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Free grass for the taking—

My luck’s gonna change,

’Cause there’s nothing left in Texas

To match this Calder range.

September 1878
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It was a country of benchlands and breaks, coulees and cutbanks—and grass that stretched a hundred miles in every direction. The dominating expanse of blue sky overhead seemed to flatten it, but this vast northern range undulated like a heavy sea. The lonely grandeur of it gripped at the heart of the strong and intimidated the weak.

A pair of riders leading packhorses topped a crest of this virgin Montana Territory and reined in. From the stout, double-rigged saddle to the shotgun chaps and the low crown of their cowboy hats, their clothes and their gear marked them as Texans. They were covered with a thick layer of travel dust.

They walked their horses partway down the gentle slope and stopped again when they were no longer skylined by the plain’s swell. Saddle leather groaned as the taller of the two men swung to the ground in a fluid motion. The chalk-faced bay he was riding blew out a snort and dipped its nose toward the grass.

Rawboned and lean, Chase Benteen Calder carried his near-six-foot height with the ease of a shorter man. His weight was distributed in hard muscles that lay flatly across his chest and broad shoulders and the long girth of his legs. The twenty-six years of his life had beaten a toughness into his boldly spaced features. It showed in the quickness of his dark eyes, the small break along the bridge of his nose, and the pale track of an old scar on his right temple. Experience had made him closemouthed and vigilant, and the sun had darkened him.

He kept a hold on the reins to his chalk-faced bay while it lowered its head to graze. The rattle of the bridle bit briefly drew his glance to the horse tearing at the curly, matted grass growing close to the ground.

It was native buffalo grass, more nutritious than any other kind. Heat and drought couldn’t kill it; cold winters cured it into hay; the trampling of hooves couldn’t destroy it. It was said this short grass could put two hundred extra pounds on a steer at maturity. A few minutes ago they had ridden through some ripening blue joint. Taller than the buffalo grass, its wheatlike heads had brushed the stirrups of his saddle.

The great herds of buffalo that had once roamed this range were well on their way to being exterminated by buffalo hunters and hiders. It was an act encouraged by the government in Washington in a deliberate attempt to break the spirit of the Plains Indians and subdue them once and for all. A year before, on October 5, 1877, Chief Joseph of the Nez Percé had surrendered over in the Bear Paw Mountains. Most of the Sioux and the Cheyenne were corraled on reservations, and the rest had fled to Canada with Sitting Bull and Dull Knife. After years of pressure from clamoring ranchers and railroads, the government was finally throwing open the last isolated island of open range. All this land was going to be free for the taking.

Chase Benteen Calder scanned the limitless expanse of the plains with sharp and knowing eyes. His glance stopped on the wiry rider sitting loosely on his horse. Both men were seasoned veterans of a half-dozen trail drives of longhorns north to the railheads in Kansas and beyond. They had just come off a drive Benteen had bossed for the Ten Bar ranch south of Fort Worth, Texas, to deliver a herd to an outfit in the Wyoming Territory. The horses they were riding and the ones that carried their packs all had the 10-brand burned on their hips.

It was on the trail during a stopover at Dodge City that they’d heard the first talk about the Indian country of Montana Territory and Benteen’s interest had been aroused. Then, the ramrod of the Wyoming outfit had mentioned the free grass opening up to the north. Instead of heading directly back to Texas, Benteen had taken this side trip to get a look at the country, and Barnie had tagged along.

This vast rolling grassland was all that they had claimed it to be, and more. Its lower altitude made it more desirable than the plains of Wyoming and Colorado, and its grasses were rich—capable of putting hard weight on cattle.

There would be a stampede into the territory. Free grass was like whispering “gold.” Right now, it looked like a sea of gold. Summer had ripened it to a rich yellow and autumn’s cool breath was bronzing the heavy-headed grasses that covered hundreds of square miles. Its location wouldn’t stay a secret for long. Soon the place would be overrun with people arriving to make their big chance. Would-be ranchers and speculators would come crawling out of the woodwork like cockroaches to try to make a quick buck and run. But Benteen made up his mind to be here before the cockroaches came.

“I think this is it, Barnie.” His narrow smile was cool and sure.

“Yep.” Barnabas Moore didn’t need an explanation of that statement.

Three things were required to make a good cattle range—grass, water, and natural shelter from winter storms. There was grass aplenty; plum thickets and chokecherry trees offered brush shelter; and just ahead there was the wide course of a riverbed meandering through the heaving plains.

Looping the reins around the horse’s neck, Benteen swung into the saddle and turned his mount and packhorse toward the cottonwood-lined banks of the river. The taciturn Barnie Moore followed, swaying loosely in rhythm to his horse’s gait.

“Look there.” Barnie nodded, the rolled front brim of his hat pointing to a cutbank where erosion by water and wind had exposed strata of rock and earth in the slope. Close to the surface, a wide seam of shiny black coal gleamed in the autumn sunlight. “Won’t lack for fuel.”

Surrounded by virtually treeless ridges, it was an important scrap of information to be tucked away for future use. Benteen made a mental note of it as both men continued toward the river without slacking their horses’ pace.

Summer had reduced the river’s flow to a sluggish current. It was well within the banks carved by spring melts, the shallow water running crystal clear. But it was water—life-giving, life-sustaining water.

Benteen let the reins sag on the saddlehorn. Beside him, Barnie reached into the deep pocket of his vest and fetched out his tobacco sack and paper. Certainty eased through Chase Benteen Calder. There was no longer any need to search this stark, lonely Montana land.

His eyes were filled with the enormous landscape, the sprawling plains valley with its shallow river flowing through it, the upthrust of range beyond it—and the high blue sky. This range reached from here to forever.

And it sang its promise to him. It sounded crazy to think the land was singing to him, but it was. The low murmur of the water set the rhythm while a keening breeze swept down the slope, playing a melody in the grasses and the dry leaves of the cottonwoods and willows bordering the river.

In his mind’s eye, Benteen could see it all as it would be, herds of cattle growing fat on the native grasses, big barns walled with thick wood beams, and a big house sitting on that knoll from which he could view it all. Not in the beginning, but someday. In the meantime, there was plenty of room in these wide-open spaces to think and breathe and dream—and work like hell to make the dream a reality.

Benteen knew about work. He’d been working all his life for somebody else, but always watching and learning, putting aside money for a place of his own. All of it had been preparing him for this day when he rode onto this land where his knowledge and skill would be put to use. These trackless plains were going to carry his mark. Here he would build something that would endure.

The conviction that he’d found his home range swelled in his chest. This was his. This would be Calder land. “I’m filing on this stretch of river,” he stated as Barnie licked his cigarette together.

Every cattleman knew that laying claim to a narrow stretch of the allowed 160-acre homestead tract gave control of an entire region—a minimum of ten miles on either side, or as far as a cow could walk to water. Elbow room increased it by at least another ten miles, and sometimes more. Barnie had already agreed that if Benteen found the right rangeland, he’d file on the adjoining stretch and turn it over to him, which was a common practice of the day. The additional 160 acres would give him breathing room—with more to come.

Texas had given Benteen his fill of being hemmed in and crowded. He’d been a boy at the close of the Civil War, but he’d seen the changes that had come with Reconstruction—few of them good. There had been too many lost causes in his young life. Here was the place for new beginnings.

“Come spring, I’ll bring up a herd,” Benteen stated in a spare, even tone while Barnie cupped a match to the hand-rolled cigarette and bent a little toward the flame. “If all goes well, I’ll be back before the end of next summer. Do you think you can hang on here till then?”

“Reckon,” Barnie drawled. He was younger by two years than Benteen. “What do you suppose yore pa’ll do?”

Benteen looked into the distance, a net of crow-tracks springing from the outer corners of his eyes. “I don’t know.” The sun-browned skin became taut across the ridgeline of his jaw. “The Ten Bar’s got him choked off the range. But he’s a stubborn man.”

