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He slipped into the bed and gathered her close in his arms.

“I don’t want to go back to that lonely bed downstairs. I want to sleep with you in my arms every night for the rest of my life.”

“You just want to hold me?” Mara asked.

“Hold you, kiss you, make you mine forever.”

“But . . . I am yours.”

“Not the way I want you to be,” he whispered hoarsely. “I want us to be man and woman in all the ways there are. I want to share my life and dreams with you. If I stay now, there’ll be no going back. It’ll be this way from now on.”

She pressed against him as innocently as any young female animal that responds by instinct to the male. She lifted her face to meet his kiss, her lips parting as his mouth possessed hers. His hand slid down her back, holding her hips more tightly against him. She pressed warm lips to his cheek. “I want you to touch me,” she said.

 

♠    ♠    ♠

 

“The rarest of all gifts . . . Dorothy Garlock brings an obvious love and understanding to the men and women whose courage and spirit opened the frontier.”

—“Ann’s World,” Hearst Cablevision

“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 good reason why Dorothy has been called the ‘Louis L’Amour of the romance novelists.’ ”

—Beverly Hills California Courier
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Chapter

ONE

“H’yaw! H’yaw! Move, ya bastards! Hightail it, ya dang-busted, mangy, worthless, sonsabitches! Yore lazy meat ain’t fit fer buzzard bait!”

The long, thin leather cracked over the backs of the straining team, and insults spewed from the mouth of the stage driver on the box. He whipped the horses into a full gallop as they raced toward a group of small, weathered buildings nesting amid a grove of aspens. Above the steady sound of wheels and iron-shod hooves, a stream of profanity came from the man wielding the whip.

“He always does that.” The traveling salesman with the side whiskers slapped his chubby palms on his knees and smiled at the young woman facing him on the opposite seat.

“Why?” she asked with a questioning lift of her brows.

“I think it’s called making an entrance. Sometimes passengers are waiting to go to Cheyenne. You should hear him when he gets to Cheyenne. He puts on such a show that everyone in town comes out to see the stage come in.” He made an airy gesture toward the window, but his admiring glance stayed on the girl’s face.

She merely regarded him, not answering; then, deliberately, she turned her head and gave her attention to the ramshackle buildings they were approaching.

“Do you live near here, miss?”

The question got the drummer no more than a cold stare from emerald green eyes; but, for whatever the reason, it was by now all he had come to expect. He could count on one hand the number of words she had spoken since he had boarded the stage at the mid-morning stop. She wasn’t the type of woman who usually traveled alone. He looked her over, a deliberate inspection that she chose to ignore.

She was pretty—kind of, the drummer decided. Of course, he was comparing her to the painted women who served the spirits he sold to the saloon owners. She was much too prim for his taste, but he had to admit there was something about her that brought out the protective nature in a man. She sat as straight on the seat as if she were sitting in a church pew. At the last stop, when she had gotten out of the coach for a few minutes, he noticed that she was of medium height for a woman and had a small waist, generous breasts, and rounded hips. The drummer had seen the yard man look at them. Behind her back he had held out his hands, palms up, and had drawn up his fingers while giving the drummer a knowing, wolfish grin.

No, she was not beautiful, but she had something more than beauty. The fat man watched as a worried frown drew her dark brows closer together. She brushed the hair back from her face before she straightened the straw hat on her head and jabbed the hatpin in place to hold it there. Damp from the humidity, her thick dark auburn hair curled and escaped in springy tendrils from the pins that held it coiled to the back of her head. She mopped her face, looked with disgust at the dirt left on the wisp of white handkerchief, tucked it into her sleeve at her wrist, and pulled on her soft white gloves that showed a slight soil on the fingertips.

The drummer concluded that she was fastidious, and not suited to this rough country. Her skin was very white and soft. The heat inside the coach had brought a touch of pink to her cheeks and moisture to her temples, but her emerald green eyes could turn the air frosty, as they had done when he tried to start a conversation. They had shown anger at the profanity used by the driver and laughter when a bird had flown alongside the window of the coach. Since the whiskey salesman considered himself an authority on women, he marveled that this one could be so distant and so seductive at the same time. She had a body made for love! Just looking at her affected him in such a way that he removed his hat and placed it on his lap to hide the sudden bulge that appeared there.

What was this innocent, proper miss doing traveling alone and stopping off at a remote, run-down place like Sheffield Station? She caught him looking at her and lifted her small pointed chin haughtily while pressing her mouth into a line of disapproval at his close scrutiny.

“Shef . . . field Sta . . . tion!”

The driver expressed his displeasure with the team by issuing another stream of obscenities and tramped on his brake. The coach rocked as the split reins curbed the horses to a stand. He swung easily down from his box, opened the door and waited to help the woman take the long step to the ground.

“Ten minutes,” he said curtly to the drummer.

Mara Shannon McCall graciously accepted the driver’s help, then quickly removed her hand. She looked anxiously around. Not a buckboard or a wagon was in sight. A feeling of uneasiness began to close in on her.

The old man bringing up the fresh team gave her the briefest of glances as she stood waiting for the driver to unload her trunks. Her knees shook and her breath locked in her chest. In all her nineteen years she had never seemed so alone. She fought nervousness and tried to settle her breathing. Feeling vulnerable and scared, she slid her hand down the side of her dress to touch the comforting shape of the little pistol in her pocket, and silently thanked her friend, Lars, for insisting that she bring it. No sign of her stress showed on the face she presented to the stage driver when he piled her trunk and carpetbags on the ground at her feet.

“Somebody meetin’ ya, miss?” The driver was a string-bean of a man with straggling whiskers and a tremendous wad of tobacco that seemed permanently lodged in one cheek.

“Oh, yes. They’ll be along.” She turned away, then back to the driver. “I was told the McCall holdings are five miles north of this place.”

“More likely six or seven.” He took off his hat and scratched his head. This one was a puzzle. Laced up tighter than a drum in a corset, wearing lacy gloves, and going to that place. Hell and shitfire! He was paid to drive the stage, not stand around worrying about silly women.

“There ain’t nobody here but old Jim, miss. He be no danger to ya or to nobody else. No help neither,” he added dryly. “I can’t be waitin’ for somebody to fetch ya. I got a schedule to keep.” He screwed his hat down tight on his head. “Yo’re sure somebody’s comin’?”

“I never expected you to wait,” she said, disregarding the question, and went to sit on the bench beside the door lest the driver feel encouraged to ask something more personal.

He completed a final meticulous check on the harnessing of the fresh team, then swung easily up the hub of the big front wheel to his place. He booted off the brake and a yell sent the team surging into their collars. The drummer waved as the stage took to the road in a cloud of dust.

The air was hot and still. Black flies buzzed around Mara as she sat impatiently on the bench in front of the station and removed her gloves. She lifted off her hat, fanned her face with the stiff brim, and wondered if she should have gone on to Cheyenne to wait for Cousin Aubrey to come for her.

Minutes passed. The station keeper had disappeared with the tired team. The door of the shack stood ajar, and Mara went to it and called out. There was no answer. Under her hand the door opened wider, and she spoke inquiringly into the room. It was empty. She viewed it with disgust. A chair was turned over, scraps of food lay on the floor, and the bed was unmade. The headmistress at the school she had recently left would have had plenty to say about that! What a shocking thing, not to have the bed made in the middle of the day. Not only was the room a shambles, but there were dark stains on the floor. Someone had either bled here or, more than likely, the slovenly occupant had brought a small animal he had killed into the shack to dress it. She wrinkled her nose at the foul odor and turned away. She was thirsty, but not thirsty enough to drink from anything in that place.

Mara walked out to the edge of the hard-packed yard and looked beyond the road to the wide empty land with its waving grass and the sky over it. She thought of a remark her Irish immigrant father had made when she was just a child. All that land, he had said, and not a potato planted. He and her mother had come to America to escape the famine in Ireland. He had worked his way to Colorado and had made a gold strike. His dream had been to own land, not a hole in the side of a mountain. He sold his mine for a tidy sum and invested his money in Wyoming land, planted a field of potatoes, and built his wife and daughter a fine house. Colleen McCall enjoyed their prosperity for five years before the smothering sickness took her life. Heartbroken, Shannon McCall had taken his eleven-year-old daughter to Denver and placed her in Miss Fillamore’s School for Young Ladies because it had been her mother’s fondest wish that her daughter receive the education she had never had.

Five years before she had come to terms with her father’s death and had accepted the loss. Miss Fillamore had impressed upon her that she was an orphan and the school would be her home.

How extremely fortunate for you, Miss Fillamore had said. You will have a position and will be able to teach other young ladies as you have been taught.

Fortunate? Mara had found herself gradually becoming a replica of Miss Fillamore, a woman who had no interest outside the school. Then, quite suddenly, Mara became homesick, realizing that she was not ready to devote her life to other women’s daughters. She had a home and land in Wyoming. Her father had left it to her. She wanted to go there, to the place he had built and where he and her mother were buried.

Mara thought of Cousin Aubrey and his wife, Brita. She had seen them only once, when they had come to Denver to tell her of her father’s death. Aubrey McCall was her closest relative now that her father was gone. Therefore he was her guardian. He assured her that he and Brita would take care of her inheritance until she came of age. Brita was a gentle, motherly type of woman just as Mara’s own mother had been. She had liked her immediately. Cousin Aubrey was a handsome, strutting man with a glib tongue. He had taken over her affairs and continued to pay for her schooling. Now and then he had also put a nice little sum in her account at the bank, so that she was able to dress as fashionably as the other girls. Mara was grateful to him and Brita, but she was of age now and capable of tending to her own affairs.

Aubrey McCall had a son, Cullen, by his first wife. By his second, Brita, he had twin sons. They must be fifteen by now, Mara mused. She had not met them, but she had met Brita McCall’s son by her previous marriage, Pack Gallagher, when he came to the school with her father. Brita and Mara’s mother had been childhood friends, and it was through Mara’s mother that Brita had met Aubrey McCall after Pack’s father had died.

Mara remembered now that her father had been fond of Pack Gallagher, had considered him the son he had never had. He had talked to her about the boy, telling her how he came to have the name Pack. Because of trouble between him and his stepfather, Pack had moved out on his own. His real name was Jack, but it was converted to Pack since, as a strapping fourteen-year-old, he had begun packing supplies over the mountains to the miners in the gold fields who paid him with gold nuggets.

Shannon McCall had brought Pack to the school on his last visit before the accident that took his life. He was a dark, brooding young man with a mop of blue-black hair and dark blue eyes. If not for the deep blue eyes and the curl in his hair, he could have been taken for an Indian. Black Irish, her father had teasingly called him. Pack had merely grinned and acted as if he would rather be anywhere in the world than sitting on a bench in front of a fancy girls’ school. He had been dressed in the rough clothes of a teamster, and Miss Fillamore had been indignant about his being there, although nothing was said until after he and her father had left.

