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“From the Predators,
I’ve Learned That a Man
Takes What He Wants.”

Brig’s hand curved itself to the back of her neck, the rough skin of his fingers snaring strands of her auburn hair. Jordanna took a quick breath and lost it. His thumb traced the outline of her lips.

The hand at the back of her neck increased its pressure to lift her on tiptoe. Her hands slid over the slick material of his vest. Passion leaped between them like a living flame as he parted her lips and explored the intimate recesses of her mouth. Desire quivered through her . . .
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RIDE THE
THUNDER



Prologue

THE LARGE DEN was paneled with rich walnut wood. Sunlight filtered through the sheer curtains over the windowed door opening onto the rooftop of the penthouse apartment. The walls gleamed with a natural luster. Few books lined the shelves which ran floor to ceiling in one corner of the room. The volumes it contained were devoted to weapons and hunting and were worn from frequent handling. Mostly the shelves held souvenirs and photographs of a hunter posed beside his kill. A mounted wolverine prowled an upper shelf while a lacquered coiled rattler threatened the unwary from its shelf nearer the floor.

The trophy heads of deer, moose, and elk, hanging on the walls, were interspersed with the more exotic breeds of rhino, wildebeest, and gazelle. A mounted bobcat stalked the hearth of the plain brick fireplace; its prey, the Chinese pheasant on the other side. Atop the mantel, twin ivory tusks from a rogue elephant formed an arc for a golden eagle, mounted with its wings spread, protecting the lifeless gray squirrel in its talons. On the floor, in front of the fireplace, was the shaggy brown hide of a grizzly, its beady eyes and bared teeth frozen in silent menace.

An expensive and solidly built gun cabinet sat against one wall. The metal barrels of the weaponry gleamed from careful oiling, but the wooden stocks showed the wear of use. A massive desk had no litter of paperwork on its top, only more photographs and mementos from successful hunts.

A pair of twin sofas covered with blond leather faced each other across the bearskin rug. Seated on one was a gangly fourteen-year-old boy dressed in a sky-blue sweater and darker blue trousers. His long, delicate fingers were busily cleaning the bore of a rifle. A lock of dark, nearly black hair had fallen across his forehead as he bent to his task. There was a quality of perfection about his sensitive features, as if drawn by an artist. Long, thickly curling lashes outlined a pair of velvet brown eyes that were earnestly concentrating on the rifle.

Seated opposite him on the other sofa, a twelve-year-old girl was similarly engaged in cleaning a lighter weight weapon. There, the resemblance ended. Her coltish figure was clad in crisp blue jeans and an oversized gray sweatshirt. Her long hair fell in a single copper braid down the front of her shoulder. When it interfered with her task, she flipped it behind her in a gesture of impatience. Fresh and eager, her features glowed with vitality. Only the curve of her lips exhibited the vulnerability and sensitivity that stamped her brother’s handsome face. Her hazel eyes were heavily flecked with green that could flash and sparkle in anger or excitement, or become dark and troubled like the sea.

From a high-backed armchair that had been covered in brown leather and worn to a tan shade, a man silently supervised the pair. He absently rubbed a cloth over the wooden stock of the Winchester in his lap, a gesture that was both affectionate and respectful. His rifle was already cleaned after its recent use. Long years of experience had enabled him to finish before the pair he was watching.

A briar pipe was clamped between his teeth, its bowl dead although the aromatic blend of tobacco lingered in the air. Dressed in a bush jacket and brown pants, he looked the part of the hunter. His dark brown hair had an auburn hue. Distinguished tufts of gray were appearing at the temples. Virilely handsome, he possessed an air of remoteness. Over the years, he had attained such a control over his emotions that little of what he was thinking or feeling was visible in his chiseled face or dark brown eyes.

From beyond the closed door of the den came the sound of another door opening and closing. Instantly the young girl’s head came up, a viridescent shimmer of excitement lighting her eyes. The rifle and cleaning tools were swiftly cast aside as she jumped to her feet.

“That must be Mother. Wait until I tell her the news!”

“Jordanna, wait.” By the time the man had taken the pipe from his mouth to call to her, she had darted from the room. The corners of his mouth tightened briefly as he set his pipe on the tobacco stand beside his chair. Without any display of haste, he rose and walked to the gun cabinet. After locking his rifle inside, he turned and met the look of anticipation in his son’s eyes. “You finish cleaning your rifle, Kit. I’ll inspect it before it’s returned to the case.” A smile accompanied the firm order.

“Yes, Dad.” The teen-aged boy returned his attention to the task without any show of unwillingness or resentment, as his father left the room.

Moving from the strictly masculine den to the chandeliers and brocade of the living room was almost a cultural shock. A plush carpet in the palest shade of muted green covered the floor of the spacious room. Paintings of Italian masters, both originals and expensive prints, adorned the off-white walls in a variety of heavy gilt frames. A full-size sofa was covered in a blue brocade with a faint gold design. Crystal and brass lamps resting on Italian-style tables flanked the sofa, while a long coffee table of pecan stood in front of it. Matching love seats in the same fragile green as the carpet faced each other in front of a white marble fireplace. The monochromatic theme of pale green was repeated in the velvet draperies and their heavily swagged valances. Vases filled with freshly cut flowers were scattered about the room, the flowers all varigated shades of pink.

In the center of all this studied elegance stood a raven-haired woman, a ravishingly beautiful creature of cool sophistication. A uniformed maid waited at her side, a sable coat draped over her arm, while the woman gracefully removed the black kid gloves she wore.

“Thank you, Tessa.” As she handed the gloves to the maid, her cultured voice made a polite dismissal; she had no further need for the maid’s services.

The maid quietly left the room, as the copper-haired girl came rushing in. “Guess what?” she challenged her mother with breathless excitement.

“What on earth are you doing in those wretched clothes, Jordanna?” A pair of jade green eyes skimmed the girl’s attire with open distaste. Her own winterbeige suit was cut in the latest style, all accessories painstakingly coordinated for the best effect. “I thought I told Tessa to throw them out. You have a closet full of beautiful outfits that I’ve bought you. It’s time you stopped looking like a common little hoyden.”

“We’ve been target practicing.” The criticism sailed over the young girl’s head. “Dad says I can go hunting with him next weekend when he takes Kit,” Jordanna announced with unabashed joy.

A shocked stillness claimed the lovely alabaster features, to be slowly replaced by a building anger. “You’re talking nonsense.”

“No, I’m not,” Jordanna insisted. “Dad said he would take me. Honestly, he did.” Sharp-eyed, she caught the movement in her side vision and turned. “If you don’t believe me, you can ask him. You said you’d take me, didn’t you, Dad?” she appealed to the man entering the living room.