His father, Seth Calder, was a good man—a strong man. It was possible he could have been an important man, but he had a blind spot, a fatal flaw. He didn’t know when to let go of a thing that was dead. The War Between the States had ended years ago, yet his father continued to argue the South’s cause, insisting Lincoln had thrown a political blanket over the true issue of states’ rights that had prompted secession and turned the war into a question of slavery. That position hadn’t made him popular with those in power in a Reconstructed Texas.

His support of the South during the war had left him nearly broke at its end. He struggled to rebuild his modest ranch, only to be wiped out by the Black Friday crash in the Panic of ’73. Judd Boston’s Ten Bar had survived the crash unscathed. While Seth Calder had to sell cattle, Judd Boston had purchased more, until Ten Bar herds flooded the range, leaving little room for Seth Calder to expand without overstocking the land. He was crowded into a small corner of ground that could barely support a cattle operation, but he wouldn’t budge.

And Seth Calder wouldn’t let go of the idea that his wife would come back to him. Benteen had spent most of his childhood waiting for a mother who never returned. She had chosen his name at birth—Chase Benteen Calder. Chase had been her maiden name, and Benteen the name of a cousin. His given name was rarely used by those who knew him. Even as a child, he’d been called Benteen.

When he was six years old, his mother had run away with a so-called remittance man—a ne’er-do-well paid a regular allowance by his moneyed English family to stay away from home. His father had always claimed that he’d lured her away with his talk of New Orleans, San Francisco, London, and Europe, of fancy gowns and jewels. After twenty years, Seth still believed she’d return to her husband and son. Benteen didn’t. And, unlike his father, he didn’t want her to come back.

There were times when a man should stand and fight—and other times when he should cut and run. Benteen saw that, but he doubted that his father would. In Texas, they were outnumbered by memories of the past and a series of present circumstances. Tomorrow was here in Montana Territory. “What about Lorna?” The closeness that had developed between them allowed Barnie to ask the personal question.

“We’ll be married in the spring before the herd starts north.” There was no more reason to wait. Benteen had found the place that would give them a future. And that was all that had been keeping him from setting a date for his wedding to Lorna Pearce. His gaze was sure and keen, a little on the reckless side. “The next time I leave Texas, it will be for good.” He was going to cut all ties, and whatever was left behind … was left behind.
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Fort Worth, Texas, was the jumping-off point for herds heading north on the Chisholm Trail. It was a boisterous, bawdy cow town, catering to the needs of the cowboy. Merchants sold supplies of flour, sugar, coffee, molasses, prunes, cigars, and other items to the trail outfits. There were saloons, dance halls, and sporting women to make sure the cowboy didn’t get bored before he left.

It was a town with growing pains. Main and Houston streets were paved, although many argued “paved” was not the right term to describe them. The El Paso Hotel was a three-story building of gray limestone, so things were looking up. But there was a definite lack of sidewalks. No one in Fort Worth was too concerned about the rival Western Trail taking the trail herds away from the much-traveled Chisholm.

But the trailing season was over for this year. Fort Worth was quiet on the November afternoon Chase Benteen Calder rode in. His clothes were stiff with trail grime, gathered over the long miles from the Montana Territory. A scratchy beard growth shadowed his rawboned features, making him look tougher. The edges of his hair had a dark copper cast. It was rough hair—heavy hair, curling thickly into the scarf tied around his neck and knotted loosely at the throat.

With the packhorse in tow, Benteen walked his mount to the livery stable. He wasn’t a man to let his eyes be idle, thus his restless gaze continued its survey of the surrounding streets and buildings and the people in town. He halted the bay in front of the stable’s open doors and dismounted, stepping onto hard-packed ground. The smell of dust and the rank odor from the stable rose strongly around him. A man with a gimpy leg hobbled out of the shadowed interior.

“Hey, Benteen,” he greeted. “I thought you’d quit these parts.”

“In time, Stoney.” He gave him a thin smile, weary like the man.

The rattle of an approaching buggy drew his glance to the street. Benteen recognized Judd Boston at the reins, accompanied by an escort of riders. The owner of the Ten Bar was dressed in a dark suit and vest, the starched white collar of his shirt circling his throat. The bowler hat atop his head further distinguished him from the riders. The power that came with prosperity was evident in the studied arrogance of his posture.

For all the dandified appearance of Judd Boston, Benteen didn’t make the mistake of seeing softness. Beneath those Eastern clothes, the man’s burly frame was put together with hard muscles. Benteen knew the instant Judd recognized him. The line of his mouth became long and thin as he pulled within himself.

After the long journey, Benteen was tired, dirty, and irritable. He wanted nothing more than to take a bath, have a cold beer, and see Lorna—in that order. He wasn’t in the mood for a conversation with Judd Boston, but he had little choice.

He had never liked the man, but he didn’t figure it was necessary to like the person he worked for. Benteen couldn’t pinpoint the reason he didn’t like Judd Boston. Maybe it was because he was a Yankee or because he was a banker—not a true cattleman. Or maybe it was his clean white hands that caused Benteen to distrust him—so clean and white, as if they’d been washed too many times.

The buggy pulled up close to the livery stable, the escort of riders fanning protectively along the street side. Other ranchers rode into town alone, but Judd Boston never went anywhere without a mounted guard. It was another thing that raised questions in Benteen’s mind. Was it a guilty conscience, or did the banker-rancher like the implied importance of possessing a retinue of underlings?

“Calder!” It was a stiff command for him to approach the buggy.

The ordering tone straightened his shoulders slightly, but Benteen allowed no other resentment to show. He walked to the buggy with the loose, unhurried stride of a rider, each step accompanied by the muted jangle of his work spurs. He stopped beside the buggy, saying nothing because he had nothing to say.

His silence didn’t set well with Judd Boston. The man had eyes as black as hell. They burned with what he saw as rage. “Where the hell have you been?” he demanded. “I expected you back two months ago.”

“I had some personal business.” It was a flat answer, showing neither respect nor disrespect. Benteen was aware of the man’s dangerous patience. It was the cunning kind, content to wait until the right moment. Benteen was reminded of an alleycat he’d once watched while it played with a mouse.

“I hired you to do a job, Calder.” The statement insinuated that he had failed to do it.

It ran raw over his travel-weary nerves. “Your herd was delivered to the Snyder outfit with only ten head lost on the drive.” His sharp glance picked out Jessie Trumbo among the escort of riders. “I sent the money from the sale back with Jessie. You’ve got no complaint coming.”

“It was your responsibility to bring that cash to me. Not Jessie’s,” Boston insisted coldly.

“It was my responsibility to see that you received it,” Benteen corrected the phrasing. “You did.” There was a rare show of irritation. It didn’t seem to matter anymore whether he offended Judd Boston or not. “I hired out to boss your herd and drive it through to Wyoming. After that I was to pay off the drovers with the proceeds of the sale and return the balance to you. The job’s done. You may have paid my wages, Boston, but you don’t own me. No man owns me.”

A coldness hardened Boston’s broad features. “The job is done and you are done, Calder,” he stated. “I have no use for a man who disappears for two months. You aren’t going back on the payroll.”

“Good.” A half-smile skipped across his face. “It saves me the trouble of quitting.”

Their eyes locked, hardness matching hardness. Then a glint of satisfaction flickered in Judd Boston’s eyes. “Baker,” he called to one of the riders. “Those two horses in front of the stable are carrying the Ten Bar brand. Catch them up and take them back to the ranch.”

The order seared through Benteen like a hot iron. “You damned bastard.” His voice was low and rough. “In this country, you don’t take a man’s horse and leave him on foot. I’ll bring them out to the ranch myself in the morning.”

“I want them now.” Judd smiled. “I could report them as stolen, Calder.” Without taking his eyes off Benteen, he prodded the hesitant rider. “You heard me, Baker.”

Benteen shot a hard glance at the young rider reining his horse back to walk it behind the buggy. Jessie Trumbo swung his horse to follow him. “I’ll give you a hand, Baker,” he murmured. Whether the men agreed or not, they were obliged to obey orders. It was part of riding for the brand. Benteen knew that, and didn’t hold their part in this against them.

