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The chronicles of the Old West are filled with legends about a pacing white stallion. Many noteworthy personages have mentioned sighting the wild mustang in their diaries and papers. Among the first was Washington Irving. The range of this magnificent stallion was said to extend from Texas to Oklahoma into New Mexico and Colorado. His exploits were legion. He was known by many names: the Pacing White Stallion, the White Steed of the Prairies, and the White Mustang. The Indians called him the Ghost Horse of the Plains.
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Chapter I


The eastern range of desert mountains cast long morning shadows onto the valley floor. Its slopes were blackened with thick stands of pinion and juniper trees. Coming from the south, the breeze carried the scent of water from the irrigation pipes spraying the fields where Nevada sage and ricegrass gave way to a green carpet.

Stacks of hay, like golden mounds of bread, stood beside the outbuildings of the horse and cattle ranch. Stables, corrals, and equipment sheds dotted the yard, dominated by the unpretentious ranch house sitting on a rise, the slightly higher elevation giving it an overlooking view of the entire operation. Precious water wasn’t wasted for lawns, and hardy desert growth claimed the land around the buildings.

A trio of sleek Arabian yearlings was cavorting in one of the corrals. Two people watched from the rail. One was young and one was old. With arms draped over the top board, the grizzled man was supple and weathered like a good rope. There was a permanent squint to his eyes from long years of looking into the sun and wind. Experience was etched in his sun-beaten face along with a certain sourness that came from dreams lost.

The closest Rueben Spencer had ever come to making it big was shooting a hard eight in an Ely casino and winning a month’s pay. The closest he had come to a home was one unit of the ranch’s fourplex—room and board and wages, courtesy of his boss. And the closest Rube had come to a family of his own was the teen-aged girl perched on the rail beside him, the boss’s daughter. He had made no tracks in his lifetime that the Nevada wind couldn’t wipe out in a minute.

For Diana Somers, it was all ahead of her. The world was waiting at her feet, as it had since the day she was born. Having held the status of a teen-age for almost one full year, Diana was beginning to realize the privileges that came with being the boss’s daughter and only child, privileges she had taken for granted before.

The knowledge gave her a sense of authority and power. It showed in the way she carried herself—the faintly regal tilt of her head and the willful set of her chin. Only to one man did she bow her head, and that was her father. He was the driving force in her life. It was only in his company that vulnerability glimmered in eyes as vividly blue as a clear Nevada sky.

Her mother was a blurred memory, a shadowy presence in her past who had died when Diana Was four from complications brought on by pneumonia. A picture in a photograph album confirmed her mother’s previous existence, but Diana felt no sense of loss for someone she barely remembered.

The Somers ranch consisted of a thousand deeded acres plus thousands more leased federal acres for grazing. Diana was the princess in this small empire, her father the king. It never occurred to her that there should be a queen. She needed only her father, and her father needed only her. The world was complete.

The rattling thump of a pickup truck as it bounced over the rutted lane leading from the highway to the ranch yard drew her attention. Glancing over her shoulder, Diana frowned at the unfamiliar vehicle. The crease in her forehead deepened at the Arizona license plates.

She turned to Rube Spencer. “What do you suppose that stranger wants?”

Rube looked and spat out a sideways stream of tobacco juice from the chaw in his mouth. “Goddamned if I know.” He shrugged. “Could be that new man the Major hired.”

“What new man? The Major never said anything to me about hiring someone.”

Everyone called her father the Major, including Diana.

John Somers had resigned his commission in the army a few months after Diana was born. He had given up a promising military career to return to the family ranch when his older brother was killed in a car crash. He had brought with him military discipline and command, and the title of Major had stuck.

“Just the same, he did.”

“Where was I?”

Rube paused to recall. “It must have been when we was hayin’ and you was out drivin’ the tractor. Yep, that must have been the day. I was dosing the gray mare.” Rube despised farm work and shirked it every time there was any to be done. The Major had finally stopped fighting with him and assigned him strictly to the horses. “I come out of the stable and saw the Major talkin’ to this fella, showin’ him around.”

He continued to ramble on about the day, but once Diana had gleaned the information that Rube had questioned the Major and had been told he had hired a new man, she stopped listening. Few people listened to all that Rube had to say. The Major had once declared that Rube could talk a man deaf.

The battered pickup stopped in front of the main house. The slamming of a screen door brought an abrupt end to Rube’s recounting as he suddenly remembered work to be done, his sixth sense warning him of the Major’s appearance.

