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1875

Wyoming Territory




Kinyan Holloway had to make a choice in the next few moments that could change the rest of her life. Her mind raced, remembering the past, imagining the future. Time was running out. Rides-the-Wind had demanded her decision.

The Oglala Sioux warrior and the white woman who stood facing him, her waist-length hair whorled in eddies about her by the gentle morning breeze, etched a stark silhouette on the golden predawn horizon. A dog barked and was promptly shushed by an abrupt guttural command from inside one of the many tepees that surrounded them. The four horses tethered nearby stomped and snorted and swished their tails. An older Sioux, wearing only a breechclout as a concession to the already miserable August heat, supervised two impatient youths as they checked the packs on the four mounts in preparation for the coming journey.

The old man’s voice, hoarse with age, interrupted the soft murmuring of the couple as they said their farewells. The choice had been made.

“Rides-the-Wind, the day comes.”

The warrior clutched the woman to him one last time, then let her go. He took two steps away, then pivoted, speaking to her in a low, urgent voice.

“Do not leave me.”

Never had Kinyan thought to hear a Sioux as proud as Rides-the-Wind make such a plea. She clenched her teeth to stop the quivering of her chin. When she thought she’d regained control, she opened her mouth to speak, but no sound came out. She swallowed hard, but the lump in her throat didn’t get any smaller. It hurt.

Suddenly, Kinyan hurled herself into the arms of the Sioux brave. Her nose and chin dipped into his smooth black hair as she let tears of sorrow fall upon his broad shoulder. She inhaled the man-scent of him, so different from John’s. His arms held her tight. Her soft calico dress provided little more barrier between their flesh than his simple buckskin breechclout.

“I’ll miss you!” she cried.

Rides-the-Wind grabbed a handful of Kinyan’s silky black hair and pulled her head back, baring her anguish to his piercing gaze. Sharp onyx eyes stared down at her. His arrow-straight nose flared with desire, and his thin, tightly pressed lips showed the effort exerted to check that desire.

“You can choose to stay, Kinyan. Your white husband is dead now. You would have been my wife eleven winters ago if Soaring Eagle had not given you as wife to the rancher John Holloway. Only you can quench the fire that burns within me. I have waited for you, I have not taken a wife….” Rides-the-Wind paused when Kinyan shuddered in his arms.

No warrior should be without a wife to care for him, Kinyan thought, and it was her fault that Rides-the-Wind was alone after all these years. Why hadn’t she told him long ago she no longer felt the same love for him that they’d shared when they were fourteen and fifteen-year old youths?

Those first few days, those first few weeks after her father had forced her to marry John Holloway, she’d ached with loneliness. Yes, she must have loved him then. After all, hadn’t she run back to Rides-the-Wind not once, but twice?

Each time, her father had returned her to the white rancher, threatening on the second occasion to beat her mother, Wheat Woman, if she ran away again. And while Soaring Eagle had never beaten her mother, not even when he had first captured her from a wagon train on the Oregon Trail, neither had he ever broken his word. So she had stayed with her white husband.

At first she’d feared Rides-the-Wind would marry someone else. It was only much later she began to fear that he would not. Summer after summer, when John allowed her to visit her parents, she had expected to find that Rides-the-Wind had taken a wife. Yet it had been his sister, Willow, who’d cared for all his needs. If the gossip of the tribe could be believed, he had shared a blanket with other women. Yet he did not ask any one of them to become his wife.

Kinyan had suggested once that he should marry, but he’d sworn he could never love another woman. That was all the balm her conscience had needed, and she had never brought up the subject again.

Over the years, his unchanging devotion was her lifeline to the world she’d left behind. So she’d never told him that her husband had usurped the love that had once been his. And the reason she didn’t say something now was sheer cowardice.

She had waited too long.

Now, after eleven years of marriage, John was dead, killed in a freak range accident. Twenty-five years old, a widow with three children, heiress to the Triple Fork, the largest ranch in the Wyoming Territory, Kinyan was free to marry whomever she chose. She should have guessed that when she came to her Sioux family for solace, Rides-the-Wind would ask her to become his wife.

Kinyan now felt the full weight of those eleven years of deception. The twins had been born within a year of her marriage to John, and even with John’s constant consideration and kindness, it had taken her that first year to come to understand that she loved her sometimes solemn, sometimes temperamental husband.

Kinyan’s fingers went to the engraved gold heart that hung together with a feathered amulet on a short thong around her neck. John had added the heart to the Indian keepsake on her fifteenth birthday, shortly after the birth of the twins. How proud he’d been of his two sons! How he’d cherished her! Kinyan swallowed again, but the lump stayed in her throat.

She glanced at the two fidgeting boys standing by the horses. They were dressed in buckskin breechclouts, elk bones adorning their necks, their hair in short braids. It was little comfort to know that even if she’d loved Rides-the-Wind, she couldn’t have accepted his proposal. Her sons deserved the heritage their white father had left them.

An inner voice argued, An Indian would not need to own the land. An Indian would only need so many things as she could carry with her on her own back or pack on the back of her horse. Maybe once it had been that way, Kinyan thought bitterly. But the world of the Oglala Sioux she’d fought against leaving eleven years ago was no more. Things had changed. She had changed. She’d become a misfit—born into one world, belonging now to another.

But that wasn’t the reason she chose not to marry the Sioux brave.

Quite simply, Kinyan wouldn’t agree to marry Rides-the-Wind because she didn’t love him. But she’d let the lie fester for too long. She couldn’t bear to hurt him by telling him the truth, nor was she willing to cut the final cord that bound her to the Sioux.

So she told the warrior another truth—one that was equally valid—to explain why she would not become his wife and live once again among the Oglala.

“I can’t consider only what I want for myself. I have to think what’s best for Josh and Jeremy and Lizbeth.”

“I will love your children—”

Kinyan put her forefinger to the warrior’s lips to stop him. His lips were soft and warm, and Kinyan waited for a spark of something—anything—to light at the touch. But she felt only regret for the pain she was about to inflict.

“I’ve never questioned your love for my children, and they return it. But look around you. How can I, when I see the disease, the starvation, the degradation endured by all in this camp, look with hope at a future for my children among the Sioux? If I live among the white man, I know my children will grow healthy and sturdy and strong. I cannot stay with you. I cannot be your wife.”

She’d spoken bluntly, brutally even, about a situation that was unspoken, yet could not be denied.

The band of Oglala was confined to the Red Cloud Agency camp, situated on the south bank of the White River near the mouth of White Clay Creek. The surrounding land was flat and grassy as far as the eye could see in any direction, with only the cottonwoods that grew along the banks of the river to break the brown and green monotony.

The buffalo no longer came here, and the tribe’s forays for food were discouraged by the soldiers from Fort Laramie, not far to the southwest. A once proud and self-sufficient people had become wards of the white man, at the mercy of pitiless Indian agents.

