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Wanting to belong isn’t easy
When they’re making it rough instead.
And the hardest of all is knowing
They’re all Calder born—and Calder bred.








1


The windswept Montana plains rolled with empty monotony beneath a freeze-dried sky. Along a fence line that stretched into the far-flung horizon, old snow formed low drifts. A brooming wind had brushed clean the brown carpet of frozen grass that covered the rough-and-tumble roll of the plains and held the thin layer of soil in place.


There was no room in this bleak, rough country for anyone not wise to its ways. To those who understood it, its wealth was given. But those who tried to take it eventually paid a brutal price.


Its primitive beauty lay in the starkness of its landscape. The vast reaches of nothingness seemed to go on forever. Winter came early and stayed late in this lonely land where cattle outnumbered people. The cattle on this particular million-acre stretch of empty range carried the brand of the Triple C, marking them as the property of the Calder Cattle Company.


A lone pickup truck was bouncing over the frozen ruts of the ranch road, just one of some two hundred miles of private roads that interlaced the Triple C Ranch. A vaporous cloud from the engine’s exhaust trailed behind the pickup in a gray-white plume. Like the road, the truck seemed to be going nowhere. There was no destination in sight until the truck crested a low rise in the plains and came upon a hollow that nature had scooped into the deceptively flat-appearing terrain.


The camp known as South Branch was located in this large pocket of ground, one of a half-dozen such camps that formed an outlying circle around the nucleus of the ranch, breaking its vastness into manageable districts. The term “camp” was a holdover from the early days when line camps were established to offer crude shelters to cowboys working the range far from the ranch’s home buildings.


There was a weathered solidness and permanence to the buildings at South Branch, structures built to last by caring hands. Stumpy Niles, who managed this district of the ranch, lived in the big log home with his wife and three children. A log bunkhouse, a long squatty building set into the hillside, was not far from the barn and calving sheds in the hollow.


The truck stopped by the ranch buildings. Chase Calder stepped from the driver’s side and unhurriedly turned up the sheepskin collar of his coat against the keening wind. Like his father and his father’s father, the reins of the Triple C Ranch were in his hands. His grip had to be firm enough to curb the unruly, sure enough to direct the operations, and steady enough to ride out the rough patches.


Authority had rested long on his shoulders, and he had learned to carry it well. This land that bore his family’s name had left its mark on him, weathering his face to a leather tan, creasing his strong features with hard experience, and narrowing his brown eyes which had to see the potential trouble lurking beyond the far horizon. Chase was on the wrong side of thirty, pushing hard at forty, and all those years had been spent on Calder land. It was ingrained in his soul, the same way his wife, Maggie, was ingrained in his heart.


The slam of the pickup’s passenger door sounded loudly. Chase’s glance swung idly to the tall, lanky boy coming around the truck to join him, but there was nothing idle about the inspection behind that look. This sixteen-year-old was his son. Ty had been born a Calder, but he hadn’t been raised one, something Chase regretted more than the trouble that had driven Maggie and himself apart nearly sixteen years ago.


Those had been long years, a time forever lost to them. Her father’s death had aroused too much bitterness and hatred toward anyone carrying the Calder name. He hadn’t tried to stop her when she left; and he had made no attempt to find out where she went. There had been no reason to try—or so he had thought at the time. But he hadn’t known of the existence of his son until the fifteen-year-old boy had arrived, claiming him as his father. As much as he loved Maggie, at odd moments he resented that she had never told him about Ty. During their years of separation, Ty had grown to near manhood in a soft environment of southern California.


All this land would be Ty’s someday, but precious years of training had been lost. Chase was nagged by the feeling that he had to cram fifteen years of experience into Ty in the shortest period of time possible. The kid had potential. He had try, but he was only greenbroke, like a young horse that wasn’t sure about the rider on its back or the bit in its mouth—or what was expected from it.


With school out of session for spring break, Chase was taking advantage of the time to expose Ty to another facet of the ranch’s operation—the ordeal of spring calving. For the regular cowboys, it was a seven-day-a-week job until the last cow had calved in all the districts of the Triple C Ranch. Since Stumpy Niles was shorthanded, Chase had brought Ty to help out and, at the same time, learn something more about the business.


As he stopped beside him, Ty hunched his shoulders against the bitter March wind rolling off the unbroken plains. In a comradely gesture, Chase threw a hand on his son’s shoulder, heavily padded by the thick winter coat.


“You met most of the boys here when you worked the roundup last fall.” Chase eyed his son with a hint of pride, not really noticing the strong family resemblance of dark hair and eyes and roughly planed features. It was the glint of determination he saw, and the slightly challenging thrust of Ty’s chin.


Ty’s memory of the roundup wasn’t a pleasant one, so he just nodded at the information and held silent on his opinion of “the boys.” They had made his life miserable. The worst horses on the ranch had been put in his string to ride. When “the boys” weren’t throwing their hats under his horse, they were hoorahing him for grabbing leather when the horse started bucking or they were slapping his hands with a rope. If he forgot to recheck the saddle cinch before mounting, it was a sure bet one of them had loosened it. They had told him so many wild tales about the tricks to catch a steer that Ty felt if they had told him to shake salt on its tail, he would have been gullible enough to believe them.


They had pulled more practical jokes on him than he cared to remember. The worst had been waking up one morning and finding a rattlesnake coiled on top of his chest. It had been hibernating and the cold made it too sluggish to do anything, but Ty hadn’t known that. He had damned near crapped his pants, and all “the boys” had stood around and laughed their sides out.


It was like being the new kid on the block. Of course, Ty never used that phrase around his father. His father had the opinion that city life made a man weak. More than anything else, Ty wanted to prove to his father that he wasn’t weak, but he didn’t know how much more of this endless hazing he could take. A couple of the old-timers, Nate Moore for one, had told him that all new men went through this, but it seemed to Ty that they were doing an extra job on him.


The hand on his shoulder tightened as his father spoke again. “Stumpy’s probably in the calving sheds. Let’s go find him and get you settled in.”


“Okay.” Stirring, Ty reluctantly lifted his gaze to the sheds where there was a suggestion of activity.


A pigtailed girl about ten years old crawled between the railings of a board fence and ambled toward them. A heavy winter coat with patches and mismatched buttons gave bulk to her skinny frame, as did the double layer of jeans tucked inside a pair of run-down and patched boots. A wool scarf tied her cowboy hat on her head, a pair of honey-brown braids poking out the front.


“H’lo, Mr. Calder.” She greeted Chase with the proper respect, but it was that of a youngster toward an elder rather than any degree of servility.


“Hello, Jess.” A faint smile eased the tautness around his mouth as Chase recognized Stumpy’s oldest child.


From the start, Jessy Niles had been a tomboy. Stumpy always claimed it was because, when she was teething, they’d let her chew on a strip of braided rawhide rein. She played with ropes and bridle bits when other girls were playing with dolls. She preferred tagging after her father to helping her mother in the kitchen or looking after her two brothers who followed her in succession.


There was never any little-girl cuteness about her. She’d been like a gangly filly, all arms and legs, and skinny to boot. She wasn’t homely, but her features were too strong—the cheekbones prominent and the jawline sharply angling. Her coloring was bland, her hair a washed-out brown, and her eyes an ordinary hazel—except they gleamed with intelligence, always direct, and sometimes piercing.


“I saw you drive up,” she announced as she turned to size up Ty. “I told my dad you were here, so he’ll probably be out shortly.”


Ty bristled faintly under her penetrating stare. Even though he had become used to adults measuring him against his father, it was irritating to have this child slide him under her microscope. He gritted his teeth. He was sick of having to prove himself to everyone he met.


“You haven’t met Stumpy’s daughter, have you?” Chase realized and made the introductions. “This is Jessy Niles. My son, Ty.”


She pushed a gloved hand at him, and Ty grudgingly shook it. “I heard about ya,” she stated, and Ty bitterly wondered what that meant. It didn’t sit well to think of some pigtailed kid laughing about some of the dumb things he’d done. “We’ve got a lot of first-calf heifers this year, so we sure could use the help.” Jess spoke as if she were in charge. “Do you know anything about calving?”


A response seemed to be expected of him, from both his father and the young girl. Ty knew better than to claim knowledge he didn’t possess. “No, but I’ve helped with a lot of foaling,” he answered tersely.


The youngster wasn’t impressed. “It’s not quite the same. A mare’s contractions are a lot more powerful than a cow’s, so the birthing doesn’t take as long.” The information was absently tossed out, as if it were something everyone should know.


“How’s it going?” inquired Chase.


“So far, we’ve only lost one calf,” she said with a lift of her shoulders that seemed to indicate it was too soon to make a prognosis. Then a flash of humor brought a sparkle to her eyes. “Three of the boys already told Dad they were quitting at the end of the month and drawing their pay to head south. That’s one ahead of this time last year.”