Diana paid no attention to Rube’s sudden interest in his job. Swinging around, she hopped down from the corral fence, intent on meeting the man the Major hadn’t told her he had hired. The idea didn’t set well. Over the years, he had always confided in her, teaching her every facet of the ranch business until Diana knew its workings almost as well as the Major did. This closeness between them was something she treasured, and discovering this gap in their communications made her uneasy.

Slim, and tomboy-clad, Diana crossed the ranch yard with long, eating strides, copied from the Major’s. In a nervous but essentially feminine gesture, she reached up to smooth one side of her raven-black hair, cropped close to her head in a boy’s cut.

The Major descended the porch steps and walked toward the pickup. With shoulders squared and posture erect, he weighed not an ounce more than when he had resigned. His ranch-cut trousers in a dark tan, durable material, had a military crease. The print shirt he wore had a stiffly starched collar, and his boots were polished to a high sheen. His dark hair was short, not coming anywhere close to touching his shirt collar, sideburns liberally sprinkled with gray. The Major was a vigorous, vital man, born to command.

A handsome, distinguished man, his position in the community alone would have made him a target for unattached females. That, coupled with his looks, made him doubly desired. Once Diana had been jealous of the fawning attention women at church or in town displayed for her father, but his indifference eventually assured her that he had no interest in marrying a second time. All his life he had lived in a male-oriented world, from his childhood on this ranch to the military and back to the ranch. Bachelorhood suited him. Any feminine companionship he sought was done discreetly. Diana didn’t feel threatened by these odd evenings out and viewed with contempt any woman who tried to establish a more permanent relationship with her father. She silently laughed at those who told the Major she needed a mother. She needed only him, and she was determined that he would need only her.

His voice was crisp but friendly as he greeted the man stepping out of the pickup to meet him. The two were shaking hands when Diana arrived at the Major’s side. Her carriage was as straight as his, her bearing equally authoritative. He gave her a warm, indulgent look but made no display of affection, such as placing a hand on her shoulder. Not that Diana expected any such gesture.

“Your welcoming committee is complete, Holt, now that my best girl is here.” The Major addressed the man they faced. “This is my daughter, Diana. Our new hand, Holt Mallory.”

Her gaze openly inspected him, as if her approval was needed before this Holt Mallory actually started work. Tall—at the six-foot mark—and whipcord-lean, he courteously removed the straw Stetson from his head. The rumpled thickness of his brown hair had been bleached by the sun to the variegated shade of tobacco. His tanned features were carved in implacable lines. His eyes were a hard, metallic gray, like shards of splintered steel. They looked old, old beyond his years. Yet he couldn’t have been more than twenty-six.

“How do you do, Miss Somers?” His voice was low-pitched, with a cool, drawling sound.

“Fine, thank you.” Prickles of dislike crawled over her flesh, a feeling that intensified when Diana glanced at the Major.

“Is that your son?” The Major was looking beyond the new man, and Diana’s gaze followed.

“Guy, come here and say hello to the Major.” For all the quietness of Holt Mallory’s voice, it was definitely an order.

A nine-year-old boy stood beside the truck. Thin and pale, he looked lost and frightened. An attempt had been made to plaster down the cowlicks in his sandy blond hair, but it hadn’t been very successful. Hesitantly and reluctantly, he came forward to limply shake the Major’s hand.

“How do you do, sir?” he mumbled.

The Major straightened and smiled. “He’s a fine-looking boy, Holt.”

Diana looked again at the young boy, trying to see what her father had found so “fine looking” about him, but she didn’t find it. He seemed a nondescript little boy, small and sensitive and frightened of his own shadow. Diana felt a surge of contempt for the boy’s lack of strength, but it was tempered by an inexplicable desire to protect.

“I’ll show you where you’ll be staying, Holt,” the Major announced, then turned to Diana. “You bring Guy along. It will give the two of you a chance to get acquainted.”

Diana had no desire to become better acquainted with the young boy. But, if it was what her father wanted . . . she concealed a sigh and reached for the boy’s hand. He hid it behind his back and Diana shrugged her disinterest.

“Come along, Guy,” she said and fell in step behind her father and the new man.

When the small boy trailed them, Diana slowed her pace to walk with him. She never had much to do with children, except those her own age in school. She glanced at the downcast eyes of the boy and tried to think of something to make conversation.

“Are you from Arizona?”

There was a moment of silence after her question. Diana thought she wasn’t going to get an answer. Then the pair of rounded blue eyes looked up at her.

“No. My dad lived in Arizona, but my mom and me lived in Denver.”