Kinyan could see the effect of her words in the Sioux’s tightening facial muscles, the defiant tilt of his head, the snarling curve of his once-soft lips. She knew he could imagine as well as she the dull-eyed Sioux children whose sharp ribs pressed out beyond their thin skins and whose cheeks were hollow with hunger.

“And if the white man were gone from the land and we could once more freely hunt the buffalo, would your answer be the same?”

“The white man is here to stay. Things will never be as they were.”

“There are others besides myself who do not agree with you. When we have forced the white man from the face of the land, I shall ask you again to become my wife.”

“It’s hopeless to fight the white man. There are too many of them. They have rifles and an endless supply of bullets. Think! Think!”

Frantic with fear, Kinyan grasped the Sioux’s shoulders, and would have shaken him like a disobedient child, except his solid strength prevented it. She let her hands fall to her sides, feeling helpless. How could she make him understand?

There were too many white men who thought the only good Indian was a dead Indian. It was almost a joke in Cheyenne. So long as the Sioux stayed in the various agency camps and didn’t complain too loudly when the agents fleeced them of their rightful rations from the United States government, all was well. But let soldiers or cowboys catch a buck hunting buffalo too far from camp, and it was liable to be the Indian’s hair that left his scalp.

“You can’t just—”

“It is day. You must go now. I will miss you, Kinyan, but I can wait a little longer to have what has always been mine. Have a good journey to the white man’s ranch.” The warrior had dismissed his woman.

“Rides-the-Wind—”

This time it was Rides-the-Wind who put his fingertips to Kinyan’s lips. He’d stopped her from admitting she didn’t love him. If she’d thought her confession would keep him from fighting the white man, she would have forced him to hear it. But she was well aware of his rebelliousness; it was what had caused her to fall in love with him at fourteen. She would only hurt him again, and for nothing.

Kinyan tore herself away and raced for her stallion, Gringalet. A figure stepped out of the shadows, startling an exclamation from her. “Mother!”

Kinyan’s impetus carried her into her mother’s arms, which were open in welcome. Wheat Woman calmly stroked her daughter’s hair until Kinyan’s breathing steadied.

“I’m all right now.”

Wheat Woman gave Kinyan one last hug before she released her. The flaxen hair that had given Wheat Woman her name gleamed as the golden morning light streaked between the tepees. Not even years spent in the sun had darkened the warm, honey-toned skin that attested to her whiteness, and which she’d passed along to her daughter.

“I wanted to look upon you one last time before you left. I hadn’t planned to let you see me,” she admitted.

“Oh, Mother, I’m so glad you did. Why didn’t you tell me about this talk of war?”

“So you could worry over what cannot be changed? No, it was better left unsaid. Rides-the-Wind was foolish to speak of it to you.”

“I told him I wouldn’t marry him because of how the tribe must live. He said when the white man is gone, he’ll ask me to marry him again. But, Mother, things will never change, and even if they did…”

“You don’t love him.”

Kinyan’s eyes widened for a moment, then closed as she fought not to confirm the point to her mother.

“So you will go back to the ranch. I can see the choice has been difficult for you, but it is where your sons belong.” Wheat Woman paused before adding, “And I think now you belong there also.”

“I’ll be so alone.”

It was a confession Kinyan hadn’t intended to make. Rides-the-Wind had forced her to think about marriage when she was a mere three months’ widow. Would she ever be able to accept another husband after John? He’d been all things to her: father, because he’d been old enough and wise enough to be one; friend, because she’d needed one when she’d been forced from the Indian world to that of the whites; and lover, awakening the maiden she’d been to the woman she’d become.

Without John’s anchor, Kinyan had felt adrift between two worlds, and she’d leaned first toward the Indians and then toward the whites, unsure where she belonged.

Until Rides-the-Wind had forced her to make a choice.

Wheat Woman’s voice interrupted Kinyan’s musing.

“You’ll have John’s mother, Dorothea, and the children, and we’re always here if you’re lonely, Kinyan. But I expect you’ll be too busy taking care of your children and running the Triple Fork to have time to think about being alone. And now you’d better get started, if you expect to get home today.”

Kinyan returned her mother’s fierce embrace until it seemed they must crush each other. Then, without giving herself time to think, she mounted her stallion and clapped her heels to the horse’s flanks. Gringalet bolted into a gallop that raised clouds of dust in the overgrazed area surrounding the agency camp. Kinyan never looked back, but she could hear the sound of her sons’ ponies and Soaring Eagle’s pinto, following close behind.

 

Kinyan spent the morning and most of the afternoon in thoughtful silence. The fourteen-year-old Indian maiden who’d been forced to leave the Oglala Sioux and become the wife of the rancher John Holloway had been lost somewhere over the passage of time. And Kinyan Holloway hadn’t been able to find her.

She was a white woman now. Rides-the-Wind was, would always be, a Sioux brave. Once, their lives would have intertwined. Now they would never meet. Her father had set her footsteps among the white man, and it was there Kinyan was convinced she would find her destiny.

Yet she had no idea how she was going to manage to hold on to the Triple Fork now that John was gone. That he’d kept her in virtual ignorance of the workings of the ranch was not so unusual. But the result was that squatters, aware there was no man to challenge them, had already settled on the northeast corner of the ranch. The Triple Fork’s foreman, Dardus Penrod, had informed Dorothea about the invasion, and that had prompted John’s mother to send for Kinyan.

Because she’d already had condolence visits from the owners of the adjoining spreads, Kinyan knew the white ranchers expected her to resolve her dilemma by either selling the Triple Fork or remarrying. Kinyan had rejected the idea of selling. John had loved the Triple Fork, and his last wish had been for his sons to have it. Neither, on the other hand, would she ever again marry someone she hadn’t chosen herself.

That left a third option, which Kinyan had been mulling in the month she’d spent among the Sioux: why couldn’t she learn how to do what needed to be done on the ranch herself? She rode as well as any man, and while she was small, she was sturdy. She was quick to learn and not afraid of hard work.

Kinyan had been in the white world long enough to perceive the one fatal flaw in her plan—the white man’s aberrant attitude toward the ability of a woman to do much more than make babies, knit, sew, and cook. Never mind that before she’d married John, Kinyan’s life among the Sioux had meant heavy labor from dawn to dusk. A white man’s wife had responsibilities limited to caring for the children and the chickens.

Well, the good citizens of Cheyenne were about to get their first taste of something a little different, Kinyan thought. At least she was going to give it a try.

By the time she reached this momentous decision, the small party had been riding over Triple Fork land for several hours and only had a short distance to travel before they reached the ranch house. The shallow peaks of the Laramie Mountains, which formed the western border of the Triple Fork, beckoned to her, and Kinyan wanted—needed—one last flirtation with freedom before she again submitted herself to the strictures of the white world.

