” She looked down at Theresa and cut off the word. “The angle isn’t right.”

“We can’t get out the door without him seeing us.”

“I don’t think he’ll shoot a woman. He needs help too.”

“You mean to go out in plain sight. Mr. Rowe told us to stay in here regardless of what happens.”

“He can’t help us now. We’ve got to help ourselves and him. This is what we can do if you’re willing, Mary. You could go out and walk up the street toward the saloon. He’ll not be expecting a woman to do that. While he’s watching, I’ll slip out the door, go around behind this building, and shoot him.”

“Oh, Katy. Are you sure you can do that?”

“I’ve got to, Mary. If Mr. Rowe dies and that man lives, we’ll have to kill him sooner or later.”

“You’re right. If you can do that, then I can walk down the street toward the saloon. I’ll carry Theresa. If something happens and we don’t come through this, I’d rather she die with us than die here all alone.” Mary set the child astraddle her hip and went to the door.

Katy took the little pistol from her pocket and put it in Mary’s. “It’s loaded,” she said softly and kissed her sister’s cheek. “Walk just as if you didn’t know he was there. He’s not going to know what to make of it at first, and it’ll give me a chance to get behind him.”

“Be careful. I love you, Katy.”

“I love you too, sister.” Katy placed a kiss on Theresa’s cheek and lifted the bar from across the door. She peered out, then opened it wide enough for Mary and Theresa to slip out. “I’ll wait until you’re across the street before I go out.”

Mary shifted Theresa to the side away from the gunman and walked into the dusty, deserted street. Katy watched as seconds ticked away. Near-panic coiled in her stomach. There was silence until Mary reached the other side and started down the boardwalk. Then a shout.

“Hey! Woman! Where the hell ya goin’?”

Mary continued to walk.

“Come here. I won’t hurt ya none.”

She walked on and Katy slipped out the door and behind the building.

“I ain’t wantin’ ta shoot ya or the kid, but I will.” The voice was hard and desperate. “Gawddammit, woman, take another step—”

A bullet kicked dirt only a few feet from Mary, but her steps did not falter.

“I ain’t lettin’ ya go in there. I’ll shoot ya ’n’ the kid too, by Gawd. Stop—”

Katy stepped out from behind the building. The gunman’s back was to her. He had propped his six-shooter up on the stone wall and was aiming it at Mary and Theresa. Katy raised the rifle and sighted between the man’s shoulder blades, her mind numb to what she was doing. She steadied herself and squeezed the trigger just as her brothers had taught her to do long ago in Alabama when they hunted wild turkey. The bullet struck, throwing the man against the stone wall. He threw up his hands and fell back. The bullet, passing through his body, ricocheted back from the wall and tore a gaping hole in his chest.

Katy stood as if in a trance, then lowered the gun barrel until the end pointed to the ground. At the sound of the shot, Mary had stopped walking. Katy went alongside the building toward the street. She continued putting one foot in front of the other automatically, her head whirling, her stomach churning. By the time she reached the front of the building she could no longer hold back the bile that filled her throat. She grabbed hold of the corner for support, bent over, and the contents of her stomach came spilling out. When it was over, she wiped her mouth on the hem of her dress and crossed the street to where her sister waited.

 


 

CHAPTER

Four

 

A menacing growl greeted Katy and Mary when they reached the doorway of the saloon. The big brown dog, his teeth bared and the hair standing up on his back, stood between them and Rowe, who was slumped over a table. After the first glance, the women kept their eyes averted from the bodies on the floor. When Katy took a single step into the room, the dog lunged forward and snapped his teeth. She retreated and he backed off.

“Now listen here, dog,” she said sternly. “We’re here to help your master and we don’t need any trouble from you.”

“He’ll not let us near him. What’ll we do?” Mary was holding Theresa’s face against her shoulder to keep her from seeing the carnage.

“I don’t know, but I’ll think of something.”

“Is he dead?”

The voices drifted into Rowe’s consciousness. The only words that were distinguishable were the last three.

“Hell no, I’m not dead,” he muttered.

“He’s not dead!” Katy’s voice sounded far away.