Mara had not heard another word about Pack Gallagher since that day so long ago and had not given him a thought until today. Since he didn’t get along with Cousin Aubrey, she presumed he had left this part of the country by now.

When an hour had passed, Mara began to pace up and down in front of the shack. There was silence, utter silence, except for a bird, a meadowlark. His song was a fine sound, but not the sound for which she was listening. Once again she shaded her eyes with her hand so she could see against the glare of the sun. Nothing moved. She was not only angry at being stranded here, she was uneasy too, and it irritated her that the station keeper had disappeared.

Suddenly the man came from the back of the station. He was leading a horse that was hitched to a light, rickety wagon; the boards in the bed of the wagon were loose and rumbled as it approached. Mara stood and waited for the station keeper to speak. He went straight to the hitching rail and looped the reins over the bar.

“Mister?” Mara asked in exasperation, walking toward him. He went past her as if not seeing her and lifted her carpetbags, one in each hand, and put them in the back of the wagon. “Did someone come for me?” she asked when he carried her trunk and slid it in alongside the bags.

“You go,” he said, not looking at her.

“Go? Where? I don’t know the way to the McCall farm. I’ve been away for almost seven years.”

“That way.” He pointed to a trail that turned off the main road and headed northwest.

“Is the farm on that trail?”

“Yep.” He untied the horse and stood waiting for her to climb up to the seat.

“Whose rig is this?”

There was no answer. The old man lifted his shoulders in a noncommittal gesture. Mara waited to see if he would say something more; and when he didn’t, she climbed up to the seat, placed her hat beside her, and reached for the reins. She looked down to thank him, but he shoved the reins into her hands and hurried into the shack.

“Thank you,” she called. The only answer she received was the slamming of the door. “I think he’s glad to be rid of us, horse.” When she slapped the reins against the swayed back, the animal moved so suddenly that she lurched backward. Righting herself, she spoke again to the horse. “We’re not in that big a hurry.”

The horse was not the kind of slick, well-trained animal she had driven in Denver, but she knew about horses. Every girl who graduated from Miss Fillamore’s school knew how to ride and how to drive. Mara had loved that part of her education and had spent many hours talking to Lars Neishem, the groom who cared for the horses at the school. It was Lars who had insisted that she take the pistol when she told him she was leaving the school and going back to her home in Wyoming.

Ah, miss, he had said. Ye ort a be on yer land. Although Lars was Norwegian, he had the same love of the land the Irish had. The land will be here forever. Do not give up a foot of it. There be more to life than bein’ stuffed in a corset and seein’ to spoiled, rich girls. Ye should be havin’ a family of yer own.

The day was suddenly beautiful. Out on the road the sky seemed clearer, bluer, the air sweeter. There was a slight breeze but no dust. Mara began to feel elated. It was going to be all right after all. She was going home!

The mare plodded along without any coaxing, giving Mara time to think of the home she had not seen for years. She could see in her mind’s eye the white house on the hill, looking down on the potato fields. She remembered how proud her mother had been of the oval glass in the front door and the elaborate fretwork decorating the porch that stretched across the front of the house and partially down one side. The house was not large when compared to some in Denver, but it was spacious and luxurious beyond anything Colleen McCall had ever dreamed of having. She delighted in calling it McCall Manor after the big estates in Ireland.

Mara thought of the day she had left her home to go to the school in Denver. She had looked back one last time to see the shining windows, the flowers growing along the walk, the latticework at the bottom of the porch her father had so painstakingly made. Mara had imagined her mother was watching from the upstairs window. The image was so vivid that she had waved to her, then turned back to her father who sat on the wagon seat, his shoulders slumped, his face haggard with grief.

“Dear Mama and Papa,” she said aloud. “It’s been a long time, but I’m coming home!”

The trail curved up and over the summit of a grassy ridge. The scene below was colorful and quiet and stirred a memory in Mara. Cottonwoods and willows showed bright green along a stream that ran parallel with the trail. The Wyoming hills hid many valleys among the bare, grassy ridges that sloped up toward the foothills. Mara’s home was in one of those valleys, and out beyond the ridges stretched an unlimited expanse of prairie land.

 

*  *  *

 

Something was lying in the road ahead. At first Mara thought it was an animal. Then, to her surprise, a man pushed himself erect and stood swaying on widespread legs. Every once in a while he took a determined step forward. Mara pulled up on the reins and stopped the horse. The man appeared to be very drunk. She watched him fall, push himself to his feet, take a few steps, and fall again. She decided that a man in his condition posed no threat to her. She would simply drive around him.

As she drew closer, she could see that his face was as black as his hair. His clothes were mere rags and he wore no boots. He held his hand against his side as he staggered, making little progress forward. Was he an Indian or a Negro? Mara looked at him with disgust. How in the world did a man this drunk get out here barefoot? She had just begun the swing around him when she saw that the hand against his side was covered with blood. At the moment of her discovery, he fell again.

Mara stopped the horse, wound the reins securely around the brake handle, and sat looking at the man. His feet and ankles, although bloody, were white. His face was blue-black as if a layer of coal dust had settled on it. His eyes were swollen almost shut. What was left of a buckskin shirt hung in tatters on his large frame. Mara could see blood ooze from a hundred cuts on his shoulders and arms. He was badly hurt. Realizing this startled her. She could not simply drive away and leave him. Without hesitation, she climbed down off the wagon seat.

Mara had never seen such a bloody sight. For an instant her sensitive nature rebelled against it, and she turned her face away. He had not received such injuries from falling off a horse, she was sure of that. He was a big, strong man with massive shoulders and evidently a strong heart to have suffered such injury and still be on his feet. He had coal black hair and a stubble of dark beard on his cheeks. One eye was swollen completely shut, and the other opened a mere crack. He had been horribly beaten about the face, his nose broken, and it was beyond her reasoning to even guess what had happened to inflict the wounds on the rest of him. Then, knowing that she was all the help the man was going to have, she knelt down beside him.

His split lips parted and he whispered, “Help me.”

“Mister, I’ll help you if I can,” she murmured. When he seemed not to hear, she repeated the words louder.

The wounded man muttered unintelligibly. Then he lifted his head and tried to see her.

“I’ll help you,” she repeated.

“Shef . . . field.”

If Mara had not just come from there, she would not have been able to make out the word. There was no point in telling the man she was not going back to the station.

“All right,” she said soothingly. “We’ve got to get you into the wagon.”

Mara looked around. Water from a recent rain stood in a puddle beside the trail. If she got some, it might revive him long enough to get him into the wagon. She went to her trunk and pulled out a towel she had decorated with tatted lace and embroidery. Not exactly designed for the purpose at hand, but it would serve. Now for something to hold water. She dug about and found an old garden hat. It could be reblocked afterward.

When she returned to the road, the man was lying in the same spot. She set the hat full of water on the ground and placed the wet towel on his face. He pushed himself up into a sitting position.

“Stay still a moment.” Her voice was as stern as if she were speaking to an errant child.

His hand fell away from his side and blood oozed from a wound. She suddenly realized he had been shot! And more than one time if the wound in his thigh was a bullet hole. Oh, the poor man! If she could get him into the wagon and get him home, Cousin Brita would know what to do for him.

“Can you drink?”

He didn’t answer and Mara looked at him helplessly. He was such a big man that she could not possibly get him into the wagon without his helping. One thing she had to do was wrap something about his thigh and his middle to help staunch the flow of blood. She hurried back to the trunk.

Her hands were bloody and the skirt of her travel dress was soiled by the time she had finished the bandaging. An old petticoat was wrapped securely about his middle, holding a towel against the wound, and a wool scarf was tied about his thigh. She dampened the towel once again and wiped her hands.

“You’ve got to help me get you up. I’ll bring the wagon up so all you’ll have to do is take a few steps to reach it.”

She led the horse forward until the back of the wagon was even with him.

“Listen to me, man. I can’t do it by myself.”

Knowing she had to shock him into helping her, she took the hat by the brim and threw the remaining water in his face. It seemed not to faze him. Mara got behind him and placed her hands beneath his arms and lifted. It was useless. All she could manage was to raise his massive shoulders no matter how hard she tried.

Mara looked down at his dark head. Despite the dirt and twigs in his hair, she could see that it was fine and black as coal. He was a working man in the prime of life. His arms and shoulders bulged with muscles, but he was not using any of them now, and she was wearing herself out. It made her angry, and her Irish temper flared.

“Help me, you damn, stupid dolt!” she shouted. “What kind of man are you to sit there like a stubborn jackass and not try to help yourself?” She gave him a rebellious glance and wished she could remember some of the swear words the stage driver had used. Suddenly she did. “Hell and damnation!” The words came easily and she enjoyed the thought of what Miss Fillamore would have said about that. “Get on your feet, you ugly, worthless hunk of buzzard bait,” she commanded. “Get in that wagon, or—or—by granny, I’ll put a rope around you and drag you along behind it!”

She looked at his poor feet and almost cried for the agony it would cause him when he stood on them, but she hardened her heart against his pain and knelt down until her face was even with his.

“You are gutless!” she shouted. “You’re a gutless man. Do you hear me? You’re going to die out here because you don’t have the guts to help me and you’ll be on my conscience for the rest of my life, damn you!”

His response was only a flicker of dark lashes. She was almost sure he couldn’t even see her now, but he could hear. His swollen lips parted and his tongue came out to lick the water she had thrown in his face.

“Help . . . me.”

“I’m trying to. Can’t you see that I’m trying to do just that?” she pleaded. “Mister, I want to help you, but I can’t lift you. Please try to get on your feet. I’ll help as much as I can.”

Slowly he began to roll over onto his knees, supporting himself with one hand on the ground. His head hung down as if it weighed a ton. The hand he had used to cover the wound in his side was pressed close against him.

“Oh, my Lord! Oh, sweet Jesus!” The words came from Mara’s mouth in a rush when she saw the injury to that hand. His thumb was cut to the bone.

The man managed to get his feet under him while making little grunting sounds. Mara got in front of him, speaking words of encouragement, and lifted with all her strength regardless of having to come in contact with his bloody body. When he was standing, her head came to beneath his chin, reaffirming her earlier guess that he was a big, tall man.

“Take a few steps,” she urged. “Good! Good! A few more and you can sit down on the back of the wagon.” He backed to the wagon and sat down heavily. She climbed up into the wagon, took a quilt from her trunk and spread it over the rough boards. “Move back just a little and you can lie down.”

