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ONE

THE FIRST MORNING



Grant City, Colorado Territory


It’s impossible not to hear the horses unless you are deaf or asleep. Briar isn’t asleep, has ears that are as grand as her perfect eyesight, and when she hears the approaching thunder—hoof to dirt, pounding, precise, the relentless slap of leather against animal skin, and one horse struggling to keep up—she knows this is what she’s been waiting for since dusk.


But this isn’t what she expected. Something is coming, something fast and hard and bitter and frightening. A test. A struggle of sorts. She knew this even before the long night of waiting that kept her paralyzed in a small bed, in a strange house, in a town that was a forty-mile ride from the ranch.


Something wasn’t supposed to be this, yet she knows, like she instinctively knows many things, there is nothing to do but face it.


Briar slips to the floor and moves quietly to the window. The horses are close, and there is no early, bright fall moon to shine on her face and reveal her presence. She left the window open so she can feel the air moving about the tiny room. Even one night enclosed in a strange place has made her restless for open spaces, quiet, and solitude.


Before she looks east, toward the approaching horses, Briar presses her face against the wall so she can look up and down the dirt street. There is nothing but darkness. No shining eyes in other windows. There are no ears like hers either. The town is asleep, which will make her escape easy, if it comes to that.


She remains cautious as the horses pass, and she can see them perfectly. One. Two. Three. The riders are well-armed men wearing spurs that gleam in the darkness, silver perhaps, and expensive white felt hats that look like moving lights in the fading darkness. All three of them ride with their hands on top of their guns—two holstered pistols, one rifle. There is a gap between the third horse and the fourth and last horse, and for good reason. The third rider has a rope laced through the back of his saddle horn that connects him to the fourth rider.


The last rider is beyond reluctant and tied from head to foot with so much rope it will take his captors a long time to get him down from the struggling pony and unwind him. Briar can see his left hand is clutching the saddle horn and his right hand, seemingly useless with only one finger and a thumb, dangles free and unrestricted. This makes her smile, and she takes in a breath and then lets it out slowly as the last horse passes.


Her eyes follow the prisoner until he’s swallowed by the darkness and the cloud of dust. Even tethered with all the rope, the hatless man with the long blond hair rides with a kind of grace that makes him look as if he were part of the poor, undersized animal. There’s a leather band tied around his head, pulled tight on his mouth so he can’t scream out for help. His hat is long gone.


Briar knows this man.


He would never scream, and she knows this because she is married to him.


The horse and her husband disappear in seconds, and Briar closes her eyes to memorize every detail of what has just moved past her window. Sometimes the smallest thing—a broken branch, a torn shirt, the color of a saddle—can help when there’s a problem to solve, and this is a problem. If there were time, she might sketch what she’s just seen, but her mind’s eye will have to do. Time is now most important, but hurrying without a plan would be useless.


When Briar has planted more details into her mind, she moves away from the window and sits on the edge of the small bed. The room is also very tiny. Perhaps it was a child’s bedroom long ago, but it’s clean and the sheets and blankets have been freshly washed and there is cool water in the basin. She rests her hands just below her waist. Even though she must leave, Briar knows she must also take a moment to think about what she might be giving up now before her business in town has finished.


There is no way Briar can imagine her life without the man tied to that saddle. She smiles when she realizes this is the first time she has openly acknowledged the depth of her love and meant it, and there is a surge of something foreign that washes through her, a river of emotion, that makes her feel lightheaded. She drops her head, lets her hands fall away, and makes a silent vow that she also knows may change everything she’s come to be and know.


There is absolutely no choice then—the captive husband has galloped away, and the business in town will have to wait yet again. This isn’t the first time something has come between her and what she has come to the small town to do, but fate, she realizes, controls everything unless you’re willing to be bold, to risk, to surrender and sacrifice. Briar knew hours ago when a feeling of uncertainty—a kind of dizzying uneasiness—and the notion that something was approaching fast and hard swept over her. It was as if a ghost had walked right through the closed door and told her to prepare, to be ready, to anticipate.


