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Under the star-filled western sky . . .

 

“It was your money the thieves were after tonight, and you’d be dead if that bullet had hit you,” Kain said.

“I was protecting what was mine,” she said stubbornly, but her voice lacked the sharpness it held before.

“If I let go of you to light a smoke will you run away?”

“Run? Why should I? Am I your prisoner?”

“No.” And then he said, as if to himself, “but I may be yours.” The match flared and he held it between cupped hands until it blazed. The light outlined his face and turned it into a bronze mask.

Vanessa’s eyes clung to the smooth skin and straight brows. He was too handsome, far too handsome, despite the jagged scar that slanted across his hard cheekbone and disappeared into the thick brown hair. The gold-tipped lashes lifted and the amber eyes looked into hers. Oh, my God! Why did she have this feeling of rightness when she was with this . . . stranger?

He blew out the match. “What were you thinking, little red bird, when you looked at me with those beautiful eyes?” His fingers gently fondled her cheek and looped a strand of hair behind her ear. Vanessa caught her breath sharply. She tried to move away, but he held her with his words. “Don’t go.”
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—“Ann’s World,” Hurst Cablevision
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Chapter One

Only death would end it now.

The cheering crowd in front of the Dodge House watched the primitive game called lap jacket being played by two Negroes. It was said to be an African sport. In reality it was supposed to be a way to settle a dispute without a killing if one of the participants cried uncle while they lashed each other with a bullwhip. The fight had turned into a murderous duel; blood flowed freely, ears had been lopped off, jawbones exposed. Now each was aiming at the private parts of the other while the crowd, worked into a frenzy by the vicious fight, cheered them on.

Kain DeBolt leaned against the porch post and watched the duel. It was easy to see that the town marshal, who was overseeing the settling of the dispute, had no intention of stopping the fight. Kain turned away in disgust, stepped off the porch, and ran headlong into a woman in a dark sunbonnet with a basket on her arm. He reached out to steady her to keep her from falling. As soon as she regained her balance, furious blue eyes blazed up at him and she jerked her shoulders from his grasp.

“Get you hands off me!” she hissed.

“I beg your pardon, ma’am.” Kain was surprised by the venom in her voice. The collision had been as much her fault as his, and he was tempted to tell her so. Instead, he put his fingers to the brim of his hat and moved aside so she could pass. He watched her walk away, head up, shoulders erect, indignation expressed in every line of her slender body. He couldn’t suppress the grin that played at the corners of his wide mouth as her quick steps took her down the boardwalk. She swept past a drunk who had just been tossed out of a saloon, holding the skirt of her blue calico dress aside so it didn’t touch him, and then turned the corner.

In 1873, Dodge City, Kansas was living up to its reputation of being a wicked little town. The Kansas City Star, which Kain had tucked inside his coat pocket, proclaimed it the “Gomorrah of the Plains.” “Dodge City,” the reporter wrote, “is the beautiful bibulous Babylon of the frontier. In truth, Dodge City is hell in a loosely tied package.”

Less than a year before the Sante Fe Railroad had arrived and a station was opened in a sidetracked boxcar. At that time the infant town already had two saloons under tents and a general store. Within a month track workers, teamsters, rawhiders, whores, pimps and gamblers had flocked into town and mixed it up with the tough frontier soldiers from nearby Fort Dodge. Frame houses and false-fronted stores sprang up along Front Street. Dozens of boxcars arrived each day with grain, flour and provisions, and left again filled with buffalo bones and hides. The hides were shipped to the eastern tanneries, the bones to manufacturers for all manner of products from fertilizer to bone china. Buffalo hunting was the pillar of the town’s economy, and the bull whackers who brought in the hides, the soldiers, and the railroad gangs its populace. Both the hunters and the freighters had about them a peculiar smell from their dead cargo, and remarks made about those unpleasant odors often led to gang fights and killings.

As Kain passed the Lady Gay Saloon, an overweight trollop leaned out of one of the upstairs windows and wheezed, “For five bucks I can give ya a mighty fine time.”

He looked up at the bloated face and decided a man would have to be desperate, crazy, or both to relieve himself with a crib girl from the Lady Gay. He shook his head and walked on.

“Piss on ya, then,” she yelled. “You probably ain’t got nothin’ but a little ole bitty, nohow!”

Kain grinned, reached into his pocket for a cigar, bit off the end, and paused on the street corner to light a match. People, he told himself, were the same world over. Those same words, or a cruder version thereof, had been flung at him in a hundred towns such as this. He glanced at the reflection of himself in a darkening store window. His eyes could make out no detail, but he knew what was there. A tall man, lean of body, wide of shoulder. His face was narrow and clean shaven, his cheekbones high, and his jaw strong. A bullet scar on his jaw gave his face a somewhat sinister look until he smiled. His hair was brown and wavy, and his eyes, beneath straight dark brows, were a light tawny gold. He wore a black frock coat, a fancy vest and a flat-crowned, black hat. Yet Kain DeBolt saw a great deal more than what was reflected in the window. He saw a restless man, seeking to fill an emptiness inside him.

At any time, day or night, there were about a hundred freight or light wagons in the streets of Dodge City. Now, in the late afternoon, a wagon carrying a crude wooden coffin turned off a side street, and Kain paused to let it pass. A black man playing a moaning tune on a squeeze box sat on the tailgate of the wagon and a whiskered man in black broadcloth coat and high silk hat drove the black-draped team of horses. Another resident for Boot Hill was making his last journey. The cemetery, reserved for the many characters who died with their boots on, had received its first resident only six months before and already had a population of twenty.

Kain walked past the harness shop, the dry goods store, and the Longbranch Saloon. He passed the depot where he had stepped off the train early that morning. At the edge of town he paused to take a deep breath of fresh air. Even the smoke from the locomotive that brought him from Kansas City was preferable to the stench of hides, rotten meat, unwashed bodies and privies. His dust-reddened eyes swept over the sod houses that surrounded the town. Dirty and desolate were the only words that came to his mind. The people who lived in those huts lived with despair and hardship. He would be glad to see the last of this place.

A commotion at the end of what appeared to be a peddler’s or traveling troop’s wagon parked in the middle of a vacant lot well back from the railroad tracks drew his attention. A dozen men had formed a circle and were laughing and throwing coins into the center. Another fight—one of the many fought each day in Dodge City, Kain thought. He started to retrace his steps back to the Dodge House when he saw the woman in the dark bonnet and blue dress running toward the wagon from the other side of the tracks. He wondered as he hurried toward the wagon if it was curiosity that had put his feet into motion or if he wanted to see her furious blue eyes again.

The woman reached the scene first.

She grabbed a shovel and forced her way through the ring of shouting, laughing men. A thin-bearded youth had a big blond man down on the ground and was pounding his face with his fists.

“That kid’s a fightin’ son of a bitch!” an excited male voice rang out over the jeers of the crowd.

The woman lifted the shovel and brought the metal scoop down on the back of the man on top. She lifted it again and hit him with a resounding blow to the side of his head. The small man came up fighting and her next blow caught him on the shoulder.

“Leave him alone, you filthy, little swine!”

The short, shaggy haired, thin-bearded youth clenched his fist as if to hit the woman, then thought better of it and backed off. He spit in the dust, grinned cockily at his friends and began to pick up the coins.

“I tole ya I could do it,” he crowed. “I tole ya I could beat that big ole boy into a spitball.”

The woman in the bonnet stood protectively between the man on the ground and the trail hands who had fallen back a few paces when she had lifted the shovel threateningly.

“Get! Get, I say!”

“Ah, ma’am. We was just funnin’. We was waitin’ on the pie.”

“Funning? Why you unwashed bunch of mangy . . . warthogs! I don’t bake pies for a bunch of lily-livered clabberheads who think it’s funny to encourage a cocky little rooster to show off. Now get out of my camp! Go on, get!”

The men backed away. They were rough, but they knew that to bother a good woman in Dodge City was like putting a noose around their necks. An older, whiskered man with a bald spot on the top of his head who was holding his hat in his hand moved to the front of the crowd.

“I ain’t with ’em, ma’am. I shore be sorry. I didn’t have no idey ’bout the young feller there. I heared ya was sellin’ pie ’n I come to get me some. We ain’t had no makins fer pie since Injun Territory, ’n it’s many a dusty mile pushin’ that team to Dodge.”

“All right, stay. The rest of you big, brave men,” she spat the word contemptuously, “hightail it back to the dung hill you crawled out of.”

“Now see here, ya ain’t got no call to be so uppity.” The cocky youth was still looking around on the ground for coins.

“I’ve every right to be whatever I want to be. If I were small like you, I’d not choose to make myself appear bigger by standing on someone else.”

Her words stung the youth and his head snapped up. “Goddamn! Why you . . .” He took a step toward her.

The woman in the bonnet stood her ground, holding the shovel as if it were a club. “I thought that’s what you were trying to prove. I’ve seen your kind before—a little man who’s only knee-high to an ant trying to make up for his lack of size by picking on someone bigger than himself. You’re nothing but a cocky little bully!” Her clear voice was filled with contempt.

The boy muttered a few curses and his fists clenched. He was so angry he was shaking. “At least I ain’t no dummy,” he said spitefully, and spit toward the man on the ground.

“I’m not so sure about that! I’m surprised you’ve got enough brains to hold your ears apart. Run along, little boy. If you come around here again, I’ll spank your bottom and send you home with a tail full of buckshot.”

There were snickers from the men, and then a cough to disguise a laugh. The tables had turned and the men were enjoying the show. The bully was livid with anger.

“Ya . . . ya . . . bitch,” he snarled. “Ya’d better watch out! That’s what ya’d better do. Ya’d just better watch out!”

“And you’d better watch your mouth, kid.” Kain spoke quietly, but his voice carried to each man. They turned in a body to look at him, as did the girl in the bonnet.

“Ya wantin’ a little a what I give him?” The youth flashed a boastful grin at his companions before he looked fully at the man who had spoken.

“If you think you can do it, come on. I’ll chew you up and spit you out in nothing flat. The best thing for you to do is to run along, like the lady said.”