The moans of pain that came from him when he moved were like those of an animal caught in a trap and in terrible agony. The sounds cut into her, filling her heart with pity. She realized he was using all the strength he possessed to obey her. He managed to move back, and she eased him down onto the quilt. His knees came to the edge of the wagon bed and his feet hung down to within a foot of the ground, but Mara decided there was nothing she could do about that. She could, however, put something under his wounded thigh to support it. Once again she went to the trunk. He mumbled when she lifted his leg to place a folded skirt beneath it, and she leaned over to hear what he was saying.

“Sheffield . . . Station. Please . . . lady.”

“There, there. Lie still and don’t worry. Everything will be all right now.”

Mara climbed up on the wagon seat and urged the horse on down the road. She looked back at the man lying on her quilt. His head rolled from side to side, and he was holding his wound now with his good hand. Oh, dear, she thought, the rough ride could kill him and he would die without anyone knowing his name or what had happened to him.

Her joy in coming home had turned to anxiety for the man who lay in the back of the wagon. She had done what she could. It was as simple as that. She drove at a gait that was easy for the horse pulling the rumbling wagon, trying to avoid the jarring holes and ruts in the road. She watched an eagle soar through the sky until it sailed into the distance and she could no longer see it. The ride was cruel on her bottom and back, making her aware of the agony the man must be suffering.

They crossed another grassy summit, and below it yawned a valley, long and narrow, with the faint, white line of a trail running through it. On a rise overlooking the fields below was the McCall homestead. The late afternoon sun glinted on the glass windows of the house just as it had done the day Mara had left. Tears came to her eyes and she blinked rapidly to clear them. When she could see again, she saw that more buildings had been added to the compound: unpainted log buildings, and a railed fence where horses were penned. Oh, it had changed so much! The house was not nearly as large or as grand as she remembered it, but the peaked roof and wraparound porch were dearly familiar. She didn’t remember the trees being so thick or so big.

The trail rounded a bend and the house was lost from sight for a short while. Home! Home! The word kept repeating itself in Mara’s mind. She had no doubt of the welcome she would receive. The letter she had sent was probably still waiting for Cousin Aubrey in Laramie or he would have been at Sheffield Station to meet her. How surprised everyone would be to see her! She placed her straw hat on her head, giggling at having to hold the reins between her knees while she shoved the hat pin through the crown to hold it. Her dress was bloodstained and her shoes were muddy. She hated to arrive home in such an untidy state, but there was no help for it.

Mara resisted putting the horse to a faster pace because of the injured man, but she had no control over her heart. It was beating faster. She could hardly wait to call out to Cousin Brita that she was home.

A column of blue smoke curled lazily from the cobblestone chimney until, catching the wind high up, it was swept away. Mara could smell it now. It smelled of pine and reminded her of the pine chips her mother used in the trunk to keep the bedding smelling fresh. Her eyes, shining with happiness, were glued to the homestead. The only activity was centered around the long low building at the back. Several horses were tied to a rail fence that penned more horses.

Suddenly Mara realized that a sea of waving grass covered the land her father had plowed and planted. That thought was swept away immediately as her attention was drawn to the house. The shape of it was the same, yet somehow it was different. She was soon near enough to see bare ground in front where there used to be flowers and green bushes. The picket fence and the swinging gate were no longer there. Each turn of the wagon wheels brought new revelations, each more dismal than the one before. A front window was boarded up with flat weathered plank, and the front door was folded back and propped open with a wash tub. Firewood was piled on the veranda where the porch swing used to hang. Several large logs lay on the porch, an ax head buried in one of them. The beautiful latticework was gone from around the bottom of the veranda, and the cornices and fancy fretwork no longer decorated the eaves of the porch.

Mara watched with a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach as a dog raced out from beneath the porch to nip at the heels of the horse as it pulled the wagon up the rutted drive to the front of the house.

Mara was stunned with disbelief.

A man in a black coat came from inside the house and stood on the veranda as she approached. While he waited, he smoothed his gray hair back with the palms of his hands. Mara stopped the horse and stared at him.

“What ye be doin’ here, miss?” he demanded in a deep Irish brogue.

Mara was so astonished she was unable to speak. Her eyes widened, her breath quickened, and for an instant his face was a blur. The man looked so much like her father it was uncanny, yet she had never seen her father look so disreputable. A rough stubble of whiskers covered the man’s face, the front of his shirt was dirty, his face was bloated, and his eyes were watery. He leaned against the porch post, rubbing a trembling hand across his mouth. He was an older, unkempt version of the man who had come to Denver five years before. He was Cousin Aubrey, and he didn’t even know who she was.

“Who be ye?” he asked again, squinting his eyes to get a better look at her.

His harsh voice jarred Mara out of her stunned state of mind. She was tired, dirty and frightened. She had a dying man in the back of the wagon. Her temper ignited and flared. “I am Mara Shannon McCall and I live here!”

 
 

 

Chapter

TWO

“Who did ye say ye be?”

Mara stared at Aubrey for a full minute while her mind accepted the fact that this was reality and not the homecoming she had dreamed about during the long journey from Denver. A small dart of panic shot through her but was overridden by a hot flush of anger.

“You heard me. I am Mara Shannon McCall, Cousin Aubrey. I’ve come home!” She wrapped the reins around the brake and climbed down from the wagon seat.

“Ah, Jesus! Ah, Godamighty! Sure ’n ’tis Mara Shannon, herself. Why’d ye go ’n come here fer?”

“Because I wanted to!” she retorted sharply. Anger and disappointment were keeping tears from her eyes.

“Cullen . . . ain’t goin’ ter like it none a’tall.”

“Cullen? What’s he got to do with it?” Mara pushed at the straw hat that had slipped to one side of her head and looked beyond Aubrey to the boy who came out onto the veranda.

“Who is she, Pa?” He had the McCalls’ dark hair and eyes and he was not much taller than Mara.

“ ’Tis Mara Shannon.”

“Cousin Mara? Now ain’t that a corker! Ma’ll be plumb—”

“Hush yer blatherin’,” his father said crossly. “Go tell Cullen.”

“He rode off a while ago,” he snapped back at his father, and then smiled at Mara. “So you’re Cousin Mara. I’m Trellis.”

“One of the twins?”

“Yup.”

“Is your mother here? There’s an injured man in the wagon, and we’ll need help getting him into the house.”

“Ma’s not . . . well. She can’t move about.” The boy went down the steps and looked over the side of the wagon. “Hellfire! What happened to him?”

“I don’t know. He’s in terrible pain—”

“Not now. He’s dead to the world.”

“Dead? Oh, he can’t be!” Mara went quickly to the end of the wagon.

“I don’t mean dead, dead. He’s unconscious.”

“Oh, thank heavens! He was so courageous. I found him on the road, and he helped me as much as he could while I was getting him into the wagon.”

Aubrey walked down the steps, stared at the unconscious man, and froze. His face turned a bright red and his arms flopped against his sides. He looked like a crowing rooster.

“The devil take ye! Ye’ll not be bringin’ the likes a him in my house. Get rid a him!”

“But, Pa,” Trellis protested, “ya can’t—”

“I can,” Aubrey roared. “Get him gone.”

“Be reasonable, Pa. We’ve got to help him!”

“Reasonable, ye say! Ye be traitor to yer own pa? Ye got nothin’ to say here. Nothin’ a’tall!”

“But I do! I’ve got plenty to say.” Mara spoke up firmly, her face flaming with anger. “I think you’re forgetting that this is my house. The man is injured and needs help. Trellis, where is your mother?”

“Ma’s sick. She can’t get up no more. I been doin’ what I can.”

“I’m sorry about Cousin Brita. But we can’t let this man lie out here and die!”

“And why not?” Aubrey demanded.

“Pa, ya know why not,” Trellis said patiently. “I’ll go get someone to help get him into the house.”

“He’ll not be comin’ in!” Aubrey shouted.

“He is a human being and he will go into the house where I can look after him.” Mara didn’t know where her courage came from, but she was grateful for it.

“So that’s the way it be, eh?”

“Yes! That’s the way it is! I may have been away for a long time, but I’m back now and I have a say here. You’d better understand that right now!”

“Ye ungrateful snippet—”

“Aubrey! Trellis! Who’s here?” The woman’s voice came from deep inside the house.

“I’ll go tell her.” Trellis turned to Mara. “And I’ll get someone to help get, ah, him into the house.”

Mara was reluctant to leave the injured man alone with Aubrey. He stood glaring, first at her, and then at the man in the wagon. She could see the hatred in his eyes. It was a strange and unexpected situation she found herself in. There was no time to grieve over her unfriendly welcome. She would see this man into her house and do what she could for him. If he died, at least her conscience would be clear.

When Trellis came back out to the veranda, Mara stood at the end of the wagon as if she expected Aubrey to attack the injured man.

“I told Ma.”

“Sure ’n ye would,” Aubrey sneered and cast Mara a resentful glance. “Ye’ll be sorry ye brought him here, me girl.” He walked back up the steps to the porch, his face livid with rage.

“Maybe and maybe not. But I don’t think so. No one in need was ever turned away from this house while my father was alive.”

Even at the school where fits of temper were common among the homesick girls Mara’s temper was legendary. She held it in check now, even though a red rage burned deep within her.

“Trellis, go get someone to help get this man in the house.” Mara issued the order and looked Aubrey directly in the eye. Something was going on that she didn’t understand, but she had rights here. This was her home, her land; and from the looks of it, she should have come back long ago.

Aubrey McCall felt as if he had been kicked in the stomach by a horse. Why had Shannon McCall’s daughter returned home? An educated miss such as she would have no reason to come to this place after all this time unless she intended to sell it. He suspected that Shannon McCall had left money in a bank in Denver to pay for her schooling, but had been unable to find out for sure until he had stopped sending money to the school after the first year and not a word had been said.

The girl had written she had a good-paying position at the school. What had caused her to give it up? Why hadn’t she let him know that she was coming? He would have put a stop to her if he had known. She was going to be every bit as stubborn and self-righteous as her father, he could see that. Aubrey turned on his heel and went into the house. Damn her for bringing that bastard here! He ignored his wife’s calls from the bedroom and went directly to the cupboard in the kitchen and poured himself a stiff drink.

Trellis returned with two men. Mara had no idea of the picture she made standing at the end of the wagon. Her straw hat was askew. Sun glinted on the copper in her hair that hung loose from its knot. Her dress was soiled, her cheeks were red and sparks of temper flashed from her emerald green eyes. Determination to have her way was evident in every line of her body.

She had a chance to observe the men as they approached. One was thin with a narrow face and eyes set close to his beaklike nose. His arms were long, hanging almost to the knees of his bowed legs. The other was strongly built and wore a high-crowned Texas hat designed to keep the sun off his skull. He was tall and had a long, lean, hard face burned brown from his forehead to a square chin. His clothes were those of a man who spent long hours in the saddle. A gun belt was strapped about his waist; the other man had a weapon tucked into his belt. Mara was used to seeing men wearing weapons as if they were part of the clothing, but it crossed her mind that these two didn’t appear to be the type of men to work on a farm.