And why she thought it might be something besides what she’d just seen galloping past her window is already haunting her, because they’ve come for him before and warned they would steal him away eventually. She left him alone for just this one day, unguarded, unaware, and so they came.


Damn. Damn. Damn.


The old woman upstairs rolls over in her bed, and Briar waits to see if she will get up before she begins to dress. The wooden floor above her is also her ceiling, and when Briar looks up, she can see the outline of everything in the room above. Chair. Bed. Shoes. Rug. Baskets. Her one-story log house on the ranch is solid, and it always amazes her how thin the walls and floors are in the frame houses she visits in towns like this. There is no privacy at all, and the thought of living in a house like this forever, even when she’s old, makes her shake her head from side to side.


The woman doesn’t get up, and Briar waits a few more minutes because she thinks she may leave a note. But what would she say? She dismisses the thought and unbuttons her sleeping gown, slips it off, and dresses. Her long brown skirt rides to the floor, and she puts on her black blouse, cinches a belt around her waist, pulls on her tall leather boots over the cotton stockings she wore to bed, and then turns to look at herself in the lone wall decoration—a long mirror cracked in half but still perfectly fine for viewing oneself. She takes a step forward and then leans in so she can see in the dim light.


There is no mirror at the ranch, and Briar is always amazed when she sees herself. She touches her light-brown hair and then quickly twists it into a knot so it will fit under her riding hat. When she leans over to pull it into place, she notices there are still strands of red, auburn to some, and a sudden horrid memory threatens to stall her progress. Briar strengthens her resolve, reaches for the wide-brimmed hat, speckled with dirt and dust and years of wear, pulls the chin strap tight, and then dares to lean in for one more look. Who knows how long it will be before she can return and is able to finish what she started here, and what she’ll look like when she does return?


In the darkness, her light-green eyes still seem catlike to her, even though others say they are stunning. Stunning isn’t a word Briar ever dares to call herself. Her fair skin has turned an amazing shade of dark brown from the past summer’s work with the cattle, horses, and garden. I could be an Indian or an Italian immigrant or anyone without these eyes, she tells herself, unable to keep her hands off a face she barely recognizes.


There is a parade of freckles dancing from chin to cheek on both sides that she’s never seen before. Oh! Her husband tells her she’s beautiful, and she always looks away when he says this because for many, many reasons, she remains uncertain about who she is, where she has come from, what may lie ahead. Except for this task ahead, the man she must now save. That is absolutely certain.


Her small traveling bag fits under her arm, and before she turns to step into the hall, she stops and looks at the room, wondering if and when she will be back. The woman upstairs, a kind soul, will worry, and Briar decides to leave her dressing gown on the bed so it looks as if she will return. She stretches it out near the pillow, pats it lightly—an unlikely gesture of tenderness—and then slips out the door.


The house is dark, but it’s easy for her to guide herself down the hall, through the kitchen, and to the back door. The old woman already has a plate set out for morning breakfast, and knowing what she is about to face, Briar stops to cut some bread and smoked meat from the platter on the counter. She fills a cup from the porcelain water pitcher and then drinks it quickly, refills the glass and drinks again, and then tucks the food into her bag and steps into what remains of the night.


Outside and away from the dark and suffocating walls, there is more light, and Briar easily walks around the side of the house and across the street toward the stable. It doesn’t matter if anyone sees her, but she knows it would be odd for a woman to be out so early—or late, depending on who you are—and alone with a traveling bag under her arm.


Briar is no fool. This is no time to risk anything, and even though she wants to hurry, she keeps close to the shadows. Not everyone in this town is as kind as the old woman, and not everyone would be alarmed to see her husband roped to the saddle of a galloping horse.


“Damn them all,” she says, barely moving her lips as she crosses behind the dry goods store and around a stack of wood piled behind and up against the back door.


The town is only three streets wide, but it stretches for several blocks, and when night passes, it’s easy to see that Grant City is the gateway to a nest of mountains to the west. But during the night, it’s just another Western town that wishes the great railroad would hurry up and bring what all the other railroad towns have—more saloons and more people and more things to fill up houses—and in Briar’s mind, that just means more trouble and more greedy men with guns.