“I ain’t runnin’ along cause a duded up, spit ’n polish, greenhorn tells me to.” He put on his hat, hooked his thumbs in his gun belt and looked at Kain belligerently.

Oh, no, Kain thought. Why the hell hadn’t he kept his damn mouth shut? He stifled a sudden burst of temper. The damn fool kid was probably suckled on wolf’s milk and didn’t have enough sense to back down.

“Don’t make a move toward that gun, kid. I don’t want to kill you—not that I’d aim to. That gun hand is only inches from your belly and I’ve been known to shoot wide.”

“C’mon, George. Yore goin’ to mess around ’n get yoreself killed.” A youth in a flat-crowned hat and the ragged buckskins of a rawhider stepped out and took the boy’s arm.

“Your friend’s right.” Kain stared unblinkingly at the boy.

“I ain’t no greenhorn with a gun,” the kid declared in a strident shout.

“I’m sure you’re not.”

“C’mon, George. The old man said we could collect our pay at sundown.”

“I ain’t forgettin’ this,” the boy said threateningly as he turned away.

“You’d better forget it and leave these folks alone. If the lady doesn’t fill your hide with buckshot, I will.”

Kain watched the men leave. They were not a bad lot and he doubted they would give the woman any more trouble. The kid and his friend were another matter. He turned to look at her and saw that the man on the ground had rolled over onto his knees and was crawling toward the wagon. Kain felt a spurt of embarrassment and glanced away before looking at the woman. She met his eyes defiantly as if daring him to comment. The big blond man reached the front of the wagon and sat with his back to the wheel, his head in his hands. An older woman hurried from around the wagon. She went to him, knelt down and placed a wet cloth on his face.

“Apple or raisin?” the young woman asked him.

For a long moment Kain stood looking at her white face. She did not move any part of her body, but her breasts strained against the soft material of her dress with her intake of air. Her brilliant eyes staring at him through the tunnel of her stiff-brimmed bonnet barred any advance on his part.

“Or did you come to buy a quirt?” Her voice came faintly to him from across the vast emptiness yawning between them.

“Quirt?”

“Quirt or pie. Which do you want?”

“Oh, uh . . . pie. Raisin.”

“Get the man a raisin pie, Aunt Ellie, and collect his money. Which do you want, mister?” she asked the old man who was still waiting with his hat in his hand.

“One a each, ma’am. If’n ya got ’em to spare.”

“We’ve got plenty. It looks like our business will be off today.”

“I’ll spread the word, ma’am. If ya be awantin’ me to.”

“We’d be obliged. You do that and we’ll charge you for just one pie.”

“That’s mighty kind a ya.” The old man placed a coin in her hand, picked up his pies and hurried away.

“A quarter, please,” the older woman said as she walked up to Kain holding a platter of fried pies. He dug into his pocket and placed a coin on the platter before he selected one.

“Thank you for what you did.” The woman’s voice was low, but the young woman in the bonnet heard it.

“Aunt Ellie,” she said sharply.

“But Vanessa—”

“We’ll be selling pies again this time tomorrow.” Her cool voice dismissed him.

Vanessa. A grand sounding name for a grand looking woman. Kain felt a little foolish. There was no reason to linger, but some stubborn streak in him made him want to see her remarkable eyes flashing at him again.

“I may be back tomorrow, it depends on the pie. Are you sure there are no flies in it?” He carefully scrutinized the open end of the pie. “They’d be hard to find among the raisins.”

That brought her head around. Her brilliant blue eyes met his and held; in that breathless second her face was like the light at the end of a dim corridor. Kain took in a shallow breath and hoped to God the woman didn’t know the devastating effect her magnificent eyes had on him. He shook his head as if saying no to an unasked question, shifted his weight from one foot to the other as gradually the magnetic connection between them loosened its grip. Then, as if somehow seeking revenge, he slowly ran his narrowed eyes over her face, down her slender figure in the blue cotton dress, and back up to her white face enclosed by the bonnet brim.

The woman stiffened as his eyes roamed. Her flushed face made him smile, and he knew she would like to slap him. But she controlled her temper, took a deep breath, and eyed him in exactly the same way he had eyed her. The blatant contempt in her eyes was enough to discourage even the boldest of men. This time, however, it didn’t work.

“Do you like what you see?” The devilish urge to tease her couldn’t be denied. His laughing eyes mocked her.

“If I was looking to buy a puffed-up jackass, I might be interested.”

He let loose a shout of laughter. “Lady, you really know how to get a man where the hair’s short. You did a good job of stomping that kid’s pride in the mud. He’s not going to forget you cutting him down to size in front of those men. That tongue of yours has the sting of a scorpion, but the rest of you looks mighty sweet. Now, I just can’t help but wonder what you’re hiding under that bonnet.”

“Mister, my advice to you is to get the hell out of here.” As she spoke she moved to the front of the wagon, climbed up on the wheel, reached under the seat and brought out a double-barreled shotgun. Handling it as if she had been born with it in her grip, she cocked it and pointed it at him.

Kain looked deeply into her angry blue eyes before he shrugged his shoulders. “You and your . . . friend have persuaded me. Ma’am,” he said to the older woman, “I don’t think she’s got a sense of humor at all.” He tipped his hat politely, shot an amused glance at the girl with the shotgun and walked away.

 

*  *  *

 

Vanessa lowered the gun and waited until the man crossed the tracks and started up Front Street before she leaned the weapon against the back of the wagon.

“Why didn’t you get the gun, Aunt Ellie, when that bully started picking on Henry?”

“I wasn’t here. I’d run over to take some pies to that poor woman who came by yesterday with that parcel of younguns—”

“Oh, Aunt Ellie! We can’t feed everyone we feel sorry for,” Vanessa said gently. Then with more spirit she said, “This is the worst place we’ve ever been in, bar none! I’ll be glad to see the last of it.”

“So will I, dear. It seems the farther west we go the more the people act like animals.”

Vanessa went to the other side of the wagon and looked down on the big blond man who sat with his face in his hands. She knelt down and pulled his hands from his face with gentle fingers.

“Are you all right, Henry?”

His sky blue eyes between thick, spiked lashes were filled with tears. One eye was swollen almost shut and his beautifully sculptured face was cut and bruised. Light blond hair hugged his well-shaped head and Vanessa pushed it back from his forehead, then stroked his cheeks with her fingertips.

“Ah, Henry . . . I’m sorry I wasn’t here,” she whispered.

“I’m just not a fighter, Van.”

“Of course not—”

“I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want to hurt him.”

Vanessa had known her cousin Henry all her life, and all her life she had been fighting his battles for him. They had been born to sisters within six months of each other, and since she was old enough to understand that Henry was of a simple nature and never raised his hand in anger, Vanessa had shielded and protected him the best she could.

“They sold some of your quirts at the store,” she said eagerly with a bright smile. “Look at all this money I’ve got in my pocket.” She opened her pocket so he could peer inside. His swollen lips quivered.

“That’s about all I’m good for, making quirts.”

“Don’t say that, Henry Hill! I don’t know what Aunt Ellie and I would do without you. It’s because of you we have all this money. We should have enough to leave this place by the day after tomorrow. Here, put this in your pocket.” She placed a silver dollar in his hand. “Wash your face now, and go water the mules.”

“Do you think they’ll come back?”

“If they do I’ll fill their butts with buckshot,” she said staunchly. She stood and Henry got to his feet. He towered over her even though she was considered a tall woman. Henry managed a smile of sorts, but his worried eyes showed it didn’t go beyond his lips. “You’d like to see me do that, wouldn’t you?” she chided affectionately. “Now get, you rascal!”

Vanessa watched him walk away. He was a fine figure of a man, tall, broad shouldered, slim hipped. She had never seen a more handsome man. Not until someone talked to him did they realize that Henry was as naive as a child. Vanessa loved him as if he were her own. Because of that love she had let Aunt Ellie talk her into making this trip to Colorado to find Henry’s uncle, who Ellie believed would take some responsibility for his brother’s child.

They had been in Dodge City three days; as far as Vanessa was concerned, it was three days too long. Never had she imagined a place so wicked. The farm home where she was born and had lived until just three short months before now seemed to be in some other world. At times she was so homesick she thought she would die from it. But there was no going back. The small farm outside Springfield had been sold, and the money hidden in the bottom of their wagon would help them get settled into a business when they reached their destination. In the meantime, they sold their pies and the quirts Henry made and bought supplies for the next leg of their journey in each town along the way.

Vanessa wasn’t sure she wanted to go back to her old home, now that she thought of it. The people there had been unkind to her father when he returned from the war. He had been a fine doctor when he left, but the memory of the bloody battlefields had caused him to turn to drink, and the only time a patient had gone to him was when there had been no one else available. And then, more often than not, they had sought help from Vanessa because she had picked up an amazing amount of medical knowledge from her father before he died.

Vanessa leaned against the wagon and watched her aunt. Men were coming to the wagon from across the tracks, and Ellie, gracious and smiling, was dispensing the pies and taking their money. The men doffed their hats, thanked her aunt repeatedly, paid their money, and went away eating their pie.

Ellie Hill was the only mother Vanessa had ever known. Her own mother had died when she was a baby, and Ellie, bringing her own small son, had moved in to take care of her. Henry’s father and Aunt Ellie had been married in Springfield, and he had gone back to Chicago saying he would send for her. Nothing was heard from him until several years after Henry was born. Ellie received a letter from her husband’s brother in Colorado saying he had been informed his brother had been killed saving a small child from being crushed by a runaway team. Ellie idolized her dead husband’s memory. She had a small tintype of his likeness that she looked at often. When she got out the picture, the letter, and her marriage paper, Vanessa knew she was suffering from a bout of melancholy and was thinking about the one short month of happiness she had had with the man she loved.