“Where is your mother?”

His bottom lip quivered. “She’s dead.”

“Mine, too.” Diana offered the information in polite empathy. “She died when I was four.” She stared at the man ahead of them, walking beside the Major. “How come you lived in Denver and your father lived in Arizona? Were your parents divorced?”

There was an affirmative nod of the boy’s head. Diana didn’t blame the boy’s mother. She didn’t like the man, either, but she was surprised when the boy indicated a similar opinion.

“When my mother died last month, he showed up and said he was my father and that I was to live with him now.” There was a wealth of resentment in the boy’s tone.

“Do you mean you had never seen him before?” Diana frowned.

“My grandma and grandpa said he is my father, so I guess he is,” he admitted. “My mom told me that my dad went off and left her after I was born, because he didn’t want either of us.”

Remembering those hard, gray eyes, Diana could believe that. “If that’s the way he felt, why is he bothering with you now?” She spoke her thoughts aloud.

Little Guy Mallory seemed to flinch at the question. “He claims he always wanted me,” he answered skeptically, “but that my mother wouldn’t let him see me. But she would have. I know she would have.”

The defensive outburst on his mother’s behalf drew an assessing look from Diana. The boy might be sensitive, but he wasn’t completely meek.

“I’m sure your mother would have if he really wanted to see you,” she agreed. Poor kid, Diana thought, and spared a moment of pity that the boy had a father who didn’t want him. No wonder he looked so bewildered and frightened.

They were passing the stud pens where the Major’s prize Arabian stallions were kept. Breeding and showing purebred Arabians was one facet of the ranch’s operation. In addition to the thirty broodmares and their offspring, there were yearlings and two-year-olds, some being kept as show prospects and others being readied for sale. Plus, the ranch had a remuda of working horses. The two Arabian studs were penned some distance from the other horses. The magnificent bay Shetan raced to the rail to whicker to his master. There was nothing unusual in that, but Diana noticed the wide-eyed stare the boy gave the horse. “Can you ride?” she asked.

“I’ve never seen a horse in person before, only on television and from the truck when we were driving here,” was his reply.

“You’ll see plenty from now on,” she said. “You can even learn how to ride while you’re here. It’s easy.”

“Is it?” His breathless voice made it seem as if she had just offered him the whole world.

“Sure.” Diana shrugged. “I’ll teach you.” And she immediately regretted the impulse that had made her volunteer. She didn’t want to spend her summer playing nursemaid to a green kid.

“Wow!” Guy Mallory was already erupting with joy, animation entering the previously strained features. “That’s terrific!”

His exuberant voice caught the attention of the two men pausing on the doorstep of the largest unit in the fourplex, the one that had stood vacant for more than a month. A smile softened the rough contours of Holt Mallory’s features as he looked curiously at his son, who was practically skipping with delight.

“What’s all the excitement about, Guy?”

“She promised to teach me how to ride a horse!”

A frown flickered across Holt Mallory’s face. “You never told me that you wanted to learn,” he said with forced lightness. Obviously, Guy had confided more in the few short moments with Diana than during the hours with his father.

“I do!” Guy declared. “And she’s going to teach me!”

“That’s very generous of Miss Somers, but there’s no need to trouble her. If you want to learn, Guy, I’ll teach you—that is, if the Major doesn’t object to us borrowing a horse.”

“I have no objections, Holt, but since Diana has offered to teach him, I think it would be a good idea to let her,” the Major insisted. “The ranch is going to be pretty busy for the next couple of months. Diana will have more free time than you will. And she will be good company for the boy, help him settle into his new surroundings.”

Holt Mallory didn’t look pleased with the logic of the Major’s argument. “That’s true,” he admitted and leveled a steel look at Diana. “As long as you don’t mind, it’s all right with me.”

“I don’t mind,” she lied.

“Great!” Guy exclaimed. “I’d rather have her teach me, anyway.” The boy missed the sudden flexing of muscles along his father’s jaw, but Diana noticed it. So did the Major. “When can we start?” questioned Guy. “Today?”

The Major smiled. “Not today. Your father is going to need your help unpacking and settling into your new home. Here’s the key, Holt.” He handed it to him. “Diana and I will leave the two of you to explore the place on your own. If you need anything, or have any questions, I’ll be at the house most of the day.”

“Thanks, Major.”

Diana wondered if Holt Mallory was thanking him for the job or for smoothing over the awkward moment. It didn’t really matter which it was. She turned with her father and walked to the main house.

They were nearly to the porch before she remarked, “You never mentioned that you had hired a new man.”