His attention swung back to the man in the buggy. “I’ll get my gear off the horses so you can take them,” he said. “Maybe now I’ll have the time to check some of the brands on your cattle. I’ve always thought how easy it would be to change my pa’s brand from a C-to a 10. A running iron or a cinch ring could handle that in nothing flat.”

Judd Boston stiffened. “You’re finished around here, Calder. If I were you, I’d clear out.”

A remote smile slanted his mouth. “I planned on it, Boston.”

With a flick of his wrist, Judd Boston snapped the buggy whip close to the ears of the chestnut mare. Benteen stepped back as the harnessed mare lunged forward and the wooden wheels of the buggy began their first revolution. The two remaining riders of the escort fell in behind the buggy.

Turning back to the stable, Benteen walked to the packhorse to unload it first. “You made yourself an enemy, Benteen.” Jessie Trumbo spoke quietly. Benteen still counted the rider as a friend.

A reply didn’t seem necessary, but he stared after the buggy disappearing down the street. Most of the men at the Ten Bar were his friends, but there were some who weren’t. It was this tangled weave of friendship and enmity in a rough, short-tempered land that kept the aloof interest in his dark eyes. “Is it all right if I stow my gear inside, Stoney?” he asked the stablehand instead.

“Sure.” The aging, semi-crippled man nodded.

Benteen carried the pack inside the stable and into a small office dusty with hay chaff. Opening the pack, he slung the holstered revolver over his shoulder for the time being and removed his rifle. He went back outside to unsaddle the chalk-faced bay.

“Where’s Barnie?” Jessie asked, leaning over his saddle horn. “I thought he went with you.”

“He did.” Benteen hooked the stirrup over the saddle horn and began loosening the cinch. “I left him up in Montana Territory north of the Yellowstone. He’s lookin’ after my homestead claim until I can bring a herd up in the spring.”

“Montana.” Jessie sat up, whistling under his breath in surprise. “Then you are pulling out. You didn’t just tell Boston that to be talking.”

“Nope.” Benteen lifted the heavy saddle off the horse’s back, a glint of pride flashing in his dark eyes.

“Where you gonna get a herd? Are you takin’ your pa’s?”

“I thought I’d spend the winter beating the thickets and putting together a herd of mavericks.” Benteen wasn’t counting on his father pulling up stakes and going with him, taking what was left of his herd. “I could use somebody good with a rope to come along.”

Jessie grinned. “It’ll be pure hell chasin’ down longhorns in all that scrub, but it sounds better than ‘yes-sirring’ Mr. Moneybags.”

Benteen hefted the saddle onto his shoulder and carried it into the stable to leave it with the rest of his gear. When he came out, Jessie and the young cowboy had ropes around the necks of his two horses and were leading them away. Stoney limped up to stand beside him.

“You can have the gray gelding in the first stall,” he said. “Jest turn him loose when you’re through with him. He’ll find his own way back. Always does.”

“Thanks, Stoney.” He picked up the rifle he’d leaned against the side of the stable and started down the dusty street.

Several blocks down the street, he came to one of the few wooden sidewalks. His footsteps were heavy with fatigue, his spurs rattling with each leaden stride. Although his body was bone-weary, his eyes never ceased their restless scanning of the streets. But they paid little attention to the store buildings he passed, except to note customers going in or out.

“Benteen?” a female voice called out to him, uncertain.

He stopped, half-turning to glance behind him. A rawly sweet wind rushed through his system as he saw Lorna poised in the doorway of the milliner’s shop. The hesitancy left her expression and a smile curved the soft fullness of her lips. She seemed to glide across the sidewalk to him, the lightness of her footsteps barely making any sound at all. A blue ribbon swept the length of her long dark hair away from her face and left it to cascade in soft curls down her back. She was like spring, fresh and innocent in her long dress of white cotton with small blue flowers.

The top of her head barely reached his shoulder. Her brown eyes sparkled with the pleasure of seeing him. “I thought it was you.” Her voice sang to him.

His eyes drank in the essence of her like a thirsty man long without water. He’d forgotten what a little thing she was. Not so little, perhaps, Benteen corrected as his gaze noticed her firm young breasts pushing at the demure front of her gown that covered her all the way to her neck.

“Where have you been?” she asked as she scanned his haggard and disreputable appearance. “I was beginning to worry about you. The others came back from the drive months ago. Where have you been all this time?”

A surging warmth gentled his rough features. Benteen stroked her smooth cheek with his forefinger, wanting to do more than just touch her. “You sound just like a wife already,” he teased softly. He was conscious of his trail grime and unshaven face. The public street didn’t make this meeting any easier.

His remark made Lorna lower her gaze, betraying her excited shyness. At times, Lorna Pearce seemed to be a living contradiction. There was a Madonna-like quality to her features, yet her brown eyes could be bold and spirited, revealing an intelligence that she usually concealed in a womanly fashion. She was sometimes as gay and full of laughter as a young girl, and other times, very calm and self-confident. At the moment, she looked incredibly young—too young to be a wife; but she was seventeen, soon to be eighteen, definitely a marriageable age.

She slanted him a look, a sauciness behind her proper air. “If I were your wife, Chase Benteen Calder, I’d take after you with a rolling pin for being away so long without writing me a single word.”

He chuckled softly at the threat, not believing she was capable of anything that remotely resembled violence. His features were so solidly composed that when he smiled, the change in his expression was always complete and surprising. He looked over at the shop she’d come out of. “What are you doing here?” Her father’s general store—Pearce’s Emporium—was several blocks down the street. “Spending your father’s money on another hat?”

“No. I’m waiting to spend your money,” Lorna retorted. “I was visiting a friend.” She glanced toward the door, where a rather plain brown-haired girl was standing. “You remember Sue Ellen, don’t you? We went to school together,” she reminded him, and discreetly motioned for her girlfriend to come forward. “Her mother owns the millinery shop.”

The girl approached them timidly. “Hello, Mr. Calder,” she greeted him in a slightly breathless voice.

“Benteen,” he corrected, and wondered what the two girls had in common, besides Miss Hilda’s School for Young Ladies. “How are you, Sue Ellen?”

“Fine, thank you,” she murmured, barely opening her mouth.

Lorna confidently faced him and challenged, “You still haven’t told me where you’ve been all this time.”

“It’s a long story. I’ll come by the house tonight and we’ll talk.” He rubbed a hand over his chin, whiskers scraping his rough palm. “Right now, I need a shave and a bath.”

“Come for dinner,” Lorna invited.

“Six o’clock?” That was the usual time the Pearce family dined.

“Yes,” she nodded.

The smile he gave Lorna was for her alone, but he turned and politely touched the brim of his hat in deference to her girlfriend. His stride wasn’t quite so heavy when he continued down the street.

The first time he’d seen her was two years ago in her father’s store. Even then Benteen had been attracted to her, but of course she’d been too young. From that day on, he’d become a regular customer of Pearce’s Emporium, hoping to catch glimpses of her. During trailing season, her parents didn’t allow her to come to the store. Cowboys on the town, even those with the utmost respect for the gentler sex, could sometimes get offensive when they’d had one too many glasses of red-eye. The Pearces naturally wanted to protect their daughter from such regretable advances.

When Lorna had turned sixteen, Benteen had asked her father’s permission to come calling. With some initial reservations about his ability to provide a good living, his request had been granted. Benteen had never doubted from the moment he saw her that he would someday make Lorna his wife.

Before he’d left on the trail drive last spring, he’d asked for her hand in marriage. He hadn’t wanted to set a wedding date until he’d found a place for them. Benteen had always known his father would have welcomed him and his bride at the ranch, but there was no future. The Cee Bar was gradually being squeezed out by Judd Boston. It was only a matter of time before Boston acquired it on a tax sale. The ranch couldn’t support his father, let alone Benteen and Lorna.