She watched Henry walk across the field carrying two buckets of water. Animals liked Henry; children liked Henry. Grown men had no tolerance for his slowness to understand. Henry was good help if someone told him what to do. But he had to be watched like a child whose curiosity outweighed his judgment. Aunt Ellie was right to worry about what would happen to her son when she wasn’t around to take care of him. She thought it would be unfair to saddle Vanessa with the responsibility. She was convinced that she and Henry had spoiled her niece’s chances with wealthy, handsome Martin McCann. He had stopped courting Vanessa because, as he put it, he wanted a wife, but not one tied to an old woman and a dummy. Vanessa sighed deeply. Aunt Ellie wouldn’t believe it, but Martin McCann made her want to throw up. She wouldn’t have married him if he were the only thing walking on two legs. Anyway, the relationship had ended, and the idea of going to Colorado to be near Henry’s uncle took root in her Aunt’s mind. And, Vanessa had to admit, her own adventurous spirit welcomed the idea.

The opportunity to make the trip fell into their laps much sooner than they expected when a traveling medicine man had stopped at the farm. He was dying, he explained, and if they would take care of him until the end and give him his pain-killing medicine, he would leave them his fine caravan and two strong mules. He had had the caravan specially built of light lumber. It was compact and neat, with two sleeping shelves attached to the sides. Every inch of space was utilized. A small wood stove heated it in the winter, and an opening in the ceiling cooled it in the summer. It was a marvelous vehicle and had served as his home for four years. The old man had lived for only six weeks after he arrived at the farm, and in the spring they had sold out and begun the journey.

Vanessa allowed herself a minute to think about the tall, well-dressed man who had spoken up for her earlier. She had no doubt at all that she could have handled the situation. More than likely he was a gambler or a railroad speculater, and she wanted no obligations to such as that. He was everything she disliked in a man, bold, insolent, much too confident. She had seen him standing on the hotel porch watching the Negroes lash each other with the bullwhips. Anyone, she thought, who could get pleasure out of seeing two men mutilate each other was little more than a barbarian. She had also seen him look at Henry and then away, as if Henry were an embarrassment. That had really set her teeth on edge. How could a man like that possibly know how confused and frightened Henry was?

 

*  *  *

 

By evening Dodge City was in its hip-hip-hurrah stage, and by ten o’clock the hell raising had just begun. Vanessa and Henry brought their four mules and one saddle horse close to the caravan and staked them for the night. They doused the campfire, not wanting to call attention to themselves, and settled down in their chairs near the back of the wagon for an hour of rest before going to bed. The double-barreled shotgun was within Vanessa’s reach.

“I liked that man who was here today,” Ellie said.

“Which one?” Vanessa asked, although she was sure she knew which man her aunt meant.

“The one that faced up to that little . . . weasel.”

“Oh, him.” Vanessa had removed the pins from her hair and was massaging her scalp with her fingertips. What a heavenly feeling! While they were in town she never took off her bonnet until after dark, and on the trail she wore one of Henry’s old hats. Her fiery, copper colored hair drew too much attention. The thick, curly and often unruly mass covered her shoulders and spilled down her back. She was resigned to its contrariness in the same way she was resigned to the fact that God had given her pale, fine skin that had no resistance whatsoever to sun and wind. She had learned to protect herself from burning by wearing a stiff-brimmed bonnet while in the hot sun. But on this trip the bonnet had served two purposes, the most important one being to cover the mass of hair that shone in the sun like a red-hot flame and brought unwanted attention.

“I liked him.”

“You liked him? Oh, Aunt Ellie, I swear. You like anyone who’s polite and clean. Those duded-up, smooth talking galoots are the worst kind. That’s how they make their living—smooth talking people into doing what they want. I bet he has two horns under his hat.”

“Who has horns under their hat?” Henry sat on the ground between the two women with his back against a wheel.

“Vanessa is just funning, son. What she meant was the man wasn’t what he seemed to be.”

“I wonder if those people plowed the corn.” Henry’s mind was always forging ahead, flushing out one notion after the other as they came to mind.

“I imagine so,” Vanessa said

“Sometimes I wish we’d stayed home.” His face twisted as he tried to puzzle through an idea. “I’d be plowing the corn and old Shep wouldn’t have got killed.”

“Maybe we can get another dog before we leave Dodge City.” Vanessa knew her cousin was still grieving over the loss of his dog, which had been kicked to death by a stallion in Wichita.

“When’s that going to be? I don’t like it here.”

“I don’t either. I’ll be glad to leave. I’m thinking we can go the day after tomorrow. I’ll go back to the store in the morning and pick up the quirts that haven’t sold, unless the man wants to buy them. I told him we’d take some of the money in trade.”

“I kind of hate striking out by ourselves,” Ellie said. “I wish we could join up with some other folk going west.”

“I’ve not found anyone ready to leave just yet. They say a group left two or three days ago, and another one before that. Maybe we’ll meet up with someone, but if we don’t we’ll do just fine by ourselves.”

“I know, but this country seems so wild—”

“I figure we’ll take the Sante Fe Trail west, and when we get to the point where it turns south, we’ll go north to Denver and from there up to Greeley then over to Junction City. The roads are supposed to be passable, if not good. We’ve got four strong mules, a solid wagon, and Henry to take care of us.”

“It’ll be all right, Ma. Me and Van’ll take care of you.”

After a while Ellie’s voice came softly out of the darkness. “I thank God every day for you, Vanessa.”

 

 

 
Chapter Two

Kain opened the first of the two telegrams the operator handed him and read it several times. It took a moment or two for the message to take root in his mind. He had expected the news to be bad, but not as bad as this. The fortune his father had left him had been wiped out when the New York Stock Market took a sudden plunge down. He was broke—flat broke. All he owned was in his pocket, in the suitcase at the Dodge House, and in the stable at the hotel.

One thought stood out above all the others: Why wasn’t he feeling something? Why wasn’t he feeling as if the world had dropped out from under him? All his life he had had only to wire his friend and broker, Alexander Fairfield, and money would be waiting at the next town. He couldn’t remember a time when it had been necessary for him to earn his living. Without that incentive he had drifted from one challenge to another, trying his hand at whatever relieved the boredom at the time: mining, riding shotgun on a stage, rounding up wild horses or gambling when the notion struck. He had hired on to make a cattle drive and had even been a deputy sheriff for a short time in a wild town in Arizona. If he was feeling anything, he decided, it was as if he had been dangling at the end of a string and suddenly the string had been cut. But he wasn’t as devastated as he had once imagined he would be if such a thing should happen. He was just dispassionate about the whole situation.

He folded the paper, put it in his pocket and opened the second telegram. He read it quickly and crushed the paper in his hand. Now he did feel something. Alex, his friend of many years, had lost his own fortune and had killed himself.

“Oh, Christ!” Kain spoke aloud in a breathless, regretful voice. Why would a man kill himself over money? Alex had everything, a beautiful wife who loved him, children. He could have started over.

Kain smoothed out the paper so he could read the words again. He reviewed the first part slowly, sorrowfully, then moved on to the last line. SEE RANDOLPH IN DENVER STOP PROPERTY NEAR JUNCTION CITY NOT AFFECTED. The telegram was signed by Alex’s assistant.

On the way back to the hotel, Kain felt the full pain of sorrow. Poor Alex. Poor son of a bitch! He wondered if there was anything he could do for Ruth and the kids. He decided not. She had her family, and besides that Kain was flat broke. No, not flat broke. He owned a whorehouse. If he hadn’t felt such sorrow over Alex’s death he would have smiled.

The year before he had bought the property from Mary Malone when she and Case had decided to go back to Texas. For years the place, located about five miles from town, had been simply known as The House. It was a quiet place and men went there from miles around for an evening of pleasure with one of the three whores in residence. Mary served drinks or tended the sick or wounded. A man was never turned away unless he was drunk or abusive. Mary’s husband had died after Adam Clayhill, a powerful, land-hungry rancher, brought in gunfighters and had run them off their claim along with a half dozen other settlers. Mary had bought The House and had run it until she married Case Malone. Then a woman named Bessie Wilhite took over. Last year Bessie herself had married and had moved to Cheyenne. Since that time the place had been boarded up.

Kain wondered what had happened to the skinny, mouthy whore named Minnie who had been at the house for five or more years. Wherever she was, he decided, she would make out all right, she was a survivor. His lips quirked in a half grin when he thought of how she hated that greedy Adam Clayhill and how she had taunted him whenever she got the chance.

Kain went straight to his room when he reached the hotel. It was ironic, he thought, that everything he owned was right back there in Adam Clayhill’s territory. Clayhill had gone East, married Kain’s widowed mother and brought her, his sister Della, and him to the Colorado Territory. Kain had been fifteen at the time, but he realized right away that his mother had made a dreadful mistake. He and Adam despised each other, so after a few months, Kain had gone back East to where his uncle lived and finished his education. He had kept in touch with his mother until she died, but after that he had made only two trips to Junction City. He tried not to think about Della. There had never been anyone in their family to equal Della. She had been a beautiful, completely unscrupulous girl, and now she was the madam of the most expensive brothel in Denver. He suspected that she had also been old Clayhill’s mistress at some time. Long ago Kain had relegated his sister Della to a special place in his mind—the place where he put unpleasant things he didn’t like to think about.

Clayhill, that wicked old bastard. Kain wouldn’t be surprised if someone had killed him by now. Kain’s thoughts turned to Logan Horn, the old man’s son by an Indian woman. A few years back the old man had hired gunfighters to kill Logan. When that didn’t work Adam had trumped up a charge and tried to get Logan hanged for raping Della. Now Logan was a prosperous, if not well-liked rancher. If he hadn’t had Indian blood in him, he would more than likely be a candidate for territorial governor. And then there was Cooper Parnell, the old man’s other bastard son by sweet, gentle Sylvia Parnell. Cooper was the spitting image of the old man, but there the resemblance ended. Cooper despised Clayhill for the way he had left Sylvia pregnant and alone. If old Clayhill provoked him, Cooper wouldn’t think twice before killing him.

Kain remembered the last time he had seen Adam Clayhill. He and a young friend, a spunky kid named Fort Griffin, had dumped the dead bodies of two of Clayhill’s henchmen on his doorstep. The old man had sent those roughnecks to kill Griffin because Griff refused to be run off the range. The old son of a bitch hadn’t batted an eyelash when he saw the corpses. He even acted as if he were glad to see Kain and had the gall to ask him to come work for him. Kain shook his head at the memory. The old man was rotten through and through, but he had guts.