“Didn’t I?” he replied absently, his thoughts elsewhere. “It must have slipped my mind.”

“He doesn’t want the boy.”

The Major stopped to stare, now giving her his undivided attention. “What put that idea in your head?”

“Guy told me.”

“The two of you did quite a bit of talking on that short walk.”

“Enough to know that man is virtually a stranger to him. Guy never saw him until his mother died. He deserted both of them when Guy was just a baby.”

“It isn’t quite as cut and dried as that, Diana. Guy’s parents were barely sixteen when they married. It was one of those ‘have to’ things. They were simply too young, and like a lot of teen-aged couples, they couldn’t make it work. After they separated, his wife left Arizona with the baby. Holt never heard from her again until her parents notified him of her death. It wasn’t a case of not wanting to see his son. Holt didn’t know where he was.”

It sounded plausible, but Diana preferred Guy’s version. “I don’t like him,” she stated.

The Major frowned. “It isn’t like you to make snap judgments.”

“I don’t like him,” she repeated.

“You’ll change your mind. He’s excellent with horses and has a working knowledge of cattle. More than that, he has management potential.”

“Management? Why is that so special?”

“I’m not getting any younger. In a few years, I’m going to need somebody to run the ranch, take some of the load off my aging shoulders. Holt is going to need a few more years of seasoning. If my instincts haven’t failed me, he’s going to be a good leader someday.”

Diana made no comment. She knew that if she had been a boy, the Major would have been thinking about turning the ranch operation over to her in a few years instead of to a stranger. The knowledge hurt. The summer ahead didn’t look as pleasant as it had before Holt Mallory arrived.

Entering the house a step behind her father, she followed him through the living room to the connected dining room. The furnishings in the house were austerely male, arranged in precise order. Everything was comfortable, yet very utilitarian. The table was set for morning coffee, a daily routine in the Somers’ house.

As the Major pulled out a chair at the head of the table, the housekeeper came from the kitchen carrying a pot of freshly brewed coffee and a plate of homemade doughnuts. Sophie Miller was a gaunt, unprepossessing woman. Although she was only in her late forties, her brown hair was salted with gray and severely styled in a crown of braids atop her head. Widowed for many years and childless, she had lived on the ranch for the last six years as the Major’s housekeeper. She was a drab person, doing her work without ever drawing attention to herself.

Diana sat in the chair to the right of her father. Ever since she could remember, she had always joined him in this morning break, actually drinking coffee from the time she was eight. Father and daughter shared almost everything together. This was not one of the times that Diana sat back and enjoyed it. She was still disturbed that the Major had failed to inform her that he had hired a new man. She was also bothered by the way he had so casually dismissed her dislike of this Holt Mallory.

Coffee was steaming from the Major’s cup as Sophie filled the cup in front of Diana. The Major had unfolded his napkin and laid it across his creased trousers. He glanced at the plate of doughnuts and smiled at Diana.

“Chocolate, your favorite, Diana,” he commented and received a disinterested nod from her. “Sophie made them especially for you.”

The quietly prompting statement shook Diana out of her silent contemplation. “Thanks, Sophie.” She tossed the words indifferently over her shoulder, and the housekeeper smiled briefly in return, having learned not to expect more from Diana.

To Diana, Sophie was merely one of a series of housekeepers who had gone in and out of her life. Sophie had simply lasted longer than the others. Most of them hadn’t liked the isolation of the ranch since it prevented them from seeing family and friends. Sophie had no family and, apparently, few friends, so the job suited her.

Diana had no interest in the housekeepers. Her life centered around the Major. The housekeepers were faceless souls who worked for him. She had never formed an attachment to any of them. There was only her father. What interested him interested her. At the present, he had shown an uncommon interest in the new ranch hand. And Diana did not like it.

Over the next few weeks, her first impression of Holt Mallory didn’t change. He was polite to her. He treated her with the respect due a boss’s daughter, yet never with the indulgent affection the other ranch hands expressed. To the others, she might be the darling, the pet of the ranch, but not to him.

As for Guy, he had virtually become her shadow, whether Diana liked it or not. Most of the time she didn’t, although there were moments when his almost worshipful attitude soothed her ego.

This was not one of those moments. As she walked swiftly to the stud pens with Guy trailing at her heels, she fervently wished he would get lost—permanently.

“Can’t I ride with you, please?” He repeated the request she had turned down seconds ago. “I’m getting good. You said so.”