For the last three years he’d been saving every dime he could. He’d rounded up mavericks and added them to the trail herds he’d taken north. He’d managed to put almost a thousand dollars aside, with the thought of buying a place where they could build a future. Now that money could go into putting together an outfit to trail north with a herd of maverick longhorns from the Texas brush, since the land in Montana Territory was going to cost him only a filing fee.

Lorna would make him the perfect wife. Her head wasn’t filled with dreams about big cities and fancy clothes like his mother. She was sensible and practical —and beautiful. The blood ran strong through his veins.

Lorna’s nerves were all ajumble when she heard the footsteps on the front porch. She didn’t have to look at the clock to know it was Benteen. Her pounding heart told her to run to the door to meet him, but a girl shouldn’t appear too anxious. It wasn’t proper—and, Lord knew, there were times when Benteen made her feel very improper.

She pretended to straighten a setting of silverware on the table, covered with her mother’s best linen cloth. There was a knock at the door. She caught her father’s faintly amused glance as he looked up from the day’s issue of the Fort Worth Democrat.

“It must be Benteen,” she murmured.

“Must be,” he agreed dryly and managed to keep the pipe clenched between his teeth as he spoke.

The long skirt of her china-blue dress rustled softly as she moved slowly toward the door. When she passed the oval mirror in the small foyer, Lorna stole one last glance at her reflection. Her dark hair was swept atop her head, making her look much more adult than she had when he’d seen her that afternoon. She hated for him to think her immature, as he sometimes did, she knew. She definitely looked older—all of eighteen, at least.

When she opened the door, Benteen stood for a minute just looking at her. The bold inspection disturbed her in a way that Lorna wasn’t quite sure she should feel. Or maybe it was the change in his appearance that was affecting her.

His hat was in his hand, leaving his head uncovered. Thick brown hair gleamed with polished mahogany lights in the rays of the setting sun. His lean cheeks were freshly shaved, revealing the natural strength of his features. He was wearing a clean white shirt and a string tie. But nothing seemed able to dim that innate power she sensed in him.

“You’re a little early,” Lorna said. She felt the need to conceal her pleasure, and she knew the clock hadn’t chimed the hour yet.

“Shall I leave and come back?” Benteen mocked her.

“Of course not.” She reached for his hand to draw him into the house.

She was conscious of the pleasant roughness of his fingers as they closed around her hand, holding it firmly. His dark eyes continued to focus on her. Their intensity was something she was never certain how to handle.

“Daddy’s in the parlor.” Lorna walked with him to the doors. “You can talk with him while I help Mother in the kitchen.”

“Don’t be too long,” he said. “I’m starved.”

He released her hand without objection. As Lorna slipped away, she had the crazy feeling he wasn’t talking about food. It excited her the way he looked at her sometimes. Other times, she was glad her parents were in the next room. Even now that she and Benteen were engaged, they were seldom left alone for any long period of time. Usually they sat on the front porch while her parents sat in the parlor. Anytime there was a lull in their conversation, her mother invariably came out to offer them lemonade or refreshments of some sort. Lorna was glad that Benteen respected her too much to suggest they go anywhere without the chaperonage of her parents, partly because she was afraid she might be tempted to agree.

They sat across the table from each other at dinner. At times like this, it was easy for Lorna to imagine how it would be when they were married and lived in a house of their own. She looked forward to having her parents over to dinner.

“Did you say you went up into the Montana Territory, Benteen?” her father inquired as he passed him the bowl of potatoes.

“Yes.” He helped himself to an ample portion. “They’re opening up the Indian country to the east. The grass up there is stirrup-deep, ideal cattle range. I’m staking a claim on a choice section of it.”

“You are?” Her father studied him with interest and apparent approval. Lorna brightened with pride.

“It’s just what I’ve been looking for—a place where Lorna and I can build a future,” Benteen stated, sending a brief glance at her. “I figure we can be married in March and leave with the herd I’m driving north in April.”

“Leave?” Lorna repeated. She had the feeling she had missed something. “Where are we going?”

“I just explained,” Benteen replied with a patient smile. “I’ve found a place in Montana for us. I even have the spot all picked out where we will build our new home.”

“Oh.” It was a small sound to mask her confusion. She pretended an interest in the food on her plate, hardly hearing any of the discussion between her father and Benteen.

Part of her couldn’t believe that he was really serious about living in Montana Territory. It was so far away. She couldn’t imagine leaving Texas. Benteen had never mentioned this to her before. The idea was more than a little frightening.

Benteen didn’t appear to notice her silence or her lack of enthusiasm for his plan for their future. Lorna was conscious of her mother’s gaze, but she wasn’t willing to meet it. Not yet. Not until she was clear in her own mind.

“That apple pie was delicious, Mrs. Pearce.” Benteen leaned back in his chair, his dessert plate empty.

“Lorna made it,” her mother appropriately gave her the credit, but this was one time when Lorna wasn’t proud of her cooking accomplishments. Her mind was too preoccupied with this Montana news. “Would you like more coffee, Benteen?”

“No. Thank you,” he refused, and Lorna felt his eyes on her.

“I’ll help clear the table tonight, Clara,” her father volunteered. “I’m sure Benteen and Lorna have a lot to talk about.”

“Yes, of course,” her mother agreed.

The others were already standing by the time Lorna pushed out of her chair. Almost immediately, Benteen was at her side, curving a hand under her elbow. “Shall we sit in the parlor?” He took her agreement for granted and escorted her into the adjoining room.

Once inside the room, Lorna turned to face him. “Are you really serious about going to Montana, Benteen?”

He seemed slightly taken aback, a dark brow arching. “Yes.”

“But …” Agitation and uncertainty twisted inside her. “Don’t you think we should talk about it?”

“What is there to talk about?” He frowned, his gaze narrowing on her. “We’ve already discussed that I was going to look for a place.”

“Yes, but you didn’t say anything about Montana,” Lorna protested. “I thought you were going to buy a place in Texas.”

“There’s nothing around here, Lorna,” he stated. “Up there, the sky’s the limit—and what a sky it is! Wait until you see it. It’s beautiful country.”

“I’m sure it is,” she murmured. “It’s just that it’s so far away.”

A smile touched his mouth. “You have to leave your parents sometime.” He was beginning to understand her hesitation. He’d forgotten she was so young. Her attachment to her parents was still very strong. That would change once they were married. Her loyalty would shift to him then.

He reached out to take her in his arms. She offered no resistance but she didn’t come to him as eagerly as she had in the past either. But Benteen took no notice of that. It had been too long since he’d seen her, and his body was hungry for the feel of a woman’s softness.

The numbness caused by his announcement didn’t last long under the demand of his kiss. His mouth moved hotly over her lips, a vague roughness in its possession. When his encircling arms pulled her body against him, she felt the burning heat of his hard flesh. Little tremors quivered through her, shaking her. The intimacy of the embrace alarmed her, because it was arousing desires that seemed sinful.

With an effort, she turned away from him, her heart thudding heavily against her ribs. “I don’t think you should kiss me like that.” She sounded out of breath.

He curled a finger under her chin and turned it so she faced him. “You’re going to be my wife,” he reminded her lazily. He seemed amused by the flush in her cheeks. “Aren’t you?”

“Yes,” Lorna whispered. Suddenly she was filled with all sorts of uncertainties about the intimacy marriage would bring.

Did it mean he would kiss her like that? How was she supposed to act when he did? She tried to calm her jittery nerves and regain control of the situation. After all, she was an adult—soon to be a married woman. She had to start behaving like one. It was perfectly natural for a future bride to be nervous about the wedding night. It wasn’t as if she didn’t know all about the birds and the bees.

But she didn’t know the answers to all her questions. Surely she could discuss this with her mother. Maybe she was supposed to feel the kinds of sensations she had when Benteen kissed her. Maybe it wasn’t wrong.

“Is something wrong, Lorna?” Benteen studied the changing expressions that crossed her face.

“Wrong?” She had the uncomfortable feeling that he was reading her mind. “No, of course not,” she lied. “We should decide on a wedding date.”