“Yes, I did,” he admitted, the even look of his brown eyes meeting the green fire of his wife’s gaze.

“Jordanna is a young girl, Fletcher. It’s bad enough that you have to take Christopher on this bloody test of manhood without dragging my daughter along to witness it!”

“But I want to go,” Jordanna protested.

“You shut up and keep out of this!” Her mother whirled on the girl, barely controlling the fury that trembled through her. “This is between your father and me.”

“Livvie, you are over-reacting, as usual.” The dryly issued statement provided more fuel for an already blazing temper.

“Over-reacting?!!” The girl was forgotten as the woman glared at the man facing her. Long, manicured nails were dug into the soft palms of her hands. “That’s your favorite accusation, isn’t it? Olivia, you are being too emotional.” Sarcastically she mimed his previous comment.

“You are,” Fletcher Smith stated, the calm tenor of his voice never fluctuating. “Look at you. You’re trembling like a leaf.”

“What do you expect me to do?” she cried in frustration. “My daughter comes up to me and announces she’s going hunting with you next weekend. She is my child, too, Fletcher! I believe I’m entitled to have a say in this matter. My permission is required, too.”

“I would have discussed it with you, but you are so rarely around. You have such a busy calendar of engagements whenever I’m home.” His comment held an underlying hint of condemnation.

“Which is seldom!” Olivia Smith retorted. “And when you are here, you spend two-thirds of your time in that room with your stuffed animal heads and your damned guns! Hunting may be your life, but it isn’t mine!”

“Isn’t it?” The firmly chiseled mouth quirked in cynical humor. “You do quite well at stalking the male gender of the two-legged species, I’ve heard. You seem to be as adept at collecting trophies as I.”

“Why don’t you come straight to the point, Fletcher?” Her embittered challenge was cold with anger. “Do you want to know how many lovers I’ve had?”

The taut line of his jaw seemed to become sculpted in bronze. His gaze ran pointedly over Jordanna’s whitened face. “If you intend to pursue this topic, Livvie, may I suggest that you wait until after Jordanna has left the room? Considering your supposed concern for the unpleasantries she might be exposed to in her formative years. you can hardly disagree.”

A shaky, bitter laugh came from his wife. “You are good at making me look like a bitch, aren’t you, Fletcher?” she murmured. Rounding her green eyes to hold back the stinging tears, she looked at her daughter. “Go to your room, Jordanna.”

Instead the girl turned to her father and wrapped her arms around his middle to hug him tightly. “I’m sorry, Daddy,” she choked on a sob. “I didn’t mean for her to get mad at you.”

“It’s all right, Jordanna.” He held her for a comforting instant then straightened the braid of her red hair so it rested along her spine. Unwinding her arms from around him, he set her firmly away. “You run along now.”

“Please don’t let her make me stay home next weekend,” she begged him. “I want to go with you.”

“I know,” he nodded and gave her a gentle shove out of the room. “Run along.”

Slow, dejected strides carried her from the room. Her obedience lasted until she reached the concealment of the hallway. There, she stopped and flattened herself to the wall to listen, wanting to hear the outcome, yet hating the bitter arguing that seemed to hurt her more than it hurt them.

“Jordanna isn’t going with you,” her mother declared. “It’s bad enough that you are taking Christopher. He’s such a fine, sensitive boy. When are you going to realize that you can’t force him to grow up to be just like you?”

“Considering the way you have pampered him, it will be a miracle if he ever grows up. Most boys his age have already been hunting,” he argued. “I’ve waited until now because you have kept saying he was too young. Kit wants to go. Stop smothering him with your love and let him grow, Livvie.”

“Christopher doesn’t want to go. If he says he does, then it’s only because he knows it’s what you want to hear.”

“You are wrong.” He didn’t raise his voice or alter its even pitch. “Some of his friends at school have been deer-hunting and told him all about it. Kit Is excited about going.”

“He doesn’t realize that you actually expect him to kill a deer. He feels things, Fletcher. He could never kill a poor, defenseless animal in cold blood. You get a thrill out of it.”

“When are you going to stop equating hunting with murder?” he demanded.

“When you stop trying to mold my son into what you believe a man should be!” she retorted angrily. “I should have stopped you when you bought Christopher his first gun.”

“Rifle,” he corrected automatically.

“Rifle. Gun. What’s the difference? You convinced me to let him keep it. I stood by while you taught him how to use it. How you ever managed to talk me into letting Jordanna learn to shoot is something I’ll never understand. You always get your way, Fletcher. I even agreed to let you take Christopher hunting. But not Jordanna. I won’t let her go with you.”

“Both of them want to go. I want them to go. I don’t get to see them that often. If they aren’t in school, then I’m gone somewhere. I want some time for us to be a family, to share things together.”

“Then stay home! Stop traipsing all over the world!” Olivia Smith shouted in frustration. “I’m not asking for myself anymore, but for the children. Stop this senseless hunting of yours.”

“It’s what I enjoy. There are few pleasures left to me,” he stated.

“That’s a dig at me, I suppose. Have I made your life miserable Fletcher? I hope so, because mine has been hell since I married you!”

“Liv, why do we have to argue? Why can’t we discuss this rationally?” He tiredly ran his hand over the graying hair above his ear.

“Why can’t you give up hunting?”

“You don’t know anything about hunting. You think it’s a sport of killing. It’s the thrill of the chase, Livvie. It’s pitting your skills and knowledge against another. It’s the hunt, not the kill. Come with us next weekend and find out for yourself.”

“After all these years that I’ve stayed home alone, you are finally asking me to come with you. It’s too late.” Her husky voice throbbed with emotion. “You have never been here when I’ve needed you, Fletcher. You’ve been off on some safari or in some godforsaken place where I couldn’t reach you. You have shut me out. Is it any wonder that I’ve turned to others? Yet you blame me for it. Now you expect me to go with you when you haven’t made a single concession to me.”

“What do you think this apartment is? I hate New York. This is where you want to live, not me. It isn’t a fit place to raise children, not that you give a damn. All you care about is shopping and parties and the theater.” For the first time, there was a thread of angry exasperation in his voice. “I don’t understand why you are so upset that I want to take Jordanna and Kit both with me next weekend. You would have a whole two days to spend with whomever your latest lover is!”

“What a pity I didn’t think of that!” she laughed, but it was a brittle, false sound.

“Damn you, Livvie!” He crushed her stiff shoulders in his grip as if he wanted to shake her. “You are my wife.”

She held herself rigid in his arms, not yielding to his attempted domination or his angry declaration. “I stopped loving you a long time ago, Fletcher.” Slowly, she was released as Fletcher Smith collected himself, to regard her again with his former composure. It was Olivia who turned away. “As for Jordanna, you can take her with you next weekend. A couple of days to myself just might be what I need. You’ve won, Fletcher—but then, you always do.”