“No! I’m going to exercise the stallions.” Something she did regularly in the arena, a safe distance from the broodmares and potential trouble. “I’ve told you and told you that you can’t ride your mare with me when I’m on one of the studs.”

“Why not?”

Diana flashed him an irritated look. “Hasn’t your father told you anything about the birds and the bees?”

Guy blushed furiously and fell silent, but he never left her side. At the pen, he peered through the rails as Diana climbed over the top, a bridle draped over her shoulder. The bay stallion danced to her, knowing the routine and eager to stretch his legs.

“If you want to make yourself useful, Guy”—there was a faintly acid ring to her voice as she slipped the bit into the stallion’s mouth—“go get the saddle out of the tack room for me while I work Shetan on the lounge line.”

“Okay.” He darted off, eager to do her bidding.

When he returned, it was without the saddle and not alone. Diana glanced around to see Holt Mallory walking behind his white-faced son. She flicked him a dismissing look and turned to Guy.

“I thought I told you to bring the saddle.”

“I—“

“What do you think you are doing, Miss Somers?”

There was something in the quiet way he put the question that set her teeth on edge. She stopped the circling bay cantering around her on the lounge line and faced him. She was every inch the boss’s daughter looking at a mere hired hand.

“I don’t see that it’s any of your business.”

“Guy tells me you are planning to ride that stallion.”

“I am.”

“Does the Major know?”

“Of course, he knows,” Diana retorted indignantly.

“He must be out of his mind to let a slip of a girl like you—”

He never had a chance to complete the sentence, as Diana broke in angrily: “I am a better rider than practically everyone on this ranch, maybe in the county.”

“That isn’t saying much.” He opened the corral gate and stepped through, latching it behind him. “Hand me an end of the lounge line.”

“Why?” She eyed him warily.

“Call it a test,” he answered. Diana sensed a challenge and couldn’t refuse. She handed the end to him and he stepped back. Less than three feet separated them. “Hold on,” Holt instructed. “Don’t let me pull it out of your hands.”

Wrapping the long leather lead around his hand, he gave a steady pull. Diana dug her heels into the ground and resisted, successfully. A sudden, hard yank sent her stumbling forward into his chest. His hands closed around her shoulders to steady her, his superior strength jolting her like a cattle prod. Diana jerked away.

“That was a dirty trick,” she accused. “It doesn’t prove anything.”

“Doesn’t it?” His mouth quirked in a taunting, humorless smile. “If that stallion took a notion, he could jerk the reins right out of your hands, the same as I did.”

“Shetan is a well-trained horse,” Diana defended. “And I never ride him around the mares, only in the arena, and only after I’ve worked him a bit on the ground. I am perfectly capable of controlling him.”

“Even the best-trained horse can rebel, if only for a few seconds. With someone like you on his back, that’s all the time it would take.”

“I’ve been riding these stallions for years.” Which was stretching the truth quite a bit.

“I don’t care what you’ve been doing. While I’m around, you aren’t going to,” he informed her.

“You’re nothing but hired help,” Diana declared with haughty scorn. “You can’t tell me what to do.”

“I just did.”

“Holt has a good point.” At the sound of a third voice joining the heated conversation, Diana spun on her heel to see the Major standing at the corral gate. “I think it would be best if you don’t exercise the stallions anymore, Diana. I’ve had misgivings about it from the beginning. There are times when you have to manhandle even the best-trained horse. And you couldn’t do it.”

Every nerve in her body screamed in protest, but not a sound passed from her lips. She shoved the line into Holt’s hands and walked rigidly out of the corral. Her eyes were dry, but there was an enormous lump in her throat. She thought she would choke on it.

Diana walked blindly, not caring where she was going, heading into the open spaces beyond the corrals. It was several minutes before she heard someone hurrying along behind her. Diana glanced back and saw Guy.

“If you still want to ride,” he began hesitantly as she finally acknowledged his presence.

All the pent-up anger suddenly exploded. “You dumb little kid! This is all your fault!” she accused. “Why did you have to open up your mouth and tell your stupid father what I was doing?”

His small face whitened. “I didn’t mean to, honest.”

“I didn’t mean to,” Diana repeated in sarcastic mimicry. “I thought you didn’t like your father, so what were you doing talking to him about me?”

“I don’t like him,” Guy insisted, “but he asked me what I was doing with your saddle and—”

“—you told him,” she finished. “You said you wanted to be my friend, but you are no friend of mine. Go away and leave me alone. I don’t want you around! You’re nothing but a pest!”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.” Tears filled his eyes as he stared at the ground, his chin quivering. He began sniffling, seemingly unable to move.