“You pick it. I’ll be there.”

The promise sent her pulse spinning again.
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It didn’t seem to matter how close her relationship was to her mother, Lorna had difficulty bringing up the subject of the way Benteen made her feel sometimes. She had so little to use in comparison, since she hadn’t been attracted to any of her other suitors. She had fallen in love with Benteen right from the start.

“What was it you wanted to talk to me about, Lorna?” her mother prompted.

Lorna turned from the window, a little startled by the question. She had been searching for a way to lead up to the subject. “I … was thinking about what Benteen said last night—about moving to Montana.” It seemed the best place to begin.

“It seems so far away, doesn’t it?” Her mother’s eyes looked misty. “Your father and I are going to miss you terribly.”

“I think I’m a little scared,” she admitted. “I thought we’d live close by. I’m not sure I want to go there.”

“A woman’s place is with her husband,” her mother reminded her gently. “You still want to marry him, don’t you?”

“Yes.” Lorna didn’t have to hesitate about that. “It’s just that …” She touched her fingertips to her lips, remembering the rough pressure of his kiss. “There’re so many things I don’t know,” she sighed at last.

“Every bride feels the same way.” Her mother smiled. “And we all seem to have to learn on our own. I remember I was the worst cook when your father and I were married. It’s a miracle he survived that first year.”

“I think I can manage to cook and keep house. But what about when we have a baby?” That uncomfortable feeling ran through her again. “I mean, presuming that we do have a baby.”

“I hope you will. I hope you have several.”

“I don’t know.” Lorna turned away in vague agitation. “Sometimes when I think about…” She stopped, unable to finish the sentence.

“It probably won’t be easy in the beginning,” her mother said. “But after you are married awhile, I think you’ll be more able to accept the idea, especially if you want children.”

“I … suppose.” Lorna was troubled by her mother’s reply. It seemed to confirm the girl talk at school. Sex was something a proper lady endured. There wasn’t any enjoyment in it, not unless the girl was immoral.

It was better if she didn’t mention to her mother the way Benteen had made her feel. The excitement that sent those funny little tremors through her body. She’d simply have to learn to overcome them. She wanted to be a proper wife.

It was midmorning when Benteen reached his father’s Cee Bar Ranch. Once they’d talked about a partnership, but the Crash of ’73 had wiped out that dream. The hard facts of earning a living had forced Benteen to work elsewhere while his father continued his attempt to save the ranch. Last winter’s blizzards had virtually written the end to that dream—the blizzards and Judd Boston.

Benteen had had only a vague suspicion about worked-over brands until he’d voiced it yesterday to Boston. Benteen was fairly sure now that the banker had been taking a cow here, a steer there. There were a couple of unscrupulous characters on his payroll, and Benteen believed he’d found the reason why. It was unlikely he could prove it. He wasn’t even sure how much difference it would make if he could. At the most, his father had probably lost fifty head over the past five years. The trouble was, his operation was so small, fifty head hurt him. Numbers—that was the secret.

Benteen had observed closely Judd Boston’s operation at the Ten Bar. He’d learned a lot, and he knew cattle. Judd Boston had inadvertently taught him business sense, growth, and markets.

Halting the gray gelding in front of the barn, he dismounted and stripped his saddle and gear from the horse. He slapped it hard on the rump, sending it down the rutted lane they had just traveled. The horse would show up in a couple of days at the livery stable, wanting its ration of oats and corn.

After putting the saddle and bridle away, Benteen carried his gear to the house, a simple white frame house that was beginning to show its age. There were only four rooms—a kitchen with a wood-burning range and an inside well pump to provide running water in the house; a front room with a stone fireplace for heat, a pecan desk, and a horsehair sofa; and two small bedrooms.

Benteen set his rifle in the rack by the desk and took his bedroll and saddlebags into the smaller of the two bedrooms—the one that had always been his. There was no sign of his father, but he hadn’t expected to find him home in the middle of the day.

It had been months since he had been home, yet nothing had changed. He looked at the picture occupying the honored position on the fireplace mantel. The ease went out of him as he walked over to the blackened hearth and took down the ornately carved oval frame containing the photograph.

The woman was beautiful. There was no doubt about that. Benteen suspected that the prim pose and the faded daguerreotype didn’t do her justice. Her hair was blond—the color of wild honey, his father had claimed —and her eyes were as dark as her hair was light. It was a bold combination that was even more striking when combined with her strong, yet feminine features.

But Benteen didn’t see the beauty of the woman who was his mother when he looked at the picture. He noticed the self-centered determination and the hunger for something more out of life in her eyes. Was he bitter? Yes.

If it had been his choice, the framed photograph of Madelaine Calder would have been used for kindling a long time ago. But it hadn’t been his choice. He returned the picture to its proper place on the mantel and entered the kitchen to boil some coffee.

His father rode in just before sundown. Not a demonstrative man, Seth Calder greeted his son with reserve, despite the long separation. There was a strong resemblance between the two in their height and coloring, but Benteen had a lot of rough edges yet; his father had been worn and polished smooth.

Few words were exchanged while his father washed up and Benteen put their supper on the table. Not until the meal was over and his father had leaned back in his chair was there any serious attempt at conversation.

An occasional cigar was one of the few luxuries Seth Calder permitted himself to enjoy anymore. He lit one now and puffed on it, rolling it between his lips in a silent savoring. His attitude and appearance seemed to indicate prosperity rather than the edge of bankruptcy. No matter how futile Benteen considered the struggle to keep the ranch, he admired his father’s lack of self-pity—the front he continued to display even if it was false.

“How was the drive?” Seth Calder took the cigar out of his mouth long enough to ask the question.

“Fine.” Benteen swirled the black coffee in the tin mug. “How many head did you end up losing this past winter?”

“By tally, it came out to thirty missing. I found the carcasses of half that number,” his father admitted.

“Did you check any of the Ten Bar herds to see if some of your cattle might have strayed in with theirs?” Benteen didn’t want to come right out and voice his suspicions, not yet.

“I did.” It was a simple answer, yet its tone encouraged Benteen to continue along the same track.

“It sure would be easy to work over a Cee Bar brand into a Ten Bar. It would be hard to spot.” He eyed his father over the rim of the mug as he took a swig of the strong coffee.

A dry smile twitched one corner of his father’s mouth. “Not if somebody botched the job.”

“Then it’s true?” Benteen lifted his head, regarding his father with narrowed surprise. “I only guessed it yesterday. How long have you suspected what was going on?”

“I happened across a steer with a fresh Ten Bar brand over an old Cee Bar this fall,” he said through the cigar between his teeth.

Benteen’s expression darkened with a narrowed look that was hard and uncompromising. “Why didn’t you do something when you found out? Go to the sheriff.”

“How could I?” His father removed the cigar from his mouth and studied the gray ash building on its tip. “When my own son was working for the man rustling my cattle.”

“I’m not drawin’ Ten Bar wages now.” Benteen set his cup down on the table. “You should have said something to me. Told me what you found.”

“You’d left for Wyoming on the drive. And I didn’t have any proof that it wasn’t the work of some overzealous cowboy, done without Boston’s knowledge.”

“Nothing goes on at that ranch that he don’t know about. No order’s given without his knowledge,” Benteen stated.

“That’s the way I figured it.” But he seemed unmoved by it. “He ain’t laid his hands on any more. I’ve kept what’s left of the herd close in where I can keep an eye on ’em and run a daily count. The next time one comes up among the missing, I’ll know who to see.”

“Sell out, Pa,” Benteen urged, and leaned forward to make his point. “What’s this place ever brought you but grief? I staked out a piece of range in the Montana Territory that makes Texas look like a picked-over cotton field. Barnie’s sittin’ on it now till I can come back with a herd. We can trail the Cee Bar stock up there and turn ’em loose on all that free grass.”

Seth Calder shook his head. “Nope. I ain’t quittin’ just ’cause things got tough.”