“I give you my word, Livvie, that she won’t do any shooting. She’ll just tag along with Kit and me. That’s all,” he stated.

Jordanna had her answer. She was going on the hunting trip after all. But she couldn’t find any elation at the news. Tears were streaming down her face. There was a sickening lump churning about in her stomach as she slowly made her way down the hallway to her room.

The first light of dawn was beginning to filter into the Vermont woods. The air was still and quiet except for the twitter of birds in the treetops. A man, a boy, and a young girl were stationed next to a fallen tree. The man was crouched, not moving, his rifle nestled in the crook of his arm, the muzzle pointed away from the children. The boy was sitting on his knees, the barrel of his rifle resting on the dead trunk of the tree. Dressed in a brand new hunting jacket of red plaid, he watched the deer trail that wound closely past their hiding position.

The girl was sitting cross-legged on the ground, her hands shoved deep in the pockets of her parka and the collar turned up around her neck. A white wool scarf was wound around her head, covering most of her copper-red hair, and knotted at the throat. It was chilly in the dawn hours of the autumn day, but Jordanna was afraid to shiver. She was afraid to blink. Her father’s instructions had been very precise. They mustn’t move or make a single sound. He had scouted the area before the hunting season had opened and assured them a big whitetail buck would come by this very spot.

Very carefully and quietly, Kit sat back on his heels and without turning his head, slid a questioning glance at his father. The anxiety of waiting was written on his face. Fletcher Smith gave him an encouraging smile and, with a movement of his eyes, directed his son’s attention to the trail.

Jordanna saw Kit’s eyes light up with excitement. She followed the direction of his gaze, but found nothing. She stared until her eyes hurt, then remembered her father’s admonition to keep her gaze moving. Seconds later, she saw a flicker of movement, concentrated on it, and recognized the object. It was a doe, a small, delicate-looking creature no higher than the belt buckle on her father’s pants.

Despite the carpet of dead leaves and the heavy underbrush, the doe didn’t make a sound as it walked cautiously along the trail toward them. That doe was followed by two more does and a small fawn. Jordanna barely stopped herself from breathing in sharply. Her mouth opened in awe but not a sound came out. Her dancing eyes met the glance from her father. He winked his understanding of the enchantment of the wild creatures parading past. Kit’s grin echoed her excitement. This sight alone was worth enduring the cold and the discomfort of cramped muscles.

The does disappeared up the deer trail, working their way to a higher elevation. Still, the trio maintained their silent vigil. The female deer weren’t the object of their hunt. They were waiting for the antlered head that heralded a buck. More minutes dragged by and the anxiety mounted again.

Fletcher Smith lightly rested his hand on his son’s shoulder. Where once there had been nothing but trees and brush stood a seven-point buck. Its head was turned to study the trail behind it, testing the motionless air. With a one-finger signal, Fletcher indicated for his son to wait until the deer was in closer range. Jordanna’s heart was pounding so loudly that she was sure the deer could hear it. With a twitch of its white tail, it started forward—proud, majestic, and wary. Not even a leaf rustled beneath its hooves.

When the buck was within easy range, the hand tightened on Kit’s shoulder. Remembering the hours of practice, he took aim and squeezed the trigger. At the same moment the rifle was fired, the buck took a bounding leap toward a nearby thicket. Kit jumped up.

“I got him! I hit him, didn’t I, Dad?” His positive statement dwindled into uncertainty. The deer was nowhere in sight.

“You hit him,” his father assured him. “But you should have led him a bit more. You hit him in the stomach.”

“I was watching all the time and I didn’t see that,” Jordanna declared in amazement. “How do you know where Kit shot him?”

“By the sound of the bullet when it hit,” he explained. “It makes different sounds when it strikes different parts of the body. After a while you learn to recognize the difference.”

“Man, that was really something,” Kit declared, at least partly satisfied with the accuracy of his shooting. “It was just like the guys said in school. He was a big buck, wasn’t he, Dad?”

“He was good size, very respectable for your first,” Fletcher agreed with qualification and smiled broadly. “I wish your mother could see you now. She was so positive you wouldn’t like hunting.”

“It’s great!” His pride of accomplishment was overflowing into his excitement. “Come on, Dad. Let’s go get my deer.”

Fletcher Smith allowed himself to be hurried to the deer trail by his eager son. Jordanna lagged behind. Her father’s comment about their mother had brought back unwanted memories. With an effort, Jordanna shrugged the vague sadness aside.

A tell-tale splatter of blood marked the trail of the wounded animal. They followed it to the thicket. The sound of something thrashing in the dead brush brought them to a halt. Fletcher pointed in the direction of the sound and the trio hurried cautiously toward it.

The whitetail buck lay in a small clearing on the other side of the thicket, unable to rise. Blood stained its hide and the ground beneath it. Its head was lifted and turned toward their approach. They all stopped at the sight of the expressive brown eyes looking at them.

“You’ll have to shoot it, Kit,” Fletcher stated. “If you leave it like that, it will take a long time for it to die.” He gave the teen-ager a gentle push toward the deer. Under the regard of those gentle brown eyes, Kit shook his head in refusal. “You have to put him out of his misery. Look at his eyes, boy. Can’t you see the forgiveness?”

Kit stared, his face whitening under the silent blessing. The rifle slipped from his hand as he turned and ran, tripping and stumbling over the twigs and underbrush. Fletcher Smith took a step after him, his hand outstretched.

“Don’t worry, Dad.” Jordanna had already reached down to pick up the rifle. As she spoke, she turned and aimed it at the fallen deer. “I’ll do it.” The trigger was squeezed and the shot rang out before he could react. “He’s dead now,” she said simply and quietly. Lifting her gaze to her father’s face, she tried to offer some comfort. “Kit didn’t understand.”

His hand seemed to be trembling as it gripped her shoulder and pulled her into his arms. He hugged her tightly for a moment, then drew a deep, shuddering breath. He smiled down at her, a flood of warmth and tenderness spilling from his eyes.

“You’ve always been my little girl, haven’t you, Jordanna?” he said.

“Always,” she agreed. There was a special closeness between them. Mutual understanding and mutual needs fulfilled.

“Do you want to help me dress out this deer?” Fletcher drew a knife from its sheath. “It would be foolish to leave it lying here.”

“Sure, I’ll help,” Jordanna agreed.

“You don’t think you’ll feel queasy? It’s alright if you do,” he added.

“No. What do you want me to do?”

Kit was sitting in the back seat of the enclosed jeep when they returned to where they had parked. Fletcher said nothing as he secured the dressed buck to the rack atop the vehicle. Along the trail, he had caught the tell-tale odor where Kit had lost his early morning breakfast. One look at his ashen face was proof enough that he wasn’t feeling much better now.