Chase chuckled in his throat, fully aware more cowboys threatened to quit during calving season than any other time, although few actually did. His gaze lifted past the girl to watch Stumpy’s approach from the calving sheds, his footsteps crunching on the frozen ground.


“Here comes my dad,” Jessy said, turning her head.


Stumpy Niles was a squatly built man, needing the nearly two-inch riding heels on his boots to reach the five-foot-seven-inch mark. But what he lacked in size he made up for in skill and stamina. He was always ready to laugh, but at the same time he was serious about his work and responsibility. Like Chase, Stumpy had been born and raised on the ranch; his grandfather had worked for Chase’s grandfather, and the tradition was being carried on by succeeding generations. There were several families on the ranch that had never known any other home. No one retired when they grew old; they were simply given easier jobs.


At ten years, Jessy Niles already came to her father’s shoulder. There was no resemblance to mark them as father and daughter. She was long-legged and skinny, while he was short and compact. His hair was dark, nearly black; so were his eyes. Energy seemed to be coiled inside him, always just below the surface, while she appeared quiet and contained.


After an exchange of greetings, Stumpy inserted, “We sure can use the help. They couldn’t have picked a better time to let kids out of school for spring vacation.”


“Nearly everyone’s son on the Triple C is being put to work in the calving sheds,” Chase remarked. “There’s no reason for Ty to be an exception. You just tell him where you want him to go and what you want him to do.”


Stumpy looked at Ty. “You might as well take your gear over to the bunkhouse and catch some rest if you can. We work the sheds in two shifts. You’ll be on the night crew, so you’ll be goin’ on duty at five and workin’ till six in the morning.”


Figures, Ty thought, but he kept the rancor to himself. If there was a rotten job or lousy hours to be had, he always got them. His father had warned him it would be like this until he had proved himself, but Ty had never dreamed this testing would last so long. He was expected to endure the razzing and hazing without complaint, but the frustration was mounting inside him and the pressure from outside was only adding to the strain. More than anything else in this world, he wanted to make his father proud of him, but that day seemed farther away all the time.


“I’ll take him to the bunkhouse for you, Dad,” Jessy volunteered, “and show him where everything is.”


“You do that.” Her father smiled and nodded his approval.


“Where’s your outfit?” Jessy turned to Ty and gave him another one of her level looks. Although it didn’t show, she liked this strong-faced and lanky-muscled boy, even if he thought a rope honda was some kind of motorbike. That was a real shame, him being a Calder and all.


“In the back of the truck.” The cold seemed to make him talk through his teeth, or so Jessy thought, not recognizing the irritation that hardened his jaw. “I’ll get it.”


After Ty had hauled his war bag and bulky bedroll out of the rear bed of the pickup, Jessy started for the chinked-log bunkhouse and glanced around to make sure he was following.


“I’ll be back Sunday afternoon to pick you up, Ty,” Chase called after his son and saw the bob of the cowboy hat in acknowledgment. He watched the pair walk silently toward the bunkhouse but directed his words to Stumpy. “A lot of people think ranchers leave cows to their own devices to drop their calves out on the range at the mercy of the elements, predators, and birthing complications.”


It was an indirect way of saying that was what Ty had thought until Chase had explained differently. That’s the way it had been done a hundred years ago, but certainly not now.


“That cow and her calf are too valuable to leave it all up to nature. Eight times out of ten, a cow won’t have any trouble, but those two times, it pays to have a two-legged critter around to help out,” Stumpy declared, then snorted out a laugh, his breath coming out in a billowing vapor cloud. “Hell, most city folks think all a rancher or a cowboy does is turn a cow loose with a bull, let her calve, and round ’em up in the spring to brand ’em and again in the fall to take them to market. They don’t think about the castrating, dehorning, vaccinating, doctoring, and feeding—not to mention all the grief they give ya in between.”


“Yeah, we got an easy life, Stumpy, and don’t know it.” His mouth was pulled into a wry line as he continued to watch the pair of youngsters approaching the bunkhouse. “That’s quite a girl you’ve got there. She has her mother’s looks, doesn’t she?”


It wasn’t really a question, since Chase had known Judy Niles almost as long as Stumpy had. She was a genial, sandy-haired woman, a couple inches taller than her husband, and attractive in an average sort of way.


“You should see her in those calving sheds, pulling calves in subzero temperatures.” Stumpy puffed up a bit with pride. “The two boys, Ben and Mike, spend more time horsing around than helping. ’Course, they’re young yet. But Jessy, she pitches right in there without being asked. As long as she wants to do it, I’m not going to stop her. It’s a pity she isn’t a boy. She’s got the makings of a top hand.”


“She’ll outgrow this tomboy stage when she discovers boys.” Chase winked in amusement.


“Probably,” Stumpy agreed and showed a reluctance for that coming day. “I know her mother would like it if she helped more around the house. Speaking of mothers—” He paused, lifting his head to cast an interested look at Chase. “How’s Maggie?”


“The doctor says she’s doing fine. Nothing to worry about.” A glowing warmth seemed to radiate from the brown depths of his eyes, an inner pride bursting forth.


“It’s getting close to her time, isn’t it?” Stumpy asked, frowning slightly as he tried to recall.


“The first of May, so she’s got a little over two months before the baby is due.” But he wasn’t as calm or casual about the coming event as he tried to appear. “The senator is flying in with some people he wants me to meet, so I’d better be getting back to The Homestead.”


As Ty followed the girl across the threshold into the bunkhouse, he heard the truck starting up and looked over his shoulder to see the pickup reverse to turn onto the single road leading away from the camp. He knew he was completely on his own again. A wary tension strung his senses to a high pitch of alertness as he swung the door shut and turned to face the room.


He was standing in a small common room. A table and a collection of chairs stood in one corner, and a sofa and a couple of armchairs, all showing the scars of cowboys’ indifference, occupied the other corner. A converted barrel heater split the room in the middle, its sides glowing almost a cherry-red as it waged a continual combat to keep the cold outside temperatures from invading the bunkhouse. Propped against the back wall, there was a broken chair to used for kindling in the wood stove. A variety of cartoons, western pictures, and pinup girls were tacked to the walls in a crazy quilt of decoration.


“The bathroom’s through that door.” Jessy pointed to the right and walked to the barrel heater to warm her hands. “The beds are in there.” She indicated the opposite direction with a nod of her hatted head. “You can take your pick of the empty ones.”


Ty hefted his duffel bag a little higher to change his grip on it and headed for the open doorway on his left. The sleeping area of the bunkhouse was thinly partitioned into small rooms, furnished with plain wire-and-steel frame beds with a cowboy’s bedroll serving as mattress and blanket. The first few beds, the ones closest to the common room and able to benefit from the wood stove’s heat, were all occupied, either by possessions or by quilted shapes actually sleeping in the beds. Ty stopped at the first empty bunk he found and tossed his duffel bag and thick bedroll onto the wire frame. Coat hooks were screwed into the wall to hold his hat and coat and the odd piece of clothing or two.


“Did ya find one?” The girl’s querying voice searched him out.


“Yeah.” He half turned away from the doorway and began shrugging out of his heavy jacket. His thermal underwear and wool shirt were more than adequate in the relative warmth of the bunkhouse.


Her footsteps stopped at the doorway. “If you don’t feel like layin’ down right away, there’s coffee in the pot on the hot plate.”


“No, thanks.” Ty left his hat on but hung up his coat and turned to untie his bedroll and spread it open on the bed.


He caught her out of the corner of his eye, leaning against the doorway, her coat unbuttoned and the scarf loose around her neck. He wished she’d quit watching him with those measuring eyes. It made him uncomfortable. He noticed the cup of steaming coffee in her now-ungloved hand. She lifted it to her wide mouth, blowing to cool it even as she sipped at the hot, thickly black coffee. He still couldn’t stomach the strong coffee everyone on the ranch drank with such regularity unless he drowned it in milk.


“You shouldn’t be drinking that stuff.” He jerked the string tying his bedroll and unrolled the mattresslike quilt pad with its sheets, quilt, and canvas tarp bound inside. “It’ll stunt your growth.”


“I been drinking coffee since I was six.” Scoffing amusement riddled her voice. “I’d hate to think how tall I’d be now if I hadn’t.” She paused, then added for good measure, “And it hasn’t made my hair curly or grown hair on my chest.”


After he had the pad and blankets straightened out, Ty set the duffel bag with his clothes and shaving kit at the head of the bed for a pillow. When the girl showed no signs of leaving, he stretched himself out the full length of the bed and set his hat forward on the front of his face.