Impatient and irritated with his father’s blind stubbornness, Benteen held in his temper. “You don’t understand, Pa,” he replied with contained force. “Up there, we can carve out a spread that will make the Ten Bar look like a squatter’s camp. It’s all there for the taking, and it can be ours!”

“It may look green to you, but it looks like runnin’ to me.” There was no give in him, and his eyes were dark with disapproval. “No one’s gonna drive me off this place, least of all a carpetbagger like Boston.”

The chair legs scraped the floor as Benteen shoved away from the table and walked with restive energy to the cast-iron stove, refilling his cup with coffee from the metal pot.

“How much longer can you last?” he demanded. “Another bad winter, a dry summer, and you’ll be finished. Boston won’t even have to lift a finger. Time’s gonna do it for him.” It was so obvious, even a blind man should be able to see it.

“The fight ain’t over till the shootin’ stops.”

“What then?” he challenged with thinned lips. “What happens when it’s over and you’ve lost?”

“I’m not leavin’ here.” Seth Calder held firm to his convictions. “I built this ranch for Madelaine and me. I’ll be here when she comes back.”

Bitterness splintered through Benteen. “She’ll never come back,” he snapped. “Not today. Not tomorrow. Not next year. You’re lying to yourself if you think she will. If she’s not dead, then she’s probably somebody’s whore.”

Seth came to his feet, anger burning in his face, the cigar gripped between his fingers. “I won’t have you talking like that about your mother!”

Benteen closed his mouth on all the things he would have liked to say. They were wasted on his father, who wouldn’t allow a bad word spoken against her. There was a silent battle of wills that ended when Benteen backed off and looked away.

“I’ll be spendin’ the winter in the brush making myself a herd from the wild stock. A couple of boys from the Ten Bar are going to help,” Benteen announced flatly. “Come spring, I’m going to marry Lorna and move north with the cattle.”

It was a statement of his decision, not a request for his father’s approval or his blessing. He’d already asked him to come along once, and Benteen wasn’t about to repeat himself. His father had to do what he thought was right—just as he did.

In the dining room of the Ten Bar ranch house, Judd Boston held a private court with his foreman, a narrow, spare-fleshed man named Loman Janes. Loman had the huge hands of a man good with a rope and the weathered toughness to his pocked complexion that spoke of his hours in the sun. His light gray eyes were flat with resentment at the rebuking tone of the man who possessed his unswerving loyalty.

“I’m telling you”—Judd’s voice had a hard edge to it—” there has to be a reason for Calder to suddenly suspect something after all this time. Someone let it slip about those brands. One of your so-called hand-picked men, probably while he was likkered up.”

“No.” Loman Janes stood gaunt and tall in the middle of the room, his pride unbending. “They know better than to breathe a word if they want to keep their tongues. He was only guessing when he said that to you.”

Judd Boston didn’t like that answer. All his plans had been flowing along smoothly until Chase Benteen Calder had muddied the waters with his suspicions.

“I had the feeling the old man had gotten wise to what was going on when he bunched his herd close in to the ranch.” His mind went back over the recent events before he turned the force of his hard eyes on his foreman. “He waited until Benteen came back before showing his hand. Now you say Shorty Niles and Trumbo are drawing their pay to go to work for Calder.”

“They claim he’s putting a herd together to take north,” Loman explained stiffly. “As many trail drives as he’s made, he’s probably got his eye on makin’ a big profit with a herd of his own.”

“And if he makes a bundle, what will he do with it?” The question was asked aloud, but Boston wasn’t interested in Loman’s opinion. He didn’t trust any man’s judgment but his own. “Dump it into the Cee Bar,” he concluded grimly.

“Trumbo was spreadin’ talk about Calder stakin’ claim to some land in the Montana Territory,” the foreman inserted.

“Talk.” He showed his contempt for cowboy gossip. “There’s nothing up there but Sioux and Cheyenne. It’s only been two years since they wiped out Custer and his men. He’s just trying to throw us off the track.” That’s what Boston would have done in his place, so he could believe nothing else.

“They’re talkin’ about free grass up there.” Loman knew cattle and cattlemen—and the magic of that phrase.

“And they’ve got grass right here—and water and cattle,” Boston retorted. “I’ve waited ten years to get my hands on that water on Calder’s ranch. With it, I’ll have the whole area sewed up.”

He had directed a lot of behind-the-scenes maneuvering to get Seth Calder in his present desperate situation. Judd Boston had coveted the Cee Bar land since he’d arrived, but he had soon learned that no amount of gold could buy it. Long ago, he had learned to bend with the wind or run with it. He knew when to push and when to bide his time. Patient and inscrutable, he had waited. The Cee Bar was on the verge of collapse. This was the time to push.

“I want you to find out where Benteen is now, how many men he has with him, and what he’s doing,” he ordered.

“And the old man?” Loman asked.

“He hasn’t got much of an operation left.” A cold, humorless smile lifted the corners of his heavy mouth. “Soon he’s not going to have any.”

Loman knew better than to ask what his boss planned. He was in awe of Boston’s intelligence and respected the ruthless determination in the man. There was a perverted sense of pride in being associated with the kind of power Boston held. Loman Janes was content to be the brawn to Boston’s brains. He knew Boston needed someone as closemouthed and merciless as he was to carry out his plans. In Loman’s mind, they were a team. Boston gave the orders and he took them, but they were dependent on one another. The more powerful Boston became, the more powerful Loman became by association.
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There were no trails in the brush country of Texas. There wasn’t any room for trails. The brush grew in a dense thicket, defying the passage of man or beast and choking to death the prairie grass that had once covered these millions of acres of Texas land.

It was downright unfriendly country, with every plant baring its forbidding set of clawlike thorns and needle-sharp spines. Among the scrubby mesquite trees dominating the landscape grow the palo verde, its green-black thorns more visible than its leaves, and mounds of prickly-pear cactus. There’s the catclaw that the Mexicans call “wait-a-minute,” a much more descriptive term, as anyone snared by its thorns would testify.

No one claimed that God had a hand in making this black chaparral. It was said He gave the land to the devil as his playground.

The short-tempered and sharp-tusked javelinas called it home, as did the rattlesnake. No horse and rider ever rode the thickets without the constant company of a rattler whirring its warning. There wouldn’t have been any reason to venture into the brush if the cunning and wild Longhorn cattle hadn’t hidden themselves in it.

The hardy Longhorn wasn’t much to look at; flat-sided, narrow-hipped, with a swayed back and big drooping ears, it was a caricature of a cow. The long, sweeping set of horns that gave the breed its name would normally span four feet but they were rarely straight. One tip might point down and the other up. They drooped, twisted, and spiraled in unusual convolutions. The Longhorn came in all colors: washed-out earth colors, dull brindles and blues, duns and browns, and drab clay-reds—solid, speckled, or spotted.

Slow to develop, a Longhorn didn’t reach its maximum weight of eight hundred to a thousand pounds until it was eight years old or better. But the tall, bony beast could travel for miles, fight off wolves, bears, and panthers, endure the droughts and blizzards, and adapt to the wildest land and roughest climates.

So cowboys penetrated the thorny ramparts of these boundless thickets in search of maverick cattle that belonged to anyone who was man enough to catch them and drive them out. Cowboys fought the vicious brush country, cursed it, and acquired a healthy respect for it.

With Shorty Niles riding beside him, Benteen walked his line-backed dun horse into a sparse section of the chaparral. It was late afternoon, time for one last sashay through the area before they lost the light. Two days before, they’d spotted a couple of cows with yearling calves in this vicinity, but they hadn’t been able to put a rope on them. Benteen wanted to make another try for them.

Winter was the best time to search these thickets. The sharp-edged leaves had fallen, enabling a rider to see farther. The weather was cooler, so horses could run longer without becoming wind-broken, and there was less chance of cattle dying from overheating.