That had been two years before, and Kain had promised himself then that he would keep as much distance as possible between Clayhill and himself. Now he would have to go back to Junction City and decide what he was going to do about The House and the several thousand acres of land that went with it.

He wasn’t too bad off, he decided after he sorted through his belongings. He had over four hundred dollars in cash, a pair of Smith & Wesson .44 Russian pistols, the best gun built, a small palm pistol, a good Winchester rifle, a double-barreled shotgun, and Big Red—as good a horse as any he’d ever ridden.

Suddenly Kain wanted to get out of his city clothes. He stripped naked and started to dress. After he put on a pair of buckskin breeches and a pullover buckskin shirt, he strapped on his gun belt. Then he began to pack, starting with his bedroll, then extra trail clothes. When he finished, he bundled up a pile of discarded clothes and left the room. The desk clerk looked at him when he passed, then took a second look before he recognized him as the well-dressed man in the broadcloth coat and fancy vest who had checked in several days before.

Kain shouldered his way through the crowd loafing in front of the general store and paused in the doorway to allow his eyes to adjust from the bright sunlight to the darkened interior. The store was packed to capacity with all manner of goods needed to sustain life on the frontier. He made his way to the counter through a maze of barrels, grain sacks, crocks, stacks of rope, leather goods and tools.

“Howdy,” he said to the white-aproned clerk, and dumped the bundle on the counter. “If you can use any of this stuff I’ll take the money in trade.”

The clerk shook out the frock coat, the elaborately stitched vest, white silk shirts, tapered-leg trousers and custom made shoes.

“I can’t give you what they’re worth.”

“I know that. What are they worth to you?”

The clerk named a price and Kain nodded in agreement. He began to set items down on the counter, a large granite cup with a pouring spout, skillet, a gray granite plate, a spoon and a fork.

“Add coffee, salt, rice, beans, bacon, dried beef, and some cans of peaches,” he told the clerk.

“Headin’ out, are you?”

“Thinking about it.” Kain’s hand brushed a long whip lying on the counter. He picked it up and looked at the workmanship. “Someone around here make this?”

“Naw. A young lady brought it in a few days back.”

“Did she bring some quirts, too?”

“Sure did, but they’re gone. This is all I’ve got left. Want me to add it to the pile?”

Kain thought for a minute. He didn’t have any use for a whip and from now on had to be close with his money, but what the hell. He would take it as a present for Lorna, Cooper Parnell’s wife. She was the best he had ever seen with a bullwhip. He added it to the pile on the counter. He really didn’t need it, he told himself, to remind him of the woman with the fierce blue eyes.

That morning he had walked to the end of Front Street. The lot where her wagon had been was empty. He had chided himself then for feeling disappointed, and he chided himself now for thinking about her. There was no room in his life for a woman right now, not even one who sent excitement coursing through him as that one did. He’d not been able to sleep for thinking about her and wondering if her hair was light or dark. She must be blond, he had decided, because her skin was so fair. Many years had gone by since a woman had made such an impression on him. He was attracted by her fiery spirit, he told himself. He grinned, thinking about the way she had swung that shovel. Oh well, he thought, she was probably well on her way to Wichita or Kansas City by now.

Before he went back to the hotel, Kain walked by the stable. If there was anything in the world he loved it was the big, red sorrel that had been his constant companion for the last five years. The horse whinnied a greeting as soon as Kain walked down the aisle to his stall.

“Hello, Big Red. Are you getting tired being cooped up in this barn? It’s a mite better than that boxcar you rode in from Kansas City. I know how you hated that.”

Kain crawled through the rails and ran his hands down each slender leg, and lifted each of the horse’s feet. He looked closely at each shoe and dug around it with the tip of his knife before setting it down. When he finished he patted the horse on the rump.

“You’re in fine shape, Big Red. Tomorrow we’ll leave this stink hole and you can stretch your legs. We’re heading for Denver, boy. It’ll be kind of nice being out on the trail again, just you and me.” Kain filled the feedbox with a scoop of grain. “Eat up, big man. It might be a while before you have grain again. I’ll be back for you tomorrow and we’ll head out.”

Suddenly a pain knotted Kain’s stomach. He leaned against the stall rails and panted. He began to sweat. Damn! For several weeks now, off and on he’d had the pain. This was the worst one yet. A doctor in Kansas City had told him he had worms. The concoction he had given him to kill them tasted so vile that Kain had taken half of it and tossed the rest out the train window on the way to Dodge City. Now he wondered at the wisdom of his impulsive action.

The pain passed, but left him shaken. He stood still and waited, hoping it was over. He’d never known physical pain and this pain robbed him of his strength. He resented it. Right now all he wanted to do was lie down and sleep. He felt his stomach. It was sore, but the pain had gone.

Once he was back at the hotel, Kain stretched out on the bed. He had a sudden yearning for Colorado and tried and true friends such as Griffin and Cooper. He thought of Lorna and her beautiful voice, and of Mrs. Parnell. A picture of Vanessa floated into his mind, but it was an incomplete picture. He wondered, once again, what she would look like without that damn bonnet.

 

*  *  *

 

Vanessa sat beside Ellie on the wagon seat with one booted foot on the rail in front of her. She shifted the reins so she could pull her hat down tighter on her head. From a distance she looked like a young boy in the breeches and shirt, and that was just what she wanted folks to think she was. She wore her hair braided in a tight coronet that fit snugly into the crown of one of Henry’s old broad-brimmed hats that came down over her ears. Ellie had been horrified when Vanessa had first put on the pants, but after a few encounters with passersby, she saw the wisdom of the disguise.

Vanessa liked the freedom the breeches afforded her when she climbed up onto the wagon seat, or rode astride, although she had been wearing a split riding skirt for years.

The first few days after they had left Springfield, Vanessa had thought her arms were going to be pulled from their sockets, and she often had to exchange places with Henry, who rode the horse alongside the wagon and kept an eye on the extra mules tied behind. But now her arms had developed muscles, and the reins in her leather-gloved hands no longer caused blisters.

As the day wore on, Vanessa looked behind from time to time to the wagon that had pulled onto the trail to follow them when they left Dodge City. It stayed a mile or so back and made no attempt to catch up. She and Ellie talked about it and wondered if it was carrying a family going west or a rawhider going out to find the buffalo herds. They met several wagons going toward Dodge City, but the only people who passed them were a troop of soldiers. The captain leading the platoon had tipped his hat to Ellie and kept his men well out to the side so as to not stir up the dust until they were far ahead of them.

That night they pulled off the trail and camped beside an abandoned soddy. There was a pole corral of sorts, and after Vanessa and Henry set a few crossbars right they turned their stock inside. After that they explored the soddy like curious youngsters while Ellie prepared the evening meal. The soddy was dark and smelled musty, and Vanessa wondered how anyone could have lived there.

“I found some pieces of blue glass,” she called out to Henry just before she heard the angry rattle of a snake. “Oh! Henry, let’s get out of here!”

They bolted for the door.

“What was it, Van? I saw some spoons and things.”

“Snakes.” A cold shudder ran down her back. “We’ll not do that again, Henry. Stay out of places like that, hear?”

“Oh, golly, Van. I never saw anything.”

Ellie was shaking out the cloth she insisted on using on the fold-down table when a man approached their camp and stopped some fifty yards off, his hands held up. Vanessa recognized him as the old man who had witnessed the fight and had spread the word about the pies. Nevertheless she sidled over to where she had leaned the shotgun against the wagon.

“Howdy,” he called. “Is it all right if I come in?”

“Of course it’s all right. Evening to you.” Ellie, always gracious, greeted him as if he were stepping into her home. “So you’re the one who’s been behind us all day.”

“Yes’m.” The man’s eyes went from Vanessa to Henry and back to Ellie. He plainly didn’t know to which one he should address his remarks. Ordinarily he would have spoken to the man, but in this case he was sure the young woman in the breeches was the one who made the decisions. She hung back, so he spoke to the neat woman with the white apron and the soft light hair piled on top of her head. She was a sightly woman, he thought, but not one suited for life on the trail.

“Ma’am, it ’pears we’re both headed west. I’m awonderin’ if’n it would set with ya folks if’n I—we strung along with ya. Seems like we’d be a heap better off than goin’ it by our ownselves.”

“Who’s with you?” Vanessa asked bluntly.

“Ah, my girl, is all.”

“Where are you headed?”

“Denver or thereabouts. I thought to do me a little placer minin’.”

“Is your outfit in good shape? We don’t want to tie up with someone we’ve got to wait on.”

“Yes’m. I keep thin’s in top shape. I done me some wagoneerin’ and some blacksmithin’ in my day. I might even be a help to ya’ll, too.” His eyes wandered over the caravan and he shook his head in wonder. “That’s a might fine outfit ya’ll got. I don’t know as I ever seen finer.”

He looked toward Henry, then back to Vanessa. She could read his mind, as she had read the minds of a hundred other men who had looked at her cousin. Dummy, he was thinking. Two women and a dummy had no business on the trail.

“We’ve been doing all right,” she said sharply.

The man stood first on one foot and then the other. The girl’s words seemed to close the door on the subject of the two wagons traveling together. He twisted his hat around and around in his hands.

“Name’s Wisner, ma’am. John Wisner. Late of the Cimarron country down in Indian Territory.”

“I’m Vanessa Cavanaugh. This is my cousin, Henry Hill, and my aunt, Mrs. Hill.”

“Howdy.” The old man bobbed his head at the women and held out his hand to Henry. That gesture was what decided Vanessa to allow him to join them.

“Glad to make yore acquaintance, young fella.”

Henry stepped up and seized the man’s hand. He was like a friendly puppy, but he had learned to hang back until someone made a friendly overture.

“Howdy.” He grinned happily.

“We’ll be glad for your company, Mr. Wisner. We like to leave at first light, travel while it’s cool and stop for awhile in the middle of the day if we can find a cool place,” Vanessa said flatly, leaving no room for argument.

“That’ll suit us fine, ma’am. Do ya mind if’n I call the girl over? I don’t know if she’ll come, she’s mighty shy ’bout meetin’ folks.”

“Thunderation!” Ellie exclaimed. “There’s no call for her to be shy with us. We’re just plain folk.”