Once they were back on the main road, he glanced in the rear-view mirror to meet the haunted eyes of his son. “It’s alright, Kit. You don’t have to apologize or feel guilty for the way you behaved. It was the first time you’ve ever been exposed to anything like that. It’s bound to be something of a trauma. The next time we go hunting, it will be easier.”

“I don’t want to go hunting any more,” Kit stated flatly.

“I’m sure you feel that way now,” Fletcher agreed patiently. “But you’ll change your mind later on.”

“No, I won’t.”

Fletcher didn’t pursue the argument as he returned his attention to the traffic on the highway. Jordanna saw the dispirited light that dulled his brown eyes. She glanced over her shoulder at her brother.

“I brought your rifle, Kit. Here.” She started to hand it over the seat to him.

“You can have it, Jordanna. I don’t want it.” He turned to stare out the window at the scenery racing by.

“But it was a present,” she protested. “Dad gave it to you. You just can’t . . .” Her father’s silencing hand rested on her arm. Jordanna faced the front and he patted her arm in approval.



PART ONE

THE MEETING




Chapter I
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THE BIG BUCKSKIN horse trotted across the high meadow with a free-swinging stride. Its golden coat was shaggy with winter hair. Its warm, moist breath formed clouds, twin spirals coming from its nostrils. The horse mouthed the metal bar, jangling the bit against its teeth. The leather saddle creaked beneath the weight of the horse’s rider, blunted spurs jingling on his boots.

He was a tall man with a rangy build that deceptively hid solidly muscled flesh. Relaxed in the saddle, he rode in a partly slouched position. Yet every movement of the horse was transmitted to him through the reins and the bunching muscles beneath the saddle. Beneath the indolent posture was a keen alertness.

His boots were dusty and dirty and worn down at the heels. The metal of his spurs had become dull with time. The faded but still serviceable Levis that covered the long length of his legs were patched at the knees and on the seat. A heavy suede jacket lined with sheepskin hung down to his hips. a slit at the back for easier riding. The hands holding the reins were gloved, the leather worn smooth from much usage. The collar of his jacket was turned up against the breeze blowing down from the high mountains. A dusty felt Stetson was pulled low on his head. Dark coffee-colored hair grew thickly, its length curling into the collar of his jacket.

Hours in the sun had browned the planes and hollows of his face to a bronze hue. A full mustache grew above his mouth, a neatly trimmed brush of dark brown. His eyes were brown, a dry and dusty shade. The sun had creased permanent lines that feathered out from the corners of his eyes. His thick, dark brows had a natural arch to them. Strength, sureness, and stamina were etched in his features. He was a man others would go out of their way to avoid irritating. If the situation demanded it, he could be ruthless. Other times, simply hard with a trace of cynicism.

His keen eyes spotted something thirty feet to the right. With a twist of his wrist. Brig McCord reined the buckskin toward it. As the horse drew close, he slowed it to a walk. The spring grass of the mountain meadow swished against the buckskin’s black legs. Where the trees grew down to the meadow’s edge, patches of snow could still cling to their shadows, the remants of the last blizzard to hit Idaho in the spring.

The horse stopped of its own accord, snorting and tossing its head at the object near its feet. As the buckskin shifted sideways, Brig saw the skeletal remains of a calf, the bones partially covered by its red hide.

“Damn!” he swore softly at the sight. How many did that make? He’d lost count.

He looked away, his hard gaze sliding to the patches of snow. That spring blizzard had come at the worst possible time—calving time. He’d be lucky if forty percent of his spring calf crop had survived. One average year—that was all he had needed to get his head above water. Instead, he was going to be lucky if he didn’t lose the ranch. If he’d had some insurance . . .

“Hell, I couldn’t afford the premium!” Brig interrupted that thought with a soft curse. Jabbing a spur in the horse’s ribs, he reined it away from the carcass the scavengers had already picked clean. The horse bounded into a canter and snorted a disgruntled sound. It fell into a tireless, ground-eating lope that it could maintain for miles. A complete survey of the losses couldn’t be made at that pace and Brig slowed his mount to a striding trot.

Two more calves were found. The carcass of a third was in the woods, dragged there by a scavenging predator. With each calf, Brig’s mind worked harder to find a solution to his problems. At a cold mountain stream fed by the snow run-offs. Brig stopped his horse to let it drink. His gaze lifted to the mountains. Maybe if the sheep market would hold together, as well as Jocko’s flock, he could recoup some of his cattle losses. The trend wasn’t good.

His gaze roved back to the meadow and the rocky escarpment rising on one side. A movement caught his eye. He focused on it. Grazing near the base of the rocks was a large, heavy-bodied animal. When it lifted its head. Brig saw the massive curling horns hugging close to its head then winging out to the sides.

“A bighorn sheep,” he murmured. “I wonder what it’s doing at this elevation.”

The buckskin shook his head sideways as if replying to the question. The leather and metal of the bridle rattled together. In a flash, the big ram took to the rocks, showing the distinctive white circle on its rump. Amidst the clatter of hooves striking stone, it scrambled to the safety of higher ground where its sure-footed swiftness gave it the advantage over predators.

Brig watched until the wild sheep was out of sight, then walked his horse through the mountain stream. There had been a trophy pair of horns on that bighorn ram, a full curl or better. But he wasn’t interested in such things. He killed a couple of elk a year for meat, and a deer now and then for variety. Two years ago, a marauding black bear had ended up hanging on the wall in the ranch house. Shooting that ram for its horns wasn’t reason enough for Brig. He’d seen and done enough killing in his life that he found no sport in it.

Funny, he hadn’t thought about those times in years, Brig realized. They belonged to another lifetime. This wild Idaho country had a way of fading memories. Either that or the fact that he was on the wrong side of thirty.

The buckskin had been wandering along without direction. A low-hanging branch took a swipe at his Stetson and Brig ducked at the last minute. He halted his mount and looked around. One corner of his mouth curled into his mustache. It had been ten years since he’d done more than pass through this area looking for cattle . . . before that, almost thirty years.

Taking a minute to orient himself, Brig kneed his mount to the right, where a tangled mass of undergrowth formed a dark mound about a hundred yards away. The trees were dense. The horse’s hooves made little sound on the thick carpet of pine needles. Hugging close to the horse’s black mane, Brig avoided the low branches that tried to sweep him off the saddle. When he reached the dark mass, encroaching on a small clearing, he dismounted and looped the reins over the buckskin’s head to lead it while he walked closer. The horse pricked its ears at the overgrown mound, snorting nervously and testing the air.