“Sam Sparks, ma’am.” The tall man put his fingers to the brim of his hat and nodded politely to Mara before peering down at the man who lay in the back of the wagon. He whistled through his teeth. “Godamighty!”

“I found him about halfway between here and Sheffield Station. He’s been shot in the side and in the leg, I think.”

“He’s in bad shape,” the tall man said slowly in an accent of the deep south.

“Do you know who he is?” Mara asked.

“I’ve seen him around.”

“Ma wants you to bring him into her room, Sam,” Trellis said in a low tone, his eyes going from Mara to the tall man. “There’s a bunk in there,” he added.

Aubrey came out onto the veranda carrying the whiskey bottle in his hand and watched the injured man being lifted out of the wagon. The two men and Trellis staggered under his weight, but they made it up the steps and into the house.

Mara followed them, passing Aubrey without a glance. She kept her mind firmly on the injured man so that she wouldn’t look at the destruction done to her mother’s house. The layout of the rooms was familiar, four rooms downstairs, two rooms upstairs. They passed from the parlor into the kitchen and from the kitchen into the back bedroom, the room that had been Mara’s parents’ room.

Brita McCall was sitting up in bed with pillows behind her. Mara saw the fear and pain on her face. Her dark hair was streaked with gray, her face showed the lines of age, but it was still as sweet as Mara remembered. Blue eyes clouded with pain sought hers, and Brita lifted a crippled hand toward her.

“Hello, Cousin Brita.”

“Hello, Mara Shannon. Ach, ’n what have they been doin’ to me boy?” Tears came to Brita’s eyes and rolled slowly down her cheeks.

“I don’t know. I found him along the road.”

“Pack, me darlin’,” Brita murmured. “If only I could get up ter see ter yer hurts.”

“Didn’t you know it was Pack?” Trellis asked when he saw the surprised look on Mara’s face.

“No.” She shook her head. “Who would have done such a terrible thing to him?”

Trellis glanced first at his mother and then at his father who had followed them into the house, then shook his head.

“ ’Tis not enough he be here in this house. ’Tis my bed he be takin’.” Aubrey stood at the end of Brita’s bed, the bottle still in his hand.

Mara saw Brita cringe. A tremendous dislike for her father’s cousin was building rapidly within her. She threw Aubrey a disgusted glance, took off her hat and placed it on the bureau. The short man left, but Sam Sparks lingered beside the bunk.

“Will you be needing help here, miss?” he asked.

“Why, yes, if you would be so kind.” Mara looked pointedly at Aubrey.

“Cullen’ll not be likin’ ye to be stickin’ yer nose in, Sparks. Ye best be gettin’ on back to the bunkhouse.”

“This isn’t a job for the young lady, McCall.”

“She bit it off, let ’er chew it.” Aubrey took a long swig from the bottle.

“Please stay, Mr. Sparks. Cousin Brita and I would appreciate your help.” Mara saw that Brita was either too frightened to go against her husband’s wishes or too worried about her son to speak.

“We’ll need hot water and vinegar to start. He’s out cold, and it will be easier on him if we do what we’ve got to do before he wakes up.”

“I’ll get it.” Trellis moved around his father and left the room.

Sam took off his hat, hung it on the bed post, and knelt down to unwind the wool scarf from Pack’s leg. Sam’s thick hair was a dark russet brown. The upper part of his forehead was white where it had been protected from the sun. To Mara he looked much younger without the hat.

Mara gazed down at the unconscious man. She tried to compare this big man with the boy who had come to the school with her father so many years ago. Only the dark hair was the same. He was tanned almost mahogany to the waist, his great shoulders and arms narrowing to a sinewy middle. Mara had never seen a man as near naked as this one.

“I’m sorry your son is hurt, Cousin Brita. I’m just glad I came along when I did. I’ve no experience in tending to injuries, but I’m not squeamish and I’ll do what I can if you and Mr. Sparks will tell me what to do.”

Sam Sparks stood and looked down into Mara’s emerald eyes. She saw that his eyes were clear and knowing, and a faint smile pulled at his lips.

“Looks like you’ve done all right so far, miss,” he murmured.

“Mara.” Brita spoke her name and Mara turned to her. “I can sit in a chair. Trellis will lift me.”

“Oh, Ma!” Trellis came to the doorway. “It’s hurts ya so much to move.”

“I can stand the pain, Trell. Bring the chair. He be a sweet child,” she said to Mara. “I don’t be knowin’ what I’d do without him.”

“Is there something I can do, Brita?”

“Nothin’, but I do be thankin’ ye. ’Tis the misery in my joints that’s made me as helpless as a babe.”

The chair was placed close to the bed, and Brita’s legs swung over the side. Trellis put his hands beneath his mother’s arms, lifted her up, swung her around, and gently lowered her to the chair. Moans of pain came from Brita’s lips in spite of her attempts to hold them back. Her feet and ankles were terribly deformed by her affliction, and her spine was curved in a permanent arc. Trellis settled her in the chair and placed a blanket across her lap. For the first time Brita got a good look at her son’s face. She moaned and clenched her teeth as if in agony.

“Pack, me sweet boy. I told ye ter go, I told ye. . . .”

“Ma’am, he’s got a bullet that’s got to come out. It might not be something you want to see.”

“I be seein’ cruel things aplenty, Mr. Sparks. I got to be knowin’ the worse. Will me boy die?”

“I don’t know, Mrs. McCall. He’s been shot, and it looks like they dragged him behind a horse and beat him.”

“Sweet Holy Mother of God! How can they be so cruel?” Brita took a deep breath and closed her eyes for an instant. When she opened them, she began to give orders. “Ye’ve got to get the bullets out. Can ye sew him up, Mr. Sparks?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Bring the hot water, Trell. Mr. Sparks will have ter wash his hands. They’ll not like ye ter be helpin’ him, Mr. Sparks.”

Mara stood by and pondered their use of the word they. It was almost as if Brita, Trellis and even Sam Sparks knew who had tortured the man.

“Let me worry about that. I’ve got to strip him, ma’am.”

“ ’Tis not a sight for yer eyes, Mara Shannon.” Brita’s gentle face was creased with lines of worry. “Trell will help Mr. Sparks.”

Mara picked up the bloody petticoat she had used to wrap about Pack Gallagher’s torso and the wool scarf she had tied about his leg. She stepped out of the way when Trellis came with a teakettle of hot water and a handful of clean cloths. Her face reddened when she realized that Sam had opened Pack’s trousers and was waiting for her to leave before he pulled them off.

“Call if there’s something I can do.”

Mara went into the kitchen and gazed in despair at the disorder. The iron cookstove that had been her mother’s pride was still there. A fire behind it had charred the wall. The trestle table had a familiar look, but instead of ladder-backed chairs, two wooden benches now sat at each side of it. The range and the work counter were covered with piles of plates, cups, pots, and an assortment of cutlery. The floor was covered with grease and scraps of food embellished with chunks of dried mud. Cobwebs and soot hung like Spanish moss behind the cookstove.

A flicker of anger swept through Mara and threatened to burst into full flame.

The parlor had suffered as much damage as the rest of the house. A broken-legged table leaned against the wall where the window was boarded up. The loveseat was gone, as was the clock that sat on the mantel above the fireplace. Several heavy chairs stood in the room, and a barn lantern hung from a nail on the wall. Had Mara not been such a strong-willed woman she would have collapsed in despair. Instead she seethed with fury against those who had devastated her home. Her rage fed her determination to stay, take over the property her father had left her, and get a full accounting from Aubrey McCall.

Mara went to the door of the front bedroom and looked around. The bed in the corner was unmade, men’s clothing was scattered about, a bridle and a set of reins had been flung into the corner, and an empty whiskey bottle lay on its side on the bureau. Fortunately the doors leading to the living room and the one going into Cousin Brita’s were both still solidly hung and would afford her some privacy if she stayed here.

“Trellis,” she called. “Who uses this room?”

“Cullen. He don’t sleep there much. But he’ll be sore if ya mess with his things.” Trellis came to the bedroom door.

“Then he’ll just have to be sore.” Mara’s voice was no-nonsense hard. She closed the connecting door and began ridding the room of Cullen McCall’s belongings. Under different circumstances she would not have dreamed of touching another person’s personal property, but anger, humiliation and disappointment spurred her on to clear the room as quickly as possible and make it her own again.

As she worked, a murmur of voices came from the other room. Trellis made trips to the kitchen, and once she heard him going upstairs. A cry tore from the wounded man. Mara stopped and put her hands over her ears for a long moment. The breath went out of her, and she felt her stomach suck in. Brita’s low soothing voice could be heard over the grunts of pain.

Mara’s mind kept pace with her hands as she worked. Someone had tried to kill Pack Gallagher. It was evident that Aubrey McCall hated him. There was something evil here, some reason why Brita wanted her son brought into her room. Did she think that whoever had done this terrible thing to him would come back to finish the job?

Mara felt a sudden homesickness for her neat, comfortable room at the school. The cooks would be getting dinner now, and the maids would be setting the tables with white linen and bone china. After dinner the girls would gather in the parlor to take turns at the piano or pair off to play cribbage or whist. On a night like this, Mara would take a couple of books to her room, undress in the soft light of the glass lamp with the hand-painted shade, and crawl into her warm, sweet-smelling bed to read.

No dinner was being prepared here, she thought, coming back to reality. And in order to have a decent place to sleep, she had to clean out this room and make up a bed with the linen from her trunk. There was no going back. Her bridges had been burned behind her. The unpleasant scene with Miss Fillamore when Mara told her she was leaving had opened her eyes to the fact that the affection the woman pretended to have for her was merely a facade. Miss Fillamore had called her a featherhead and said she was foolish to give up a secure position to travel to an uncivilized part of Wyoming; and if she went, she could not return. The schoolmistress had urged Mara to hire a broker, sell the property, and stay at the school. When she refused, Miss Fillamore had taken the attitude that she was somehow disloyal and had immediately hired a woman to take her place.

The sun had set when Mara went to the porch to drag in her trunk. She saw four men on horseback coming across an open field toward the house. She suspected one of them would be Cullen McCall, and Cousin Aubrey would be waiting to tell him the news. The look in Trellis’ eyes when he came to help her with the trunk told Mara that the boy had also seen the riders and was uneasy.

“How is Mr. Gallagher?”

“Sam says he’ll live if the fever don’t take him.”