Diana was still glaring at him with contempt when the tears began spilling over his pale lashes, streaming down his cheeks. His small hand couldn’t stem the flow. She was suddenly uncomfortable. She couldn’t remember the last time she had seen anyone cry. Diana didn’t know how to handle it.

“Stop being a cry-baby,” she muttered, but that only seemed to increase the volume of tears, despite Guy’s valiant attempt to obey. “Come on. Stop it.” Impatience and unease brought a frown. Diana turned partially away, not wanting to watch him cry. “Forget what I said. It wasn’t your fault. It was your father making trouble, trying to worm his way into the Major’s favor by pretending he was concerned that I might get hurt. He doesn’t give a damn about you or me.”

“Then you’re not mad at me?” Guy asked for more assurance.

“I’m just mad in general.” She gave him a sidelong look and grudgingly extended a peace offering. “I’m going to the irrigation pond to cool off. Do you want to come along?”

He hesitated. “I don’t have my trunks on.”

“So?” Diana lifted her shoulders in an uncaring shrug. “Neither do I. Do you want to come along or not?”

He accepted eagerly, scrubbing the last traces of tears from his face. Now and then he sniffled at his runny nose as he walked beside her to the pond.

The summer went from bad to worse as far as Diana was concerned. More and more of her activities were curtailed. In previous summers every minute of the day was filled with things to do. Now she was fighting boredom.

Kicking a rock out of her path, Diana shoved her hands into the rear pockets of her Levi’s® and glanced impatiently around the ranch yard. Surely there was something to do. She breathed out a disgusted sigh. There was always Guy.

Diana changed her direction and walked to the fourplex. The door to the last unit was open. Not bothering to knock on the screen door, she walked in and paused at the sight of Holt Mallory standing at the kitchen sink shirtless, halted in the act of wiping his face dry with a towel.

“It’s polite to knock before entering someone’s home.” He finished wiping his face and hands.

“I’m looking for Guy. Where is he?” Resentment glittered darkly in her blue eyes.

“Somewhere outside.”

As he turned to hang up the towel, Diana’s eyes widened curiously. A network of scars lined the tanned flesh of his back. “How did you get those marks on your back?” she demanded.

There was an instant’s hesitation before Holt reached for his shirt. “I don’t remember.”

“Somebody beat you. You wouldn’t forget a thing like that,” Diana accused.

He looked at her for a long, hard moment. “You can forget anything if you try.” His attention became absorbed in buttoning his shirt. “You said you were looking for Guy; he’s outside.”

Diana eyed him with curious speculation, but knew he would tell her no more. Finally she turned and left, going in search of Guy. But she didn’t let the matter drop. She revived it at lunch with the Major.

“Did you know Holt Mallory had scars all over his back? It looks like somebody used a whip on him.” She offered it into the conversation with seemingly idle interest.

The Major’s look was swift and piercing. “Really?” His response was deliberately bland. “Pass the salt.”

“How did he get them?” Diana set the salt and pepper near his plate.

“Did you ask Holt?”

“Yes.”

“What did he tell you?”

“He said he couldn’t remember. Of course, it’s a lie.” She dismissed the answer with an infinitesimal shrug of her shoulders. “How did he get them, Major? Was he in prison before he came here?”

“I don’t believe they whip people in prison anymore, Diana,” he replied in an indulgently dry tone.

“Maybe not anymore, but . . . how did he get them?”

“I really can’t tell you, Diana.” He said it as if he didn’t know, yet Diana suspected that he did. He simply wasn’t going to tell her. He had always told her everything. There had never been any secrets between them. It hurt, but it didn’t stop her from fantasizing about how Holt had acquired the scars, even if she didn’t bring the subject up again.

With summer’s end came the fall round-up. It was one of Diana’s favorite times. Riding for long hours, miles from the ranch yard, sleeping beside a campfire under a canopy of stars, it was adventurous and exciting out in the wilds. There was always so much to see, mule deer grazing, an occasional glimpse of a desert bighorn, or a fleeing band of wild horses skylined on the crest of a hill.

By the golden light of dawn, Diana retightened the cinch of her saddle, a bedroll tied neatly behind the cantle. Everywhere there was movement, others quietly and efficiently preparing for the start of the annual event. All the faces were familiar. Year round, the ranch usually employed an average of eighteen men on a regular basis, but extras were hired during round-ups or haying time. They were generally locals. It was rare for the Major to hire strangers for part-time help.