She’s old enough to remember when the town was only one street and then two streets and when there was mostly kindness and when even she was a better person. One must do and be what one must do and be.


Thinking of anything but what has to happen next is useless now. Thinking about the past is especially useless. Time, which is already slipping away, and a rescue plan is everything.


Briar dashes behind the house next to the stables when an unseen dog, tied to the back porch, begins barking at her. It’s a big, black animal, and when she lifts her skirts to run, she has no idea how long its rope is and if it will reach her. There’s nothing to do but go, and when she moves past it, she can see its white teeth, and then someone begins to shout, “Shut up. Shut up. Shut up!” She drops behind a barrel when she hears a door open and then the dog squeal and a man say, “There, you bastard, there.”


Even after she hears the door slam and the dog crying, Briar lies unmoving for a long time. She is breathless, and one part of her thinks what has just happened is funny. Her husband would laugh and laugh if he saw her running in the dark past a big dog who would like to bite her again and again and again to make up for all the cruelty it has faced since the day the horrid man brought it home.


Briar lies with her head on the cold ground and knows her husband would free the dog. He has such a way with animals and all creatures, even bad men, that he can usually win them over with his gentle nature. Briar’s husband would kneel and talk softly until the animal calmed and then he would unlatch it and whisper in its ear, “Run free. Go toward the river.” And the big dog would leap away and never ever again know the feel of a rough board against its hind legs.


Now she worries about the dog, and she decides once her husband is free, she will tell him about this abused creature and the rope and the man who probably could use a board against his own backside.


The quiet spreads out long enough for Briar to feel comfortable, and she rolls over onto her hands and knees and begins to crawl against the side of the stable and away from the dog. Before she turns the corner, where she can already see the feet of her beloved horse, she decides to crawl back and throw the poor dog a slice of bread.


There. She throws the piece of bread into the air, and for a second, it disappears into the late-night sky, but then it lands close enough so the dog can reach it. Briar’s husband has told her animals smile, and she sees the dog smile, its lips moving just a tiny bit, the second it smells the bread, and in spite of her present condition and what awaits her, she wants to laugh again. “There,” she says one more time, quietly. “Have the bread, and I promise we’ll come back to save you.”


The dog doesn’t swallow the bread at first, but it looks at the bread for a moment as if it can’t believe it’s really there, and then it looks up at Briar. She will remember this and tell this story for the rest of her hopefully long life.


The dog looked at me and it looked back at the bread five times. Then it turned its face to the left, dropped its head, and then lifted it quickly and showed me its teeth, or some of its teeth. It was a dog smile, and only the top teeth were showing. It wasn’t the same teeth showing as when the dog was protecting its yard and saw me the first time. Then the dog dropped the bread, licked it three times, and swallowed it with one swift bite.


Briar stands, convinced she will see this dog again one day, and watches as it rolls into a ball, dreaming for certain about more bread dropping from the sky.


Animals like Briar almost as much as she likes them, and she knows her husband also has the gift for knowing all creatures, no matter how many legs they possess, because in the beginning, it was their only link. That was a very long time ago—before this day and the ones that are now waiting for her the second she scoots around the stables and greets her waiting horse.


The stable is half empty, and Briar’s beloved horse, Willow, a huge gelding, has heard her approach. When she walks into the stable—a simple shed with room for only ten horses, a blacksmith, and a very small carriage—Willow begins pawing at the dirt floor in sweet anticipation of her return.


“I’m back. I’m back,” she tells him, leaning into his side, mouth pressed against his warm neck, fingers gripping his untrimmed mane. She wants to tell him she’s sorry for what they are about to face—hard rides, danger, maybe something worse—but Willow has seen all of this already, and a sweet warning will change nothing.


But Briar can’t bear to think of something bad happening to her beloved pony, the horse she’s had since the morning a man named Porter Logan walked it into the yard, passed her the reins, and said, “There. Now you have two creatures who will love you until the day they die.”


Speechless for a long time, Briar finally took the reins and, through her tears, said, “Logan, is this the way men make marriage proposals these days?”