Mara removed linens from her trunk and hurriedly made up the bed. She heard Sam Sparks leave the house and looked out the window to see him walking toward the bunkhouse where a group of men stood talking to Aubrey. She tidied her hair and opened the connecting door between her room and Brita’s.

The room smelled of vinegar, whiskey, and burned alum. Pack lay on his back. A blanket covered him from his knees to his hipbones. Above that was a flat belly, a thick chest shadowed with dark curly hair, muscled shoulders, and arms as big as Mara’s legs. Mara could see where Sam Sparks had stitched the flesh on his thumb. Brita’s chair had been moved close to the bunk. She reached a crippled hand to turn the wet compress that lay across her son’s forehead.

“He seems to be sleeping.”

“Aye. He be dosed with laudanum.”

“Do you want to get back into bed, Brita? I’ll sit beside him for awhile.”

“No, child. I be all right.”

“I want to help you. My father was very fond of Pack. He brought him to the school one time.”

“Pack was fond of Shannon. Child, why did ye come to this place?”

“I was homesick. I wrote that I was coming.”

“Sure ’n ye did,” Brita sighed deeply.

“Things are going on that I don’t understand. Why are there no crops planted? If Mr. Sparks works here, what does he do? He doesn’t look like a farming type of man.”

“Mara Shannon, ye shouldna be here. Trell will be takin’ ye back come mornin’. Ye can tell that to Cullen when he comes.”

Mara searched the eyes of the woman who looked older than her years and found genuine concern there. She went to kneel down beside the chair because it was an effort for Brita to hold her head up to look into her face.

“I’m not going back. I own this property. My father worked hard to get the money to pay for it. Cousin Aubrey sent money to pay for my schooling, and I appreciate that; but I’m of age and I want to control my own inheritance. I plan to talk with Cousin Aubrey tonight.”

“Child, child.” Brita shook her head sadly. “Let it be. Go back to yer school. This be no place for a gentle lass.”

“I can’t go back. I’ve already been replaced. This is my home,” Mara said gently. “Can’t you understand that?”

“Home. Aye, would that we ne’er left the green land o’ Ireland.”

Mara stood. “Don’t worry. I’m not the type to fold up under the first hard blow.” Heavens, she told herself, if that were true, she would have crumbled when she first saw the destruction done to her home. “Now, I’ll fix us something for supper.”

“Mara Shannon, there be naught to fix. Trell brings me a plate from the cookshack.”

“A cookshack? How many men are here?”

“Why don’t you ask someone who knows?” The voice came from behind her and Mara turned.

A man lounged in the doorway. Her first impression was that he was a short man, young, and with a handsome, sullen face. This was Cullen. He resembled the father who stood beside him. Mara had steeled herself for the meeting with Aubrey and his son, and despite the uneasiness she felt, she was determined to face them boldly.

“Who are you?” Mara knew who he was. She asked the question as an opening to what she felt was going to be an unpleasant encounter.

“I’m the one who runs things around here. Who are you?”

Bluntly Mara answered him. “I’m the one who owns things around here.” She said the words curtly, snapped her mouth shut and waited for an explosion.

The surprised look on the man’s face turned to smoldering anger. His eyes narrowed and he glared at her. “I advise you to get your prissy tail back to Denver.”

Mara forced herself to appear calmly contemptuous of his rudeness. “And I advise you to keep a civil tongue in your head if you plan to spend another night on this property.”

“Ha!” He came into the room and looked down at the man who lay on the bunk. “Do you think he’ll help you throw me out?”

“No. But this will.” Mara drew the pistol from her pocket and pointed it at him. She heard Brita draw in her breath.

Cullen turned cold, blue-gray eyes on the girl, aware of her defiant stance, her eyes that met his unafraid.

“You’d better put that peashooter away or you’ll hurt yourself.”

Mara looked into eyes that were level with her own. They were hard and cruel. She drew in a shallow breath but never allowed her eyes to waver from his.

“You should be worrying about yourself. It’s pointed at the third button on your shirt.”

“Cullen?”

“Shut up, Pa.”

“Your things are on the porch. If you can’t be civil, take them and leave.” The anger that had started down in the pit of Mara’s stomach had surged up, causing her to throw caution aside. She stood motionless, waiting for Cullen McCall to make the next move.

“You’d best draw in your horns, Cousin Mara. You’re in my territory. Out here it’s the strong who survive.”

“Are you threatening me? If so, you should know that before I left Denver, I made out a will leaving this property to the school. They have a battery of lawyers who will cover this place like a swarm of ants if they don’t hear from me. Schools are hungry for money, Cousin Cullen.”

Surprised at being able to lie so easily, Mara felt faintly giddy. She had no idea how much time went by while she stared at Cullen. She watched his face twist with bitterness and smoldering anger. Then he strode from the room. She could hear the beat of his boot heels on the parlor floor and then on the porch. Aubrey lingered.

“Ye had to go ’n get him riled—”

“Is he always so rude?” Mara put the pistol back.

Brita answered, “Cullen can charm the skin off a snake when he wants to.”

“Evidently he didn’t want to. Keep your son away from me, Cousin Aubrey. I won’t tolerate his abuse.”

“He’ll cool off.”

“I don’t care if he does or not. Right now I’m more interested in something to eat. Brita tells me she gets her meals from the cookshack.”

“Trell will be bringin’ it.”

“After tonight I’ll cook for myself and Cousin Brita. I want a list of supplies you have on hand, and you and I will go over the account books.” Anger was still in her voice.

“Account books? There ain’t no such.”

Mara looked at him in stunned silence, and for a moment she almost felt sorry for him. He stood looking down at the floor.

“Do you mean to tell me that you don’t keep records of what comes in and what goes out?” Aubrey didn’t answer. “When did you cease farming?”

“This ain’t farm country. Yer pa knowed it at the last.”

“He’s right, Mara,” Brita said. “Shannon’s dream of fields and fields of potatoes was naught but a dream. The land, the weather be not suitable.”

Mara had to believe what they said when she looked down into Brita’s pleading eyes. So many things crowded into her head that she found it incredibly hard not to keep asking questions.

“If you don’t farm, what do you do? It takes money to live. Where does it come from?”

Aubrey shrugged. “Cullen runs some cattle.”

“And the men in the bunkhouse are drovers who work with the cattle?”

“What else would they be doin’?”

Aubrey’s face closed and he looked away. “Now ’n where else could it be comin’ from?”

Mara tried to steel herself against softening, but it wasn’t her nature to stay angry for very long. When she spoke again, her tone was softer.

“Now I see why you didn’t want me to come here. But I’m here, and I’m staying. I want you to know, Cousin Aubrey, I can not abide disorder. This house, my home, will be put in order so that I can live here decently. You and Brita are welcome to stay as long as you want. I owe you that out of consideration for what you have done for me in the past.”

“Kind of ye,” Aubrey muttered. Mara chose to ignore the sarcasm in his voice.

“I insist on having an accounting of how many cattle I own, because I assume it was my money that bought them.”

Aubrey’s shoulders slumped. Age and inactivity had thickened his waist, and his soiled shirt barely came together over his protruding stomach. His eyes, however, glittered angrily and his lips set defensively.

“Ye ain’t goin’ to let up, are ye?”

“No. Why should I?”

Aubrey was still. Only his eyes moved. They examined her from head to toe.

“What about Gallagher? Be ye set on keepin’ him sniffin’ ’bout ye?”

Mara turned her eyes from his and looked down at the unconscious man before she answered.

“Mr. Gallagher is your wife’s son and my father’s friend. Regardless of the disagreement you and your son have with him, it seems to me that you could be civil to him for Brita’s sake. Pack is welcome in this house for as long as it takes him to recover from his injuries. Which, by the way, I feel you and your son know more about than you have let on.”

Anger tightened the muscles in Aubrey’s face. “Be ye accusin’ me ’n Cullen?”

Mara let her silence speak for her. They stared at each other, and suddenly Mara felt good. Cousin Aubrey knew that she was no spineless creature who would scurry back to Denver and leave her property to be managed by him and his son.

“Do we understand each other, Cousin Aubrey?”

“What I be understandin’ is that ye’re a stubborn, foolish lass with naught but air for brains!” He wheeled and walked away.

 
 

 

Chapter

THREE

Mara slept uneasily in the strange bed with the pistol under her pillow. She had undressed in the dark because there were no coverings for the two windows. Physically and mentally she was exhausted. After the meeting with Aubrey and Cullen, her mind was plagued by even greater turmoil than that she had experienced when she arrived with Pack Gallagher.

Several times during the night she was awakened by voices in the next room, and once in that deep blackness she had awakened to a strange sense of unease that brought her to full awareness. She looked out the window to see four horsemen ride in and turn their horses into the enclosure beside the bunkhouse. She lay down again and closed her eyes wearily. She dozed fitfully and eventually fell into an uneasy sleep.

Morning came. As soon as she opened her eyes, she noticed the door that opened into the parlor was ajar. It made her realize how vulnerable she was. A poignant loneliness possessed her. She was alone, really alone in this hostile house except for poor, crippled Brita and the boy, Trellis. Thoughts raced around and around in her head. Why had Cullen McCall been so antagonistic toward her? Why had Aubrey acted as if she had no right to be here? She knew she couldn’t live here alone. She had to share her home with Brita and Aubrey. That thought held, and she resigned herself to it. But she would not allow these two overbearing men to intimidate her.

Mara lay thinking that it had been foolish of her to insist that she have her old room. What had been suitable for her as a child was not suitable for a young woman alone. She would take the upstairs rooms for herself where there was only one door to lock, the one leading to the stairway. There she would be able to dress or undress without the fear of someone seeing her through the windows. Where was her imagination taking her? She was planning to fortify herself in her own home! Well, if that’s the way it had to be—so be it!

She got out of bed and used the granite chamber pot she had slipped under the bed the night before. Later, in a brown work dress, an apron tied snugly around her waist, her auburn hair secured in a topknot, Mara went out to the kitchen. A wave of hopeless despair swept over her when she viewed the clutter. Where to begin? She had just poured water into the basin to wash when she heard hard steps on the porch at the side of the house. Apprehension held her motionless. It had to be Cullen. Aubrey didn’t move that fast. Mara wished she didn’t have to face him so early in the morning. She needed time to adjust to the drab, unfriendly atmosphere of the house.

A boy looking amazingly like Trellis came tramping through the parlor to the kitchen. Carrying a pot of coffee with a rag wrapped around the handle, he walked past her, then set the pot down on the range with such force that the liquid came out the spout and splashed onto the hot iron, creating a hissing sound.

“There’s your goddamn coffee!”

Mara was taken aback by the words and the vicious way the boy spat them out. She concentrated on soaping her hands and rinsing them.

“I can see that.” Mara dried her hands on her apron because there was no towel on the rack. “You must be Travor. I’m Mara McCall.”