Over the seat of her saddle, Diana saw Holt Mallory approaching with an air of being in command of the operation. What had begun as instant dislike on his arrival at the ranch had magnified over the last few months. It smoldered in the look Diana gave him. There was a hesitation in his firm stride when his cool gray eyes saw her. They flicked from her to the saddled horses and bedroll before glancing thoughtfully away.

When Diana saw him stop to speak to the Major, her lips thinned into an unpleasant line. Her pulse started hammering in ominous premonition as she saw them both glance at her. She didn’t like the way the Major was looking at her, nor the short nod he gave to Holt after a relatively lengthy exchange. When the Major started walking toward her, Diana pretended not to notice, looping the reins over the horse’s neck and preparing to mount.

“Diana.” His crisp voice called for her attention.

Damn! she cursed beneath her breath, but pivoted to face him. She adopted an expression of bland unconcern while an inner sense warned her in advance what his next words would be.

“You’ll be staying home this year, Diana.” Her father came straight to the point.

“I’ve been going on the fall round-ups since I was eight years old. Besides, you need all the help you can get. And you know I can ride and rope with the best of them.”

“The work is too hard for a young girl like you.”

“I’ve never complained,” Diana reminded him. “I don’t mind the dust and the heat and the sore muscles.”

“I know you don’t complain.” Major Somers had always spoken to her as an adult. His attitude had always been very honest and frank. This time was no different. “You are growing up and filling out, Diana. It isn’t proper anymore for you to be sleeping out for several nights in the company of men.”

Diana replied with equal candor. “You aren’t suggesting one of the boys might try to molest me, are you? They are all my friends.” Except Holt Mallory. “It’s ridiculous. Besides, you’ll be along.”

“Not this time. I’m getting too old to be sleeping on hard ground,” he informed her. “But that isn’t the point. I don’t want you to grow up to be a rough-talking, hard-riding Calamity Jane. I want you to be a lady and not quite so much a tomboy. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Major.” She surrendered to his wishes.

“Good.” He looked satisfied with the outcome. “I’ll be driving out every day in the Jeep�,” the Major continued. “It will be relatively quiet around here for you. Why don’t you arrange to have Sophie take you on a shopping expedition for some new clothes— something a bit more feminine than those Levi’s?”

“All right,” Diana agreed.

If it was a lady her father wanted, she was willing to comply. From that morning, Diana began the transformation. She went shopping and bought new clothes designed to accent her femininity without going overboard with a lot of ruffles and bows. She began to take an interest in what she believed were womanly things, learning to cook and sew. However, she didn’t go to extremes. She continued to ride frequently and do less arduous chores around the ranch.

As a rule, only single men made use of the accommodations afforded by the ranch. The small handful of married ranch hands lived off the ranch, generally on small holdings of their own. It was rare, if ever, that Diana came in contact with their wives.

However, that winter, their closest neighbor, Alan Thornton, who owned the ranch ten miles away, was married. It was only natural that Diana became acquainted with his young schoolteacher wife, Peggy. It was her first real association with an adult female. It was Peggy who persuaded Diana to let the black silk cap of her hair grow to a more complimentary length and made suggestions as to the type and amount of makeup she should use.

Diana listened to Peggy’s dreams, trying to comprehend the older woman’s romantic imaginings. The Thornton ranch was considerably smaller, thus considerably poorer than the Major’s massive holdings. When Peggy spoke of her plans to remodel the small ranch house, Diana would try to be enthusiastic, but she knew there would never be the money to spare to do a third of the things Peggy envisioned. It was impossible for her to understand the woman’s bubbling contentment.

It was equally difficult for Diana to understand her female classmates in school. Their preoccupation with pop stars and pimply faced boys and titillating gossip seemed silly. As always, Diana excelled in her schoolwork and was a favorite of the teachers. The combination of shining black hair, brilliant blue eyes, and a slim and increasingly shapely figure made her even more popular with the boys. Diana was more comfortable with them, having been raised in an almost solely male environment, but they seemed very juvenile much of the time.

Her attitude toward Holt Mallory didn’t change. She continued to regard him as her enemy. And she waged open warfare whenever she could, trying to undermine his steadily growing influence on the Major. Antagonistic, Diana took every opportunity to issue orders to him, assuming on her position as the boss’s daughter. She sought to constantly remind Holt that he was only hired help, paid to do the Major’s bidding— and hers. Whenever he was around the stable, Diana never saddled her own horse, but demanded that he do it. She used any means she could to get at him, secretly hoping she would push him to the point of quitting.