“I’ll race you to that rock!”

With Gringalet prancing in excitement beneath her and a grin of pure pleasure on her face, Kinyan turned first to the right and then to the left to check for agreement from the two ten-year-old boys who flanked her on their ponies. She already knew the response she was going to get, and it pleased her to think how well she knew her sons.

“Sure, Ma, on the count of three,” Josh agreed, as he gathered the reins and crouched forward until his hawklike nose stuck well into the dark mane of his buckskin gelding.

“Hold on,” Jeremy countered with a squeaky shout.

“First we gotta get the rules straight.”

Kinyan’s grin broadened. Everything was as it should be—Josh, the elder twin, ever impulsive; Jeremy, the younger, ever practical.

“We’ll let Grandfather give us the go. Whoever reaches that big rock at the base of the mountains first wins.”

Kinyan glanced over her shoulder at her father, who sat straight and tall as a war lance on his spotted pony, to get his concurrence to Jeremy’s announcement and suddenly saw him not as he had been, but as he was now. The years had not been kind to him—certainly no kinder than the white man to the Sioux—for he’d survived long enough to become a war chief with no war to fight.

Kinyan didn’t allow herself to feel sorry for him. She would never forgive her father for manipulating her marriage to John Holloway in order to pay a debt of honor—notwithstanding the happy result. She ignored the inner voice that urged her to pardon him for that one transgression before it was too late. She simply couldn’t.

“I had not realized you were in such a hurry to be home,” Soaring Eagle said.

Kinyan felt the squeeze begin around her heart at the word home. She was headed for the place that had become her refuge. Yet no husband waited there to hold her in his arms, to send her pulse racing when he kissed her in that special place behind her ear. She must put the past behind her, where it belonged. She must see only the future.

“You know you are welcome to return and stay among us,” Soaring Eagle offered in response to the tautness of Kinyan’s features.

“I need to get back to the Triple Fork.”

“What can you hope to do about those thieves upon the land that your foreman is not already doing?” Soaring Eagle asked.

“I don’t know,” Kinyan admitted. “But I have to go back. Dardus wants to talk to me about the squatters, and some of John’s friends have stopped by to see if I need help. Dorothea has kept my absence a secret for long enough. I am bearing my grief well in the solitude of my room,” Kinyan said, her lips quirking in amusement as she gave the excuse she and Dorothea had made up for those well-wishers who had had to be turned away.

“You have borne your grief well.”

No expression showed on the face of the Sioux chief. Through long practice, he’d learned to keep his feelings hidden. Yet in his heart, Soaring Eagle smiled. There was no comparison between the hopeful young woman with sparkling eyes who faced him now and the devastated widow who’d arrived at the Oglala Sioux camp a month ago with her two sons.

Soaring Eagle had watched Kinyan try desperately to belong once again to the world she’d left behind at fourteen, when he’d commanded her to marry John Holloway. He’d known the moment when Kinyan realized she could never come back to live among the Sioux.

With his onyx eyes, broad, flattened nose, and almost nonexistent upper lip, he looked little like his half-white daughter. Yet he understood her better than she did herself. He had always known she would return to the white man’s ranch.

He’d come to regret his decision to give her to the white man. But he’d made a promise, and he never broke his word. Had he known at the outset that the price he would pay for keeping his vow was his daughter’s love, he would never have agreed to the improbable scheme when it had been suggested to him so many years ago.

Yet Kinyan had not changed completely from the mischievous girl he remembered. Unheeding of the proprieties demanded by the white world, she had efficiently gathered up the flowing skirt of her calico dress and tucked it under her thighs so it wouldn’t whip about in the upcoming contest, leaving a goodly amount of thigh showing.

Soaring Eagle chuckled, a low sound that never passed beyond the depths of his broad chest. Kinyan’s name, which meant “One-Who-Flies” in Sioux and which she’d acquired because of her habit of racing to get from one place to another, suited her well even now.

“If you are ready,” Soaring Eagle announced, “I will start this race and then follow to judge who first reaches the rock at the edge of that far gully.”

The three racers lined up their horses, but Kinyan forced them to hold the start while she tucked the skirt of the calico dress even higher up under her thighs so it wouldn’t get in her way. Of course in the past she’d pulled her buckskin dress up just so, but white women didn’t do such things.

Kinyan defiantly gave the calico an extra tuck. She wasn’t ashamed of the trim brown thighs and slender calves that lay exposed to view. It was the Indian side of Kinyan that had chosen the red dress. She would not wear black and mourn as the white man. Besides, the white voice within her reasoned, there was no one here to see her.

“Come on, Ma,” Josh urged. “Hurry up!”

“I’m ready now.” Kinyan leaned forward, her eyes focused on the mountains ahead, waiting for the command to start.

At her father’s guttural “Go!” Kinyan spurred her mighty stallion, bounding forward into the lead. With a hoot of laughter, she taunted her sons, “I’ll be waiting for you at the finish line. Don’t be too long!” She leaned forward to burrow her face in the chestnut mane and laid her hand on Gringalet’s neck. It was a signal between them, and the stallion began to run full out for the sheer love of it.

The pounding hooves faded back on either side of her, until Kinyan heard only the roar of the wind that sent her long black hair whipping and snapping like streamers on a gonfalon behind her, felt only the warm afternoon sun beating down upon her shoulders and the bunching muscles of the straining animal between her thighs. The acrid sweat of her horse and the fresh, pungent pines blended in a wild perfume that caused her nostrils to flare in an attempt to absorb as much of the tantalizing odor as possible.

Kinyan increased her distance from her sons with each stride of her magnificent chestnut stallion. Behind her, she heard Jeremy’s gleeful war whoop. She glanced over her shoulder and grinned as she watched both of the half-naked, berry-brown boys swinging their stone and rawhide war clubs in fearsome arcs about their heads. She laughed aloud when her sedate father joined the boys, his shrieking war cry hauntingly fierce, enough to shatter the nerve of any enemy.

Her eyes blurred by the blinding wind, Kinyan put her worries behind her and concentrated instead on the powerful muscles that moved between her thighs, taking her ever forward to the beauty of the cool mountains and away from the sadness of the recent past.

Kinyan pressed her cheek to Gringalet’s mane as she neared the large rock that signaled the end of the race. In a moment she would have to rein in the stallion to keep him from charging headlong into the pines.

One second Kinyan was lying close to the neck of her great stallion, the next a steel-thewed arm had wrapped itself around her waist and she was torn from the saddle, lifted bodily into the air, and crushed against a hard, muscular chest.

For a moment, Kinyan didn’t comprehend what had happened to her. Her horror, when she perceived the gun aimed at the three who followed her, forced the air from her chest in what would have been a cry of warning.