Cow hunting in the brush country required clothes and equipment that offered the most resistance to the thorny vegetation. The leather chaps protecting Benteen’s legs were smooth and snug, without any ornamentation that could be snagged by a prickly branch. Tapaderos hooded the stirrups of his saddle to prevent a limb from poking through to gouge his boot or prod his foot from the stirrup. His jacket fit snugly around his shoulders, ribs, and waist, leaving no loose folds to be snared by the spiked brush, and his hat was lowcrowned.

Benteen wore leather gloves to protect his hands from the skinning thorns, but Shorty didn’t, claiming they choked him. His hands, littered with painful scratches and scars, paid the price.

Being a small man, Shorty always figured he had a lot to prove. He was ready to risk life and limb at the blink of an eye. There were some who wondered how he managed to reach the age of seventeen and still be alive. His short, stocky build had the iron muscles of an older man, and the experience of countless frays was etched in his broad-featured face. Shorty was always the first to volunteer and the last to quit. He was a feisty friend, but Benteen wouldn’t have wanted him for an enemy.

Neither man spoke as they slowly walked their horses through the brush. Talking required effort, and energy was saved for the chase. They rode past a coma bush with dirklike thorns. Its winter blossoms of small white flowers scented the air with a cloying fragrance; even that couldn’t cover up the stench of the four-foot-long rattlesnake lying in their path, trampled to death two days before. It was a sickening but familiar smell to any man who frequented the thickets, emitted by angry rattlers in their death throes.

The line-backed dun hesitated in its stride and stopped. Benteen was immediately alert to the signals of his brush-wise mount. The dun’s nose and pricked ears pointed toward a solid wall of mesquite. As the horse trembled eagerly beneath him, Benteen spotted the almost camouflaged roan cow, and the twisted horns of a second. The animals remained motionless, hunkered down in the brush, until they were certain they’d been seen.

Beside him, Shorty let out a Texas yell, a piercing sound that crossed a Comanche war whoop with a rebel yell. With the nerves released, both riders spurred their horses at the hidden Longhorns. Nature bred the Longhorns with the agility of a deer, enabling them to bound to their feet in one leap and be in a dead run by the next.

There didn’t seem to be any opening in the thicket, but where a cow could go, a horse could follow. It was up to the riders to stay on board the best way they knew how.

Benteen took after the roan cow while Shorty split away after the second Longhorn. They hit the brush at a run and tore a hole through it—a hole that seemed to close up the instant they were through. Branches popped and snapped; thorny limbs raked his leather leggings and tore at his clothes. To avoid being scraped off his horse, Benteen was all over the saddle, dodging and ducking, flattening himself along the dun’s neck, then stretching along the opposite side. He used his arms, his legs, his hands, his shoulders, his whole body, to shield his head from the thorny branches trying to gouge out his eyes. Benteen didn’t dare close them or he’d lose control and not see the next limb. Like the tawny horse he rode, Benteen was oblivious of everything but the curved horns of the roan cow racing through the brush ahead of them.

It was a brutal, hair-raising race to catch up with the red roan. In this dense growth, there wasn’t room for long ropes and wide loops. As the dun gelding closed in on the wild cow, Benteen waited until he had a small opening in the brush the size of a saddle blanket. With a short rope, he reached over and cast his loop up to circle the cow’s head, taking advantage of the sparse plant growth close to the ground.

The dun horse bunched and gathered itself to absorb the yank when the cow hit the end of the rope. When the loop tightened around its neck to pull it up short, it let out a bellow of fear and anger. Plunging and fighting at the restraint, the roan cow hooked its horn at the rope, but didn’t charge the rider, as some of her breed did.

After an initially lengthy struggle, the cow turned out to be one of the more amenable ones, and grudgingly obeyed the pull of the rope, permitting Benteen to lead her from the thicket. Sometimes the wild cattle had to be left tied to a tree for a few days until they were tender-headed enough to lead. In extreme cases, the eyelids of outlaw cattle were sewed shut so they would blindly follow another animal to avoid treacherous branches.

With the reluctant cow in tow, Benteen turned the dun gelding in the direction of the main camp, where they penned their catch. He didn’t wait for Shorty. The young cowboy was on his own. It wasn’t uncommon for brush riders not to make it back to camp before night fell, in which case they bedded down wherever they happened to be.

Shorty caught up with him, though, about a mile before Benteen reached camp. Both horse and rider bore the marks of pursuit. There was a gash on the right wither of the bay horse where a horn had slashed through its hide. Like Benteen’s mount, the horse’s legs were scratched and studded with dislodged thorns. Shorty was sporting a long cut on his cheek, the blood from it starting to dry and cake.

“I had to leave mine back there necked to a tree,” he told him, grinning widely. “I’ll go get her in a couple of days.”

Benteen nodded and glanced at the broken pieces of branches sticking out of the fork of Shorty’s saddle. “You’ve got enough wood there to start a small fire.”

“Reckon I do.” Shorty laughed and began pulling it out.

By the time they reached camp, the yellow light of dusk was filtering over the brushland. Jessie Trumbo already had a cook fire going. Steaks from a steer they’d butchered the day before were frying in a skillet. The coffee had already boiled, and the pot was sitting near the warming edge of the coals. When he saw Benteen leading in the maverick cow, Jessie stuck a branding iron in the fire.

In front of a mesquite-pole pen, Shorty roped the hind legs of the animal. With Benteen at the head and Shorty stretching out the tail, they put the cow on the ground, flankside-up. The glowing iron was curved in the shape of a C. Jessie stamped it three times onto the cow’s hide, burning through the hair into the hide just deep enough to leave a permanent scar that read Triple C.

In Jessie’s absence, another cowboy named Ely Stanton took over the cooking chores. In a cow camp, everyone pitched in to do whatever tasks needed to be done, without complaint. Counting Benteen, there were five riders working out of the camp. Four more, Andy Young and Woolie Willis and two others, were holding a herd of twelve hundred captured cattle on the prairie. There was a sizable bunch in the pen, enough to be driven out to the herd.

After the cow was branded, Benteen turned it loose in the pen and unsaddled the dun gelding. Before turning it out with the cavvy, he extracted the thorns from its legs and treated cuts that needed attention.

Night was thickening the sky when he finally joined the other riders at the campfire. Bruised and battered from the day’s work, he paused wearily to pour a cup of pitch-black coffee, then settled cross-legged on the ground. After three grueling months, it was almost over. He had a good-sized herd of mixed cattle carrying his brand. With the eleven hundred dollars he’d managed to accumulate these last three years from a combination of trail-boss wages and money from the sale of maverick cattle that he’d roped, branded, and driven north with the Ten Bar herds, he’d have enough to buy a remuda, a couple of wagons, and trail supplies. At Dodge City he could sell off some of the prime steers and get enough money to pay the drovers’ wages and have a good chunk left to carry him through the first lean years—if he was lucky.

His glance swept the faces of the other men around the fire. “Anybody seen Spanish today?”

The half-breed Mexican cowboy had been absent for three nights, but Spanish had practically been reared in the brush. He knew all its secrets. Of all the riders, Benteen was least concerned by the prolonged absence of Spanish Bill, but he took note of it.

“Nope.” Ely stabbed a knife into the steak sizzling in the skillet’s tallow and turned the meat over.

“I cut his sign this morning,” Jessie said. “But it was two days old.”

“Where’d you cross his trail?”

“Over by that draw of white brush.”

“I’ll ride over that way tomorrow.” Benteen drank down a swallow of the scalding coffee, strong enough to stiffen his spine and bitter enough to waken his senses.

Something rustled in the brush, attracting all eyes. The firelight flickered, throwing grotesque shadows through the thicket. Before any of them had time to reach for a weapon, a man called out in an accented voice, “It’s I, Spanish.”

A lanky form separated itself from the shadows and approached the campfire on foot, lugging the bulky shape of his saddle. When Spanish Bill entered the circle of light, his dirty and ripped clothes told a lot of his story. His limping walk said a bit more.

“Where’s your horse?” Shorty asked. No one mentioned the fact that Spanish had been absent for three days. His reception wasn’t any different than if they’d seen him that morning.