“I’m going to get some rest,” Ty said, in case she hadn’t got the message. The hat partially muffled his voice.


“See you tonight,” Jessy Niles replied, not finding his behavior in the least rude, and straightened from the doorway to saunter down the hall to the common room.


As the sound of her footsteps retreated, Ty pushed his hat back. Raising his arms, he cupped the back of his head in his hands and stared at the ceiling. There was a rawness in him that was close to pain. He had no one to turn to, no one to whom he could talk out his frustrations. He was too old to go crying to his mother, and since it was his father’s respect he so desperately wanted to earn, he couldn’t very well go running to him with his troubles. He wanted to work them out on his own, but so far no one was giving him a chance. There were so many things to learn that just when he felt he was grasping the rudiments of one thing, something new was thrown at him, and always the hazing and the handing out of misinformation until he felt like some gullible dimwit.


*   *   *


The return trip to The Homestead, the name given to the house occupied by the head of the Triple C, took the best part of two hours. The sleek twin-engine plane parked by the private airstrip near the buildings of the ranch’s headquarters advised Chase that Senator Bulfert had arrived in his absence.


Leaving the truck parked in front of the imposing two-story house, Chase mounted the steps to the wide porch running the length of the south front and crossed to the solid wood double doors. The house had been built decades ago with a craftsman’s care and possessed that rare quality of character. Two hundred years from now it would still be standing and, if Chase had his way, a Calder would still be living in it.


When he entered the large open foyer, Chase heard voices coming from the study on his left. Doug Trumbo, one of the ranch hands, was carrying an armload of luggage up the staircase leading from the living room to the second floor and its guest bedrooms.


With a shift in direction, Chase headed for the open doors of the den, where his guests had obviously gathered. Upon entering, his glance first sought out Maggie. She was sitting in a chair near the window, her black hair gleaming in the sunlight and an arm resting on the protruding roundness of her stomach. The sight of her always had the power to stir a hungry response in him while at the same time evoking feelings that were profoundly tender.


Her smile greeted him as Chase walked to her chair, pulling off his gloves and stuffing them in his coat pocket. Even as his attention was divided by the guests in the room, he was reaching to take her small hand in his large one.


“I’m sorry I wasn’t on hand when you arrived,” Chase apologized and let his gaze travel over his four guests. The ruddy-faced senator and his aide, Wes Govern, he already knew.


“No problem. Made better time than we thought. Had a good tail wind,” the quick-talking senator replied. Age was beginning to sag his round cheeks, leaving jowls and pockets under his eyes. “Just arrived a few minutes ago. Wes hasn’t had time to pour a round of drinks yet.” With a slight turn of his head, he issued a booming directive to his assistant. “Chase drinks whiskey, Wes.”


“I remember.” The man nodded and added another glass to the liquor tray.


“How have things been? Well, I hope,” the senator declared and continued without giving Chase an opportunity to respond. “No more land purchases you need my help with, are there?” he inquired with a conspiratorial wink.


“None.” There was a dryness about Chase’s eyes at the reference to the purchase of ten thousand acres of land from the government that Bulfert had arranged some years ago. It was the last parcel of previously leased land to come under the Calder title. He now owned all the land that constituted the Triple C Ranch.


“Chase, I want you to meet Eddy Joe Dyson.” The politician curved an arm around the shoulders of a slightly built man, the gesture and body language suggesting to Chase that the two were united in their cause, whatever it was. “Been looking forward to getting the two of you together for quite a while. E.J., meet Chase Calder.”


Chase stepped away from Maggie’s side to shake hands with the older man, dressed in an expensive navy pinstripe suit, styled in western lines with a yoked front and boot-cut pants. Chase put the man’s age somewhere in the middle forties. The man’s hand was smooth of any calluses, and his skin didn’t have the leathery tan of a cattleman despite the white felt Stetson on his head.


“Welcome to the Triple C, Mr. Dyson.” The western clothes were just a facade, but Chase didn’t detect any shallowness in the level gaze that returned his silent inspection. If anything, he noted a hint of shrewdness.


“It’s my pleasure,” the man drawled. “And my friends call me E.J. I’d be pleased if you and your wife did the same.” He half turned to invite the second man forward. “This is my business partner, George Stricklin.”


Ten years younger, tall, with yellow hair, the man wore gold wire glasses which he removed and slipped precisely into the breast pocket of his suit jacket. Despite his athletic build, there was a studious and silent quality about him. His fingers were long and finely shaped, and Stricklin did no more than nod when he shook hands with Chase.


Dyson spoke again. Angling his head toward Maggie, he inclined it in a courtly gesture. “I must say that I thought our Texas ladies couldn’t be matched for beauty, but I’ve been forced to revise my opinion since meeting your lovely wife.”


“I believe I’m much more prejudiced,” Chase murmured and glanced backward into Maggie’s vibrantly green eyes. Now that the phase of morning sickness had passed, she looked positively radiant. He’d heard it said that women were more beautiful when they were pregnant and had dismissed it. But he was now willing to concede that it might be in the eye of the beholder, because Maggie had never looked more beautiful to him than she did this minute.


“You’re from Texas?” Maggie inserted, skillfully directing the conversation away from flattering comments about her. No matter how healthy and happy she felt, there was still that feeling of gaucheness and awkwardness which insisted compliments be turned aside.


“Yes.” The slow, twanging drawl in his voice was both smooth and attractive, like oiled leather. “That set of horns above the mantel makes me feel right at home, too,” he said, indicating the mounted pair of longhorns on the massive stone fireplace that dominated the room with its size and cheery log fire.


“They belonged to a Texas steer. I guess you could say this ranch was founded on Texas longhorns,” Chase admitted and accepted the short glass of whiskey and ice from the senator’s aide.


“I remember your father telling me your family came from the Fort Worth area.” The senator took a fat cigar from his pocket, then glanced inquiringly at Maggie, who silently nodded her permission. “That’s E.J.’s home turf.” He felt his pockets for a light, but his assistant produced a lighter before the senator found one. “Something of an entrepreneur, eh, E.J.?”


The relationship between Dyson and his partner had always struck the senator as an unusual one. Once he had described Stricklin as the brains of the company and Dyson as the guts of it. Every act, every move, of the silent Stricklin was deliberately thought out beforehand by that computerlike mind. Logic and reason dictated his decisions. But Dyson acted on instinct and had the guts to gamble on his hunches. It was a curious blend in a partnership, one balancing the other, with Dyson naturally appearing to be the dominant member of the team.


“I do have several business interests,” Dyson admitted while eyeing Chase as if he were the source of his next.


“If you’re thinking of venturing into the cattle-ranching business, it means investing a lot of money in nondepreciable assets,” Chase warned dryly.


There was a quick glance exchanged between the politician and the Texan. “I guess you could say I’m more interested in what’s under the ground than what’s on top of it. Which is why I asked the senator to introduce me to you. I dabble in oil and natural-gas exploration.”


An eyebrow quirked in mild curiosity as Chase let the statement sink in. Taking his time, he set his glass down on the table by Maggie’s chair and shed his coat. The flames crackled in the fireplace, filling the brief silence.


“I think you’re in the wrong part of Montana,” Chase stated finally. “You want to be over in the Badlands, or in the Powder River country.”


“Drilling companies are already working those fields,” E.J. disagreed. “Now, I don’t pretend to be an expert, but I try to hire them. I like to gamble my money on finding new fields, not striking it in old ones and having to fight the big companies.”


“Am I to surmise that you’re here because you think there is oil to be found on the Triple C?” Chase was vaguely bemused by the idea.


“If you know about the Powder River and the Badlands, then you must know they’ve made some finds near the base of the Rockies. They’re near the western edge of your boundaries,” he reminded Chase in a calm and knowing tone. “I could have brought my geologist with me and let him tell you all about rock strata—and how promising a section of your land looks. It wouldn’t mean any more to you than it does to me, and I don’t know one from the other. Now, Stricklin, he’s gone over all the figures and calculations and says there is more than a good chance of finding oil. So I’m here to see about acquiring those rights.”


There was no change in expression to indicate Chase’s inner feelings. He looked at Maggie and took a sip of his drink. When his gaze finally returned to the man, it was sharply measuring.


“The subject is certainly open to discussion.” He’d hear the man out, but it wasn’t a decision he was going to make quickly.




2


Sleeping lightly, Maggie stirred and awakened at the faint noise of someone moving about the room in the dark. Rising on an elbow, she reached for the switch of the bedside lamp.


“Chase, is that you?” she asked as the light went on and revealed him seated in an armchair, pulling off his boots.


“I didn’t mean to wake you.” He set a boot on the floor next to its mate and began tugging his shirttail out of his pants to unbutton it. Tiredness gave a drawn and weary look to his ruggedly masculine features. There was an air of preoccupation about him despite the warm look he gave her.