Since that moment, Briar has felt as if the horse and the man were one because she feels deep love, a miracle in itself she now realizes, for both of them. Her husband knows this, and she believes most of the secrets between them have vanished except the ones she keeps buried and the others that are waiting for the right moment to share. When she finally shared some of the most bitter and horrid tales of her life, all he could say was, “I already know. It has only made me love you more.”


Logan. Logan. Logan. Briar dares not think about what must have happened in her absence when he was captured. They wouldn’t physically abuse him until his talents were no longer needed, and at least he knows she’s safe this moment, but that also means they’ve been watching the ranch, and for that, Briar blames herself. Logan always lets down his guard when she’s gone. But he is wise in so many other ways.


There will be clues. Logan will have done something, left her some kind of message. The types of men who would kidnap and then kill, because they always kill, are often careless and always underestimate their opponents.


Time, she reminds herself. There is much to do.


Willow has been fed and watered, and he bobs his head up and down as she pulls the saddle off the bench near the stable door and begins to prepare him for the ride home, thinking of how hard she should push him if they may be riding all day, all night—who knows how long and far?


Briar whispers to her horse as she saddles him and reaches for the hand-braided brown leather bridle she gently slips over his head after she places the steel bit into his mouth. “Easy, easy, my love. We have a race now, and you must help me. I cannot do this alone, but with you, we will fly.”


Willow bounces his head up and down, and this always makes Briar smile. It’s as if he understands English, and she believes his understanding of human ways and emotions goes much deeper than mere words.


When she has tied her bag behind the saddle, Briar reaches inside and pulls out some coins and her long riding coat. It will be a chilly ride through the long canyon and along the river, and the last thing she needs is to get sick. There is a jar in the tack room for early morning departure deposits, and she drops her coins inside and turns in time to see a large brown rat run through the back end of the stable and perch on its legs as if to mock her.


She instinctively reaches for the gun she usually wears around her waist and then remembers it’s tucked under the bed at the ranch. Damn. When she takes one step forward and stamps her feet, the rat scurries away, and she walks back to Willow, double-checks the saddle, and then swings over the top, landing so softly onto his back she has to touch him below his mane so he realizes she’s almost ready.


“Take me home, my love. Take me home.” She taps him once with her left leg. He backs up perfectly, turns without having to be prompted by the bridle, and then begins walking quietly down the backside of a noisy town he is always glad to leave.


Briar leans forward, rests both hands on the round saddle horn, and decides they will run for a mile once they are past the bend and the town has disappeared. She’s anxious and her heart is racing, but she knows there is absolutely no way she can be foolish. Logan is already waiting and wondering and hopefully unharmed.


If someone sees Briar leave Grant City this cool September morning, they will not know she’s in a hurry. They can only see a departing horse, a rider wearing a coal-black coat draped over the hindquarters of a pony that looks as if it could win every race this side of the Mississippi, and a person—man or woman, sitting tall.


Briar has already wondered if someone followed her. Who knows what nosy fools lurk in bushes in this damned town? She’s decided it’s possible, and possible in her mind is as good as the answer yes. She will not take the well-traveled dirt road. The river trail is waiting, and she can only wonder, as the town disappears, what else will be waiting for her when she crosses the river and sees the first place she’s ever called home.





TWO

THE FIRST AFTERNOON



L&B Ranch


Briar wishes she had her rifle. She’s already decided she will never ever, the rest of her hopefully long life, leave home without a gun—town etiquette for women be damned. She has always preferred a rifle over a pistol, and now she longs for the security of a firearm on her shoulder as she pauses for the last time before reaching the ranch.


Willow is standing in the river, drinking mightily after the last three-mile gallop, miles of walking, two fast stops for more water, and one misstep on a rocky ledge that could have cost him the use of both his front legs. Briar pulled up just as Willow’s feet were about to plunge into a shallow hole littered with sharp rocks and tangled roots.


Horse and rider were both startled, and Briar took a much-needed pause to calm Willow and to try to finalize a plan. There was no real plan yet, just a silent physical urge propelling her to get to the ranch as fast as possible, but it would take more than that to retrieve Logan.