Before she could utter the scream rising in her throat, a callused palm snaked around from the other side and clamped across her mouth. Her waist-length tresses tangled around her, impeding her struggle as she writhed and scratched like a wildcat in her captor’s embrace.

Kinyan froze when a harsh male voice snapped, “Hellfire! Shut up and be still, or you’re liable to get yourself killed!”
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Kinyan’s terror gave her strength far beyond her diminutive size. She managed to pull the cowboy’s fingers far enough away from her mouth to screech a muffled “Help!” before his strong hand once again silenced her.

The cowboy tightened his painful hold on her waist and mouth. Kinyan kicked at the villain’s legs with her spurs, but the heavy rawhide chaps designed to protect him from hardy brush deflected the brunt of her efforts.

Her wriggling caused him to yank her further up onto the saddle, where she was in a better position to elbow his ribs, which she did. It was little satisfaction to hear his grunted “Ooomph!” because the cowboy didn’t release his fierce grasp the least bit.

Kinyan had no doubt what fate the dust-laden drifter probably had in mind for her. But her fear for herself was eclipsed when she saw the cowboy aim his .44 Colt revolver at the three tightly bunched riders who were riding pell-mell directly toward them. Kinyan thought her heart might stop beating, so tightly was it constricted by fear.

It was that same fear that gave her the strength to claw at the binding hand across her mouth until she caught a forefinger in her teeth. She crunched hard on the firm flesh until she tasted blood.

The man jerked his wounded hand away and at the same time bound her with his gun arm as he alternately sucked at the blood streaming from the two precise half-circles of tooth marks and swore furiously under his breath.

“This is some rescue,” the drifter muttered, shaking his head in disbelief. “Damn fool woman. If you don’t shut up, you’re going to get us both killed.”

Kinyan’s incredulity at the cowboy’s announcement that he planned to rescue her left her mouth agape. But only momentarily.

“You idiot! You dumb, loco cowboy! Who are you supposed to be rescuing me from anyway—my own father and my sons? And don’t call me a fool. You’re the fool for being on my land, where you don’t belong,” Kinyan ranted in the Sioux tongue to which she reverted whenever she was truly angry.

Benjamin Colter narrowed his eyes in consternation at the strange exhortation. The little lady had just cussed him out in a language that sounded distinctly Indian. Before he had a chance to grasp the significance of that revelation, the three braves galloping into the ravine drew his full attention.

Colter unconsciously relaxed his hold on the woman to ready himself to confront the Sioux, and she quickly escaped his grasp.

As the Indians drew closer, Colter could see that two of them were no more than boys. He shot the woman an irate glance, not a little vexed that her cries had made it necessary for him to shoot at the young Sioux. Yet all too aware their youth didn’t make them any less deadly, Colter aimed his .44 at the Indian in the lead.

“No!” Kinyan screamed. “Don’t shoot!”

Acting instinctively to prevent the catastrophe that appeared to be only moments away, Kinyan flung herself at the cowboy’s gun arm and hung on for dear life. She could feel the cold blue barrel of the army revolver pressed against her flesh, and her breath came in heaving pants as she fought to keep him from turning the gun on her father and her sons.

Kinyan’s desperation increased as she realized she was slowly but surely losing the battle. Despite her efforts, the throbbing muscles in her shoulders and arms were giving way. Knowing she couldn’t hold off the cowboy much longer, she chanced a look in the direction of the three riders.

At that moment, the cowboy wrenched the gun from her grasp.

Kinyan’s fury overcame paralyzing despair and sent her flying once more into the face of the Colt as, with a cry of enraged pain, she attacked the man on horseback. Her efforts were as doomed as a newborn calf abandoned by its mother. The cowboy simply swept her up in his arms, pulling her securely into his lap.

“Whoa, hellcat!” he snarled as his sinewy arm pulled tight against a full, rounded breast.

Kinyan continued fighting until, from the corner of her eye, she saw that Soaring Eagle had recognized the danger.

Her father slid down to the side of his horse away from the cowboy, so that only his leg was visible across his pony’s back. With a high yip, he warned Josh and Jeremy, and they mimed his action instantly. The three riders sprinted past the struggling couple to safety in the thick pines.

After they’d pulled their horses to a stop, the only sound to be heard was Kinyan’s heavy breathing.

Her intense relief at seeing her loved ones safe left Kinyan’s muscles useless. Her entire body trembled, and she slumped forward over the cowboy’s arm.

“There’s obviously been some mistake here,” she dimly heard the cowboy say. “And I’m willing to admit it may have been mine. If you’ll sit tight a minute, maybe we can sort this all out.”

“We’ve got you covered, mister,” Josh yelled from somewhere above and behind Colter. “You let my ma go, and I won’t have to kill you.”

Colter released a stream of expletives. The buck must be her husband and the two boys her half-breed kids. Even as that thought came into his head, Colter realized he couldn’t be right. The boy spoke perfect English, and the woman wasn’t dressed like a squaw.

What was she doing with the Sioux, and why were the boys all decked out in breechclouts, bones, and braids? He wanted some answers, and he wanted them fast, before the kid decided to scratch his itchy trigger finger.

“Hold on, boy. Give me a minute to parley with your ma.” Colter tightened his grasp on the woman in a no-nonsense manner and demanded, “Start talking, lady. What’s going on here? What are you doing with those Sioux?”

In English, Kinyan answered, “Soaring Eagle is my father. The boys, Josh and Jeremy, are my twin sons.”

Colter stared at her in disbelief. The woman didn’t look old enough to be mother to the two strapping boys. He found himself waiting for the delicately accented, almost musical sound of her voice as she continued.

“We were just racing, racing, when you snatched me from Gringalet’s back. Now you tell me—what are you doing here on my land?”

Colter perceived the woman’s rising irritation as she made her explanation, but he found his attention distracted by something even more pleasant than the timbre of her voice. Several buttons on her calico dress had been ripped away during their struggle and a pair of luscious, peachlike breasts heaved with exertion practically under his nose. Colter thought, How careless the man who left this delicious fruit to be plucked by any passerby.

Colter ignored her question and asked instead, “Where’s your husband that he lets you ride alone?”

“I wasn’t alone. I—”

Colter had tried to deny to himself the importance of the question, but when the woman avoided answering it, he lost patience with her.

“Answer my question,” he snapped.

“None of your—”

The rock-hard arm that held Kinyan cut off her breath so completely she couldn’t finish her sentence. The low growl rumbling in the cowboy’s throat warned that further defiance was not likely to be tolerated.

Forced to remember events she’d been trying for the past month to forget, Kinyan spat, “My husband is dead. Is that what you wanted to hear, Mister…”

Kinyan left the sentence hanging, hoping the gruff cowboy would identify himself.

But he didn’t.

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” Colter said quietly as he loosened his grasp. Colter was sorry the woman had lost her husband but at the same time inexplicably relieved she didn’t belong to some other man, which was crazy because he really had no intention of getting involved with her himself.