Beneath the tangling vines and bushes was the rusted hulk of a fuselage, all that remained of the private plane that had crashed here. Brig had been nine that summer. His gaze strayed to the tumble of small rocks on the far side of the clearing, rocks he had carried to cover the graves of his parents, who had been killed instantly in the crash. He had buried them himself, so that the animals would quit eating their bodies. Using the limb of a tree, he had scraped and dug two shallow graves in the rocky soil and mounded them with rocks.

Tipping his head back, Brig looked up. The branches of the trees formed a roof, a leaky roof that permitted dappling rays of sunlight in. It had been almost as thick then, hiding the wreckage from the search planes. And a little boy was a mighty small object when viewed from two thousand feet above the ground.

It had been more than a week after the crash before the first plane had flown over. There had been several after that in the next three days, then none. Brig tried to remember the small, starving boy that had followed a bear around one whole day, eating what the bear ate. But he couldn’t remember how he had survived, what he had eaten, or how he had kept warm on the cold mountain nights.

For two months he’d lived here, alone, learning the laws of survival from the hardest teacher of all—nature. Then he’d stumbled into a shepherd’s camp, an uncle of Jocko—the man who looked after his flock of sheep now. He’d spent two weeks with the shepherd, who couldn’t leave his flock untended to return a small boy to civilization. In those two weeks, he had learned much about herding sheep and the shepherd’s simple philosophy. Then the rancher had come, bringing the shepherd’s supplies and taking the small boy back.

His unerring directions had brought the authorities to the crash site. Brig lowered his head to look at the rusted body of the aircraft, half-hidden by the weeds. The radio equipment, instruments, and all parts that were salvageable had been removed. His parents were no longer buried in the graves he’d dug for them. Their bodies had been exhumed and flown back East for a proper burial, and he’d gone to live with his grandfather, Sanger. But he’d never forgotten this place, this wild and free land.

When he’d finally come back fourteen years ago, at the age of twenty-four, he’d felt that he was coming home. He’d bought the section of land where his ranch house now stood and leased this federal graze . . . and struggled to make it pay. It had been rough. Most of the time he’d been lucky to break even. Then two bad years in a row had been followed by this spring blizzard that practically wiped out his calf crop. If the future had looked bleak before, it was nothing compared to what he faced now.

Turning to the horse, Brig gripped the saddlehorn and swung aboard. He paused for a moment in the clearing, then rode back through the trees to the meadow. Wildflowers spilled over the high mountain valley, bobbing their heads in the nippy breeze. Before he’d lose all this, he’d eat a little pride and go to the Sanger’s for a loan.

A dozen head of Hereford cattle looked up as the shaggy-coated buckskin carried its rider toward them. Brig began hazing them toward the ranch headquarters. Maybe after the spring roundup was done, the calves branded and castrated, and the yearling bulls dehorned, he’d find out things were not as bad as they seemed now. He doubted it. Grim-faced, he rode on.

Tired and thirsty after the long drive from the ranch to town on a graded track that didn’t deserve the term road, Brig parked his four-wheel-drive pickup in front of a building where an unlighted neon sign in the window advertised Coors. His dusty brown eyes lingered on the suitcase sitting on the seat beside him, his mouth tightening into a thin line.

With a yank of the handle, he pushed the truck door open and stepped out. He glanced around, separating the tourists on the sidewalk from the townfolk of Salmon. As he walked to the entrance of the bar, he knocked the dust from his hat and brushed at his clothes. They’d been clean when he started out this morning.

The interior of the bar was dark after the brilliance of a July sun. Brig paused inside the door to let his eyes adjust to the gloom. The juke box in the corner was playing a country song about a man who kissed an angel every morning. Tables and chairs were scattered around the room, empty of customers. Two men were sitting on stools, leaning their elbows on the carved oak counter bar. They gave him a sidelong look and resumed their conversation.

Brig walked to the far end of the long bar and slid onto a stool, resting a boot on the brass foot rail. There was no one behind the bar although there were sounds coming from the back room. Pushing his hat to the back of his head, he shook a cigarette from the pack in his shirt pocket. Without removing the match from its book, he snapped it against the sandpaper-rough strip. There was no breeze but he cupped the flame to his cigarette from habit.

Centered in the shelves of liquor behind the bar was a clock with a slowly rotating series of advertisements on one side. With each quarter turn, a new advertisement slid into place. Brig read the ads for the local funeral home and the bank. As the one for the insurance company fell into the slot, a woman emerged from the back room carrying a half-dozen bottles of liquor to restock the shelves.

Her hair was bleached to a brassy shade of blonde. Blue eye shadow coated her lids above a heavy line of black eyeliner and lashes matted with mascara. The excessive use of make-up gave her a hard look, but it didn’t cover up the vulnerable softness of her red-painted lips or the open honesty of her blue eyes . . . or the wrinkles collecting around them. Her full figure was edging toward the plump side. The plain white blouse she wore was unbuttoned to expose the cleavage of her abundantly round breasts. The black straight skirt was stretched like a second skin across her hips, defying the strength of the stitching. The effect was crudely suggestive. Brig felt the stirring in his loins from an abstinence forced on him by the endless demands of the spring ranchwork—and the knowledge that the woman was good in bed.

Intent on her task, the brassy blonde didn’t see him sitting at the dimly lit corner of the counter. “Hello, Trudie,” Brig spoke to draw her attention.

She stopped and turned abruptly. Her widened eyes found him in the shadows, her look of surprise changing to one of delighted recognition. Then it became masked slightly with an attitude of coyness that bordered on provocative.

“Well, well, well. The old lobo wolf has finally come down out of the mountains,” she declared and hurriedly set the liquor bottles on the work counter behind the bar. “I was beginning to think you had moved on to parts unknown.”

“And leave my favorite girl behind? I wouldn’t do that, Trudie.” His gaze was deliberately suggestive, running over her figure with a lusting look.

“Favorite girl? Hah!” she laughed aside that remark, but it started a warm glow of pleasure that spread through her expression. “What’ll ya have, Brig?”

“Beer.”

“On tap?” At his affirmative nod, she drew him a glass, letting a head form on the pale gold liquid.

“How’s tricks?” Brig sipped at the beer and wiped the foam from his mustache with the back of his hand.

“Not bad since the tourists hit town for the summer float trips on the ‘River of No Return’ ” Her emphasis made fun of the phrase. She changed the subject then. “I suppose you’re in town to pick up supplies. What’s this—your last stop before heading back to the ranch?”

“This is my first stop. I sent Tandy Barnes in last week for a month’s supplies,” he explained, referring to his wrangler and all-around ranch hand.

“What brought you to town then?” A puzzled frown followed the lines already stamped in her forehead. Immediately she added, “And don’t say ‘me,’ because I won’t buy that.”