“Ma’am, she ain’t been with folks much.” The old man went a few paces back from the campsite and yelled, “Mary Ben! C’mon over here ’n meet these folks.” He waited a moment and called again. “Mary Ben!” There was no answer. “I guess she ain’t acomin’. I see you folks is fixin’ to eat. I’ll jist mosey on back and maybe after a while I can get ’er to come over.”

“Landsakes,” Ellie said after the man walked away. “Should we have asked them to supper?”

“Of course not. Just because we’ll travel together doesn’t mean we have to be social.” Vanessa took off her hat and tossed it up on the wagon seat. She put a dipper of water in the washpan, washed her hands and splashed some on her face. “We’ll water the stock out of the barrels tonight, Henry. Tomorrow night we’ll try to camp closer to the river.”

“How come the girl wouldn’t come over?” Henry asked when they sat down to eat.

“Her pa said she was shy. He said she’d not been around folk much.” Ellie shook her head sorrowfully. “Maybe she’s been living far out on the prairie someplace. Will you say grace tonight, Henry?”

Henry bowed his head. “Thank you, Lord, for helping us get through this day, and bless this food.”

“Pass the biscuits to Vanessa first, Henry,” Ellie chided gently when he helped himself first.

“Yes, ma’am. I forgot. I sure wish we could have found a dog back in Dodge.”

“We’ll get one the first chance we get,” Vanessa promised.

“We won’t get one now till we get to Colorado,” Henry said like a disappointed child. “Mr. Wisner has a dog.”

“Good. I hope it’s friendly. Well,” she said and smiled, “not too friendly. If it’s too friendly it won’t be worth a hoot as a watchdog.”

When Ellie cooked the evening meal she always cooked enough food for the noon meal the next day. After supper she packed the food in a basket and set it in the wagon. Vanessa helped clean up while Henry watered the stock. All three had their chores. It was a routine that worked well.

“Sometimes I wonder if we’ve done the right thing,” Ellie said when they had settled down beside the dying cookfire. “It’s so . . . big.” Her gesture took in their surroundings. “I had no right to bring you and Henry into this. Adam Hill could be dead. He didn’t answer my letters.”

“Oh, Aunt Ellie! Don’t look on the dark side. You know how mail is in this country.”

“I’m thinking there may be other kinfolk. My Henry said his brother was one of the most important men in the territory. He said he owned a big ranch and most of the town . . .” Ellie’s voice trailed off.

“Now stop worrying. We discussed it. Henry and I agreed it was the best thing to do. We were in a rut in Missouri. It’s been good for all of us, especially Henry. He’s learned a lot and so have I. We’ve seen a whole new way of life out here and we’ve enough money to get us a start. Finding that Henry has kinfolk will be an extra bonus, but we’ll certainly not depend on them for our living.”

“I know you wanted to come, but it’s one thing to sit in a comfortable house and talk about going west and something else when you are doing it.” She looked westward, toward the stretch of open plain. “I can’t help but wonder what’s waiting for us out there.”

“Whatever it is, it can’t be worse than Dodge. Don’t worry, Aunt Ellie, dear. We’ve managed just fine up to now.”

“Dodge was the jumping off place. From here on it’s a wild and lawless land.”

“‘The Lord takes care of those who take care of themselves,’” Vanessa quoted. “With that shotgun and rifle I plan to do just that.”

Henry had been listening quietly. He didn’t like the worried tone of his mother’s voice. His slow thinking mind tried to sort out what was bothering her. At first the trip was exciting; but now that the newness had worn off, there were times when he was bewildered and longed for the farm and the familiar everyday things; the cows, the sheep, the warm coziness of the barn, and old Shep. But Vanessa had said all that was behind them and they had to look ahead. She said they would have a new home in Colorado and that he was the man in the family and he would have to work hard just like he had in Missouri. He could do that. He could work hard, and he could take care of his mother and Vanessa.

Henry placed his hand on his mother’s shoulder and looked up at her. His face was that of a man, a handsome man. But his eyes were the wide, worried eyes of a child.

“Don’t worry, Mama. I’ll take care of you, and I’ll take care of Van, too.”

“I know you will, dear.” There was a breathless sob in Ellie’s voice that only Vanessa recognized.

 

*  *  *

 

The old man and the girl were moving around their breakfast fire when Vanessa and Henry went for the mules. When they moved out at dawn the Wisner wagon fell in behind. Daylight found them on the trail that ran parallel with the Arkansas River. The day was warm, but a cloud bank in the southwest promised a rainstorm before the day was over.

At noon they pulled off the trail toward the river. Vanessa and Henry unhitched the mules and took them down to drink. On the way back they passed Mr. Wisner leading his team to the water, and caught a glimpse of a dark-haired girl in a faded and patched calico dress that barely reached the tops of her high-laced shoes. She moved to the back of the wagon as they approached. A big yellow dog lay beneath the wagon and eyed them but didn’t move. After they passed Vanessa glanced over her shoulder and saw the girl peeking at them from around the water barrel.

“We’ll have plenty of time to get acquainted,” she assured Henry when he lagged to look at the dog. “Right now I’m hungry.”

The man and the girl kept their distance through the nooning, and when Henry drove the team out onto the trail again, they fell in behind and moved up close because the southerly breeze blew the dust cloud made by the wagon ahead away from them. Vanessa rode out ahead astride the saddle horse.

The country slid away behind them. It was big, open and grassy as far as the eye could see, and to the south was the Arkansas River. It was lonesome country. Since noon Vanessa had seen nothing but a lone buzzard, a roadrunner, and a snake that slithered across the trail. Here the gigantic herds of buffalo had roamed for hundreds of years. Here the rawhiders had come to slaughter them by the thousands. Buffalo were different from cattle; they moved constantly, allowing the grass to grow back, and they left chips for travelers to use for campfires.

Vanessa studied the country ahead and reckoned that by evening they would reach the Cimarron cutoff. That notorious stretch of the trail was a shortcut going south across Indian Territory, used by those brave souls who thought the risk of attack by marauding Indians and bands of cutthroat outlaws was worth the two hundred miles it saved to Sante Fe.

She worried a bit about the weather. Today was the first of September. Back in Missouri they would have two months of good weather before winter. Here there was more brown in the grass than green, and the cottonwoods along the riverbank had a tinge of yellow to their leaves. That could be due to a dry season, Vanessa thought. Nevertheless, she felt they needed to make every day, even every hour count if they were to reach Junction City before winter set in.

When she saw the three horsemen come out of the trees along the river and walk their horses toward the trail, she dropped back beside the wagon and held out her hand for the shotgun. Ellie handed her the gun, then reached under the seat and placed the rifle between her and Henry. It was a plan they had worked out and used several times before. Henry had never shot the gun, but no one knew that except Ellie and Vanessa.

“Don’t say anything, Henry,” Vanessa cautioned. “And don’t stop even if they get onto the trail ahead of you. Just whip up the mules and go ahead. They’ll get out of the way.”

“I will, Van. I’ll do just what you tell me to,” he said, but he had a worried frown on his face.

The trio drew up beside the trail and waited for them. Vanessa cocked the shotgun and let it lie across her lap. One of the men wore a flat-crowned black hat and had on a black vest over a dark red shirt. He was lean and dark and clean shaven. One was sandy-haired and looked no older than sixteen. The other man was thick in the middle, his clothes were filthy and he had a tobacco stain running down the side of his mouth. All three had bedrolls tied on behind their saddles.

“Howdy.” It was the heavyset man who spoke.

Vanessa nodded and rode on past them. She could feel their eyes boring into her back and had to suppress the desire to turn and look at them. She listened intently, and knew the instant they put their heels to their horses to follow her. Long ago she had planned what she would do in such a case. She had to act decisively and catch them by surprise. She was an excellent rider and knew her horse well. She gigged him so he turned on his hindlegs and set down directly in front of the three riders, the shotgun lying along his neck. She said two words.

“Back off!”

The men pulled up.

“Ain’t friendly, huh?” The heavyset man’s nose was big and veined, and his eyes were small and piggish. He was a wide man and the sleeves of his dirty shirt were rolled halfway to his elbows. His hat was too small for his big head, and Vanessa could smell his unwashed body from ten feet away.

“No.”

Henry had stopped the wagon about fifty yards ahead, and the Wisner wagon had stopped a good hundred yards back. Vanessa faced the men between the two wagons.

“Got any tobaccy to sell?”

“No.”

The dark man had the blackest eyes Vanessa had ever seen. He turned his head to look at her with both of them, the way a snake would do. His clothes were clean, his boots good, and his gun was tied down. He sat quietly watching, but she knew he was the dangerous one. The other was a shifty-eyed kid whose brows grew together over his nose. He had a constant grin on his face.

“Yo’re shore a purty little thin’.” The big man spit, then grinned at her with snuff-stained lips. “Ain’t she a purty little thin’, Tass? We ain’t seen nothin’ purtier since we seen that little filly dancin’ bare naked on the bar in Trail City.”

The dark man took his time answering, and all the time his black eyes never blinked.

“That whore don’t hold a candle to her.” His voice was soft and silky and rolled out through lips that barely moved. It was a voice Vanessa didn’t like. His hair, as black as his hat, was shiny and grew down in front of his ears, framing his narrow dark face. His features were fine, but his high cheekbones stamped him as a half-breed. The dark man’s horse began to move slowly forward, one step at a time.

“Come any closer and I’ll blow you out of the saddle,” Vanessa said confidently and in a conversational tone

The horse stopped and the dark man’s face broke into a smile that didn’t seem to affect his eyes; they stayed open and unblinking. “Ya got a man?”

Vanessa ignored his softly spoken question.

“Ya got a man?” he asked again. Silence. “Well, it makes no never mind if’n ya got a man or not. You ’n me are agoin’ to get mighty friendly afore long.”

“I doubt that,” she retorted in a cool, lofty tone. “Now ride out.”

“Do ya think to hold off all three of us with that shotgun?”

“No. Just you. It’ll not matter to you what happens after the first shot. You’ll be splattered all over that horse.”

The man threw back his head and laughed as if what she had said pleased him. “C’mon,” he said to the other two. “Leave my woman be . . . for now.”