He couldn’t explain his attraction to the spitfire. He’d barely had a good look at her perfect, heart-shaped face. Naturally he’d noticed the large, luminous eyes that flashed fire at him, the lashes so long they swept the honey-gold skin of her cheeks when she blinked, her windswept silky black hair that smelled of fresh air and sunshine, and the slender figure that curved in all the right places. He was suddenly conscious of the warmth of her breasts and the rapid beating of her heart under his arm.

Colter felt the familiar quickening in his loins that preceded full arousal. There was no sense tormenting himself. He would never touch a respectable woman without the benefit of matrimony, and nowhere in his careful plans to start over in the Wyoming Territory had he accounted for a wife. The pain of losing one wife was enough.

On the other hand, there were plenty of women who could satisfy the need he felt right now. Unfortunately, the ones he knew were all back in Texas. Better to get this hapless encounter over with and be on his way.

“I thought you were in trouble, ma’am, and needed rescue from those three bucks chasing you. Seems I was wrong,” Colter admitted with a grin. “If you’ll tell your father and your boys to put their weapons down and come out here where I can see them, I’ll be leaving.”

Kinyan shivered as the cowboy’s soft, slow drawl caressed her, compelling her to turn around in his embrace. Her first glimpse of the man revealed a flashing smile of perfect white teeth and thick black hair falling over his collar in gentle curls. It wasn’t at all what she had expected to find.

She tilted her head back, anxious to see if the rest of the man fit the mental image of the villain she’d pictured. Kinyan caught her breath when she at last focused on his captivating visage.

The man looking back at her possessed a surprisingly fine-boned face stubbled with dark beard, except where a jagged scar ran the length of his bronzed left jaw. Her eyes traced the slashing scar from just below his ear to where it ended, an inch or so to the left of his slightly cleft chin. She followed the line of the shallow cleft up to a sensual mouth, the lower lip fuller than the upper. The small natural indentation above the lip led her to the sharp blade of nose and upward to large, wide-spaced blue eyes that stared back at her in tolerant amusement.

Kinyan realized he was patiently allowing her to examine him while he performed an examination of his own. She unconsciously licked her lips, like a cat tasting cream, unaware of the provocative picture she provided.

Her gaze dropped to avoid the man’s incisive perusal, coming to rest on the dusty black scarf knotted loosely around his neck, and then on the white, salty rim inside the open neck of his black shirt. She imagined his skin must taste equally salty.

Appalled at the absolutely ridiculous train of her thoughts, Kinyan let her eyes drop even lower until she perceived the Texas five-point star stitched in red on the pocket of his black leather vest.

She squirmed in the cowboy’s arms, uncomfortably aware of his rising passion, for under her hip a ridge grew along the skintight denim jeans that were encased in the well-worn rawhide chaps.

Knowledge of the cowboy’s desire excited Kinyan, evoking feelings she found particularly disturbing because she’d felt nothing like them since John’s death—and because she felt them now, toward a perfect stranger.

When it became apparent her movements had only aggravated the problem, Kinyan stole a peek at the cowboy’s face. His full lips quirked in a knowing, sardonic smile.

Kinyan ducked her head once again in embarrassment and peered sightlessly at the mountains that surrounded them. It didn’t help. Her body began to respond to the lusty male in whose arms she found herself, and Kinyan realized she had no inclination to remove herself from the cowboy’s lap.

How had that happened? What was it about him she found so attractive? Kinyan’s curiosity sent her flashing eyes back to meet the cowboy’s compelling stare.

But the look in his eyes had changed again. She found herself challenged by intense blue orbs that burned with a longing so fierce it sent a jolt of desire spreading from her center outward in fiery tongues of radiating pleasure.

Desperate to escape the entangling sexual sparks flying between them, Kinyan looked down again. This time, she detected the beginning of another ragged scar at the base of his throat, which she supposed must run down his chest. How had he come to have such marks of violence?

He was dressed as an ordinary cowboy, from his Texas crowned hat to his two-inch roweled Mexican spurs, and the double cinch rigging on his saddle attested to the fact he’d done some hard roping from the back of the roan. Yet the smooth, walnut-butted revolver that seemed to belong in his left hand and the holster tied down on his thigh belied that simple occupation.

The hungry blue eyes she could feel devouring her were not kind like John’s, Kinyan decided, but neither were they cruel, and though she had no reason to trust the man, she did. That was fortunate, because she really had no choice in the matter. Kinyan jerked her head away as though her chin had been physically held by the rugged cowboy and wet her tips nervously before speaking.

“Everything’s okay, boys. You can put away your guns and come on out now. This man thought you were chasing me, and he was only trying to help.”

“Can this man be trusted?” Soaring Eagle questioned in Sioux.

“I believe he can,” Kinyan answered in kind.

“Ma, I ain’t puttin’ myself at the mercy of no gunslinger,” Josh argued in English for the benefit of the cowboy.

A frown of disapproval worked its way onto Colter’s face at the boy’s evaluation of him. But it eased as he conceded to himself that the kid had reason to be wary. Still, the boy owed his mother the right to be wrong.

“I guess this calls for a little trust on both sides, son. I’m going to holster my gun. I expect you boys’ll be gentlemen enough to oblige me by doing the same,” Colter said to appease the chary child.

“I ain’t your son,” Josh replied belligerently. “But you get shuck of that iron and we’ll do the same.”

Colter put away his .44, then eased Kinyan carefully down along his leg to the ground.

When Colter held up both hands to show they were empty, Soaring Eagle, Josh, and Jeremy slid hurriedly down the hill behind him and circled until they faced him head-on. Colter noted that although the boys were unarmed, the older Sioux cradled a Winchester rifle comfortably in his muscular arms. Clearly, the Indian’s trust didn’t extend to carelessness.

“You all right, Ma?” the dark-haired boy asked, moving to his mother’s right side, as the towheaded boy moved to her left.

“Yes, Josh. I’m fine,” Kinyan replied.

Colter thought the boys must be fraternal twins, from the disparate look of them. Attired only in beaded breechclout and moccasins and wearing a polished bone necklace as a collar, Jeremy stood a good two inches taller than his brother, who was dressed similarly. Where Josh was lean and wiry, Jeremy was heavier, broad-shouldered, and narrow-hipped. Although Jeremy’s spread-legged stance was wary, his green-eyed gaze was open and almost friendly. Colter even thought he detected the flicker of a smile on the lightly freckled face.

But there was certainly nothing funny about the situation as far as Josh was concerned. Colter empathized with the boy, knew his kind. He stood alone, at war with the world. Josh’s sin-black hair and coppery skin hinted at his Indian heritage, and the boy’s challenging demeanor would have made any warrior proud to call him son.