“Have you been sitting up all this time talking?” The hands of the clock were approaching the midnight hour. Maggie had retired much earlier in the evening, her pregnant body demanding rest.


“Yes.”


She felt a flash of irritation at his closemouthed answer. Although Chase didn’t attempt to exclude her from business discussions, he still had that western tendency never to seek a woman’s counsel.


“Well?” The sharpness of challenge was in her voice, prodding him to tell her what he was thinking because it was impossible to know how he felt about something when he was wearing that poker mask. “What’s your reaction to Dyson’s proposal?”


His mouth twisted into a hard, dry smile. “I’ll let you know after I’ve had a chance to run a private check on the man. There’s something in this for the senator, so I’m not about to take his recommendations of the man.” He paused, knowing he hadn’t really told her anything. “As to leasing part of the ranch for drilling purposes, I’m open to it. The days of cattlemen objecting to the presence of drilling rigs on their property have long since passed.”


“So you’ve decided to decide later.” Her arm grew tired of supporting her weight, so she positioned both pillows behind her and reclined against them.


“There’s no reason to rush. If there is gas or oil under that grass, it’ll still be there two months from now—or two years.” Chase stood up and began emptying his pants pockets. When he went to lay the contents on the occasional table by the chair, he noticed the small stack of mail sitting there. “What’s this?”


“A report came from the psychiatrist handling my brother’s case, and a short note from Culley, too.” Although she smiled, there was a troubled light in her green eyes. She knew the mental institution was the best place for her brother, but Culley was the only family she had. “The doctor said there’s been some improvement. It’s possible they might even let him have visitors soon.”


“Not until after the baby is born, Maggie.” His look hardened. “I don’t care if the doctor says you can see him tomorrow.”


“I’ll wait.” But not because he was ordering it. “The doctor feels it would be unwise in this stage of Culley’s treatment for him to learn that I’m going to have your baby. And it’s a fact I can’t easily hide.” The last was a weak attempt at a joke, but the hand she placed on her stomach was protective rather than a gesture designed to draw attention to her condition. It was Culley’s sick, unreasoning hatred of anything associated with a Calder that had driven him over the edge.


Chase fingered the envelope bearing the return address of the institution, but he didn’t remove the letter. “What did Culley have to say in his note?”


“He was concerned about his ranch and how the livestock had fared through the winter.” Her brother believed Maggie was managing the small O’Rourke family ranch that bordered a part of the Triple C Ranch on the north. It hadn’t been deemed wise to inform him it was being worked by Triple C riders.


A noncommittal sound came from his throat, acknowledging her reply, as Chase replaced the envelope on the table and finished undressing. Maggie shifted so he could use half the pillows when he slipped naked into the bed. But Chase wasn’t satisfied with that. He curved an arm beneath her and gathered her close to his side. The heat from his body flooded down her length, making her feel all toasty and warm.


“How are you feeling?” His head moved closer to hers as Chase nuzzled the silky black curls near her temple.


“Pregnant.” Maggie turned her head on the pillow to gaze at him, her lip corners curved inward with a hint of a smile.


His hand moved familiarly over her swollen stomach, thinly covered by her ivory silk nightgown. A marveling light darkened his eyes with pleasure when Chase felt a slight movement. “Our child is going to be an active character.”


Maggie’s expression grew serious. “If it’s a girl, I’d like to name her Cathleen, after my aunt.”


“Cathleen Calder.” He tested it out, then faintly nodded his approval. “I like it.”


“Good.” She sighed contentedly, a smile widening her mouth.


“Poor Ty pulled the night shift at the calving sheds,” Chase murmured while his gaze traveled over the heavy fullness of her breasts pushing against the lace-trimmed bodice of her gown.


“It must be freezing outside.” She suppressed a shudder and snuggled closer to the solid warmth of his long, muscled body.


A little groan came from him. “I love you, Maggie,” he muttered thickly and leaned over to hungrily cover her mouth with a needing kiss.


The lonely cry of a coyote drifted on the cold midnight air. Outside the calving sheds, the sky was a mass of brittle ice stars that seemed to touch the frozen Montana plains. A polar wind prowled around the buildings tucked in a pocket of the heaving land, driving the freezing temperature even lower.


Numbed by the brutal cold, Ty hunkered deeper into his coat and buried his chin and mouth in the sheepskin collar, using it to warm the air he breathed. There was hardly any sensation in his legs, making it awkward to walk, but he had to keep moving to keep the circulation going. The cold was making his nose run. He kept sniffing to clear it, breathing most of the time through his mouth. His arms were crossed in front of him, his gloved hands tucked under his armpits for extra protection.


The bare light bulbs, strung the length of the calving shed, were coated with dust that muted the glare of their bald light. Straw rustled under the hooves of the restless animals. The odd lowing of the confined cows was interspersed with the occasional muffled swearing of some cowboy.


Ty glanced again at the heifer in labor. Stumpy Niles had left him to keep a vigil on the young cow while he went to assist one of the other cowboys, whose cow was rejecting her newborn calf. When Ty had come on duty at the outset of the night shift, Stumpy had taken him under his wing and stayed at his side through each calving, giving him instructions and advice. All of the births had gone smoothly, the cows requiring little assistance from Ty.


There hadn’t been much razzing, mainly due to Stumpy’s presence. As the night crew had come on duty to take over from the day shift, two of the cowboys Ty had met during the fall roundup gave him a hard time, asking him whether he knew which hole the calf came out of and warning him against poking around the wrong one. Ty had done his best to ignore them.


Ty ran a glance down the calving shed, but there was no sign of Stumpy returning, and he looked back at the heifer. Her labor was well advanced; she was fully dilated, but nothing was happening. The large brown eyes were rolling, showing rings of white around them. Ty began to get the uneasy feeling that something was going wrong.


Jiggling his weight from one foot to the other, he tried to generate some warmth. It felt as if his ears were going to fall off despite the wool knit scarf that covered them. He’d never been so cold in all his life as he moved closer to the heifer and crouched down beside her tail.


“What’s holding back your calf, little momma?” The words of concern were stiffly murmured, his facial muscles too numb with the cold to let his mouth properly form the words.


“Is she in trouble?”


Ty looked up to see a red-cheeked Jessy Niles, layered in warm clothing that gave a slight waddle to her walk. She didn’t wait for an answer as she came over to stand beside Ty, bending in the middle to get a closer view of the situation.


Earlier in the evening, he’d noticed her around the calving shed, but he hadn’t seen her for a while. Ty didn’t like the idea of some ten-year-old kid looking over his shoulder, especially when he didn’t know for sure what he was doing.


“What are you doing out here? It’s past your bedtime, isn’t it?” he muttered.


“I couldn’t sleep, so I got up.” The shrugging movement of her shoulders was barely noticeable under the heavy jacket she was wearing. “The calf should be coming any minute now.”


That was what Ty had thought several minutes ago, but so far there wasn’t a sign of it. The cow was in some kind of difficulty. The beginnings of a nervous sweat started to chill his skin. Then he saw something and relief shivered through him.


“Here it comes,” he announced as a contraction expelled another inch of the dark, sac-enclosed object.


A second later, his hope sank to the pit of his stomach. Instead of a miniature pair of cloven hooves emerging, it was the calf’s white-faced head. His hands curled into fists.


“You’d better get your dad,” he told the girl. “Tell him to come quick. The calf’s coming head first.”


Jessy Niles needed no second urging as she sped away to locate her father and advise him of the situation. Ty spent agonizing minutes waiting for help to come, fully aware the opening wasn’t large enough to permit passage of the calf’s chest and front legs. The natural calving order was front feet first; then came the head of the fetus.


When Jessy came running back, out of breath from the cold, he looked up anxiously. She stopped beside him, shaking her head while trying to summon her voice. She sank to her knees on the straw floor.


“He can’t come,” she panted, and a shaft of fear went through him. “He said . . . you’ll have to handle it.”


“Me?” Ty looked back at the cow, feeling helpless.


It took Jessy only a second to realize he didn’t know what to do. Instantly she took charge. She’d been told that she’d seen her first animal born when she was four years old. Since then, she’d spent a large part of every calving season in the sheds. She had observed nearly every calving situation imaginable and had recently taken part in her share of them.


“First you have to push the head back through the birthing channel between contractions. Better hurry up and get your coat and gloves off,” she advised him.


Only for a minute did Ty hesitate. The calm authority in her voice was reminiscent of her father’s. His numbed fingers worked hurriedly to unfasten the buttons while he shrugged out of the bulky coat. There was too much on his mind, the situation too urgent to pay any attention to the frigid air as he pushed the sleeve of his sweat shirt past his elbow and rolled the wool sleeve of his shirt just as high.