He lifted his hand in a salute, wheeled his horse and rode toward the river. The other two followed, the kid looking back over his shoulder and laughing.

 

 

 
Chapter Three

Vanessa rode back to speak to Mr. Wisner when the wagons began to move again.

“Ma’am, I hung back cause I didn’t want to let ’em get us bunched up.”

“You did right, Mr. Wisner. I don’t think we’ve seen the last of them. We’d better make camp together tonight.”

“I was athinkin’ that, ma’am. If’n ya don’t mind me sayin’ so, we ort a pick us a spot in the open.”

“I don’t mind at all. I appreciate your suggestions.”

The girl on the seat beside the old man kept her face turned away. She was small but full grown. Her breasts were rounded and strained the bodice of the dress that was too small. Her hair was brown and curly and brushed straight back from her forehead without a part. It was tied at the nape of her neck with a string.

“This here’s Mary Ben. Say howdy, Mary Ben,” Mr. Wisner nudged the girl gently with his elbow.

“Howdy.”

Vanessa barely heard the girl’s greeting, but she leaned forward in the saddle so she could look into her face. “Hello, Mary Ben. I’m Vanessa. We’ll get acquainted later.”

“It’d be good to water the teams afore we make camp.” The old man’s eyes moved constantly, scanning the area on each side of the trail.

“Have you been over this trail before?”

“Once or twice. If yo’re willin’ to press on there’s a openin’ to the river on ahead where we can drive down, then it’d be best to back off aways ’n make camp.”

“All right. I’m glad you’re with us, Mr. Wisner.”

Vanessa rode ahead and told Henry and Ellie the plan, then watched for John Wisner’s signal to turn toward the river.

 

*  *  *

 

It was almost dark by the time they made camp and staked out the stock. The prairie grass was pale gold in the dusky light, and there was the smell of the sun-ripened grass and cool river water on the breeze that came from the south. Firelight flickered between the two wagons and soon a trail of wood smoke drifted upward and bacon sizzled in a pan.

Mr. Wisner walked around the end of his wagon with his hand firmly grasping Mary Ben’s arm. The girl had a pained, frightened look on her face, but the determined old man was urging her forward.

“Ma’am,” he said to Ellie, “this here’s Mary Ben.”

Ellie took in the situation at a glance. “Hello, dear,” she said as she continued working. “Now, if you’ll give us room around this fire, Mr. Wisner, Mary Ben and I will have some supper ready in no time at all. Mary Ben, fetch that plate from the table and dish up this bacon. I’ll fry us a mess of eggs tonight. I’ve got to use them up before they get too old.”

The old man backed off. He watched anxiously for a moment, then went to his wagon. He returned with a large-mouthed crock with a cork stopper in the top and set it on the table.

“You folks got a likin’ fer honey? Me’n Mary Ben got us a bit awhile back,” he announced shyly.

For the first time in months Ellie didn’t insist on getting out the table and eating on a cloth. She filled a plate for each and they ate hurriedly. Neither the girl nor Henry said a word while Vanessa, Ellie and John Wisner talked of keeping watch through the night. Henry was interested in the dog. He watched it and glanced shyly at the girl. The big yellow dog lay beneath the wagon, his eyes seldom leaving Mary Ben. She sat down on the ground beside him and fed him bits from her plate from time to time.

Henry cleaned his plate, set it on the box where he had been sitting and went to where the girl sat beside the dog. He hunkered down beside them and held out a piece of bacon he’d saved from his own meal. The dog ignored it. The girl reached over and took the meat from his hand. She held it out and the dog carefully took it from her fingers. Henry smiled and reached out to scratch the dog’s ears.

“Don’t touch him,” Mary Ben said sharply.

“Why not? I’ll not hurt him.” The girl glanced at him and then away. “My name’s Henry.” Mary Ben placed her plate on the ground, folded her hands in her lap and looked down at them. “What’s his name?” She didn’t answer. Puzzled and disappointed because she wouldn’t talk to him, Henry asked, “Does he have a name?” Mary Ben twisted her hands in her lap and refused to look at him. Doggedly, he persisted. “I had a dog named Shep, but he was killed in Wichita. If he doesn’t have a name why don’t you call him Shep?”

“His name is Mister.”

“Mister what?”

“Mister nothin’. Just Mister.” She looked at him and Henry smiled.

“I like that. Will he let me pet him?”

Mary Ben continued to look at him, her face still, her eyes large and questioning. He wasn’t like any man she had met before. He was clean and he didn’t grab at her. He seemed to be as unsure of himself as she was, and he was anxious to please—like a youngster in a grown man’s body. Her shyness began to dissolve and the tension eased out of her. The shoulders that she had held so straight relaxed, and her hands that had been clenched together fell apart. An awareness of Henry’s simple nature crept into her mind, and her eyes softened and became misty. This man was no threat; he was as nervous and shy around folks as she was. Lips that had been pressed firmly together softened and tilted upward. Eyes as velvety brown as a fawn’s smiled into his.

“Give me your hand so he can smell it.” She spoke in a low husky whisper and Henry held out his hand. She shyly reached for it and held the back of it to Mister’s nose. The dog sniffed, looked at her and sniffed again. “He’s a friend, Mister,” she said softly, then placed Henry’s palm on the top of the dog’s shaggy head. A big smile slashed Henry’s brown cheeks as he stroked the dog’s head. “I think he likes you,” Mary Ben said.

“I like him. And I like you, too, Mary Ben,” Henry replied with simple honesty.

Ellie had been watching her son as he tried to make friends with the girl, praying he wouldn’t be rebuffed. It had happened so many times, and his hurt was her hurt. Relieved when they began to talk and pet the dog, she turned her attention back to what Mr. Wisner was saying.

“Ya got to be careful with yore fire, ma’am. Ain’t nothin’ awfuller than a prairie fire. I ain’t been in but one, but it was a ripsnorter. There jist ain’t no place to go when yo’re on the prairie ’n fire comes down on ya.”

“What in the world did you do?” Ellie asked.

“Why, ma’am, I turned the team loose, rolled my water barrel out from the wagon ’n jumped in. That fire come aroarin’ like a tornado. Yes siree. Twas all over in five minutes. Lost my tucker, but not a hair on my head. I was plum tickled ’bout that.”

“You were lucky you had water in the barrel.”

“Yes’m. ’Nother thin’ we gotta watch out fer is wolves. They ain’t likely to corner ya or brin’ down a mule here cause there be small critters around fer ’em to eat, but ya ain’t ort to be roamin’ around outside camp.”

“We’ll not be doing that,” Vanessa said firmly. “We’ve got those two-legged wolves to worry about now.”

“Will the young feller . . . ah, take a watch?” John asked hesitantly.

“No,” Ellie said quickly. “But Vanessa and I will.”

“Mary Ben ’n the dog can stand a turn. Nothin’ll come up on Mary Ben ’n the dog without her aknowin’.”

“How old is Mary Ben?” Vanessa asked.

“I don’t rightly know, ma’am. Some’eres around sixteen, seventeen, I reckon.”

Both women gave the wiry old man a puzzled look, but he didn’t say anymore, and they were too polite to ask why it was he didn’t know his daughter’s age.

They broke the night watch into four two-hour shifts. Ellie would take the first one, then Mary Ben, then John. Vanessa would take the last shift. The rainstorm that had threatened all day became a reality. The wind came first and began scattering the embers of the cookfire. Henry scooped dirt over them, then hurried to the wagon as the rain came down.

One of the double doors at the back of the caravan was a split door. Ellie folded back the top half and sat looking out into the night. An occasional flash of lightning lit up the camp and she could see the wind whipping the canvas top of the Wisner wagon. Henry was stretched out on the floor beneath Vanessa’s bunk, and Ellie could hear him snoring peacefully.

It had taken Ellie ten years to become reconciled to the fact that her son’s mental capacity was impaired. He hadn’t walked or talked until two years after Vanessa walked and talked, and it was so terribly hard for him to learn to read simple words and write his name. Had it not been for Vanessa’s companionship, he would not have advanced to the stage he was in now. His cousin had been wonderfully patient with him. Several years before she had discovered he had a skill and ease in using his hands and enjoyed working with leather. She had traded medical services and medicine to a neighbor to teach him how to make whips and quirts. Soon Henry’s work was even better than his teacher’s and the association had ended.

When they left Missouri they had brought with them several tow sacks of cut, rolled hides that had been run through the splitting gauge to remove the hair. They had had to leave behind the grindstone Henry used to sharpen his knives because it was so heavy, but they planned to buy another when they reached Colorado. It had been a big boost to Henry’s confidence to know that he excelled in something.

Lightning flashed and Ellie saw Mary Ben climb out of the end of the Wisner wagon with a slicker over her head. She crawled beneath the wagon and sat down beside the dog. Ellie knew she was free to go to bed, but still she sat looking out into the night.

She thought of her husband and closed her eyes. Once again she saw his handsome blond head, his laughing eyes, and felt his soft mustache against her face. Within two glorious days he had swept her off her feet with sweet and persistent courting. They married and had what were the happiest weeks of her life, followed by utter despair. She never fully believed that he had deliberately deserted her as some of her friends suggested. The years had passed terribly slowly, and then she received the horrible news about his death from his brother in Colorado. But he had left a part of himself with her—their son, Henry.

Ellie sighed and sought her bed. She regretted nothing. What she hoped and prayed for was that there would be a place for her son where he could work for his keep and have kin nearby to care about him. It saddened her to know that he would never know the fulfillment of such a love as she had known.

 

*  *  *

 

Vanessa was awake when John tapped on the end of the wagon to let her know it was her turn to stand watch. She took the shotgun, wrapped a shawl around her shoulders and stepped out of the wagon. The rain had ceased and the air was crisp and cool. She sat down on a box so she could look toward the river and the darkness closed in around her. Her hair was braided in one long, loose braid, and the damp air had caused the tendrils to curl tightly on her forehead and in front of her ears. She brushed them back from her face, then buried her hands in the shawl. The night was quiet. Nothing moved, as least nothing she could see or hear. Her mind wandered to her home in Missouri, and she wondered if the people who had bought the farm had cut the dense growth of raspberry bushes. She thought about the lights along the streets in Springfield and people sitting in their porch swings. It was all so far removed from this quiet spot that it seemed to Vanessa they were alone in the world on an island of floating grass.