Colter looked quickly from Josh to his mother and was startled to find the same azure blue eyes staring at him from both faces. Unless he missed his guess, the young woman was at least half white.

Colter’s speculation was interrupted by Jeremy, who suggested, “Ma, we’d best get started home again if we want to make it before dark.”

Kinyan glanced up at Colter.

“I’m sorry if I hurt your hand.” The words were sincere, even though the hint of mischief dancing in Kinyan’s eyes seemed to add, But after all, you brought it on yourself.

Colter grinned ruefully as he examined his tooth-marked finger.

“Don’t worry about it. It’s nothing.”

That wasn’t exactly true. The bite was deep enough that he was going to have a permanent reminder of this fiasco.

Kinyan continued, “It all seems so silly now. I can see how you might have misunderstood the situation.” Then, on impulse, she added, “We’re heading south. Would you care to ride along with us?”

Colter answered more harshly than necessary because he found himself on the verge of saying yes, and getting involved with a woman—any woman—was not part of his plans.

“No. I’ve got business that needs tending.”

Kinyan didn’t understand the stab of disappointment she experienced at the cowboy’s curt refusal. “So long, then, and good luck.” She stepped forward and offered her hand to the cowboy as he looked down on her from his roan.

Her hand was softer than Colter had expected—only lightly callused, not as rough as it would be if she did heavy labor around a ranch house. He wondered who did the work for her.

Colter examined the lovely face carefully: the mischievous blue eyes, the impish nose, the regal cheekbones, the stubborn set of the generous mouth, and the proud tilt of the chin, setting the inconsistent features in his memory to be taken out and enjoyed at his leisure. Then he let his gaze drift down over the sensuously disheveled red calico dress that hugged her slim waist and flared in loose gathers over her rounded hips.

“You gonna sit there holdin’ her hand all day, mister?” Josh demanded.

“Joshua!”

Kinyan turned to find Josh glaring malevolently at Colter. Kinyan despaired of how the high-spirited boy would end up now that John was dead. Josh’s behavior had changed drastically in just a few short months. He’d begun using the rough slang of the cowhands, as though by simply talking like them, he could be a man.

Every time a neighboring rancher offering condolences had so much as given her a second glance, Josh had bristled like this and warned the man off. Kinyan had hoped some time among the Sioux would ease the pain of John’s death for all of them, but apparently it hadn’t helped Josh.

“You will apologize immediately,” Kinyan commanded.

“I’m sorry,” Josh said. But it was clear from his sullen expression he was anything but.

“I think you owe your mother the apology, son. She’s the one embarrassed, not me.”

“I ain’t your son and I ain’t never gonna be!” Josh erupted in a shout. “So don’t be tellin’ me what to do.”

Colter could see the boy was hurting, but he kept the sympathy from his face, knowing it would only press the youth to further rebellion. The kid’s pa must have been some kind of man, Colter mused, to engender this fierce loyalty to his memory.

Well, he couldn’t bring back the boy’s pa. Time would have to heal that wound. Besides, this was a family matter and best handled by the woman, although he could see from the exasperation on her face she had no idea how to stop the kid from acting this way.

He opened his mouth to offer a word of advice and snapped it shut again. Hellfire! He was getting out of here before he interfered where he didn’t belong.

“Have a good trip home, ma’am,” Colter said, tipping the curved brim of his black felt hat. He tipped the battered hat once more in respect to Soaring Eagle as he met the Indian’s dark eyes, and the Sioux acknowledged Colter’s farewell with an equally respectful nod. Colter turned the angular roan and kicked him into a mile-eating trot in the direction of Cheyenne.

“I’m sorry, Ma,” Josh said when the cowboy was gone. Josh’s contrition was genuine. He couldn’t seem to control these emotional outbursts lately. “I promise I won’t do that again. I promise,” he repeated. “Just don’t be mad, Ma.”

Kinyan’s voice trembled with fury and frustration as she spoke. “I know you miss your pa, Josh, but there’s no excuse for the way you behaved toward that cowboy.”

Josh kicked a pine cone with the toe of his moccasin, and seemed to find the arrangement of a crunchy bed of dead pine needles of great interest.

It was at times like this Kinyan’s ache for John grew unbearable. Kinyan had never realized how much she’d depended on John until he was gone. She had moved from the safe bosom of her Sioux family to John’s protective arms, and now, for virtually the first time in her life, she had no one to rely on but herself. John’s death had ripped away Kinyan’s safe cocoon, and ready or not, the caterpillar must become a butterfly.

Kinyan sighed. Lately she’d spent a lot of time on the ground just batting her wings and getting nowhere.

“Father, we can make it home from here by ourselves.”

Seeing the distress on Kinyan’s face, Soaring Eagle longed to enfold his daughter in his arms and comfort her. However, because of a decision made eleven years ago, that closeness was lost to him. He nevertheless made it clear he would welcome her return to his fatherly embrace.

“I am ever there if you need me,” Soaring Eagle said.

“For now, do not be too harsh with the boy. He fights the death of his father. Soon he will realize that Wakan-Tanka will not return what he has taken, and your son will accept his loss. Be well, my daughter.”

Kinyan struggled to keep from showing her feelings. Once upon a time, Soaring Eagle had been a wonderful father. But magical fathers who never did wrong belonged in the white man’s fairy tales. She would never forgive Soaring Eagle’s betrayal. She managed to make her voice hard, though her words were not.

“Be well, my father. Thank you for your thoughtful words. I will take them to my heart.”

The Sioux threw his foot easily over his spotted pony’s back. With a piercing yell, he sent his mount back east across the endless plains that only a few scant years past had belonged to the buffalo and now had been claimed by the whites.

Kinyan whistled for her stallion, which was grazing not far away. After the three travelers had remounted and started on the last leg of the journey home, Kinyan pondered the life before her. She was a widow with the vast Triple Fork ranch to manage, and no idea at all how to do it. If she hoped to survive without remarrying, however, she would just have to learn somehow what needed to be done on the ranch and do it.

Seeing his mother lost deep in thought, Jeremy signaled for Josh to fall back, and they reined in their mounts until they trailed behind the pensive woman.

Once they were out of earshot, Jeremy said quietly, “You know, Josh, sometimes you can be a real horse’s tail.”

Before Josh could retort, Jeremy continued, “Have you thought about who’s gonna run the ranch now that Pa’s dead?”

“Dardus can manage the hands and—”

“Who’s gonna tell Dardus what to do?” Jeremy interrupted.

“We can, I guess.”

Jeremy snickered. “Face it, Josh. Who’s gonna take orders from two ten-year-old boys?”

“Then Ma can do it,” Josh said stubbornly.

“Ma don’t know nothin’ ’bout ranchin’. We gotta have a cowman to take over the Triple Fork, and that means Ma’s gotta marry.”

Seeing Josh stiffen, Jeremy hurried on.