“I know who the hell you are. Everyone on this ranch knows who the hell you are.”

Arrogantly he returned her stare. With feet apart, balancing on the high heels of his boots, the boy defied her. His face was so like the face of his twin, yet so different one would never mistake one for the other. This boy’s face was hard, arrogant, and a sneer twisted his lips. He wore range clothes, and about his slender hips was strapped a wide gun belt.

“Good. I’m glad that they know the owner has arrived.”

“Cullen said you threw that up to him. What does a prissy ass like you know about running a ranch?”

“Get out and leave her alone, Trav.” Trellis came from his mother’s room.

“Are you going to make me, sissy boy?” Travor put his hands on his hips and spit out the words spitefully.

“If I have to,” Trellis said quietly.

Mara looked at the gentle boy with new respect. He was ready to do what he had to do to back his words.

“You don’t have to, Trellis. I will.” Mara thought it time she began to exert her authority, or there could be a fight. “Leave, Travor. Get out and don’t come back until you can behave yourself.”

“Where do you get off ordering me to get out?”

“Because this is my house, and I don’t have to put up with bad-mannered children.”

A flush reddened his cheeks. Sparks of anger danced in his eyes. There was no doubt that by calling him a child she had hit upon a sore spot.

“I could show you a thing or two, lady!”

“No doubt you could, but I’m not interested in hearing anything from a spoiled little boy.” She turned her back on him, went to the work counter and began to fill a pan with soiled dishes.

“You think you’re so all-fired smart just ’cause you went to a fancy school. Well, you ain’t nothin’ but dirty Irish mick just like the rest of us!”

Mara heard his boot heels pounding on the bare floor, and the sound of the door slamming behind him echoed throughout the house.

“He acts like that sometimes,” Trellis said.

Mara turned. “Only sometimes? That’s a relief.”

“He was trying to impress you.”

“He did that, all right.”

“He wanted you to think he was a grown-up like Cullen.”

“If he’s trying to pattern himself after Cullen, he’s made a poor choice to my way of thinking.”

“Trav just wants to be somebody.”

“You mean he wants to be a man who people look up to? He’s sure going about it in the wrong way.”

“Ma says he’s goin’ over fool’s hill. He’ll settle down.”

“Why are you defending him? He’s an ill-mannered, undisciplined, strutting little rooster who needs his tail feathers pulled.” Mara poured water from the teakettle into a pan and dropped in a bar of lye soap. She would have to wash dishes before she could even drink a cup of coffee. “How is Pack this morning?”

“He’s still sleeping. So is Ma. She had me give him another dose of the laudanum in the night, but she says that’s all he can have. His stomach is growling. It’s probably been a day or two since he ate anything.”

“What does your mother suggest?”

“She’ll say he needs meat to make blood. I’ll get it from the cookhouse—that is, if you’ll cook it.”

“Of course I will. But I’ve got to clean this place first. How is it that you’re willing to help Pack? Cullen and your father seem to hate him.”

“Pack’s all right. He’s my half brother the same as Cullen. Besides, he’s good to Ma.”

“So are you, Trellis.” Mara smiled so sweetly and sincerely at the boy that his face reddened. “Now that I’m here, I’ll help you with your mother. We should be able to make things more pleasant for her.” She found a cloth and dried two cups. “Let’s have some of that coffee, shall we? Then I’ll scrub out that iron pot and we’ll cook some meat for Pack.”

“I didn’t know that you could cook. I thought you just knew, uh . . . things like how to serve tea and that sort of thing.”

Mara laughed. “Every girl at Miss Fillamore’s school takes a course in cooking. She learns how to cook a few things so that she will be able to supervise the cook when she marries a rich man and moves to a mansion.”

“Do they all marry rich men?”

“No.” Mara laughed again. “Their parents send them to school thinking it will help them get a rich husband. Sometimes it does.”

“What about you?”

“I did have a proposal.” Mara’s eyes began to sparkle. “He was very rich, but he also was bald, had rotting teeth and was old enough to be my grandfather. Miss Fillamore thought I should consider it. She said he was on the verge of drinking himself to death and I’d be a rich widow.”

“Why didn’t you marry him?”

“The cook at the school beat my time with him.”

Trellis grinned. “You’re kidding.”

“No, I’m not. He and Mable were perfect for each other. I was at the school for seven years, and I hung around the kitchen a lot. Mable had worked hard; she deserved a rich husband more than I. Someday I’ll make you a butter cake.”

“I eat down at the cookshack after the men have finished. Then I bring something to Ma. I’ll get something for you this morning if you want me to.”

Mara brought the pot from the stove and poured coffee into two clean cups. The plate of food Trellis had brought her the previous night had been so greasy that she could hardly eat it, but the bread and butter had been good.

“I’ll have some bread and butter. Who milks the cow and churns?”

“Steamboat. He hates cows. He named our cow Miss Fu—ah, well it’s not for your ears, Mara.”

“Who is Steamboat?”

“The cook. I’ve not heard his real name. He came up the Missouri on a steamboat about five years back. It hit a snag and sank. He’s told the tale so often that folks just call him Steamboat. He came wandering in, down on his luck, and he’s been here cooking ever since.”

“If he works here, why not ask him to cook the meat for Pack?”

“I guess he could if you don’t want to.”

“I’ll do it. I want to get this place cleaned today so I can cook supper in here tonight.”

“It’s not Ma’s fault things are in such a mess. She kept it nice for as long as she could.”

“I understand that. Who does the washing? I see there’s a boiling pot in the yard.”

“Miss Rivers comes every week or two. She can’t see much, but she can do a lot. She helps me change Ma’s bed and wash her things. Ma likes to have a woman to talk to. Miss Rivers likes it too. She doesn’t get out much.”

“Where does she live?”

“A couple of miles from here. She lives with her brother, Charlie Rivers. Their place is over along Lodgepole Creek. He’s ornery as a steer with a crooked horn. He won’t let a man get within a mile of her.”

“Do they squat on our land?”

“Heavens no! Cullen would have shot him.”

“Hmmm.” Mara looked directly at the young boy sitting across from her. “Is that the usual way Cullen handles a problem?”

“He didn’t shoot Pack, if that’s what you mean. He might of roughed him up a bit—”

“Roughed him up? Do you call what was done to him roughing him up?”

“Well . . . they got carried away, I guess.” Trellis looked away from Mara’s suddenly cold stare.

“Who did it, Trellis? Who did that terrible thing to him?”

Trellis stood. “If Pack wants you to know, he’ll tell you. It’s best not to pry into things, Mara. There’s bad blood between Pack and Pa and Cullen. Ma says they didn’t get along right from the start.”

“I can understand why if the welcome I received from your father and Cullen is an example.”

“You surprised them, and—”

“And what?”

The boy shrugged. “They’re afraid you’ll sell the place out from under them, I guess.”

“It would be my right,” she said gently. “But I won’t do that because my father loved the land, and because of Cousin Brita.”

“Well, Pa and Cullen won’t cool off until Pack leaves, you can bet your boots on that.”

Mara watched Trellis walk toward the bunkhouse and the small cookshack that was attached to the end of it wondering how two boys, twins, could be so different.

A shaggy dog came out from under the porch of the cookhouse to meet Trellis. The dog was old and walked slowly.

“Hello, Maggie.” He bent and patted the dog’s head. “You’ve been out in the burrs again,” he said and pulled a burr from the shaggy hair that hung over the dog’s eyes. “I’ll cut this hair off when I get time.”

Maggie walked beside him to the cookshack and went back under the porch when Trellis stepped into it.

Sam Sparks, Cullen and two other men sat at the long plank table that stretched from one end of the small building to the other. Trellis nodded to them and went to the counter where Steamboat kept the tray they used for Brita.

“How’s Pack this morning?” Sam asked.

“He ain’t dead yet,” Trellis answered and then gave Cullen a searing look.

“Too bad,” Cullen answered.

“There’ll be hell to pay if Miss McCall finds out who did that to him.” Trellis set two granite plates on the tray.

“It ain’t my style to drag a man to death. I’d just shoot the bastard.” Cullen laughed harshly.

“He was shot. Did you do it before or after he was dragged?”

“You’re getting pretty big for yore britches, boy.”

“Pack came here to see Ma. Someday he’ll kill you, Cullen.”

“That would set fine with you, wouldn’t it, sissy boy? It just happens that I didn’t even know he was around. If I had, I’d probably a done worse. Me ’n Pa both told him to stay away from here.”

“He’s got a right to come see Ma.”

Cullen shrugged and banged his cup on the table for Steamboat to refill it. The thin, slump-shouldered man with a wrinkle-etched face, iron gray hair and a drooping mustache brought the heavy pot to the table and thumped it down. Cullen reached for the handle, then withdrew his hand quickly.

“Goddamn it, Steamboat! Leave the damn rag! That handle’s hot as hell.” The cook tossed the cloth on the table and hurried back to turn the meat cooking in the big spider skillet.

“There’s men beside me that would take pleasure out of beating the hell out of Pack,” Cullen said after he had filled his cup. “He was told not to win that last fight. He should a hightailed it out of the country. It’s his own damn fault he got jumped.”

“Are you saying you had nothing to do with it?” Trellis looked his brother straight in the eye.

“Yes, sissy ass. I’m sayin’ I had nothing to do with it only because somebody else got to him first.”

Trellis ignored the slur and said calmly, “Mara thinks you did.”

“Shitfire! I don’t care what she thinks.”

“She’s not the mousy thing you thought she was, Cull. She’ll stand up to you.”

“She’d better hie her prissy tail back to Denver, is what she’d better do.”

“You’d best be civil to her. She’ll not take your sass. She put you out of the house, didn’t she?”

“I didn’t sleep there half the time anyhow. ’Bout the time somebody comes in on her she’ll wish I was there.”

“I’m thinkin’ she’d blow a man’s head off with that little gun she carries in her pocket, eh Cullen?”

“Are you bein’ her serving wench too, Trell?” Cullen asked when the boy placed two plates on the tray for Steamboat to fill. He was stung by the mention of the pistol the girl had pulled on him. “You’re turnin’ into a real housemaid.”

“Someday I’m going to bust your mouth, Cullen,” Trell said calmly.

“Ya can dream about it. It’ll be a cold day in hell, boy. ’Pears to me like you’re suckin’ up to Miss High-’n-Mighty. Are you thinkin’ you’ll be man enough to run this place someday?”

Sam Sparks watched and listened. The boy was showing much more maturity than his older brother. In a few years the boy’s body would catch up, and Sam would like to be around to see what happened.