“I’m headin’ into Idaho Falls to catch a plane for New York.” He swirled the beer in his glass and watched the dissipating foam. For all the indifference in his tone, there was a flat, dry look to his eyes.

“New York? What for?” Trudie breathed out a soft, incredulous laugh. “Most of the ranchers around here can’t afford a glass of beer and you’re taking a vacation.”

“I can’t afford this either. It isn’t a vacation. It’s a business trip,” Brig corrected in a brisk voice. His mouth quirked in an expression of cynicism. “I’ve gotta visit a rich cousin and see if I can’t collect on a few favors.”

“A rich cousin?”

“Yeah.” He drained the beer from the glass and set it down. Picking up the cigarette burning in the ashtray, he let it dangle from his mouth, squinting one-eyed against the smoke. Standing, he reached in his pocket. “How much do I owe you for the beer?”

“It’s on the house.” She waved aside his attempt to pay and lowered her voice to add, “Everything’s always on the house. You know that, Brig.”

“Thanks.” A faint smile softened the usually hard line of his mouth.

Brig was aware of her meaning. Every town, no matter how small, had its quota of local drunks and a whore or two, whether the respectable, church-going folk wanted to admit it or not. Trudie fell in the latter category. Except for the first time, he’d never had to pay for her services, so he’d gradually stopped regarding her in that light these last ten years. She was a warm, giving woman, who supplemented her income with the highest paying part-time job she could find. She wasn’t a hard-core professional. Those were the kind he regarded with contempt.

“Have another beer.” Trudie was pouring him one before he could refuse. With a faint shrug of his shoulders, Brig sat back down on the stool.

The blonde walked to the work counter where she’d left the new bottles of liquor. “That was really some winter. It hit everybody hard.” From under the counter, she pulled out a set of wooden steps and took two of the bottles, tucking one under her arm. “Jake Phelps was in last month and said he ran out of hay in March.”

“I had plenty of hay. That May blizzard hit me right at calving time.” The first beer Brig had downed to quench his parched throat. This second one, he nursed along. “I lost almost two-thirds of the calf crop.”

“Oh no, Brig.” She glanced over her shoulder and gave him a commiserating look.

“As you said, it hit everybody hard,” he said diffidently.

Crushing his cigarette in the ashtray, he watched her climb the two steps and rest a knee on the counter to reach a high shelf on the wall behind the bar. The tight black skirt rode up to her thigh on one side. His attention began to dwell on her heart-shaped bottom and the shapely curve of her legs. Again he felt that stirring hardness growing inside of him.

It was a full second before Brig realized Trudie had partially turned to look at him. Boldly he lifted his gaze. Something seemed to catch fire in her eyes. He noticed the way her breasts strained against the material of her blouse as she took a breath and appeared to hold it. Then she was climbing down the two steps.

“This trip to New York,” she said, turning to face him once more, a soft, breathless quality to her voice, “is it necessary for you to leave right away?”

“There’s nothing to be gained by postponing it.”

“Not even until tomorrow?” Without giving him a chance to respond, she glanced at the two men farther down the bar. “Do you guys want anything else?”

The two men looked up from the figuring they were doing on a paper napkin. One shook his head and the other said, “No.”

“I’m going in the back room for some supplies. If anyone comes in, holler, will you?”

“Sure.”

Her blue eyes made a silent appeal to Brig as she asked, “Would you help me bring out a keg of beer?”

For an answer, Brig straightened his length from the bar stool and walked behind the counter. Trudie led the way through the door into the backroom, pausing to close it after Brig. She had positioned herself so he would have to brush against her as he went by. He felt the faint tremor in her body at the contact and smelled the cloying fragrance of some cheap cologne. Picking up her silent message, Brig could hear the thudding of his own heart. After a long winter in isolation, his desires were easy to arouse.

“The keg is over there.” She pointed to a far corner of the dimly lit room and took a step in that direction.

His fingers circled her elbows to halt her. “To hell with the keg, Trudie.”

He allowed her a second to resist, although he knew she wouldn’t, then turned her into his arms. He had forgotten how short she was as his head came down to claim the red lips already parting to receive his kiss.

His blood ran hot as she molded her amply rounded curves against him. Her firm, round breasts were making an imprint against his flesh, a pair of hard buttons pressing through his shirt. He heard her moan and felt her eager hands clinging to his neck. Her tongue made a wet circle of his lips, then probed his mouth. Her show of aggression unleashed a fragment of savagery in his character. Brig reclaimed the dominant role, bruising her lips with his kisses, until the strain on his neck became too much and he lifted his head to ease it. His breathing was heavy with passion. Trudie was quivering. Her trembling fingers separated the buttons of his shirt from the material, then slipped inside against his flesh and curled into the rough hairs on his chest.

“You don’t have to leave today, Brig,” she whispered in an aching voice. “Tomorrow is soon enough. I’ll be through here in a couple of hours.”

Her lips pressed moist kisses on his chest, her warm breath heating flesh already burning. The room was cool, but Brig felt perspiration beading on his skin. His hands were making random forays over her shoulders, waist and back, then pressing her hips harder against his thighs. He ached with a need that threatened to consume him.

When Trudie lifted her head, he took one look at her soft red lips and covered them with a groan. “Please stay, Brig,” she begged under his demanding mouth. “It’s been so long.”

“I don’t believe that,” he mumbled with harsh skepticism and tried to silence her needless words. He was beyond the point of caring who had gone before.

“No, with you it’s different, Brig,” Trudie protested. “It’s special. I . . . You know it is.”

“Yes, yes, I know,” he agreed impatiently.

Her token resistance ended and she seemed to melt against him. “Make love to me, Brig. Do it to me now,” she pleaded and began fumbling with the rest of the buttons of his shirt.

Her tight-fitting clothes were unwanted obstacles. He had barely managed to tug her skirt up around her hips when a voice from out front called, “Trudie! You’ve got a customer!”

She stiffened in his arms and Brig ordered, “Ignore it.”

“No.” She struggled against his iron hold. “They’ll just send someone back here to look for me. Let me go, Brig. Please.”

Swearing a savage string of oaths under his breath, he released her and took a step away. He was laboring under the weight of primitive forces that weren’t so easily controlled once they had been aroused. Trudie was hastily adjusting her clothes and nervously smoothing her hair into place. She cast one apologetic glance in his direction before hurrying to the door.

He couldn’t walk back out there, not yet, not with this hard bone straining against the denim of his pants. Brig cursed again and wiped the perspiration from his chin. The back of his hands came away with a red lipstick smear. Pulling his handkerchief from his back pocket, he wiped his mouth and hand, then jammed it back.