With Jessy hovering close by and giving him instructions, Ty managed to maneuver the calf fetus back inside the cow’s womb, then groped around to find the front legs and shift it into the normal birthing position. All the while, he was scared to the marrow of his bones. His heart was hammering in his throat. He felt weak and shaky, his stomach churning with sickening intensity. A nervous sweat had broken out, chilling his skin.


At regular intervals, muscular contractions clamped down on his arm, squeezing it hard and sometimes forcing him to wait until the pressure eased. But the contractions grew steadily weaker. By the time he had the calf coming the right way out of the birthing channel, the young cow was too exhausted from her prolonged labor to help him.


His breath was coming in grunting gasps as Ty strained muscles already quivering from the high tension and alternately pulled and rested, pulled and rested. The front feet and head emerged, then the chest and shoulders.


“Hurry,” Jessy urged with an anxiety in her voice that Ty didn’t understand.


The next thing he knew, she was crowding beside him and grabbing at the calf to help him pull it the rest of the way. When it was lying on the straw, Ty sagged back on his heels, taking a second to gather his shattered nerves. But Jessy didn’t pause. She began wiping the mucuslike membrane sac away from the calf’s nostrils.


“Don’t just sit there!” Impatience flashed in her hazel eyes. “The cord’s wrapped around its neck.”


After the ordeal he’d just been through, he just couldn’t bear to lose the calf.


Ty shouldered her out of the way and lifted the calf’s head to carefully unwrap the umbilical cord that had become twisted around its neck. Bending over the wet and curly white face, he blew into its nostrils the way he’d once seen a groom do with a newly born foal to clear its air passages.


“When you were trying to turn the calf inside the cow, was there any movement?” Jessy had grabbed a rag and was briskly rubbing the rest of the calf’s body to stimulate circulation.


“I don’t remember.” Ty felt for a heartbeat, trying to recall if the calf had done any kicking.


“It’s dead, isn’t it?” she concluded matter-of-factly and ceased her efforts.


He ground his teeth together, not wanting to admit the calf was stillborn. He felt he was to blame. If he’d known more, maybe the calf could have been saved. Dejected, he lowered his head.


“Here.” Jessy pushed a rag at him. “You’d better wipe that slime off your arm.”


Her prompting made him aware of the clammy numbness of his bare arm, the cold congealing the wetness on his skin. Soon it would freeze. Taking the rag, Ty scrubbed his arm until his nerve ends tingled in protest; then he pushed down his sleeves and reached for the heavy coat to combat the miserable cold that was finally making itself felt.


“At least the heifer is going to be all right,” the young girl offered consolingly.


Ty’s eyes were dark and troubled with guilt when he met her gaze. He looked at the rusty-red-coated calf with its spanking white face and legs, motionless in death. It was small comfort to know he could have lost its mother, too.


A bitter laugh welled in his throat as he realized he didn’t even know what the hell to do with a dead calf. The ground was too frozen to bury it. Maybe he was supposed to throw it outside for the coyotes to feast on.


“You look cold.” Jessy observed the whiteness where the skin was stretched tautly over the high bones of his cheeks and jawline, and the wildness in his eyes. “Maybe you’d better get some coffee from the thermos by the door. It’ll probably be a while before the afterbirth is passed. If you want to go get a cup, I’ll stay here.”


“No.” His teeth were starting to chatter, but Ty was determined not to leave until the job was finished. Stumpy had told him to handle it, and he wasn’t going to earn a black mark against him by abandoning the job before it was done. But it sure as hell was obvious the girl could handle it better than he could.


“Hey, kid!” a voice called out in advance of the approaching tread of boots scuffling through the straw. Ty pushed to his feet, his shoulders and back stiffening when he recognized Sid Ramsey, one of the cowboys who were always giving him grief. “Stumpy said you needed some help.”


“Not anymore,” replied Ty.


The cowboy grinned, the breath coming out of his mouth like smoke into the frigid air, yet he seemed oblivious to the cold as he sauntered over. “Did you finally figure out which hole the calf comes out of?”


“The calf’s dead,” he replied tersely. “It was strangled.”


“You aren’t supposed to choke it to death when you’re pulling it out, kid,” the cowboy joked as he drew close enough to view the dead calf in the straw.


“The cord was wrapped around its neck,” Ty informed him, defensive and angry.


“At least you furnished us with some more coyote bait, so I guess you’re good for something.” Turning aside, the cowboy spat tobacco juice into the straw and wiped his mouth with the back of a gloved hand, eyeing Ty with a taunting look.


“You got no call to say a thing like that, Sid Ramsey!” Jessy shot the stern reprimand at the cowboy. She’d been around enough of the men to know that their sense of humor sometimes ran on the cruel side. In her opinion, he was unfairly picking on Ty Calder, and it went against her nature to remain silent.


Being defended by a pigtailed girl who hadn’t even reached puberty was the final straw for Ty. “Stay out of this, Jessy!” he snapped harshly.


“Well, well,” the cowboy mocked. “The dude’s got a temper.”


Blood was running hotly through his veins. If he didn’t get out of there, Ty felt, he’d explode. “Just shut up, Ramsey,” he muttered through his teeth and took a long stride to leave the area.


“Hey, not so fast.” The cowboy moved into his path to stop him. “Where are you going?”


“It’s none of your business, so just get out of my way.” Even though the cowboy had ten years on him, Ty had the advantage of size and weight, regardless of how much he lacked in experience.


Without any hesitation, he slammed both hands into the cowboy’s shoulders and pushed him backwards into one of the center supporting posts of the shed’s roof. His aggression took the cowboy by surprise. Ty let the forward momentum carry him past the cowboy toward the distant door, paying scant attention to the surprised and bewildered cowboy when he pushed off the post.


“What’d I ever do to you?” the cowboy demanded in confused anger. “Hell, I was just funnin’.”


Ty stopped and swung around. “Your fun ain’t funny to me, so just lay off.”


“What am I supposed to do?” he challenged with a trace of offended belligerence.


“All I want you to do is quit hassling me and leave me alone.” A rawness edged the rumbling of his voice. “Just leave me alone.”


Ramsey studied him with narrowed eyes but made no response. Ty swung away, that brief flare of anger burning itself out by the time he reached the end of the shed. Cold, tired, miserable, and plagued by feelings of guilt and inadequacy, he walked blindly to the coffee thermos and filled one of the mugs sitting beside it. He didn’t really want the potent black coffee, but it gave him an excuse for being there.


Straw bales were lined against a wall. Ty slumped onto one of them and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs and spreading his knees to let the coffee mug dangle between them, both hands wrapped around it. There was a tightness in his throat, a threat of tears stinging his eyes. His teeth were bared with the effort of holding back all the anguish he was feeling.


Nothing had turned out the way he thought it would when he ran away from his California home almost a year ago and hitchhiked across half the country to find the man whose name was listed in the family Bible as his father. At first, everything had seemed so perfect. His parents had even gone back together again, marrying and making the three of them a whole family. He idolized his father and wanted to be just like him, but he couldn’t seem to fit in. Living on a ranch the size of the Triple C, the son of the owner, how could he have wished for more than that? But he didn’t belong. Nobody cared about the ribbons he’d won at horse shows in California; nothing he’d accomplished meant anything here. More than anything else, he wanted to be accepted.


Yet it didn’t seem to matter what he did or how hard he tried, it always turned out wrong. He’d botched the calving and calf had died. On top of that, he’d alienated Ramsey. It all seemed so hopeless to him.


He heard footsteps coming his way and stole a look from under his hat brim. It was Stumpy. Ty tipped his head down again and braced himself for the quiet condemnation, the tactic used by the ranch veterans which was more devastating than being shouted at and berated for being a fool.


“There’s nothing like a hot cup of coffee on a cold night like this,” Stumpy declared above the sound of liquid being poured into a container.


After looking at his own cup, Ty straightened and took a sip of the strong brew. Its bitterness made him shudder.


“The taste grows on ya.” There was a smile in Stumpy’s voice.


“The calf’s dead,” Ty announced flatly

.


“It happens. You always want all of them to live, but you always lose a couple.” Stumpy continued to stand by the thermos.


“It came head first, and I didn’t know what to do,” Ty admitted and continued to stare at the coffee in his cup. “If it hadn’t been for your daughter—Hell, a ten-year-old knows more than I do.”


“She’s been around it a lot longer than you have,” Stumpy reminded him.


“It’s no use.” His shoulders slouched with defeat as he finally lifted his gaze to his new mentor. There was a brightness in his eyes that were so darkly brown. “I might as well give up. I’m never going to be able to cut it.”