If Cullen and his bunch hadn’t beaten Pack, who had? Sam mulled the question over in his mind, then dismissed it. Pack Gallagher wasn’t his business. The fact that Cullen allowed outlaws to hide out here for a price wasn’t his business. He was looking for bigger fish than a few two-bit outlaws. Sooner or later his break would come if he just remained patient.

Sam pondered Miss McCall’s sudden appearance and how it would affect the situation here. Plenty of bangtails hung out in all the railroad towns—worn-out women who supplied a man with what he needed for the moment. But decent women were scarce out here in the Wyoming Territory, and pretty young single women rarer still. . . . Cullen had swallowed his story about needing a place to hide out. He’d paid for a month’s lodging. The inactivity was about to kill him, but he’d stick it out for that length of time, and if nothing turned up, he’d mosey on over to Laramie.

“I’ve got to exercise my horse. I think I’ll ride out to the lower basin.” Sam got to his feet and reached for his hat.

“Stay away from the squatters’ place. Rivers is liable to fill your tail full of lead if ya get too close.” The bowlegged man who had helped him carry Pack into the house looked up with a grin that showed tobacco-stained teeth.

“What’s he hiding out there?” Sam asked casually.

“His sister. She’s pretty as a speckled pup ’n blind as a bat. I heard a woman singin’ as I was ridin’ along Lodgepole Creek. It come up over the hill sweet ’n clear as a bell. I rode on up close so’s to hear. Bang! The next thing I knowed my horse got a load of rock salt in his rump ’n I went tail over teakettle. Rivers said next time it’d be lead. I ain’t never heared of a man keepin’ such a close eye on a sister. Haw! Haw! Haw!”

Cullen and the two men at the table all shouted with laughter.

“She’s sightly. Ain’t no two ways ’bout it.” Cullen spoke as if he were privileged to something they knew nothing about. “If you want to get a look at her, hang around when Rivers brings her over to visit Brita. She comes every week or so ’n helps sissy pants with his ma.”

Sam was getting more than a little tired of Cullen constantly belittling the boy because he took care of his crippled mother and bit back what he really wanted to say.

“He doesn’t keep too close a watch on her if he lets her come here,” he said almost absently.

“Charlie Rivers’ll sit here on the porch ’n watch to see that no one gets close to her.”

“What’s he scared of?” Sam moved out of the way so Trellis could pass with the tray.

“Hell! I guess he’s scared somebody’ll get under her skirt ’n atween her legs. Hell! It ain’t a bad idea.” Cullen grinned. “Bet she ain’t had no man . . . less’n it was Charley. She’s so damn blind she’d not even know who it was anyhow!”

Sam looked down at the shorter man. “Cut out that kind of talk, McCall.” His voice was more deadly because he spoke quietly. “Any man who forces himself on a woman, decent or not, will answer to me.”

Cullen was taken aback by the quiet authority in the Texan’s voice and was embarrassed to be chastised in front of the men.

“You Texans are sure touchy ’bout women.” His need to redeem himself forced him to speak with a sneer in his voice. “Hell, they all got a slit. If’n they ain’t goin’ to let a man enjoy it, they ort a sew it up.”

The laugh Cullen expected didn’t come. The men got up and filed out the door, leaving him sitting at the table alone. Sam followed them out. He stood on the porch and looked off toward the mountains. Where in all this vast land was the man he hunted? Each time he thought he was close, the trail faded away. When he followed a trail on the ground, he also trailed with his mind. It was what made him good at his job. He had to think as the man he hunted would think. If he had someone on his tail, Sam reasoned, he’d want a far-off place where he could keep out of sight for a good long while. This was such a place. But hell, a hundred places such as this existed between here and Denver.

 

*  *  *

 

The dishes were washed and dried and stacked on the clean end of the trestle table. Her mother’s service for ten had dwindled to a service for no more than four. Mara wondered what had happened to the pots and the iron spider that had hung on the nails behind the stove. She remembered the large wooden bread bowl, the churn, the caster set, none of which she had found. She would have cried had she not been so angry.

“Ma! What the hell am I doing here?”

As Mara dried her hands on her apron and hurried across to the door, she could hear Brita’s soothing tones. Mara rapped on the door and then opened it. To her dismay the man on the bunk had swung his feet off and pushed himself to a sitting position. The end of the blanket lay across his lap, but otherwise he was completely nude. She quickly averted her eyes.

He looked up when she opened the door. His bruised face was still swollen and his dark hair looked as if he had been in a violent windstorm. He squinted at her, and a string of swear words dropped into the silence.

“Hell and damnation! Sweet Jesus! Good God Almighty, Holy Sainted Mother of God! What the hell are you doing here?”

The hostile greeting stunned her into silence and splintered her thoughts. Wildly she sought a reason for his fury. Finally she was able to speak.

“Mr. Gallagher, I must insist that as long as you remain in this house you refrain from taking the Lord’s name in vain. Hell and damnation are permissible; the rest of what you said is not!”

He gaped at her as she lifted her chin and looked down her nose at him and then away. “I’m Mara Shannon McCall. We met once, a long time ago.”

“I know who the hell you are—”

“Oh, dear! I’ve heard that already once this morning. Should you be sitting up?”

“You were the woman who found me . . . helped me in the wagon! Jesus!”

“Mr. Gallagher.” She made a restless movement with her hand. He continued to look at her. “Being hungry must account for your vile mood. Trellis is bringing some meat. I’ll make a strong broth—”

“Broth! Hell and damnation, woman. I need something that will stick to my ribs and give me some strength so I can get the hell out of this vipers’ nest before someone slits my throat. Where are my clothes?”

“I didn’t take them off you,” she snapped, her face going beet red. “Mr. Sparks did. They were nothing but rags anyhow.” Mara deliberately turned her back on him and smiled at Brita. “I’ll bring some water so you can wash. Trellis went down to the cookhouse to get your breakfast. I’ll be able to cook our meals here after today.”

“You’re not staying.”

Mara heard the shocking words and turned back to stare at the man before she remembered that he was naked except for the corner of the blanket. She found herself fascinated by his broad shoulders and wide chest marked by cuts and bruises. A triangle of soft dark hair covered his chest down to where the white bandage was wrapped about his middle. His thighs were rock hard and covered with soft black down. His legs looked to be as sturdy as tree trunks. She had seen a picture of a naked man in a medical book and knew what he covered with the end of the blanket. Her face flamed at the thought.

“What did you say?”

“You heard me the first time. I said you’re not staying here. This is no place for you. I tried to head you off at Sheffield Station.”

“You have no say in the matter, Mr. Gallagher, and I’ll thank you to tend to your own business. I’m of age. I own this place, and I have a perfect right to be here.”

“I said nothing about the right, you addle-headed woman. I said this is not the place for you. You belong back in Denver among your own kind.”

“And what kind is that?”

“Society . . . where you can get a rich husband to take care of you properly.”

“I’m not in the market for a husband, rich or otherwise. I’d think you would be pleased that I’m here. Your mother needs care that Trellis can’t give her.”

“I’ve got a Mexican woman lined up to come here and look after Ma. I’d have taken her away from this place long ago, but she wouldn’t go. Something about honoring her marriage vows,” he added sarcastically.

“Now, now,” Brita said soothingly. “Ye be in no shape to be carryin’ on, son. Yer head must be fair bustin’.”

“Aye, ’tis. Damn women don’t know when they’re well off.”

“Damn men don’t, either,” Mara said calmly. “Lie down before you bleed all over the place and I have another mess to clean up. And cover your nakedness!”

“Jesus, my God! Deliver me from a bossy woman.”

“If one more word of blasphemy comes from your mouth, Pack Gallagher, you will lie there and starve to death before I cook for you.”

Mara’s level stare, daring him to defy her, effectively silenced his lips, but his eyes, as dark as midnight, gleamed with resentment. He eased himself down on the bunk and pulled the blanket up to his chest.

“I’ve got to have my clothes . . . ma’am.”

Mara picked up the shirt that lay on the floor and held it up. “This is beyond repair.”

“Jes—” He cut off the word. “That buckskin shirt saved me some skin. Where’s Trell? Where are my britches? Hell, I’m as defenseless as a babe lying here.”

“Trell’s gone to get your mother’s breakfast. You don’t need your britches because you’re not going anywhere, and you needn’t worry about lying there defenseless. I’ll guard you until you can take care of yourself.”

“My God, Ma! Did you hear that? She’ll guard me!”

“Yes, I’ll guard you with this.” Mara took the pistol from her pocket. “I know how to load it and how to shoot it.”

“Put that damn thing away before you blow my head off!”

“That’s not a bad idea. Blowing your head off, I mean. I’m tempted to do it, but I almost broke my back getting you into that wagon. I’ll not waste that effort by shooting you now.”

“You are most kind and generous, ma’am.”

“What did you mean when you said you tried to head me off at Sheffield Station? Did you intercept the letter I sent to Cousin Aubrey?”

“No, I did.”

“You . . . Cousin Brita?” Mara was almost too stunned to speak.

“Trell went to town ’n brought the mail. Don’t be blamin’ Pack, darlin’,” Brita pleaded.

Mara felt a wave of bitter disappointment and turned eyes dark with hurt on Brita. For the first time since she came home she felt like crying.

“Why? Why don’t you want me here?”

“Child, it not be a matter of wantin’ ye here.” Brita rolled her head on the pillow, her eyes filled with tears. “There be no nice thin’s here yer used to havin’. ’Tis rough ’n wild country, with rough ’n wild men. There be no one to stand ’tween ye ’n them.”

“Do you mean to say Cousin Aubrey and Cullen wouldn’t protect me if . . . if I needed protection?”

Mara heard a snort of disgust come from Pack.

“I don’t be knowin’ if they . . . could.”

“Or would,” Pack added.

Mara turned on him in a temper, feeling hot, uncomfortable, a little lost and unsure. He stared back at her, his eyes telling her that he knew of her uncertainty. When she spoke, there was nothing but cold determination in her voice.

“You keep out of this. I’m talking to your mother,” she said frigidly. She was surprised and pleased that her voice came calmly from her tight throat because she was burning with uncertainty. She braced herself for a mocking jibe, but none came, and she turned back to Brita. “If you were worried that I would ask you and Aubrey to leave, you can rest assured that I will not. I owe you, as my mother’s friend, and I owe Aubrey for working this place and keeping me in school.”

“But, darlin’—”

Brita was interrupted by Pack. “ ’Tis good of you not to throw my mother out.”

His voice plucked at Mara’s already taut nerves, and only a momentary burst of common sense prevented her from yelling at him. She turned a cool, superior gaze on him.

“Your mother will always be welcome in my home. However, that does not necessarily apply to her son, Mr. Gallagher. I have no such obligation to you,” she said calmly, then turned quickly and left the room.