It was several minutes before he felt sufficiently composed to return to the bar. Locating the keg of beer, he hoisted it onto his shoulder and walked to the door. Trudie gave him an apprehensive but adoring look as he entered.

“Where do you want this?”

“You can set it right there for now.” She indicated an empty place under the counter near the beer taps. After setting it down, Brig walked around the counter to his stall and the nearly full glass of beer. “That’s probably flat,” she said. “I’ll get you a fresh one.”

“Don’t bother.” A beer wouldn’t satisfy the kind of thirst he had. Brig started toward the front door.

“Where are you going?” Trudie hurried out from behind the bar to catch him.

“For a walk.” He knew he sounded curt and unfeeling. It hadn’t exactly been her fault. But he was still all twisted into knots and as testy as a grizzly out of hibernation.

“Will you be back?” She searched his shuttered expression for some clue to the answer.

“I don’t know.” He shouldn’t have stopped in the first place. He would have been thirty miles closer to Idaho Falls if he hadn’t, and that much closer to New York, where fourteen years of work would either be saved or finally lost. At the moment, the importance of that had waned under the potency of baser needs. Trudie took hold of his hand and something hard dug into the center of his work-calloused palm. “Dammit, Trudie!” Brig cursed her for making demands that couldn’t be satisfied now.

“It’s my house key,” she identified the object he had thought was her fingernails. “It’s the only one I have. Will you wait for me there? I’ll be off work soon.”

His fingers closed around the key to make a fist. With a curt nod of agreement, Brig started again for the door. This time Trudie didn’t stop him. Outside he paused to take a deep breath. The air was fresh and clean. He wondered if he had taken the key because he truly wanted to be with Trudie or because he wanted to postpone the trip to New York. Releasing a sigh, Brig decided it was a combination of both.

*   *   *

Reaching over Brig flicked the ashes from the tip of his cigarette into the ashtray on the bedstand. Blonde curls tickled the underside of his chin and he smoothed them against the head nestled on his chest. Then his hand returned to the curve of Trudie’s bare waist. Trudie let her fingers explore the flatness of his stomach and follow the dark hairs upward from his bellybutton to the scattered cloud of them on his chest. She traced the white scar on his left shoulder, where no hair grew.

“Why haven’t you ever married, Brig?” Her voice was thoughtful as her stubby fingers continued to caress his skin.

Women, he thought with absent annoyance; why do they always have to talk after they make love? He’d much rather smoke his cigarette in silence than listen to her murmurings. Containing a sigh, he roused himself sufficiently to answer.

“I’m content with my own company, I guess.” He took a drag on his cigarette and let twin trails of smoke curl into his nose.

“Haven’t you ever been in love?”

“I guess not.” Not since he had discovered that he loved a woman more before he got her into bed than he did afterwards.

“You told me once that you used to be a mercenary. Was that true?” she asked curiously, changing the subject.

A frown briefly knitted his forehead. Had he told her that? Those years were something he rarely discussed with anyone. He considered denying it, but he wasn’t ashamed of what he’d done.

“Yes, it’s true,” Brig admitted.

“why?”

“Why is it true?” A pillow was propping his head up. He smiled at the brassy mop of curls, finding her question a little on the peculiar side.

“No, silly!” Trudie laughed and looked up at him. There was little makeup left on her face. He had kissed most of it off and the rest had rubbed off on the sheets. She looked older without it, easily his age, but more attractive in a plain sort of way. “Why did you become a mercenary?”

“I don’t know. I suppose I fancied myself as some kind of soldier of fortune.” It had all been too long ago for him to remember what his motives might have been at the time. And it didn’t concern him now.

“But surely your family . . .” she began.

“My parents are dead.” But Brig didn’t tell her the circumstances of their death or his survival of the crash that had taken their lives. “My grandfather raised me—or tried. We never got along. I was too wild and rebellious and he was too strict. By the time I was fifteen, I’d run away from home seven times. At seventeen, I enlisted and did a tour of Southeast Asia—Nam, Cambodia, Laos. When I came back, nothing had changed. My grandfather still lived in a world that worshipped two gods—money and business—where a man is judged by the number of digits in his bank account and the influential people he knows, not how he got it or what kind of man he is.” He stubbed out the cigarette in the ashtray, exhaling a last stream of smoke.

“But why did you become a mercenary?” Trudie lifted herself on one elbow to see his face better. His expression told her little.

The calloused tip of his finger traced a light curve from one side of her jaw, under her chin, and slicing across her throat to the other side. “Because I knew how to kill quickly and silently. I was proficient with almost every weapon that was manufactured at the time and could teach others how to use them.” Brig paused at the leap of fear in her eyes, the twinge of mistrust, and wished he’d kept his mouth shut. “It was all I knew when I got out of the service. It was what I did best. When someone offered to pay me a lot of money to do it, I took it.”

“Is that why you did it? For the money?”

“I thought that was why at the time,” he admitted. “But I was probably trying to get back at my grandfather. He was livid when I told him what I was going to do. As far as he was concerned, mercenaries were the scum of the earth. It didn’t matter to him that the men who worked for him were little more than that. They went across the country setting up his little discount chain stores and driving local merchants out of business. He hired respectable mercenaries, but he couldn’t stand the thought of his grandson becoming one. He made a fortune and ruined a lot of good people along the way.”

His voice became hard with remembered bitterness. While some had admired his grandfather’s business acumen and others had envied his wealth, Brig had only felt disgust for the man whose given name he bore—Brigham Sanger, founder of Sanger Discount Stores.

“Brig?” Trudie’s voice was hesitant. She was a little bit frightened by the cold look that had hardened his features.

His eyes softened as they refocused on her face. Something like a smile touched his mouth, curving the corners into his mustache.

“My grandfather is probably the reason I kept hiring out to fight on the losing side. I was always backing the little guy, trying to even out the odds.”

“Wh . . . Where did you work?” Almost in spite of herself, she was fascinated by his past, repelled yet attracted.

“Central America, Africa, South America. I moved around a lot. You’ve got to remember that I wasn’t very good at picking a winner so the wars rarely lasted long. Either that or the money gave out, which meant I wasn’t paid and there wasn’t cash to buy ammunition or guns . . . or food.” Brig didn’t go into details about comrades killed, food that wasn’t fit to eat but had been consumed anyway because there was nothing else, or sleeping on the ground with no protection against the elements. And he didn’t talk about the soldiers that fell under the bead of his gun.

“Why did you quit? You must have been young at the time.” She stopped making any attempt to hide her curiosity as she scooted into a more comfortable position to listen to his answer.

The sheet was draped around her hips. The heavy globes of her breasts drooped against her ribcage, the large rosy-crested centers swaying as she moved. Brig was momentarily distracted from her question. His hand reached out to caress the nearest breast.