The gentle understanding went out of Stumpy’s expression as it became hard and angry. “Don’t ever say that!” he snapped in a low voice. “It’s been rough on you. But if you quit now, you’ll always be sorry. You’ve got to stick it out if it kills you.”


“Why?” Ty demanded to know. “I’ll never be the man my father is.”


“You damn well won’t,” Stumpy agreed coldly. “And if that’s what you’re trying to do, that’s your first mistake. You are Ty Calder and no one else.”


“Being Ty Calder isn’t a whole lot to brag about,” he muttered. It had been foolish to think Stumpy would understand.


“You are a Calder, ain’t ya?” he challenged. “I think that would be a whole helluva lot to brag about. What are you going to do? Sit there and feel sorry for yourself? Or get up off your butt and get back on the job?”


With his challenge finished, Stumpy downed the hot coffee in the asbestos-mouthed tradition of a veteran cowboy and set the empty cup by the thermos. He didn’t so much as glance in Ty’s direction as he walked away with quick, short strides. He’d said his piece. Now the decision was up to Ty.


For a lonely minute longer, he sat on the bale with his head bowed. All that stuff was easy for Stumpy to say. He wasn’t going through it. Ty wavered indecisively, searching for some other alternative.


“Hell,” he muttered and tipped back his head to throw the coffee down his throat. It had cooled considerably, but that didn’t make it any more palatable.


Rising to his feet, he left his cup by Stumpy’s and headed down the calving shed in a scuffling walk. His attitude hadn’t changed. He still felt rotten and miserable. If there was any conscious decision, it was simply to get it over with, but Ty wasn’t entirely sure what “it” was.


“Hey, kid!” somebody called to him before he was halfway back to where he’d left Jessy. “Give me a hand.”


Tiny Yates, one of the married cowboys, had his arms around a wobbly newborn calf. Its mother was eyeing the man and the calf with wary alarm, anxious and uneasy. Ty hesitated, wondering what the prank was this time, then altered his course to join them.


“The damned calf doesn’t know what the tits are for and keeps buttin’ her bag,” the cowboy muttered with disgust. “And she’s got so much milk in there she’s in agony. I’ll get the calf over there and you reach under there and squeeze some milk out of a tit. That oughta give him the idea.”


The plan didn’t appeal to any of the four participants, but after much cursing, calf bleating and cow lowing, and maneuvering in the straw, the desired result was achieved. Ty rubbed his leg where the cow had kicked it and watched the bull calf nurse aggressively while the cow washed its brick-red coat with her tongue.


“Helluva sight, isn’t it?” Tiny declared, then slapped Ty on the back and moved away.


There was no “Thanks for the help.” That wasn’t the custom. A man did the job that was expected of him, because it was what he should do. There wasn’t any reason to thank someone for doing his job. A long sigh spilled from Ty as he turned away and started down the line again.





II
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It’s not that I’m wanting to hurt you,
I just can’t walk the path that you tread.
Don’t stand between me and what I can be
’Cause you’re Calder born—and Calder bred.
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The house seemed unnaturally quiet when Maggie entered it. She paused in the foyer, listening to the midafternoon silence. A smile touched her mouth as she started forward, her high heels clicking on the hardwood floors.


There was a stack of mail on the cherrywood table waiting to be sorted, ranch correspondence separated from the personal mail. She stopped beside it and slipped out of her springweight suede coat, laying it over the back of a living-room chair for the time being. Beneath it, she wore a classically simple dress in a wine-colored watered silk. Its style gave the impression of height to her petite build and discreetly flattered the mature curves of her slender figure.


One of the envelopes was addressed to Ty. Her glance flicked curiously to the return address and stayed. A quiver of anticipation darted through her when Maggie saw it was from the Admissions Department of the University of Texas in Austin. She nibbled anxiously at her lower lip, wanting to open it and find out if Ty was being accepted for the fall term. With all her attention focused on the envelope, she didn’t hear Ruth Haskell come in from the kitchen.


“I thought I heard someone but I didn’t know it was you, Maggie. I didn’t think you’d be back till later in the afternoon.” When Ruth’s voice broke the silence, Maggie turned with almost a guilty start, the envelope in hand. Ruth noticed it and apologized with a nervous quickness that had become a part of her speech pattern. “I’m sorry. I meant to sort the mail earlier and leave it in the den, but I was doing something else and didn’t get back to it.”


“It doesn’t matter.” Maggie smiled an assurance at the woman, who had once been housekeeper and cook at The Homestead. Now she came only occasionally to sit with the newest addition to the Calder family when Maggie had to be away.


Like so many others, Ruth was descended from one of the original drovers who had trailed cattle north from Texas to Montana with the first Calder and had stayed on to help build the ranch. It gave the ranch a tradition and a continuity of bonds forged long ago and still remaining strong.


As Maggie studied the woman, she couldn’t help noticing how Ruth was showing her age. Her blond hair had faded to gray, and a network of age lines had withered her face. Her gentle blue eyes had lost their sparkle. Once Ruth had been on the plump side, but nerves had eaten away until she was thin. There was a perpetual tremor in her hands now, agitation making it worse at some times than others.


To those who knew her, as Maggie did, the source of her decline could be traced directly to her son. After last summer’s attempt to kill both Ty and herself as part of a wild plot to obtain control of the ranch, Buck Haskell had been tried, convicted, and sentenced to a long prison term. In the way of these hard-core western people, his name had been dropped from all conversation. Even though Ruth visited him regularly, no one asked about him or even referred to her absences from the ranch. It was part of the tradition of this land, the same as when a person died. No one mentioned the deceased because deep feelings, especially sorrow and grief, were to be kept inside. To do otherwise was to show weakness.


Sometimes Maggie thought it would help Ruth if she could talk about her son, to bring out in the open the sense of failure and guilt she probably felt, as well as the all-forgiving love of a mother for her child. But as much as she pitied Ruth, Maggie had no compassion at all for her son. Because she couldn’t find it in her heart to forgive him, she didn’t mention him.


Regretting that she’d let her thoughts take that unpleasant turn, Maggie swung her attention back to the mail and reluctantly set the envelope addressed to Ty apart from the other stacks.


“Is Cathleen upstairs taking her afternoon nap?” she asked Ruth, giving her a quick smile.


“Oh, no, she’s with her daddy.”


Maggie lifted her head, turning to the woman with mild curiosity. “She must not have taken a very long nap.”


“She hasn’t had her nap yet this afternoon,” Ruth informed her anxiously. “Chase left shortly after lunch and took her with him. She cried so when he got ready to go that he just didn’t have the heart to leave her. You know how he dotes on her.”


“I know,” she murmured dryly. Her strong, tough husband was little more than putty in the hands of their two-year-old daughter. “Where did they go?”


“Out to the drilling site in the Broken Butte range. He had some messages to deliver to the rig foreman.” She glanced nervously at the watch hanging loosely around her wrist. “He said he wouldn’t be gone long.”


Maggie sighed and fell to sorting the rest of the mail again. “I’m sure he didn’t intend to be gone this long.”


The front door opened, bringing forth a high-pitched, bubbling giggle. “Duck your head, Cat,” Chase’s voice warned as Maggie turned to see father and daughter enter the house. Cathleen was riding on his shoulders, her little hands crushing the silver-belly felt hat on his head. His hands had a firm hold on her corduroy-covered thighs so she wouldn’t fall. When he spied Maggie, his leathery tan features broke into a dazzling smile. “Didn’t I tell you your mother was home?” he said to the raven-haired tot on his shoulders.


As he crossed the foyer to join her in the living room, Maggie’s impatience at him for depriving Cathleen of her afternoon nap faded to a mild exasperation. His face radiated such strength, as if it had been sculpted from the raw elements of this Montana land he loved so much. With Ruth present, Chase didn’t kiss her. Instead, he hooked an arm around the child and swung her off his shoulders and onto his hip as she shrieked with delight.


“Give Momma a kiss,” Chase instructed and watched with satisfaction as the two leaned to each other, their hair equally black, and green eyes the emerald color.


“Look at you.” Maggie surveyed the dark circles of dirt ground into the knees of Cathleen’s corduroy pants and the grime on her ruffled white blouse, not to mention the dirty face and hands. “She looks like she’s been playing in a pigpen.”


“A little dirt won’t hurt her. Besides, it’s good Calder soil,” Chase insisted with a small grin. “It was kinda muddy around the drilling site. She got a kick out of playing in it. You should have seen her before I cleaned her up.”


“I’m glad I didn’t,” she retorted.


“Want down,” Cathleen demanded and gave her father one of those level green looks as she wiggled in his tight hold, determined to be set on the floor.