“Back there.” Spanish indicated the brush with a nod of his head and set his saddle on a barren piece of ground. Dragging his left foot, he limped to the fire and poured himself a cup of coffee. “I thought I would have to spend another night in the bush, until I smelled those steaks.”

“They’re just about burnt.” Ely indicated the meat was nearly done.

Spanish limped back to his saddle and lowered himself to the ground, stretching his injured left leg in front of him and leaning against his saddle.

“I swung my loop on a ladino,” Spanish said. He used the Mexican word, which has no true equivalent in the American language. “Outlaw” comes closest to describing a wild cow that will fight to the death for its freedom. “When the rope started to tighten around its neck, he switched ends like a cutting horse. That ladino had a horn spread five feet across, maybe six. He charged my horse and hooked a horn into its breast, twisting and pushing. I never had time to throw away the rope. The horse died right underneath me. It was a good horse.” He shook his head briefly. “But the ladino, he takes off with my rope.”

Horses were more easily replaced than good rope.

“Was it a big ole red devil?” Jessie asked.

“Sí.” Spanish nodded.

“I tangled with him a week back. That animal isn’t about to be taken. Don’t waste your time tryin’. You’re better off shootin’ him.”

No one disagreed.

Supper consisted of steaks and beans, sopped up with cornbread made out of meal, tallow, water, and a little salt. No one pretended it was delicious. It was food that stuck to the ribs and that was the important thing.

After they’d eaten, each man scrubbed his own plate clean with sand. Water was too valuable in this country to waste as dishwater. There was still some coffee left in the pot. Benteen poured some of the thick black liquid into his tin cup and sat on the ground in the shadowed fringe of the firelight. When he took the pouch of Bull Durham tobacco from his pocket, he noticed it was nearly empty.

“Hey, Benteen.” Shorty broke the weary silence that had settled over the camp. “Are you going to invite us to your wedding?”

“I was thinking about asking all of you to come along with us on our honeymoon,” he replied while his fingers tapered off the rolled cigarette.

“You serious?” Stretched out on the ground with his saddle for a pillow, Shorty lifted his head to frown narrowly at Benteen.

“Sure I’m serious.” He leaned forward to take a burning limb from the fire and hold the glowing end to his cigarette. “Lorna and me could use some help trailin’ that herd up to the Montana Territory.”

“Are you takin’ her on the cattle drive?” Jessie Trumbo sounded incredulous.

“I’m not going to marry her and leave her behind,” Benteen replied. “The offer stands. Any of you wantin’ a job taking these cattle north are welcome to sign on.”

“You can count me in.” Shorty was the first to speak up.

“I got nothin’ keepin’ me in Texas,” Jessie included himself.

“Spanish?” Benteen glanced at the Mexican. He wanted his experience on the drive.

“I go with the cattle,” he agreed, and grinned when he added a quick qualification, “—as long as you get the herd there before it gets cold. My blood is too thin for such weather.”

The Mexican’s dislike of the cold was well-known and greatly exaggerated. It brought a lazy curve to Benteen’s mouth as he turned to the last man in the group. Ely Stanton was always the quiet one, the last to speak up, slow to decide anything until he’d thought it through. He was also the only married man present. He’d tried his hand at almost everything—from farming to storekeeping—but he wasn’t happy off a horse.

“What about you, Ely?” asked Benteen.

“I don’t think the idea would sit well with Mary,” he answered slowly, with reference to his wife. “She’s got relatives in Ioway. She’s wantin’ us to go there and see if I can’t find me a place with some good rich dirt.”

“Aw, Ely, you ain’t gonna walk behind a plow and look at the back end of a horse all day when you could be ridin’ one, are you?” Shorty declared with a cowboy’s derision of a farmer.

“I been thinkin’ about it.” There was a stiffness in the man as he poked at the campfire’s coals.

“If you decide to pull up stakes for Iowa, you might consider throwin’ in with the herd as far as Dodge City,” Benteen suggested. “Lorna might like the idea of havin’ another woman along for part of the journey.”

“I’ll let you know about that,” Ely said.

The cattle milled in the pen, horns rattling together. The men around the campfire were immediately alert, expecting trouble, but the disturbance was only a minor shifting of positions. Within minutes the bunch had settled down and all was quiet.

“You been away an awful long time, Benteen,” remarked Shorty. “How do you know yore gal’ll be waitin’ there to marry you? Maybe she changed her mind an’ run off with somebody else.”

Unwittingly he touched a sore spot. Benteen had never forgotten his mother’s defection.

“Lorna isn’t that kind,” he snapped.

“Hey, I didn’t mean nothin’ by it,” Shorty protested. “You been in the brush too long. You’re as prickly as a cactus.”

Benteen took the last drag on his cigarette and tossed the butt into the dying fire. “We’ll be headin’ out of here in the next couple of days. Soon as we got that last penful, we’ll join up with Willie and the main herd and head for Fort Worth.”

Within a week, the cattle were thrown together and pointed toward Fort Worth. The first few days of the drive were critical, getting the herd trail-broken. The cows’ natural instinct was to return to the brush country that had been their home. The drovers were kept busy turning them back and keeping them moving in the right direction.

Some trail bosses believed in pampering the animals, taking it slow the first few days. Benteen elected to push his mixed herd of cows, steers, and bulls—young to old—so they’d be tired when they were bedded down for the night and less inclined to become restless and stampede. Those first days, they averaged better than fifteen miles a day.

Luck seemed to be on Benteen’s side. The herd was only a few miles from Fort Worth and there hadn’t been a single stampede. Herds had been known to get into the habit of stampeding on a daily basis. But if stampedes could be avoided the first ten days, a herd was normally easy to handle on the remainder of the drive.

Benteen was riding with Spanish Bill on the left point. A long-legged brindle steer had assumed leadership of the herd, striding out in front of the others.

A bareback rider on a big horse crested a rise in the prairie ahead of the herd. Benteen sat straighter in the saddle, ready to curse the slim rider if he spooked the herd. The big chestnut horse was reined in the instant the rider saw the herd strung out before him. Benteen relaxed a little when the horse and rider made a big sweeping arc to approach from the side.

Without appearing to do so, Benteen kept a close eye on the young rider as he approached. The chestnut had a lot of draft horse blood in it to give it that size, and the lanky kid on its back looked as though he had ridden straight off the farm.

It seemed there were more farmers showing up each year, plowing up the range grass and fencing in land. That was all the more reason to be leaving Texas, as far as Benteen was concerned. He’d heard about that new barbed wire, and he didn’t like the sound of it.

“Can you tell me where I can find Mr. Calder?” the boy asked as he rode up. His voice had made the transition to manhood but the body hadn’t grown into itself yet. He reminded Benteen of a gangly colt, all arms and legs, with a skinny body.

“You’re looking at him.” He slowed his horse, letting Spanish continue on without him while the boy came alongside.

The big horse was plow-reined into a walk, giving Benteen a better look at its rider. Hatless, the tall, lanky boy had a mop of dark brown hair, cropped close to his neck. He tried to appear older than he was, but Benteen guessed his age was somewhere in the vicinity of fifteen.

“I heard you had a herd to take north this year.” The boy studied the animals walking by with what was supposedly a critical eye. “Look like they’ve been travelin’ good.”

“Yeah.” Benteen had been away too often to know who the boy’s family was, but there were a lot of new farmers moving into the area.

“It occurred to me that ya might be needin’ some more drovers.” The remark was delivered with only a mild expression of interest, but the eager glance he sent Benteen ruined his cool pose.

“Could be,” Benteen admitted. “What’s your name?”

“Joe. Joe Dollarhide,” he said quickly. “I been raised with animals all my life. I know everything about ’em. I’m a hard worker. You can ask anybody. An’ I learn fast, too.”

“Your folks have a farm around here?” Benteen let his hands rest on the saddle horn and swayed loosely in rhythm with his walking horse.

“Yes, sir.” It was a reluctant admission.

“And you wanta be a cowboy?” he guessed.
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