“There was an ambush. My patrol was caught in the middle of it. I remember a bullet tearing into my shoulder and then yelling at everyone to take cover. Then everything went black,” he said. “When I came to, there was a butchering doctor standing beside me. He had a scalpel and a pair of forceps in his hands. He was going to dig the bullet out of me. I was lying on the ground underneath a piece of canvas strung up as a lean-to. Flies were everywhere. This doctor jammed a bullet between my teeth and told me to bite it. The makeshift hospital didn’t have any anesthesia. When he started probing and cutting into me, I realized that I didn’t want their damned money or their war. Before I blacked out again, I swore if I lived through the so-called surgery, I was going to get the hell out of there. My life was worth more than the money they were paying me.”

“And did you?”

“Did I live through it? No, I died,” Brig mocked the question.

“I meant, did you quit after that?” Trudie elaborated.

“Yes. As soon as I could move, I headed for the States . . . and ultimately here. End of story.” He started to pull her back into his arms and begin a more intimate exploration of her heavy breasts.

But Trudie wasn’t satisfied and she laid a rigid arm against him to maintain distance. “When you came back, did you see your grandfather again?”

“No. He’d had a massive coronary. They buried him a month before I returned.” He took hold of the hand on his chest straining to keep them apart and lifted it to his mouth. He kissed the tips of her fingers and slowly worked his way to the palm, licking the sensitive hollow with the tip of his tongue. He heard the tiny gasp of arousal she tried to conceal.

“What about his business?” She let herself be pulled down. “His money?”

“He left it all to another grandson, my cousin.” Which wasn’t precisely the truth, but Brig was tired of the questions. And the answer to that one wasn’t any of her business.

“The cousin you are going to New York to see?” she persisted.

“The very same.”

Brig rolled her onto her back. The most effective way to silence her endless questions seemed to be with a kiss. While he ravished her lips, he felt the resistance ebb from her. Cupping the weight of one breast in his hand, he teased its peak into hardness with his thumb. His knee forced its way between her legs to spread them apart.

As his mouth followed the curve of her cheek to her neck, Trudie whispered in his ear, “You are a horny bastard, Brig McCord.” Her voice was reluctant in its demand for satisfaction. He laughed softly at her loving insult.



Chapter II

[image: image]

THE NOISE. HE’D forgotten the noise of a big city. The stream of traffic was a constant hum, punctuated by horns and whistles for a taxi. Voices with a variety of accents and languages seemed to drum into his ears. The heat was stifling after the coolness of the mountains. The sun beat down and the miles of concrete streets and buildings baked in its reflected warmth. The air was foul with the smell of gasoline fumes and automobile exhausts. Not even the hog dogs and sausages from the push cart at the corner had an appetizing aroma.

Bending down, Brig looked inside the open window of the cab. The driver was slowly and painstakingly counting out his change, fumbling through pockets and producing money from each one. It was an old ploy to try to increase his tip by wearing out the patience of the passenger waiting for his change.

“It’s your time you’re wasting, friend,” Brig dryly informed the cab driver. “I’ve got all day.” The last bill magically joined the others and the wiry man passed him his money. “Thanks.”

As he stepped onto the sidewalk, the cab pulled away from the curb, forcing its way into the traffic. Brig paused to look up at the building towering in front of him. The main office of Sanger Corporation occupied the entire twenty-third floor.

“We grow them tall in New York, cowboy,” some wise-cracking pedestrian remarked.

His dusty gaze flicked to the young man already laughing over the comment with his companion. Brig noticed the curious glances his white straw Stetson, brown boots, and western-cut leisure suit of forest green were receiving from the passersby. He would have drawn less attention if he’d been wearing a long, flowing robe of a sheik, he thought cynically.

Entering the building, he walked to the elevators. A pair of doors slid open as a bell dinged and an “up” arrow was lit. Brig stepped inside and pushed the floor button. More passengers entered, two young women among them. Brig removed his hat as everyone shifted to allow more room. A young brunette stood beside him, giving him the eye. She didn’t look old enough to be out of school, but Brig suspected she was probably twenty. They all looked so young to him any more. He could remember when girls of twenty looked old. A sign of age, he thought wryly, and his lips twitched in amusement beneath the dark broom of his thick mustache.

“Are you from Texas?” the girl asked with a look that was certainly not sizing up his home state. She was as short as Trudie, the top of her head barely reaching his shoulder.

“Idaho.”

“Idaho?” The girl repeated. Brig could tell by her puzzled expression that she had no idea where it was. A surge of disgust swept through him. Didn’t anybody in New York realize there were forty-nine other states out there? The dumb broad probably thought Idaho was a potato.

The elevator hummed to a stop and the doors slid silently open. “Excuse me. This is my floor.” He pushed his way past the girl, who was startled by his abrupt behavior.

Habit returned the hat to his head once he was out of the elevator. Glass doors were emblazoned with gold and black letters that spelled out “Sanger Discount Stores,” below that “Corporate Headquarters.” Brig felt the tightening in his gut, a sensation he hadn’t been conscious of feeling since his guerrilla days. His jaw hardened, flexing a muscle in his sun-browned cheek. A deadly calm settled over him.

With long, unhurried strides, he walked to the glass doors of the main reception area and pushed them open. A very attractive black woman sat behind a large desk. Her appearance was one of efficiency, embellished with smooth sophistication. Her eyes were softly brown, and sharply intelligent. The smile she gave him was polite and nothing more.

“May I help you?” Her voice had a husky, soothing quality that was very easy on the ear.

The hat came off again as he towered in front of her desk. “Max Sanger, please.” Brig clipped out the request.

Her eyes made a quick assessing sweep of him, an eyebrow arching briefly in hesitation. “The President of the company?”

“The very same.” The dryness of humor was in his look. Obviously, he didn’t fit the required standard of people who asked to see the President of the firm.

“Do you have an appointment?”

“No.”

“I’m sorry. Mr. Sanger is a very busy man. He doesn’t see anyone without an appointment. I’ll connect you with his secretary if you like, and she can acquaint you with his schedule and when he might be available to see you.”

He was very politely receiving the brush-off. Brig smiled, but it was a cold expression. He tapped the brim of his hat on her desk phone. “You call Max and tell him Brig McCord is here. He’ll see me.”

Without waiting for a response, Brig turned away from the desk and walked across the width of the reception area with its potted plants, ultra-modern furniture of glass and chrome, and lush pile carpeting. He stopped at the window overlooking midtown Manhattan and the glimpse of green to the north that was Central Park. His stance was a slightly wide-legged one of command, a hand negligently thrust in the pocket of his pants. Holding his hat by the crease in the crown, he tapped it against his thigh in vague impatience.
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