The sky had opened up with a glorious sunrise an hour after she left Grant City, and it didn’t take long for the sun to ascend quickly above the sloping hills that grew larger with each mile. She was glad for the morning warmth and equally as glad that Logan had showed her this meandering and rarely used trail that had once been used by early settlers as a hunting and fishing path.


On any other day, Briar would have walked beside her horse along the river, listening to the sounds of the water rushing over rocks and watching the sun dance on the leaves of the trees that were just starting to feel the first blush of fall. She’d always been drawn to water. The soothing sounds were from a long ago memory she’d never been able to identify no matter how hard she tried. Briar had made Logan promise that for the rest of their lives they would stay by the river, and he’d readily agreed. The river is their main source of water at the ranch, and even with the weight of Logan’s disappearance on her mind, it is impossible not to smile when she thinks of her new summer bathing spot.


Logan had surprised her, after weeks of disappearing every afternoon for several hours, with a river bathtub. He collected piles of rocks, placed them in a small semi-circle, and then dug a tiny canal from the river so the little pond would fill. Part of her outdoor bathtub was in the sun and part in the shade, and the first time she saw it, she was so overcome with emotion she started to cry.


Logan had never seen her cry, and Briar, always standing guard over her own emotions, could say without lying that she’d only cried four times in her entire life. There had rarely been room for the soft side of her hidden interior life. But it’s impossible to forget their conversation the day she cried after he tried to wipe away her tears and she pushed him away.


“I’m a patient man,” Logan told her.


Briar dropped her head. She could not look into his eyes. “You’re too kind for a woman like me.”


Logan pursed his lips and then smiled. “I’m not kind enough, my love. I would give you anything, everything.”


“Maybe I will never be enough for you. Maybe I’ll never cry again. Maybe there is someone better for you.” She still could not look into his beautiful eyes.


“Not this again. I’m not going anywhere.” Logan took a step closer and put his hands on her shoulders.


“It’s hard for me. I’m sorry.” She dared to lean into him, just an inch, but closer, a little closer.


“A person can get used to kindness. You’ll see.” He closed the gap between them and pulled her against his chest.


“Kindness.” She whispered the word softly, as if she were saying it for the first time.


“See, you can say it. Now get in the water, woman.”


Briar did get in the water then, and as her gift to him, she let him watch her bathe, and she tried over and over again to forgive herself, to be what other women were—tender, loving, nurturing, all the things she’d never experienced before Logan. But now, standing where she can see the edge of the circle of rocks, she knows she must erase her emotional progress. No kindness. No forgiveness. No interior nakedness. There will be no gentle balance of what some believe is predictable feminine nature.


Standing next to Willow, she puts one hand on his hindquarters and closes her eyes for just a moment. She can feel her anger over what has happened rising like a boiling pot, and she knows she must keep the pot full, her anger just an inch from the surface, her senses alert. She is good at hating, and she can imagine the faces of the riders she saw galloping off with her husband. They are bearded, horrid beasts with yellow teeth and crooked smiles and hearts as black as midnight. She hates them. She will not hesitate to kill them. In her mind, they are already dead, and now all she has to do is find them.


How dare you take Logan! How dare you sneak into my life when I wasn’t looking! How dare you think a woman will not find you! How dare you step into the shadow of my happiness!


When she opens her eyes, Willow has finished drinking, and she rubs his side for a moment, clenches her jaw in a continued moment of wild anger so it feels as if she will bite off her own teeth, and then she moves as quietly as possible toward the backside of the woodshed next to the barn, where she can tie the horse and begin searching for clues.
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It takes Briar all of five minutes to discover how foolish the men were and to see that her husband put up a fight. She has moved just five feet from the shed when she sees dozens of footprints in the dust. She knows Logan’s boots; the right heel is worn down from the way he drags his foot. It’s a curious thing to see because he doesn’t have an injury. It’s almost as if that foot is lazy, and now the lazy foot is a great gift.


She can see where he must have been at least sometime during the arrival of the outlaws, and from the way the footprints, his and many others, are every which way in the dirt, it looks as if they could have been dancing. Maybe Logan was near the shed and was startled. She isn’t sure if he would have fought them, being outnumbered the way he was, but it looks as if they threw him down not far from the shed, and she moves forward to see the marks where he must have fallen.