“I’m not sayin’ we gotta take the first gent who asks, but we gotta be lookin’ for some man to help run the ranch, not scarin’ them off willy-nilly like you’ve been doin’.”

“You thinkin’ of somebody like this no-’count drifter we met today, maybe?” Josh asked, a grown-up sneer distorting his features.

“Maybe.”

“Ain’t nobody ever gonna take Pa’s place!” Josh spat.

“No, prob’ly not,” Jeremy agreed. “But somebody’s sure gotta marry Ma.”

Josh glared at Jeremy, then turned his head away to study the far-flung fields of grass that would one day belong to them both. He shook his head in an infinitely small arc from side to side, denying the future Jeremy envisioned.

“Not if I can help it,” Josh vowed solemnly. “No sirree, bob. Not if I can help it.”
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“Mama! I missed you,” Lizbeth shouted, leaping into Kinyan’s arms and wrapping her legs around her mother’s waist. “Hi, Josh. Hi, Jeremy,” she called over Kinyan’s shoulder to her two brothers, who were hard at work in the adjacent stalls of the huge barn, rubbing down their horses before letting them out in the corral.

“Grandma Thea sent me to get you,” Lizbeth said.

“Someone’s here to see you. You have to come. Hurry!”

In her excitement, Lizbeth’s childish lisp was more pronounced, but it was welcome to her homesick mother’s ears. Kinyan hugged her six-year-old daughter tightly, then swung the giggling girl up onto Gringalet’s bare back. Kinyan grabbed a handful of Gringalet’s mane, backing him out of the stall and urging him down the center aisle toward the barn door.

“Josh, Jeremy, we’ve got company. Don’t come to the house until you change out of those breechclouts,” Kinyan warned as she passed from the fly-buzz quiet of the shadowed barn into the June-bug riot of the dusky evening.

“Grandma Thea let me give the two men lemonade, but it’s all gone now,” Lizbeth said.

“Two men?”

It was only then that Kinyan noticed the darker outline of two horses in the umbrella of shade created by the immense two-story house John had finished building only last year. When her eyes adjusted to the failing light, Kinyan recognized the distinctive black and white Appaloosa that belonged to Ritter Gordon. That meant the dun probably belonged to Ritter’s constant shadow, Willis Smithson, one of the ranchers whose land bordered the Triple Fork to the east.

Ritter Gordon was a force to be reckoned with in Laramie County and had been elected to take John’s place as head of the Laramie County Stock Association. In the last months before John’s accident, he and Ritter had disagreed violently on the attitude the Association should take toward small ranchers and sheepmen settling in the Territory. John had been much more willing to encourage newcomers than Ritter.

Although she’d seen Ritter frequently at social functions over the past seven years, Kinyan had spoken with him rarely. Their most recent meeting had been three months ago, the day after John died, when Ritter had made his condolence call. She wondered what possible purpose Ritter could have to visit her now.

“Let’s go and see our visitors, shall we?” Kinyan said, her curiosity aroused.

Lizbeth laughed gaily when her mother tugged her down from Gringalet’s broad back and set her on her black-booted feet in the dust of the barnyard, sending three speckled hens clucking away in a dither. Then Kinyan opened the corral and let Gringalet run free within.

As Kinyan and Lizbeth headed hand in hand toward the ranch house, Kinyan reached down to straighten the grimy white pinafore over Lizbeth’s marigold-yellow calico dress.

“Guess what Prissy did!” Lizbeth lisped in sudden recollection of the momentous event that had occurred in her mother’s absence. “She had five kitties on my bed!”

Wishing to greet her company without the inquisitive child in tow, Kinyan seized the opportunity the kittens provided to keep Lizbeth occupied.

“I can’t wait to see Prissy’s babies. Why don’t you go find them now and make sure they’re all right.”

Lizbeth readily scampered off the covered front porch and around past the trellis of blue morning glories toward the back of the house.

Kinyan tucked her Indian amulet beneath her dress. Then she opened the front door, paneled in intricate designs of leaded glass, only to discover Josh and Jeremy practically tumbling on her heels.

Hearing their mother’s announcement of company, they had rushed to finish with their mounts, released their braids, and changed into the plaid shirts, jeans, and boots they’d carried in their bedrolls, afraid they might miss something. Now they bounded past Kinyan into the wide hallway that divided the lower floor of the house in two, and scampered on through the doorway on the right into the combination parlor and study.

They vaulted onto either arm of the burgundy brocade-upholstered settee situated perpendicular to the gray stone fireplace. Willis Smithson roosted uncomfortably in the center of the settee, and the twins flanked the wide-eyed rancher like two bronzed bookends.

“Welcome home, Mrs. Holloway,” Ritter Gordon said as he rose sinuously from the comfortable dark brown leather wing chair that had been John’s. “John’s mother said you were indisposed today and wouldn’t be able to join us. She got called to the cookhouse to tend an injured cowhand and we were about to leave. Now I’m glad we stayed.”

“Yeah, welcome home,” Willis Smithson echoed, bobbing up from his perch on the settee.

Kinyan ignored the tone of accusation in Ritter’s voice, bluffing, “Yes, I felt better and decided to take a ride. I suppose I should have told Dorothea I was leaving.”

She paused for a moment to let her eyes adjust to the glow of the cut-glass kerosene lantern on the mantel. There were more lanterns scattered on the several simple pine end tables located near the settee and on the two leather chairs across from it, which she and John had habitually occupied.

Her hand slipped down to her throat to touch her amulet beneath the calico, and she became aware of the missing buttons on her dress and how dusty and disheveled she must look. There was no help for that now. But she could imagine what a man like Ritter, so conscious of appearances, must think.

Ritter owned the second largest ranch in Laramie County, bordering the Triple Fork to the west, and most of the land in Cheyenne. Luckily, his wealth made it possible for him to hire a surrogate to run his ranch, the Oxbow, because he was fastidious to a degree that would not have been possible had he been required to actually play the role his clothing proclaimed.

He was dressed, as always, in an immaculately clean pale blue shirt and brown leather vest. Nary a speck of dust marred the rawhide batwing chaps that encased his Levi’s. A pearl-handled .44 Colt rested comfortably in a hand-tooled brown leather holster that sat just below his beltline. His polished silver spurs gleamed in the lantern light, but they were given a fair contest by expensive boots, polished to a spit shine.

No band of sweat rimmed his hat, and Kinyan ventured a guess that the pure white scarf around his throat had never cleared the sweat from Ritter’s brow, let alone the dust from his horse’s nostrils after a hot summer afternoon on the prairie.

She spoke to curb her rising amusement over Ritter’s appearance of exaggerated cleanliness. “Can I get more lemonade for you two gentlemen?”

“That’d be just great. I’m shore ’nuff dried up,” Willis blurted.