“Come to Nanna Ruth, Cathleen.” She held out her palsied hands to the child. “We’ll go upstairs and get you washed up.”


“No.” The offer was firmly rejected, a lower lip jutting out in defiance.


“Wouldn’t you like to take a bath? I’ll put lots of bubbles in the tub,” Ruth coaxed.


The little girl considered the offer for a long minute before she finally held out her hands to the older woman. Chase surrendered her into the woman’s care, pride transforming his usually hard features as he listened to his daughter jabbering to the woman carrying her up the stairs.


“She knows exactly what she wants, doesn’t she?” he murmured to Maggie.


“And you see to it that she gets it,” she murmured dryly in return.


“That’s a father’s prerogative,” Chase insisted as he bent his head to roll his mouth across her lips. “How was your visit with Culley?”


“Fine.” It was always a wrenching experience to see her brother in that institution, but she took comfort from the knowledge he was being helped. “They let me show him a picture of Cathleen today. Culley insisted she looked just like me when I was a toddler.”


“He was bound to notice the resemblance,” he replied. “She’s you all over again in miniature.”


“But I was never spoiled the way she is,” Maggie retorted. “Someday you’re going to be sorry for letting her have whatever she wants. She’ll grow up thinking the world is hers for the taking.” Realizing she had allowed the mention of their daughter to sidetrack her, she returned to her original topic. “Getting back to Culley, the doctor was encouraged by his reaction to Cathleen’s photograph. It didn’t seem to faze him at all that she’s a Calder.”


“That’s probably because she looks like you instead of me.” His mouth slanted in its familiar hard smile.


“Maybe,” she conceded. “But it’s a beginning.”


“For your sake, Maggie, I hope it is.” Her brother had never given him anything but trouble, so he didn’t pretend to have any personal interest in the prospects for Culley’s recovery. He knew how twisted with hatred Culley had been toward the Calders, infecting Maggie with it for a long time. Ultimately Buck Haskell had used that malice her brother had felt and made him a pawn in his deadly plot. It was something he couldn’t forget, although he kept his silence on it.


Maggie knew his feelings and smiled faintly at his response as she looked again at the remainder of the mail to be sorted. “Ruth said you went to Broken Butte. What’s the status on the drilling?”


“They expect to reach the desired depth in two weeks.” He peered over her shoulder as she separated the ranch-related correspondence from the personal letters. “Don’t expect a gusher this time either,” he advised her mockingly. “The results from the first well and the tests that have been completed indicate it’s a shallow field, maybe capable of supporting a dozen wells, so there’s little chance that we are going to become oil tycoons. Hopefully we’ll earn enough off the barrels being pumped to make some improvements on the ranch. All the roads need work, and there’s some sections that need new fencing. And we do need better housing for some of the married men.”


“I was thinking more along the lines of a new car, or new drapes for the upstairs bedrooms.” So few of the profits from the Triple C were used for their personal lives. All of it seemed to find its way back to the ranch. It always amazed Maggie how greedy the ranch was—not that she lacked for anything, but personal items were certainly far down the list of priorities.


“And I was thinking if there was anything left over, I might buy a helicopter. It would certainly be an asset during roundup,” he teased.


“You’re kidding right now, but when the time comes, you’ll probably be serious,” Maggie retorted.


“Why is this letter by itself?” The idle inquiry was followed by his hand reaching to pick it up.


Maggie tensed at his action. “It’s for Ty.” Out of the corner of her eye, she watched him stiffen as he read the return address on the envelope.


“What’s this?” A frown narrowed his eyes as he shot an accusing look at her. “Why is he getting a letter from a university in Texas?”


“E. J. Dyson happens to be an alumnus of the University of Texas. When he was here this last winter, he talked to Ty about it. Ty expressed some interest in possibly going to college there.” It was impossible to explain casually when she was so conscious of the gathering thunder in Chase’s expression. “E.J. pulled a few strings to see if he could get him accepted. I imagine that letter is the answer.”


“Why wasn’t I told?” he demanded, his voice dropping to a dangerously low pitch.


“You were there when the discussion took place,” she reminded him tensely.


This clash of wills had been brewing for a long time. Maggie was determined to have Ty obtain a college education, and Chase was just as adamantly opposed to it. This was an issue to which she doubted they would ever find a mutually acceptable compromise. She had dreaded this moment for a long time, but she had no intention of backing down now.


“I was there,” Chase admitted roughly. “But I wasn’t aware that it had gone beyond a mere discussion.” His hand tightened on the envelope, bending it in half. “Dammit, Maggie. There are experts on the Triple C who know more than a bunch of damned college professors. This is where he needs to be!”


“He is entitled to the best education we can give him,” she countered with equal force. “And that doesn’t mean just the kind you get from the back of a horse. And he needs time just to have some fun—something you and I never had! It was always work—work and struggle and hardship of one kind or another. I don’t want Ty to grow up as fast as we had to.”


“You want to make him soft,” he accused. “He can’t be soft and run the Triple C! A man almost has to be born on this land to have an adequate knowledge of managing it. Ty didn’t have that advantage. All he’s had is three years, and it’s only been within this last year that he’s developed enough skill to be considered even an average ranch hand. He needs a lot of seasoning and training and experience in the operations of a ranch this size. How the hell do you expect him to get it out of a book!”


“There is a lot that can be learned from books.” Maggie trembled, but she refused to give rein to her temper. “Some member of the Calder family believed that, too, or all those shelves in the den wouldn’t be lined with books!”


“It’s too soon, Maggie,” Chase insisted grimly. “It’s too soon for him to be leaving the ranch. Practically all that he’s learned will be lost. Let me have him here year-round for at least three more years. Don’t take him from me now.”


“If I listened to you, in three years you’d come up with some other reason why he should wait. No. I won’t do it.” Her head shook firmly, her eyes glittering with defiance. “If he goes to college, I want him to start with this fall’s term.”


“Maggie—”


“Four years ago, you gave me your word that when the time came, you would abide by Ty’s decision about college. I’m going to hold you to that,” she stated.


Chase reared his head back, breathing in deeply and holding it. His grim visage was hard and impenetrable. There was a rawness in the air, a tension almost palpable.


“You know damned well I keep my promises,” he roughly informed her. “And I’ll keep that one, too. But if he goes to college”—Chase put the emphasis on the if—“it will be here in Montana, not fifteen hundred miles away.”


“It will be his decision.” Maggie refused to give ground even on that point and rescued the envelope from his crumpling grasp.


“Don’t try to influence that decision, Maggie,” Chase warned.


“And don’t you try to influence him either,” she flashed. “You know that he regards you as some sort of god. It would only take a word from you, Chase. Please, don’t say it.” It was her own form of warning.


The split was there. Either way the ax fell, it would be there. Chase swung away, his long, loping stride carrying him to the front door. Maggie winced as he slammed out of the house.


When Ty entered the dining room that evening, he knew something was wrong. The atmosphere seethed with tension and the silence was heavy. He paused a minute, studying the man and woman so steadfastly avoiding each other’s gaze. He had a pretty good idea that this had something to do with the letter he’d found lying on top of his dresser when he’d gone to his room to clean up for dinner.


At Ty’s approach, Maggie looked up and watched her son walk to his chair at the table. Broad-shouldered and firmly muscled, he had grown to a height well over six feet. The slow, swivel-hipped walk peculiar to cowboys had become natural to him. And his sun-browned face had acquired that leathery texture that came from long hours outdoors in the sun and the wind. His features, still showing the freshness of manhood, had the Calder look about them, raw strength in their hard-boned structure.


“Where is Chatty Cathie?” Ty pulled out his chair and sat down.


His baby sister had been born during troubled times for him. For a while, he had envied the absence of discipline given her, and had even been a little jealous of the affection his father had displayed so openly to this newest member of the family. But the jabbering tyke had a way of growing on a person. Affection had eventually replaced his resentment.


“Your father took her with him this afternoon, so she didn’t have a nap,” his mother replied and began ladling creamed asparagus soup from the tureen. “She was so cranky and tired I fixed her an early supper and put her to bed.”


Even as the bowls of soup were passed, the oppressive tension persisted. It clung to the edges of the idle conversation his parents exchanged. Both were trying to act normally in front of him, but the falseness was apparent to him.


This moment had been coming for a long time. Nothing was going to make it easier. If he had learned anything in his life, it was that postponing something unpleasant didn’t make it go away. Ty let his spoon settle to the bottom of his soup bowl.


“I had a letter from the University of Texas today.” His voice sounded level and calm, but a hush fell over the room, as if someone had walked in with a loaded gun. “I’ve been accepted there this fall.”


“We . . . saw the letter and wondered what it said,” his mother admitted as her glance ricocheted off his father’s face.