Briar drops to her knees and then reaches for the spot where it looks as if Logan’s head might have touched the ground. There’s a little trail, tiny marks, barely noticeable unless you look closely, where his hat must have fallen off and rolled. She moves her hand into the dirt, wondering not just how hard he fell, but where the hat might be. He wasn’t wearing it when he rode past her in town.


There is a trail of boot marks leading toward the house, and she decides the dancing patterns may mean nothing. When she finds the men who made the marks, it won’t matter what they have on their feet or how they moved around the yard, because they won’t be standing for long.


Willow isn’t happy to be so close to the barn and the food he knows is inside. He snorts at Briar when she gets up, as if to say, “I’m hungry. What are you doing? Feed me now!”


Before she takes him to the barn, Briar walks over to him, says, “Okay, okay,” and then asks him to wait one more minute. She opens the shed door, without looking, grabs the ax that is always propped up against the wood, and clutches it tightly in her left hand as she unties Willow and takes him to the barn.


She will never be a fool again. If Logan refuses to do what they want, which she is certain he will, one of them may be wise enough to realize they can use her against him. Good luck with that. Her hate for the men who took Logan rises as if there were a tide inside her, reaching for the light at the end of the ocean. Her heart begins to pound, her breath quickens, and an old but very familiar trembling ricochets through her body, giving her a surge of energy she knows must last her through yet another hard time.


The barn is a good fifty yards from the shed, and Briar has to hold the hungry Willow back when he spies the corral it’s attached to and tries to push ahead. “Easy. Easy.”


She’s following the tracks through the dirt, and it’s obvious the men dragged Logan to the barn. She can see his boot heels, the dots created by dangling and, in her mind, totally unnecessary spurs from the other men, and the occasional misstep of one of them when a boot imprint goes missing and hopefully the missing boot did not land upside Logan’s head. Idiots. Cruel, stupid idiots.


The horses in the long field on the other side of the barn go wild when they see Willow and Briar, and she almost manages a smile when she sees Logan’s favorite horse, a spotted pinto named Jester, who is as dear to Logan as Willow is to Briar. His pony prances toward her, probably wondering where his master might be. His beauty always takes her breath away, even now when there is no time for distraction. His bright spots look as if they had been painted by an artist, lively white socks around his feet, circles of a darker white around his eyes and across the top of his back, and a coat of brown that shines as if it had been polished with fresh oil.


“Jester. He’s not here, but he will be back,” she shouts to him while the other horses, five in all, dance in circles because they must also be hungry. This poses a new problem Briar realizes she will have to think about as she designs her rescue plan. The horses and cattle will need food. Water is readily available from the river, and the remains of the summer grasses will hold them all for a time, but not for long. She’ll have to be swift or find help.


Briar coos to the horses in the voice they love, a soft, gentle tone that would also work with an unsettled baby. “Sweet horses, sweet horses.”


Logan would be proud. Jester wouldn’t be standing there if Logan hadn’t commanded them to run so they wouldn’t also be captured. All his horses are well bred, well kept, and fast. The bastards who took Logan are probably now congratulating themselves because they brought along one spare horse. Logan must have laughed when his horses galloped off after he commanded them to, and she can only hope it didn’t cost him a broken rib or a black eye.


Her hungry horse finally succeeds in getting into the barn with its door hanging wide open—something that never happens. Briar immediately sees Logan’s saddle is gone. There’s another reason for the intruders to come into the barn, and she is already certain she knows what else will be missing. Once Willow is stalled and she removes his saddle and bridle, she dips a bucket into the sweet oats barrel near him and fills his feed bin. “Enjoy this. Rest a bit. We will leave again soon, my friend.”


Willow is used to a soft brushing after a hard ride, but that isn’t going to happen today. Briar pushes him over so she can squeeze out of the stall and walks quickly to the back of the barn where rough wooden shelves are stacked with spare nails, tack, wire, empty feed sacks, and one or three or twelve of anything that might be of use on a working ranch. Unlike many other ranch barns, this area is as organized and neat as Briar’s husband’s mind. Logan could walk into the barn at midnight and find exactly what he needed without the use of a lantern.