Far off a coyote howled, then another. It made her think of the thin-faced man with the black eyes. Vanessa felt herself go cold. She didn’t want to think of him. There was something about him that frightened her, something evil and dangerous, as if he had no regard for any living creature who stood in the way of what he wanted. He had looked at her as if he were looking right through her clothing. She shuddered again as she remembered his words and the positive way he had spoken them. Leave my woman be . . . for now, he had said.

She heard the coyote howl again, or was it a wolf? She heard the dull thud of the stock pawing the wet sod. There was no other sound and the time passed slowly. The clouds drifted away and a few stars came out. The breeze came up and rippled the canvas on the Wisner wagon.

“Quiet night.”

The voice made her freeze with fear. She had heard nothing, seen nothing. Yet the voice reached her from the darkness directly behind her. She made a grab for the shotgun and a large, strong hand caught her wrist.

“Don’t be scared. I’m not one of them you’re looking out for.” He released her hand, but stood close behind her, his other hand on her shoulder pressing her down. “I’m mighty glad you’re not a screaming woman, Vanessa.”

“Who are you?” Fear almost choked her.

“Remember that puffed-up jackass back in Dodge?” There was laughter in his voice. “The one you ran off with the shotgun after you clobbered the boy with the shovel?”

“I remember. What are you doing here?”

“I came to tell you your mules are gone.”

“What?” She jumped up and whirled to face him. All she could see was a dark shadow against the wagon.

“Don’t get all het up and go off half-cocked. I passed a camp over by the river and saw three horses and four mules. I figured the mules were yours.”

“You’ve been following us!”

He chuckled. “Yes and no. I saw your outfit this afternoon. There’s no mistaking that wagon. I doubt there’s another like it this side of the Mississippi. I couldn’t believe you were stupid enough to strike out with only one other wagon.”

“So you tagged along to see what happened,” she said caustically.

“I’m in no hurry so I lagged behind a bit. I saw you meet up with some real fine . . . ah, gentlemen. I smelled the bacon you had for supper and saw that there were three women and two men in your party. I figured to leave early and go on ahead of you. Then I saw the mules. Tell me, Vanessa, what the hell are you folks doing out here by yourselves?” There was harsh impatience in his voice now.

The familiar way in which he used her name made her temper flare. “That is none of your damn business, sir!”

“I didn’t expect a civil answer from you. Do you have any coffee?”

“No, and I’m not making any. I’m going after those mules.”

“You’re doing no such thing. You’re not doing anything until I’ve had my coffee.”

“Well! I’ll not have a . . . a sneaking nighthawk coming in here telling me what to do!”

“Vanessa?” Ellie stepped down out of the wagon. “Who’s out there?”

“It’s all right, Aunt Ellie. It’s that—”

“It’s the puffed-up jackass from Dodge, ma’am.”

“Stop saying that!” she hissed, and his chuckle made her clench her teeth in barely suppressed fury.

“Landsakes! What’s going on!”

“Vanessa’s in a stew because I slipped up on her,” Kain said. “I made enough noise to wake the dead. I thought sure she’d turn around and shoot me, but she sat there and let me walk up on her. I’m not surprised they stole the mules right out from under her nose.”

“Stole the mules? Oh my goodness! What will we do?”

“I’ve not decided. I’ll have to study on it. Name’s DeBolt. Kain DeBolt.”

“How do you do?” The polite lady, under any circumstance, Ellie offered her hand. “I’m Mrs. Hill, and this is my niece, Vanessa Cavanaugh.”

“Vanessa and I have met.”

“Did I hear ya say the mules is gone?” John Wisner’s voice preceded him out of the darkness.

“Two black, a gray and a brown,” Kain said.

“Our mules!” Vanessa blurted angrily.

“Of course. The thieves figured they’d kill the men when they went to get them.”

“Kill the men! Why on earth would they do that?” Ellie asked.

“For you women. Your fancy outfit is worth something, but three women are worth more. There would be one for each of them and when they tired of you, they could always sell you to rawhiders or plains scavangers. They took the mules so the men would come armed. Nobody much asks questions out here, but that army platoon that passed could be somewhere up ahead. They’d just say the men rode in shooting, made a fight of it and they had to defend themselves.”

“Oh my goodness!” Ellie was shocked by his blunt words. Her hand grasped the side of the wagon for support.

“I’d appreciate a cup of coffee, Mrs. Hill.”

Ellie breathed deeply, squared her shoulders and moved to a compartment beneath the wagon bed and took out dry kindling. “Do you think it’s all right to build a fire?”

“They’ll not expect you to discover the mules are gone until daylight.”

“Why didn’t the dog make a fuss when he sneaked in here?” Vanessa demanded.

“Mary Ben’s the only thin’ that dog cares for, ma’am,” John said regretfully. “Long as she ain’t bothered, he’ll not do nothin’.”

“Fine watchdog he is!”

John started a small fire. Ellie filled the blackened coffeepot with water from the barrel, added coffee, and set it on the grill over the flames. Vanessa stood back out of the light. She looked often at Kain DeBolt as he stood talking to John. In the faint light she could tell that he was dressed in buckskins, wore knee-high moccasins, and had a gun belt strapped around his slim hips. His hat was pulled low over his eyes, and his face was turned toward her. Damn him! He was watching her.

Henry came out of the back of the wagon, yawning and scratching his head. “Is it time to hitch up?”

Vanessa went to him before he reached the circle of light and urged him back against the wagon. “The mules are gone, Henry. Those men we met yesterday stole them.”

“Well, golly! I didn’t think they were very nice fellows anyway. They looked mean. Is he one of them?” he asked in a low voice, but it carried in the stillness.

“I don’t . . . think so.” Vanessa made sure her voice carried across the camp. “But you can’t trust anyone you meet up with out here in this accursed land.”

“Henry, come meet Mr. DeBolt.” Henry moved obediently toward his mother. “My son, Henry.” There was always pride in Ellie’s voice when she introduced her son.

“Howdy, Henry.” Kain held out his hand.

Henry took it, mumbled a word, and stepped back into the shadows beside Vanessa. He could tell that Vanessa didn’t like this man, so he didn’t like him either.

Vanessa stood silently beside Henry for a moment, then slipped into the caravan. She pinned her hair up on the top of her head, put on Henry’s old hat and pulled it down over her ears. Kain DeBolt was too smooth and it bothered her. As a matter of fact, everything about him bothered her a lot. He was so damn sure of himself. The way he laughed at her infuriated her. She wanted to cry when she thought of the mules. Had they been stolen while she sat there daydreaming? The possibility of their being taken by white men hadn’t occurred to her. Indians, perhaps, but not white men.

One thing was sure, she thought. They couldn’t stay where they were and they couldn’t move without the mules. They had to get them back since they couldn’t pull the wagon to Colorado with one saddle horse. Maybe she could ride ahead and find the army patrol. The more she thought of it, the more she realized that was the only hope they had. She would have to do it and she might as well get started. She stepped out of the wagon to tell her aunt her decision.

Kain was squatting on his heels with a cup in his hands, talking to Ellie. Vanessa approached the fire and held out her cup. His hat was lying on the ground beside him. He looked younger without the hat until he turned to look up at her and the light fell on the scar across his cheek. Vanessa quickly looked away, but the picture of him stayed in her mind. Until he smiled he looked almost as sinister as the dark-eyed man. But when he smiled it made all the difference. He grinned at her with his lips and his light, fawn colored eyes. She turned her back on him and spoke to her aunt.

“The only hope we have of getting our mules back is to reach that army patrol up ahead. I’ll ride out and try to find them.”

“You’ll do no such thing.”

Vanessa turned slowly, disbelievingly, when she heard those softly spoken words. Kain was still squatting beside the fire. His eyes caught and held hers. He wasn’t smiling. Silence pressed down on the entire camp as the two did battle with their eyes.

“If you said what I think you said, you just watch me,” Vanessa said through lips stiff with anger. “We’ve got enough trouble here without you adding to it, so ride out, mister.”

Kain stood, his face rigid with impatience and anger. He would have given a year of his life to be able to throw her across his lap and spank her bottom.

“You’ll have more if you ride out of this camp by yourself, you stubborn, muleheaded little brat. In an hour’s time you’ll find yourself flat on your back in the grass, and when those woman-hungry drifters get through with you, if you’re still alive, you’ll wish you were dead!”

“Well I never! You don’t have to be so crude!”

“Crude? For God’s sake! Who do you think took those mules? Sunday school boys? They’re cutthroat drifters, outlaws, the scum of the Plains. They want women! And here, in this camp, is a woman for each of them. Get some sense in that stubborn head of yours and stop acting like a balky mule.”

“You hadn’t ought to talk to Vanessa like that.” Henry came to stand beside her and Vanessa looked up at him in dismay. He had squared his shoulders and was trying to look Kain in the eye, although she could feel the hand on her arm trembling violently.

“I’m not being disrespectful, Henry,” Kain said gently but firmly. “I had to speak plainly so she’d realize I will not allow her to go off on a wild goose chase that could get her killed or . . . worse.”

“I don’t want her to get hurt, either.” Henry’s voice dropped to a whisper.

Surprised by Henry’s defense and Kain’s understanding of what an effort it was for him to speak up, Vanessa was silent for a moment. And when Henry backed down, an overwhelming desire to hit Kain made her clench her fist and bite her lower lip. He had won Henry over to his side! She was losing control. This . . . puffed-up jackass was taking over.

“You won’t allow?” Vanessa focussed on what irritated her the most.

“I won’t allow,” Kain answered evenly. “Now climb down off your high horse, Vanessa, and behave yourself. I have to get going if I’m going to get those mules back.”

“How do we know you’re not one of them?”

“You don’t. But I’m the only hope you’ve got.”

“He’s right, dear. Please listen.” Ellie stood on the far side of the campfire, her hands wrapped in her apron and a worried look on her face.

“Saddle up, Henry. You’ll have to help me bring the mules back if I get them.”