“I’m not dead,” he repeated stupidly.

“Then call off the damn dog so we can help you!”

“Katy? One . . . by the well—” Rowe opened his eyes and tried to focus on the two women silhouetted against the light. His head felt as if it were about to explode.

“Don’t worry about him. Call off the dog.”

“Modo, down.” The dog obeyed instantly and crawled under the table to lie at Rowe’s feet. “Did he ride out?”

“No. He’s dead,” Katy spoke as she came toward him. He didn’t question, and she asked, “How bad are you hurt? Oh, my God! You’re covered with blood!”

“Katy, Katy. Don’t fret. It’s not my time to die—”

“Can you stand up? We’ve got to get you out of here.”

“Stand up? I can’t even see straight.”

“Mary, help me get him to his feet. We’ve got to get him over to the jail building before he passes out.”

“Our place is nearer.” Mary brought the whiskey bottle from the bar. “See if you can get him to drink some of this while I take Theresa outside. I’ll be right back.”

Later Katy was to wonder not only how Rowe got to his feet, but also how he was able to walk to the funerary. She and Mary had somehow managed to bear up under his weight. Theresa, frightened by the blood and not understanding what was taking place, cried as she followed along behind them.

Mary cut his soft doeskin shirt up the front and slipped it off, baring his upper body. Katy held a blanket in place to hide his nakedness, while Mary pulled off his blood-soaked britches.

Rowe drifted in and out of consciousness while the women washed him and disinfected his wounds first with vinegar, then with whiskey. He heard Katy say that he would have a permanent part in his hair, and that the bullet in his leg would have to come out. The pain was excruciating when they probed the wound; then, blessed darkness came.

Afternoon turned into evening. Before dark, Katy found the dead men’s horses standing at the water tank. She stripped them of saddles and turned them into the enclosure with Rowe’s horse and mules. She closed the doors of the saloon and covered the dead man at the well with a blanket from Rowe’s bunk. It was all she could do. She and Mary would be forced to dig graves when morning came, but for now they had their hands full taking care of the man who had faced the three outlaws and had almost been killed by them.

They had cut the fine, curly hair from around his head-wound and found it to be only a crease that would give him a terrific headache, but nothing more. The thigh wound was on the side and had left a gaping hole. Mary had cleaned it and bound it as tightly as she could. The bullet had passed through the fleshy part of his arm, and they were reasonably sure the muscles had not been damaged.

When they could rouse Rowe, they made him drink sweetened whiskey weakened with water. He was no longer the fierce warrior who had come striding into their home hours before, demanding that they go to the stone building. He seemed young and gentle, in spite of his large, muscular body and his dark, hawklike face.

He was not what Katy would call a handsome man, but he was attractive. Never had she seen eyelashes as thick or as black or as long as his. His thin-lipped mouth, when relaxed, was soft and sensitive. She had not thought much about the human body being beautiful, especially a male body, but Garrick Rowe’s was beautiful. Mary had covered his privates with a sheet, but the rest of him lay naked to her eyes. His legs were long, his thighs rock hard, his shoulders and arms muscular. He had a patch of dark hair on his chest that arrowed down toward his flat belly. He was lean and tough, like a timber wolf.

Although she and Mary were dead tired, they took turns sitting beside him all through the night. After the events of the day, they felt more vulnerable than ever in the lonely town. They barred the doors, and took great pains to see that no light escaped through the windows. The dog took up a vigil on the porch, and it was a comfort to know that he was there.

Once during the night Rowe awakened. He squinted his eyes against the glare of a lamp and saw a woman sitting in a chair beside him.

“You’re here.”

Katy leaned forward. “Yes, I’m here.”

“Remember when I won the footrace at the games in Athens? Afterward we walked along the shore of the Aegean Sea and you wore my laurel wreath on your head—”

The words were spoken in a language that Katy couldn’t identify. But she touched his hand and nodded as if she understood, and his eyes drifted shut again.

When next he awakened, Mary was sitting beside him. She forced him to drink the watered whiskey and sugar before allowing him to go back to sleep.