Briar is looking for a message. A bucket turned over, a row of boxes knocked to the left or the right, the missing hat Logan usually wears, or anything that may help her determine the destination of the bandits. Nothing jumps out at her, so she retreats to the small bench where Logan would stand to hammer and saw and fix whatever might be broken and tries to remember where she last saw the metal box she was ordered never to touch.


Where is the box of explosives? How they had argued about it when he first told her he had to keep the dynamite! What if they needed to open up the frozen river for the cattle? What if the canyon at the far edge of their property had a rockslide and it needed to be blasted open? What if a neighboring rancher asked for help with a similar problem? And Briar had been furious. She had grabbed his hand with the missing fingers and yelled into his face.


“Look at this! It will happen again.”


“This is dynamite. No one else has this yet. No one else knows how to use it and place it. It’s safe!” He was just as angry as Briar when he spoke, moving his hands as if to prove he was maimed but not really changed.


“It’s not safe. None of it is safe. How can it be?” She stepped closer and took hold of the hand with the missing fingers.


“This happened to my hand because of the nitroglycerine, not the dynamite. This is safe. I swear it. I learned from the man who worked with Nobel himself.”


“To hell with the inventor of it! You were a different man when you blew apart half the world.” She dropped his hand, and he immediately put it behind his back.


“You’re worried I’ll leave you, that something will happen, and you’ll be alone again.”


“Yes, Logan. I hear that’s what happens when people love and care for each other.” He was correct, and this made her angrier. She stepped back, afraid of her own resentment, afraid of going back when she had come so far.


“I swear to you I will keep it in a safe place and only use it if it’s an absolute necessity. I will always have a hand to hold you.”


It was impossible for her to stay mad at the man who’d pulled her into a world she had once only watched from a very far distance: people laughing and embracing for no apparent reason and feeling a sense of safety and occasional joy simply because they were alive. She let him keep the box, and he had moved it, but where?


Slow down. Slow down. Slow down, Briar! She drops her head into her hands, tries to remember, and it’s the soft tapping of her own impatient right foot that makes her think of the trap door under the saddle stand near Willow’s stall. She now remembers Logan telling her that the box would be down below and surrounded by the leftover rocks from the barn’s foundation.


It’s dark inside the small hole when she lowers herself into it and takes a moment to adjust her eyes to the darkness. A nest of sleeping mice scatter in five different directions, and she brushes spiderwebs out of her face before she takes a step forward. Briar has only been down in this space once. It was four years ago and the day she moved onto the property alone. Somehow she’d managed to lower a trunk into the hole, pushed it up against the far wall, and placed several boards against it to try and make it and all the memories inside disappear.


The trunk is still there, and Logan eventually knew about it but had never once asked her what was inside. There are rocks and boards leftover from the building of the barn piled in several places, and then she spots Logan’s old tattered hat, the one hat he loves the most, sitting next to where the metal box filled with dynamite had once been placed.


Briar drops to her knees because of the low beams, crawls slowly to where the hat has obviously been placed, and has to restrain herself from picking it up and holding it against her chest. The men had come for Logan, the explosives, and his known talent for using them. They must have sent him down here with a gun pointed at his backside, knowing there was nowhere for him to go.


The hat sits with its crown on the ground, and there is one huge rock and a series of smaller rocks placed around it. What does it mean? Think, Briar. Think. When she leans her head close to the ground, the dim light fades for a moment because there’s a small opening where some of the foundation rocks have fallen away. Briar can see Logan has drawn two arrows next to the hat pointing just a bit to the right and directly west, and that’s when she knows.


The rocks are supposed to represent the rough trail through the Eberhardt Ranch and beyond that to the rocky and perilous San Juaz Mountain Range, where recent discoveries of gold have driven men to do many horrible things.


The kidnapping of Porter Logan being one.





THREE

THE FIRST EVENING



L&B Ranch


Briar is seriously thinking about killing all the damn chickens. Ankle deep in the middle of the chicken coop that Logan just had to build so they could be even more self-sufficient, she knew she could do it, too. He thought they could maybe even start selling eggs to the handful of humans who were still ranching and not flocking to places like Denver or San Francisco, and for a moment, with her feet covered in chicken droppings, she held a brief mouthful of what she realized was spite before she exhaled and kept working.