“He’s not going with you,” Vanessa said quickly. “I’ll go.”

Kain ignored her. “You can handle the mules, can’t you, Henry?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I tell you he isn’t going!”

“No, Mr. DeBolt,” Ellie said worriedly. “Henry . . . has never shot a gun.”

Kain looked from one woman to the other and then to Henry. Henry hung his head and looked away. Kain muttered something under his breath that sounded like a string of curses.

John spoke, breaking the awkward silence. “Young feller, I’d be obliged to go with ya.”

“I was counting on you staying in camp and looking after the women, Mr. Wisner. I was also counting on Henry to bring the mules back if I got pinned down.”

“Mary Ben can shoot a rifle good as any man I ever did see. With Mary Ben they be as well off as if it was me here.”

“I want to go, Vanessa. I want to help.” Henry was shaking her arm to get her attention.

“Henry! It will be dangerous.”

“Saddle the horse, Henry,” Kain said quietly and waited until he walked out into the darkness. Then he spoke to Ellie. “John will go with me, and Henry can bring back the mules. He’ll be all right. I left my horse back in the trees. I’ll get him.”

“Who does he think he is?” Vanessa sputtered after Kain left. “He just comes waltzing in here and takes over.”

“Ma’am,” John had turned away, but came back. “I been all up ’n down the cattle trails from the gulf to Kansas, ’n I seen men aplenty. This one knows what he’s about. Them’s three bad fellers we come up against. We be mighty lucky DeBolt came along.”

“He’s right.” Ellie rolled and unrolled her hands in her apron. “Oh, I wish we’d never come to this godforsaken land.”

“If Henry goes, I go,” Vanessa announced stubbornly before stalking off in the darkness.

She was mounted behind Henry with the shotgun in her hand when Kain rode into camp. He eyed them for a long moment, as if that was what he expected. John spoke to Mary Ben, picked up a big buffalo gun, checked the load, and climbed up on one of his horses. He rode Indian fashion with only a blanket between him and the horse as if he’d been doing it all his life.

“Does she know how to use a gun?” Kain nodded toward Mary Ben. “And would she use it if she needed to?”

“You can bet yore life on it.” John rode to the far side of the camp and let loose a stream of tobacco juice before he spoke again. “Ma’am, ya’ll be all right with Mary Ben. She’ll do what’s got to be did. She been down the trail ’n cross the creek.”

Kain’s eyes sent a silent message to Vanessa that she interpreted to mean, “He’d much rather have Mary Ben along than Vanessa.” She tilted her chin defiantly and glared at him.

“Come on. Let’s get at them before they know this is all they’re up against.” Kain led off and John followed with Henry and Vanessa bringing up the rear.

Vanessa, snug against Henry’s back, could feel his excitement. She wondered why in the world Aunt Ellie had permitted him to go. Henry was her whole world. If anything should happen to him it would kill her aunt. It would kill her, too, she thought and hugged him close.

“You be careful, hear?” she whispered.

He didn’t answer because Kain had stopped his horse and they had moved up beside him.

“The camp is just ahead, Henry. John and I will ride in. You stay back until I tell you to get the mules. Understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And you stay out of sight,” he said to Vanessa.

Fifty yards from the camp he held up his hand and Henry halted the horse. He pointed his finger. Henry slid off the horse and went silently through the brush to the spot where the mules were tied to a line strung between two trees. Kain and John walked their horses to the edge of the camp. Light streaked the eastern sky. Birds chirped noisily and fluttered in the willows that grew beside the river. The horses and mules, not used to being together, added to the noise by stamping and blowing gusts of breath through quivering lips.

The men by the fire didn’t hear anyone approach until a horse whinnied a greeting. They looked up, and the heavyset man jumped so quickly to his feet that he dropped his coffee cup in the fire. There was a short hissing sound when the liquid hit the flames, and then quiet. They stood waiting, their eyes going from the man on the sorrel to the old man riding bareback.

“Our mules got loose in the night. I reckon you caught them and are holding them for us,” Kain said. “We’re much obliged. We’ll take them off your hands.”

“Ya will, huh?” The fat man wiped his greasy hands on his shirt and looked nervously at the thin, dark man in the black vest. “Wal, now, I’m athinkin’ we ort a study on that a bit. Finders is keepers is what I hear. Ain’t that right, Tass?” The thin, dark man stood stone still, his coal black, unblinking eyes on Kain’s face. The light-haired kid grinned, showing missing teeth. Kain knew exactly what the kid was thinking: they’d be easy pickings because there were only two of them against three.

Although the fat man was doing the talking, Kain knew instinctively the breed was the one to watch. He wore his gun tied down and his right hand was ready. He had that still look about him that spelled trouble.

“The mules belong to the folks back there. We’re taking them back.”

“Are you?” The dark man spoke for the first time. His face was tight and his lips barely moved. “We’ve got the number on you. That means we keep the mules till the woman comes to get ’em.”

“She’s here.” Vanessa spoke from somewhere behind Kain. “Now it’s three on three.”

An oath sprang to Kain’s mind that he dared not voice. The damn fool girl would mess around and get them killed. He shoved his anger to the back of his mind. He couldn’t allow it to tighten him up.

“No,” Kain said, choosing his words carefully and looking squarely into the dark eyes of the man who stood tensely, as if coiled to spring. “It’s just you and me.”

Tass’ thin lips tightened, honing his already sharp features. He had not expected that. There was quick calculation in his eyes. The stranger was mounted, he was on the ground. But there was the old man with the buffalo gun.

“What does that mean?”

“It means we take the mules and ride out. It means if you make a move to stop us, I’ll kill you.”

The breed was bothered by Kain’s confidence but was still sure enough of himself to stand his ground. Kain waited to see how long it took for the man’s sand to run out. The more bothered he was the better Kain’s chances. The breed was a killer. Kain had seen his kind before; quiet like a snake, but when he struck he meant to kill. How many men had he shot in the back, and how many men had he killed face-to-face?

“Vanessa, you and Henry get the mules.”

Kain heard her turn her horse. The breed’s ink-black eyes darted from him to the girl and back. His nostrils flared, but otherwise he didn’t move a muscle.

“Like hell,” the fat man yelled suddenly.

Vanessa’s horse jumped nervously and squealed when she drew up on the reins. The fat man thought this was his chance; his hand swept down. It was the last thought he would ever have. The buffalo gun boomed. The force of the shot flung him back like a rag doll, and when he landed there was scarcely anything left of his head.

Kain’s gun was out and covering the other two, who stood in flat-footed astonishment, caught that way, unmoving, not wanting to move. The gruesome sight of their companion’s headless torso had taken the fight out of the young one. The skin on his face had turned a pasty yellow.

“Get out of here,” Kain snarled at Vanessa and she went.

John calmly rammed another charge in the buffalo gun, then cocked it and pointed it at the men.

“I’m aready,” he said calmly. “Ya want that I blow ’em to hell, too?”

“It’s up to them,” Kain said matter-of-factly. “If they don’t shuck the guns by the time I count to three, go ahead.”

“I ain’t sure I know past one,” John said innocently.

The men unbuckled their gun belts and let them fall to the ground. The kid seemed to notice for the first time the splatters of the fat man’s blood on his pants. He gagged repeatedly, then bent over and vomited. The dark man seemed unmoved by the grisly sight and kept his eyes on Kain’s face.

“Keep them covered, John, while I collect the guns.” Kain got down out of the saddle, picked up the gun belts and the gun the fat man had dropped. He collected three rifles and bashed them against a tree until the barrels were bent. “You birds will be busy for a while burying your friend, so you won’t need your horses. We’ll borrow them for a spell.” He walked over and cut the horses loose from the line. “Unless you want to join your fat friend, keep a distance between yourselves and those wagons.”

Kain mounted and drove the horses out of the camp ahead of him. John followed slowly, watching the men over his shoulder.

 

*  *  *

 

Primer Tass watched the old wolf with the buffalo gun ride out and congratulated himself on his self-restraint. Unlike the stupid, fat Dutchman, he would live to even the score with the gringos. They would wish they were dead a hundred times before he was through with them. The kid and the Dutchman had both wanted the girl who rode with the old man. He’d have the spunky woman! She was just what he’d always looked for and had known he would find some day. She was fresh and spirited and would fill his days and his nights with excitement.

All his life Tass had taken leavings; leftover clothes, leftover food, leftover, used-up women. His own mother, part Comanche and part Mexican, had been used up by his father, an old white son of a bitch, by the time Tass was old enough to know who he was. But he had fixed the old bastard with a knife in his throat when he’d tried to use him after his mother died. This time it would be different. Someone would get his leavings.

Tass had thought of nothing but the woman since he had seen her. He thought of the way she had warmed him the day before when she sat on her horse and looked just at him, and the way she’d sassed him back. She reminded him of a little wildcat, and he was sure she’d fight like one. He would watch and wait, and when the time was right, he would take her and head for the wild, desolate country in Mexico. On the way he would break her like he would a wild mountain pony. Just thinking about it excited him. He’d tame her with his quirt and fists until she lay naked and willing beneath him, legs and mouth open to welcome him. He would teach her what he wanted her to do, then he’d devour her day and night until he got his fill.

His mind told him to stop thinking about her. Soon, and for as long as he wanted her, the woman would be his. He was in no hurry. It was a long way to Denver or Santa Fe or wherever the woman was going. He would follow slowly, take his revenge on the gringos, then take her.

 

 

 
Chapter Four

Ellie and Mary Ben were waiting at the edge of the camp when Vanessa and Henry rode in with the mules. Mary Ben, shading her eyes with her hand, looked behind them toward the river.

“Mr. Wisner’s all right, Mary Ben.”

“And Mr. DeBolt?” Ellie asked.

“He’s all right, too, Aunt Ellie. Mr. Wisner killed one of them,” Vanessa blurted, still shocked by the sudden violence.

“Killed one? Oh my goodness!”

“Let’s get hitched up, Henry.” Vanessa feigned composure, for she did not want her aunt and cousin to see how unnerved she was. She had seen death many times in her life and had come to accept it for the old, the sick and the injured. But never had she seen such sudden violent death as she had just witnessed.
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