Morning came, and when Katy opened the door to let in fresh mountain air, Modo entered and went directly to the bunk where Rowe lay. He sniffed at his face, lifted his majestic head and looked around, then lay down beneath the bed, his jowls resting on his paws.

“It looks like he’s going to stay,” Mary said worriedly.

“I’d hate to try and put him out if he doesn’t want to go. Let’s just ignore him. But watch Theresa. I’ll go milk the cow.”

Rowe smelled food when he awakened. His head hurt, his arm and leg throbbed, but his mind was clear enough to tell Mary there was a medical kit among his belongings. She promised to get it, but first he had to eat. She spread a flapjack with butter and sugar, rolled so he could handle it and took it to him. He ate what Mary brought, then swung his feet off the bunk, and sat up on the side. He held his throbbing head in his hands. The dog came out from under the bed and sat looking at him.

“You shouldn’t sit up, Mr. Rowe.”

“I can’t lie here and get weaker, ma’am. Do you suppose I could have a cup of coffee?”

“Of course. My name is Mrs. Stanton, but call me Mary. Would you like cream and sugar?”

“Yes, please. Lordy. My head aches.”

“And it will for a few days. Katy thinks you may have a slight concussion. She knows about such things. She’s my sister. I hope you understand the reason why she was so mistrustful of you yesterday.”

“It pays to be careful How long have you ladies been here?”

“We came last fall. Everyone left about two months ago. We stayed to wait for my husband. He’ll be coming back for us any day now,” Mary felt obligated to say. “Living out here like this has been hard on Katy.”

“Does she have a man coming back for her?”

“No. Katy has never married.”

“What happened to the man at the well?”

“Katy shot him. She didn’t want to, Mr. Rowe. But there wasn’t anything else we could do.”

“She’s quite a woman. You both are. I appreciate what you’ve done for me.”

“We appreciate what you did for us. I shudder to think of what would have happened if you hadn’t been here.”

“I’ve got to do something about the bodies. I can’t wait. In this heat—”

“Katy and I have talked it over. We’ll take care of them.”

“It’s not a job for a gentle woman,” he protested.

“Mr. Rowe, Katy and I have survived this long by doing what had to be done. We will manage. There’s only one thing. I’d like for my daughter to stay here with you while we’re gone. It isn’t something I want her to see.”

“My men are on the way. Wait until afternoon—”

“If they don’t come, it will only make the job more difficult. While you drink your coffee, I’ll get your medical kit. If you have laudanum it will ease the pain.”

“I have, but two drops in a glass of water is all I will take.”

“About your dog, Mr. Rowe. I’m afraid to let Theresa near him.”

“Modo is as gentle as a lamb unless I tell him otherwise. He’ll not hurt your little girl. I’d stake my life on it, and please, no more of that mister stuff. Just call me Rowe.”

 

Rowe had slept off and on all day. Mary roused him to eat, and to check the bandages on his thigh and his arm. Katy, worn out from a sleepless night and the strenuous work, lay sleeping on a pallet with Theresa close beside her. It was the twilight time of day that Mary liked the best. She sat in the rocking chair and recorded the events of the last two days in her journal.

 

Trinity, June 8, 1874.

Yesterday, June 7, was a day I shall never forget. Three bad men rode into town, and if not for Mr. Rowe’s protection, I’m sure that Katy and I would have met a fate worse than death. I shudder to think of it and of Theresa witnessing such a thing. Katy killed one of the men; Mr. Rowe the other two. It was a terrible thing for Katy to have to do. I keep wondering where her courage comes from. Mr. Rowe suffered three gunshot wounds, but he will be all right. It was a struggle to get him from the saloon to our place. He is a strong, brave man, and very well educated. At times during the night he spoke in a foreign language that Katy and I have not heard before.

Today Katy and I buried the three men. I hope that neither of us is forced to do anything so gruesome again. The awful part was emptying their pockets and taking off their gun belts, which we left in the saloon. At Mr. Rowe’s suggestion, we saddled the gentlest of the horses, tied a rope about the feet of the dead men, with the other end wrapped about the saddle-horn, and dragged the men, one at a time, to a deep gully at the far end of town where we shoveled dirt over them. It was hot, and flies were already beginning to swarm. I thought the task would never end. Not for an instant did I let myself think about the families of these men, or if there were a mother somewhere who wondered what had happened to her boy. Katy and I said a prayer over them, although to tell the truth, our hearts were not in it.