Ty’s glance moved over both of them, fully aware they were poles apart on this issue, which put him awkwardly in the middle.


“I know you’ve always wanted me to go to college, Mom,” Ty admitted. “It’s always been very important to you.” There was little expression on his father’s face, except for a twitch in the muscle running along his jaw when Ty addressed him. “You told me once that I had a helluva lot to learn if I expected to run this ranch someday. At the time I didn’t realize how much. But even if I learned for a lifetime, there are men here on this ranch that would always know more than I do.”


“I’m glad you realize that,” his father murmured in satisfaction.


“I think some of them were born knowing it.” There was a faintly wry twist of his mouth as he expelled a long breath. “I’ve thought about this a lot before I got that letter today. I’ll never know as much about ranching and cattle and this land as most of the men on the Triple C. Since I can’t, I’ve decided that I should learn things they don’t know. I’m going to enroll at the University of Texas this September.”


“That’s your decision?” his father asked in an unbearably flat tone.


Ty wondered if his father realized how difficult it had been for him to reach that decision. He fought the feeling that he was letting his father down, because he felt his decision was the right one even if his father didn’t. So it was with a grim determination that Ty met his father’s hard look.


“Yes, that’s my decision,” he stated and managed not to let his gaze falter under the probing eyes of his father.


Then Chase looked away. “Pass me that basket of crackers, Maggie.” With the terse request, he closed the subject to further discussion. Wisely, his mother had not voiced her approval of Ty’s decision. It would have only increased the feeling of estrangement at the table.


After dinner was finished, his father didn’t linger over coffee, as was his custom. Ty listened to the footsteps advancing toward the den and pushed his chair away from the table to follow him.


“Ty.” His mother made a quick protest.


He paused short of the door and turned. “I’ve got to talk to him.” Ty couldn’t stand the silence that had come between them. His father’s acceptance was too important to him.


His mother’s expression told him she disagreed, but she only cautioned him, “Don’t let him talk you out of going.”


A silent and humorless laugh came from his throat in the form of a loud breath. “I’m half Calder and half O’Rourke, and I don’t know which of you is more stubborn once you get your mind to something. Doesn’t that make me twice as determined to carry out my decision?” Ty looked at her, saddened, yet unwavering in his stand. “You didn’t talk me into it, Mom. And he isn’t going to talk me out of it.”


When Ty entered the den, his father was standing in front of the massive stone fireplace. One hand rested on the mantel while he stared into the cold and blackened hearth. There was a slumped curve to his shoulders that told Ty just how hard his father was taking his decision. He was glad, at this minute, that he couldn’t see his face.


“Dad—” Ty began and watched the wide shoulders and muscled neck stiffen. “I know you’re disappointed in me.”


“Disappointed!” The man whose word was law on the Triple C dropped the supporting hand from the mantelpiece and swung half around to stand tall and erect, his body angled toward Ty. A struggle was going on inside him, a battle between his emotions and his control of them. When he spoke again, his voice was contained, yet taut. “I promised your mother I’d abide by your decision, and I will. But I can’t agree with something I know is wrong.”


“I know that.” Ty nodded stiffly.


“There’s some sense to the reasons you gave,” his father grudgingly conceded. “But they won’t stand up.” His mouth came together, disappearing entirely into a compressed line, taut with anger. “Dammit, Ty! Do you think I was never eighteen? I was like you! I thought I knew more than my father! Most of the time I listened to the warnings he gave me with a smile on my face. I thought he was exaggerating. Hell, I didn’t know the half of it. And you don’t comprehend any of it!”


The sweeping condemnation stung Ty into defending himself. “I understand more than you give me credit for.”


“Do you?” his father challenged harshly. “Look at the map.” He thrust a pointing finger at the hand-drawn map mounted in a frame and hung on the wall behind the large desk. Years had yellowed the canvas on which the boundaries of the Triple C Ranch were crudely outlined. “It’s old, Ty. It’s old, but it’s still accurate. Do you have any idea how many big ranches there were then? Today, there’s less than a handful that can still boast they exist—and most of those are owned by some absentee corporate investors. Those other ranches had their glory days. But the Calders lasted because they made a commitment to the land and all that lived on it, livestock and people.”


“I understand that,” Ty insisted with a gathering frown of irritation and resentment. He didn’t need a sermon. Over the last three years, he’d heard more preaching than anything else. “I am capable of thinking for myself.”


“Then you’d better start thinking,” his father advised. “A place this size is vulnerable to outside forces, and it will collapse like a house of cards if the man heading it doesn’t know what he’s doing. And you’d better damned well understand that! If the core of something is weak, it can’t support what surrounds it.”


“I’m standing up to you for something I believe is right,” he declared through his clenched teeth. “Dammit, that has to mean something.”


“I’ll give you that,” his father conceded without taking back anything he’d said. “But I know this land will make you into the kind of man this ranch needs. And you’ll never convince me that a bunch of goddamned professors are going to do that. I won’t stand in your way, Ty,” he breathed heavily, “but I’m not going to lift a hand to help you either. You aren’t going to learn about life in a classroom. It’s out there!” His finger jabbed in the direction of the window.


“In time, I’ll prove to you I’m right.” Ty was hurt by his father’s lack of support, but he didn’t let it show.


“By God, you’ll have to.”


Ty’s chin dipped a fraction of an inch lower as he turned to leave the room. The firmness of his conviction was shaken, but he was still determined to go through with his decision. His stubborn pride insisted that he prove he was right.
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At summer’s end, upwards of two hundred people—ranch hands and their families—gathered at the Triple C headquarters to have a going-away party for Ty before he headed for college.


There weren’t any speeches, but there was a lot of back-slapping and some good-natured ribbing about college girls. Cold beer flowed freely from kegs, youngsters stealing sips from paper cups left unattended. Outdoor buffet tables were covered with a variety of salads, casseroles, pies, and cakes supplied by the wives of the ranch hands.


Tucker, the bald-headed ranch cook, struggled to maintain his supremacy against the invasion of women and finally retreated to reign over the barbecue fires with a long-pronged fork and a carving knife. There was a constant ebb and flow of people to and from the tables of food set up beneath a large canvas tent with its sides rolled up to permit access from all directions. Makeshift picnic tables of board planks atop sawhorses were scattered around under what shade trees were available.


Those who weren’t eating or drinking had gathered at the large corral by the barn. Part of the afternoon-long festivities included some friendly competition among the cowboys, matching their skills in ranch-related events such as team roping, cutting cattle, tug-of-war on horseback, and breakaway roping, and in gymkhana events such as barrel racing and pole bending.


Ty had participated in many of the events with no hopes of winning, but as the guest of honor, his active involvement was expected. At least he had the satisfaction of making a respectable showing in the events he rode in.


One of the cowboys swung the gate open as Ty walked his speckle-faced sorrel out of the corral and finished coiling his rope after taking his turn in the breakaway roping competition. It differed from straight calf roping in that the cowboy was only required to rope the calf and let the loop snug up around its neck, then throw the rope away. The calf wasn’t thrown and tied.


Outside the corral, he circled his horse around to the fence to watch the next contestant. After he tied the coiled rope in place on his saddle, Ty hooked a leg on the saddle horn and leaned on it. There was always an odd comment or two directed at him by the participants or spectators on the sidelines; most of the time, they didn’t require more than a nod or a brief smile in response.


Sid Ramsey was in the corral, hazing loose livestock back to the catch pens. During a break in the action, he stopped his horse close to the corral fence where Ty sat on his horse.


“So you’re pulling out for the big state of Texas, huh?” he said to Ty with the corners of his mouth pulled down.


“That’s right.” Ty nodded. “I’ll be flying out with Dyson when he leaves the day after tomorrow.”


Saddle leather creaked as the cowboy leaned to the side and spat at the ground near his horse’s feet. “One thing about it, me and the rest of the boys won’t have to be carrying your load of work anymore. You always was a sorry excuse for a cowboy.”


“Hell, look what I had for teachers,” he countered with a mocking grin. He understood the derogatory comment was Ramsey’s backhanded way of saying he’d be missed. It was part of that peculiar code of these men to speak with roughness when their feelings were deep. And the ones who gave him the hardest time were also the ones who seemed the sorriest that he was leaving, Ty had discovered.


Ramsey chortled, then touched a hand to his hat and spurred his horse toward the burst of action in the corral. A tightness gripped Ty’s throat as he suddenly realized he was going to miss all this. He peered up from his hat brim at the endless expanse of open sky overhead. The sights and sounds became important—the slap of hooves on hard ground, the grunt of running animals, the clanking of spurs, the rank smell of manure and the sweat of bodies. There was a oneness here, a working partnership between man, animals, and the land. It seemed difficult to remember that he’d known any other kind of life.
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