“Ye shouldn’t rile her, son,” Brita murmured. “She be a fine lass, ’n the spittin’ image of Colleen McCall, but with more spirit. Ye should have seen her pull that little gun on Cullen.”

“On Cullen? What did he do?”

“He be mouthin’ off, like he does. She says be civil or be leavin’. Cullen come to yer bed, ’n cool as ye please the lass moved in ’n pulled the gun from her pocket. Cullen backed off. She ain’t a lass to be pushed, son.”

“What’ll I do, Ma?” Pack said wearily.

“There be one thing—”

“No! That I’ll not do unless all else fails.”

“Ye got to be gettin’ on yer feet. Do ye be feelin’ a fever comin’ on? Yer side ain’t bad, just a cut as the shot went by ye.”

“My damn leg burns like hellfire, I ache in a hundred places and I’m about to starve to death. Aside from all that I’m in pretty good shape.”

“Ye be lucky to be alive,” Brita murmured. “I be thinkin’ ye’d not make it when ye was brung in.”

“I wasn’t sure myself, Ma.”

“The Holy Mother was watchin’ o’er ye, son. She sent Mara Shannon to see to ye.”

“Holy Mother had nothing to do with it. More than likely it was old Jim at the station. He didn’t want to be the one to help me. He sent Mara Shannon to do it.”

“Was Cullen in on it?”

“I didn’t see him.”

“Who done it, son?”

“It’s best you don’t know, Ma. It’ll not happen again.”

“Ye can’t be havin’ more laudanum.”

“I don’t want any. I’ve got to keep my head clear.”

 
 

 

Chapter

FOUR

Pack ate several soft biscuits for breakfast but was unable to chew the fried meat because of his sore jaws. Mara thought he hadn’t missed anything. The meat was so salty that she could hardly eat it herself. She longed for a bowl of cold mush, honey, and cream and coffee that didn’t taste as if it were made from boiled acorns.

After the meal Brita asked Mara if she would help Trellis change the bandage on Pack’s side. She could feel his eyes on her face as she bent over the bunk and carefully pulled away the bandage. Sam had done a good job closing the wound. The bullet had apparently passed through the fleshy part of his side. Although Mara kept her eyes averted from Pack’s face, she knew he was breathing faster than normal by the way his stomach moved beneath her touch.

When she finished, she found a reason to be out of the room and left Trellis to change the bandage on Pack’s thigh which was the more serious of the two bullet wounds. The boy bathed it with vinegar water and placed a cloth sprinkled with burned alum against it when Mara brought it from the kitchen.

After they had finished, Brita motioned for her to come close and whispered in her ear. Trellis stood awkwardly at the end of the bunk with his face averted. Her own face flamed. She felt the complete fool for not realizing the man would have to, at times, relieve himself. Mara left the room and closed the door, vowing to have as little as possible to do with the tending of Pack Gallagher.

She worked in the kitchen, using what meager supplies she could find to make it clean. She tied a rag around the straw broom and wiped down the walls before she swept the floor. Making suds in the warm water with strong lye soap as she had seen the kitchen help do at the school, she washed all the utensils and scrubbed the workbench, trestle table, and wash bench before using the water to scrub the floor.

It wasn’t work she was used to doing, but she welcomed it because she did her best thinking while her hands were busy. First things first, she told herself. Make the house at least livable, then make Aubrey give an accounting of the money so she would know how much they had to live on. Thank goodness she had saved a major portion of the allowance he had put in the bank in Denver. She was not entirely without funds.

Trellis brought a hunk of deer meat from the smokehouse. Mara cut it in cubes, browned it in the iron kettle, then covered it with water and set it on the cookstove to simmer. When the meat was tender enough for Pack to chew, she would make dumplings in the broth if she could get Trellis to bring her flour and lard from the cookshack.

Mara mopped the floor, poured several buckets of clear water over it, and swept it out the door with her broom. She smiled at the thought of what Miss Fillamore would say if she could see her now. No doubt it would have something to do with common labor being a disgraceful waste of an education!

Exhausted when she was finished, Mara viewed the room with satisfaction. It was clean and smelled of soap and damp wood. She arranged the few dishes in the cupboard and brought a cloth from her trunk to put on the table. The room was a poor imitation of what it once had been, but it was a start.

While carrying out a pail of dirty water to throw in the yard, she saw a group of horsemen coming up the road toward the house. She paused on the porch, wiped her hair back from her face with the back of her hand, and watched Aubrey and Cullen hurry from the bunkhouse to meet the riders. They stopped in the road, but one man came on up to the house.

“Howdy.” The man tipped his hat to Mara and she nodded.

“Howdy, Marshal,” Cullen said. “Looks like you’ve been ridin’ for awhile. Bring your men on down to the bunkhouse, eat a bite ’n have a cup of coffee.”

“This isn’t a social visit, McCall. We’re trailin’ four men. The tracks led right here.”

“Four men came in early this morning ’n wanted to do some horse tradin’. Said they were part of a posse trailin’ a gang that killed a nester ’n his woman. They had badges—”

“You gave them fresh horses?”

“Why, ’course, Ace. They were part of your posse.”

“You know goddamn well they were not part of my posse!” The marshal beckoned to his men. “Go on down to the corral and take a look at those horses. Who ya got here now, McCall?”

“Same as always. Me and Pa, the twins, Steamboat ’n old Riley.”

“And that’s all?” he asked. His disbelief was obvious.

“That’s all.” Cullen looked the man in the eyes and lied.

The marshal walked his horse toward the porch. “How do, ma’am?”

Mara came down the steps.

“I must apologize for my cousin’s rudeness in not introducing us. I’m Mara Shannon McCall.” She held out her hand when the man dismounted. He removed his hat before his calloused hand clasped hers. He was thin as a whiplash, had a strong, weathered face and sandy hair that contrasted with the dark mustache that swooped down on each side of his mouth.

“Ace January, marshal out of Laramie.”

“I’m pleased to know you. Perhaps you knew my father, Shannon McCall, who built this place?”

“No, I’ve only been here for about five years. I came out after the war.”

“I’ve been in Denver for the past seven years, but I’m home now to stay,” she said smiling, and pulled her hand from his.

“That’s mighty good news, Miss McCall.”

“I’m glad to know there’s a lawman in the area. You’re welcome anytime, Mr. January.” Mara glanced past the marshal and saw the look of agitation on Cullen’s face. Let the little weasel squirm, she thought, and smiled sweetly at Ace January. “I’d invite you in, but I’ve just finished mopping and my floor is wet. The next time you come this way, stop by and I’ll bake you a layer cake.”

“I’ll not let you forget that, ma’am.” The lawman’s eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled. They seemed reluctant to leave her face. She was the softest, most wholesome-looking woman he’d seen in a long time. How in the hell could she be related to two no-good bastards like Cullen and Aubrey McCall? No matter, he thought. Her presence would not deter him one bit if he got proof the man he was looking for was here. He’d swoop down on this place and burn it out regardless of the girl and that poor crippled wife of Aubrey’s just as he’d had to burn out other outlaw nests.

Mara stood on the porch and watched the posse leave the homestead. She had the feeling the lawman didn’t like her cousins and that they didn’t like him. Well, no matter. He seemed to be a nice man doing his job. The next time he came this way, the house would be put to order and she wouldn’t be ashamed to invite a guest into her home.

“Cousin Aubrey,” Mara called. “Will you please ask someone to move this pile of wood from the porch and carry it to the back of the house where it belongs?”

Aubrey glared at her but didn’t answer.

A half hour later, Travor and Cullen, sullen and silent, moved the wood and piled it around a stump at the back of the house.

 

*  *  *

 

By the time the day ended Mara wasn’t sure she was equipped to handle so much as one more abusive word or pull one more pail of water from the well behind the house. She had had a run-in with Travor when she asked him not to walk on her clean floor until it was dry. Cullen had demanded to know how long Pack Gallagher intended to hide behind her skirts, and Aubrey had refused to talk to her about the financial state of the property. Her pride and her body had taken a beating. She was exhausted, too exhausted to move her things upstairs, too exhausted to do more than wash in the washpan when she longed with all her heart to sink down into a nice warm bath and let the tension flow out of her. In Denver all she had to do was request that the tub in the small room at the end of the upper hall be filled with warm water. Being here was like being in another world.

Mara pulled her nightgown over her head, loosened her hair from the coil, and crawled into bed. Tomorrow, she told herself, tomorrow she would work on the upstairs rooms, and then Trellis or Aubrey could have this one. She fell into a deep sleep almost immediately.

Something aroused her from that black, peaceful void. She stared into the darkness, shivered, and lifted her head from the pillow. After a long moment, she threw back the covers and went to the window to look out. The shimmering glow of the moon illuminated the landscape. Nothing stirred on the slope in front of the house. She went to the other window and looked toward the bunkhouse. All was quiet there. She was returning to her bed when she heard a hoarse whisper coming from Brita’s room and tiptoed to the door to listen.

“Ma! Ma . . . wake up.”

Mara lit the lamp, checked to see if the buttons on her nightdress were closed, then opened the door between her room and Brita’s.

“Ma . . .” Pack’s voice rasped out weakly.

In the soft glow of the lamp, Mara could see that he had thrown back the cover until it barely covered his privates. She placed the lamp on the bureau and went to the bunk.

“I’m burning up.” He moved his hand down to pull the quilt up to cover himself. “Can I trouble you for a drink of water?”

Mara felt his forehead with her palm. “Oh, my. You are hot! You’ve got an awful fever!”

Brita roused. “Mara? What’s the matter with Pack?” she asked anxiously.

“He’s taken a fever. I’ll get cold water and wash him down.” Forgetting about being barefoot and in her nightgown, Mara hurried to the kitchen and the water bucket that sat on the shelf.

“Bring vinegar, child,” Brita called. “Put the kettle on for sage tea.” Brita could hear the stove lids clang and knew Mara had stuffed the firebox with wood and was putting the teakettle on.

Mara came back into the room carrying the water bucket and a pan. She placed them on the floor beside the bunk.

“Towels? Oh, I’ve got some in my trunk.”

Pack’s feverish eyes followed her. She floated out of the room and then back in like an angel out of a dream. She came to him, bent over him, and lifted his head to help him drink from the cup she held to his lips. He drank gratefully and sank back. She wet a large towel and laid it across his bare chest, wet a smaller cloth for his forehead.

“You’ve got to drink more water, Pack.” Mara refilled the cup, slid her arm beneath his neck, and lifted his head. “Drink as much as you can.” There was a concerned tone in her voice that he had not heard before. Her hair fell forward onto his chest. He could feel the softness of her body against his upper arm. He closed his eyes. Ah, her face, her sweet face. He had not thought he would ever be this close to her. As he drained the cup, she pulled her arm from beneath him.
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