Chickens were delicious; she got that. And who didn’t fawn over fresh eggs? But with everything from coyotes to wolves and an occasional bear roaming away from the mountains and into the valley, not to mention the most horrific band of raccoons this side of the Mississippi, it was impossible to leave them in the open. “How long can chickens live without food or water?” There is no one to answer that question, and even though Briar knows she has it in her to kill every single one of them without blinking, she forces herself to be hopeful.


This might not take long. I’ll quickly butcher two, cook them both tonight, boil some eggs, and someone will help me. Someone will.


She picks the two biggest hens to slaughter and wishes there was time to prepare them properly, but there is barely time for anything except ranch chores. How could anyone ever do all this work alone, day after day? Briar leans over the fence that is part of their huge corral and also includes the chicken coop with the ax in one hand and two chicken heads at her feet. She wills herself to keep moving, to keep thinking about how much of her life and their work will be lost if she doesn’t keep going: chickens, cattle, horses, three hogs being delivered in less than a week, and the puppies Logan had been begging for—two pups bred to herd cattle and hunt game—due to arrive from a rancher south of them as soon as they’d been weaned.


Son of a bitch.


Briar can feel the end of daylight approaching without bothering to look at the horizon. The shadows from the trees hugging the river are slanting in ways that let her know she has two, maybe three hours of sunlight at most, and she knows that will not be enough time. It would be absolutely foolish to leave in darkness. She will work until she can no longer see and then rise before morning light. It makes sense even though she’s desperate to move toward the mountains.


It’s been a long time since she’s taken care of all the ranch chores by herself, and when she worked here alone, mostly guarding the house and outbuildings from marauding fools, there weren’t cattle, chickens, or crops. Now the entire scenario seems daunting to her as she finishes plucking the chickens and heads into the cabin for the first time before she walks through the field to check on the cattle.


Transforming a crooked-roofed, three-room, windowless ranch home that had once been occupied by three uncouth brothers, then by whatever wild animals decided to claim a room for their own, and then by a loner named Porter Logan hadn’t been easy. Now Briar not so much walks as gallops herself toward it, thinking how every second counts, as she tries to remember what the house once looked like.


Another woman might have cried when she pulled up in her borrowed wagon and saw a skunk perched on the doorstep, a pile of rusted tin cans that had obviously been thrown out of an opening where a normal person would install a piece of glass, a roof that looked as if it had been planned by a drunk, weeds the size of a small child growing in patches in and around the entire cabin, a pile of what looked like men’s long underwear half-burned in another window opening, and the abandoned belongings of some kind of dirty human being scattered as if someone had slowly ridden past and thrown out an entire life’s worth of clothing, kitchen goods, and ranching equipment.


Briar had simply laughed. Then she wondered where this Porter Logan man had lived and what in the holy hell he was thinking by trying to turn this ridiculous make-believe house into a ranch home. Mr. Logan, you are an ass.


Even with what she is facing, Briar can’t help but laugh again when she recalls finding the shed made into a small living quarters, neat as a pin, and stocked with supplies and that note. “Who is this man?” she remembers saying out loud before she read the note.


Dear Miss Briar,


Although we have never met, I am indebted to you for watching my property while I fetch the cattle for the ranch. I may be gone as long as three or four months. The Eberhardt homestead is just to your west. Follow the river and then when you see the top of the highest peak, head for that, and you will find them. They know of your coming and are generous and will not harm you if you are in need. My room and everything you see is yours. I have only been advised by the person who sent you that you are strong, tough—a woman from nowhere, I believe is what I have been told—but also that you are to be trusted. I must admit it seems most unusual for a woman to be the caretaker of my hard-earned dream, but so be it. And if you are a believer, as I am not, then Godspeed to us both.


Sincerely,
P. Logan


That first day, surrounded by the thoughtful preparations of a man she had not even met, now felt so distant, so unreal that Briar wanted to slap herself to see if she was even alive.
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