 

On the bunk, Rowe stirred restlessly. Dreams of his childhood came to haunt him. He was in a tree, the limb extending over rushing water. Something was pulling on his feet. He looked down to see a boy with white-blond hair and a sneering face looking up at him.

“Dirty, black foreigner, dirty, black foreigner,” the boy chanted. “You and your ma are black as niggers—”

“We ain’t! We ain’t neither black! Let go my feet,” he yelled. “I can’t swim!”

“I hope you drown, I want you dead!”

“I’ll tell Pa—”

“Tattle is all you’re good for! Pa hates you.”

“Pa don’t hate me. Let go—”

“He does too hate you. He said you look like a nigger.”

“He didn’t. You’re lying—”

“You ain’t no Rowe, you’re Greek—”

“I am too a Rowe—

Rowe awakened and looked blankly at the woman bending over him. “I am too a Rowe.”

“Of course you are,” Mary said. “Your name is Garrick Rowe. Go back to sleep. I’ll be right here beside you.”

 

The detective studied the man behind the massive walnut desk. He was like a lion ready to spring. In fact, it could be said that he resembled one with that thick mane of blond hair and blond mustache that curved down each side of his hard mouth.

“And that’s all he’s been up to?” Justin Rowe demanded of the Pinkerton man.

“He hasn’t committed a crime, Mr. Rowe, if that’s what you mean.”

“I’m paying a lot of money for this piddling information,” Justin sneered.

He pushed the chair back with a force that sent it crashing into the wall behind, got up, and went to the window. He looked down at the carefully tended lawn that sloped to the Hudson River. His wife moved amid the rose bushes. Somehow, seeing the blond hair piled atop her small head kindled the memory of a dark head bending over it, and the dark, savage face of his half brother flashed before his eyes. Justin whirled, with the air of an angry king ready to slice the head from the one who had brought him bad news. The detective’s calm, his utter lack of servility, further infuriated him.

“I want more! I want something that will completely discredit him!”

The Pinkerton man got to his feet. “The facts are in the report, Mr. Rowe. Your brother went to Paris, buried his mother, and—”

“My half brother!”

“And when he returned he bought out the Farworth Mining Company’s holdings in southwest Montana Territory.”

Justin returned to the desk, pulled the chair back in place and sat down again. He quickly thumbed through the neatly written pages of the report.

“What’s the mine’s prospects? Is gold there?”

“I’m not a miner, but what I understand from one who knows—not much.”

Justin eyed him sharply. “Garrick is a lot of things, but he’s not a fool where money is concerned. He must have found something there worth buying.”

“There’s the town of Trinity. I’ve heard it’s being abandoned as the gold peters out. I understand it’s not much of a town but for a few hastily constructed buildings and a hole in the mountain. You’ll find everything detailed in the report. The agency’s bill is attached. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have another appointment.”

Justin stood and looked down at the shorter man, ignoring what he had said about leaving. “Women? Has there been one in particular?”

“None during the past year and a half. Oh, there were the usual, a woman here, a woman there, but he didn’t see any one of them more than a half-dozen times.”

“All blond, I suppose,” Justin said, his thin lips twisted in a sneer.

“On the contrary. All had dark hair,” the detective was pleased to say.

The Pinkerton man looked into the hard steel blue eyes of the financier and wondered what had caused this man to despise his brother so much that he would go to any means to discredit him. The small, balding detective had not liked this case from the beginning. He was a railroad detective. It went against his grain to investigate a man’s mother to determine if there had been something in her past that would have made her marriage to Justin Rowe’s father illegal and his half brother a bastard. Justin Rowe wished to challenge a will that divided the estate equally between the two men after provisions had been made for the widow. Half of Preston Rowe’s fortune would be more, much more, than most men dreamed of having, yet it seemed this greedy bastard wanted it all.
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