“No thank you, it’s late,” Ritter contradicted Willis. He took two quick steps and reached out to take Kinyan’s hand. “May I say again how sorry we all are that you’ve lost John.”

The hand that grasped Kinyan’s was huge, powerful, and decidedly possessive. John hadn’t been a jealous man, but Ritter had been forward enough with Kinyan on one of their prior meetings for John to step between them. John had later raged to Kinyan, when she tried to excuse Ritter’s advances, that Ritter’s handsome face was no better than a scab over an infected sore. It merely covered up the slimy foulness growing underneath.

There was no one to protect her now from Ritter’s subtle assault. Before Kinyan had a chance to regret the gesture that put her on more intimate terms with this man, Ritter employed his Southern-born charm and graciousness to completely dispose of her reservations about being friendly to him.

Ritter raised Kinyan’s hand to his lips and pressed a kiss to her palm, bringing a quirking smile to Kinyan’s face because the unexpected kiss tickled.

Kinyan found herself entrapped by eyes the color of brandy. In a sweeping glance, she noted hair the color of tobacco, a mobile mouth, a fine, straight nose, and an outthrust chin that might have seemed arrogant, except Ritter’s overall pose was so decidedly humble. Looking at Ritter now, Kinyan found it difficult to believe John could have been right.

“Yeah, it’s shore a shame John got all mangled up like he did,” Willis said. He jumped up again and thrust a bony hand toward Kinyan, nearly knocking her over in his exuberance.

Kinyan blanched at Willis’s disturbing reminder of how John had died and withdrew quickly from Ritter’s grasp, at the same time moving away from Willis’s outstretched hand.

Willis finally perceived Kinyan’s shocked look and stuttered an apology for whatever it was he’d said wrong. He was a simple, harmless man, with large innocent brown eyes and a tall, almost emaciated form that ended in two extraordinarily large feet.

Willis worshiped Ritter as the epitome of everything he would never be—strong, virile, and dominating. Willis would have done anything to please his idol, and he’d been happy to come along on this occasion to confirm Ritter’s claim that some of the Association members had their eyes on the Triple Fork’s grass, even if it wasn’t precisely true.

“Well, what is it you two fellas want here, anyway?” Josh piped up impatiently.

Josh had never been one to mince words, but Kinyan shot him a look that promised retribution if he didn’t mind his manners.

“I’m glad you asked that, son,” Ritter began.

Josh opened his mouth to deny the parental relationship but caught Kinyan’s sharp glance and clamped down on his jaw with an almost audible snap, his eyes narrowing dangerously.

Ritter hadn’t missed the look between mother and son. In fact, his plans depended to some extent on Kinyan having trouble managing her unbridled boys without a man around the house. He proposed to become a model father figure for Kinyan’s children—at least until he had the Triple Fork ranch in hand.

“I have some serious business to discuss with your mother that concerns you two boys as well. Why don’t we all sit down, Mrs. Holloway?” Ritter suggested. “You must be tired after your ride.”

Ritter didn’t care much for the windblown look of Kinyan’s hair, and the dusty red calico dress gaped open at the top, where two buttons were missing. She was too thin for his taste, and her skin was not pale enough to suit him.

Worst of all, her eyes were too direct for a woman. Once she was his wife, he would rectify that.

Ritter took advantage of the opportunity to put his arm solicitously around Kinyan’s shoulders, tucking her small form neatly against him as he escorted her to a small leather armchair.

“Boys, make yourselves comfortable.”

“We are comfortable,” Josh responded, cocking his leg up to rest his left boot on his right knee.

Ritter sat down in John’s chair and leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees and one large hand cupped in the other, to speak confidently to Kinyan.

“You may recall, Mrs. Holloway, that John and I didn’t always see eye to eye with regard to small ranchers and sheepmen moving into the Territory. As it turns out, since John’s death, the Laramie County Stock Association has decided unanimously to oppose new settlement by anybody who’s not a member of the Association.”

Kinyan stared blankly at Ritter, unable to imagine what his speech had to do with her. She raised her gaze to Ritter’s face and his eyes bored into hers as he spoke.

“It’s the government land we’re really trying to protect from squatters.”

When Kinyan continued to stare in confusion, Ritter explained, “Like most of the other ranches around here, the greatest part of the Triple Fork is actually government land. John’s only claim to the range was the one he enforced with his Winchester.”

Kinyan knew that what Ritter said was true. John had explained it to her once when she’d asked him how the Triple Fork had become the largest ranch in the Territory.

In the past, the government had occasionally made it possible to obtain land free. John had gotten 160 acres free under the Homestead Act of 1862. He’d acquired another 160 acres free under the Timber Culture Act of 1873. Taking advantage of the common practice of having cowhands file for land under the homestead laws and then purchasing the land within forty-eight hours, John had extended his holdings by another sixteen hundred acres. But considering each steer required from twenty acres of the best rangeland to 130 acres of the poorest, John still owned barely enough land for forty or fifty steers.

So over the years, John Holloway had proceeded to claim, by right of possession, over 300,000 acres of government land. With the good water provided by Lodgepole Creek, Horse Creek, and Little Bear Creek, he’d been able to increase his herd to almost eight thousand head of cattle.

John had placed his ranch headquarters on his homestead, where he could control a stretch of Lodgepole Creek, but Kinyan knew the Triple Fork wouldn’t have been much of a spread without the government lands John had confiscated and which he had, when necessary over the years, fought to control.

“Did you know, Mrs. Holloway,” Ritter continued earnestly, “that since John’s death, squatters have settled on the northeast corner of the Triple Fork?”

Of course she did. That was the reason she’d cut short her visit to her parents and returned home.

Ritter never gave her a chance to answer the question before he continued, “With John laid to rest, it occurred to me you might need some help removing those squatters. I’d be more than happy to lend you a hand. Of course, you’ll have my help indefinitely if you need it,” Ritter reassured Kinyan. “But have you given any thought, Mrs. Holloway, to how you’ll keep the Triple Fork from being overrun by squatters, from being plagued by riffraff drifters, or from being squeezed by rustling cowboys and renegade Indians?”

Kinyan fought hard to listen to what Ritter said and not succumb to the melodic baritone voice. Kinyan had the most extraordinary feeling that if she could have seen herself, she’d resemble nothing so much as a rabbit being hypnotized by a snake before being swallowed whole.

“After all, with John dead, the Triple Fork no longer has the benefit of the protection provided by the Association to its members. You’ll have to deal with intruders by yourself.”

Kinyan’s eyes widened as she finally understood the extent of the danger to which she was now exposed. There were at least twenty outfits belonging to the Laramie County Stock Association, including those of both Ritter and Willis. Another fifty or so smaller ranches ground out a living in the Territory. Kinyan could fully expect that some or all of them would attempt to appropriate the government lands that comprised the Triple Fork.
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