Guy was still her puppydog, trailing after her whenever he could. It didn’t seem to matter how Diana treated him. He was grateful for any scrap of attention from her. And Diana gave him just enough to be certain the wedge between Guy and Holt remained firmly in place. If he liked her, he couldn’t like the man who was his father.



Chapter II


At the beginning of the summer that would bring her seventeenth birthday, Diana had her first intimation of what it was like to have a crush on someone. A new man had been hired, skilled in horse showmanship, to train the Major’s prize Arabians. His name was Curly Lathrop.

Tall and muscular with curling dark hair and flashing brown eyes, he had an easy charm and a ready smile. To Diana he was a Greek god come to life. A boss’s daughter was never ignored, but she set out to make Curly Lathrop regard her as much more than that. She flirted with him, and he flirted back, but always with an indulgent air, as if he thought of her as a mere child. It frustrated her that he wouldn’t see her as the woman she felt she was.

Her birthday came on a hot day late in July. It was little different from others she had celebrated. Sophie had dutifully baked her favorite cake and decorated it for the evening meal. Guy had painstakingly made her a hand-tooled leather key case with her initials on it.

Peggy had stopped by in the afternoon to give her a present of a silk scarf and to relay the news that she was expecting their first child. And Diana listened to the plans Peggy had for the spare bedroom. The money it had taken two years to save to remodel and modernize the kitchen was now being set aside for baby things, doctor bills, and the hospital costs that would come. Diana voiced the expected congratulations, but wondered to herself why Alan and Peggy hadn’t waited a few more years before starting a family. She didn’t see how they could afford one yet.

At dinner that evening, the Major presented her with the usual lavish assortment of birthday gifts. Diana wore her newest party dress for the occasion and exclaimed over the presents with the right degree of happiness. With just the two of them at the table, ignoring Sophie, who merely occupied a chair, Diana wasn’t in a party mood.

Afterward, she wandered onto the front porch and leaned against the railing to gaze at the stars overhead, taking care not to let a wood splinter catch on the white eyelet lace of her dress. Diana fingered the buttons down the front and wished Curly was standing with her.

Her gaze swung wistfully to his quarters. No light shone in the unit he occupied, but his truck was parked outside. Then Diana spied a light in the tack room at the stables. The sudden sparking of an idea caught at her breath.

Before discretion or pride could blow it out, she hurried into the house. Her father was in the study doing paperwork, and Sophia had already secluded herself in the privacy of her small room at the rear of the house. Diana walked into the kitchen and cut a slice of birthday cake.

Wrapping it in a napkin, she took it down to the stable. Diana pretended surprise when she entered the tack room and saw Curly cleaning the equipment.

“Oh, it’s you. I saw the light and thought Holt was here,” she added in explanation.

“Really?” He eyed her with mocking skepticism.

“Yes, really.” Her gaze flashed him a look of provocative challenge.

“What do you have there in your hand?” Curly glanced at the napkin.

“A slice of my brithday cake. As I said, I saw the light and thought it was Holt. I was bringing him this piece of cake to give to Guy.” Diana walked farther into the small room shrugging her shoulders. “But since he isn’t here and you are, you can have it, instead.”

His smile said that he still didn’t believe her story but he would go along with it. “I wouldn’t want to deprive Guy of his treat.”

“You won’t be.” She offered him the napkin-wrapped cake. “I’ll take Guy his tomorrow. Sophie baked a big cake. It will go stale before the Major and I can eat it all.”

“I do have a taste for sweet things,” admitted Curly with a glint in his eyes that made her pulse beat faster. A faint tremor of excitement went through her as his fingers touched her hand when he took the cake from her. “So it’s your birthday today, is it?”

“Uh-huh.” She watched him unwrap the napkin and take a bite.

“How old are you?” he asked between mouthfuls.

Diana wished she could lie, but he probably already knew how old she was. “Seventeen.”

After several minutes, he finished it. “That’s good cake.” He brushed the crumbs from his hands. “I wish I’d known it was your birthday today.”

“Why?” she murmured a shade breathlessly.

“I would have bought you a present.”

“I wouldn’t have expected you to do that.” But wouldn’t it have been wonderful if he had? Diana dreamed silently.

“What did your boyfriend give you?”

“I don’t have a boyfriend.”

“Come on. As beautiful as you are, all the guys at school must be crazy about you.”

Her heart skipped a beat when he said she was beautiful, especially when the same sentiment was echoed by his look. “They all seem so immature.” Diana tried to sound very adult when she answered. At his low chuckle, she turned away, hurt that he should find her amusing.

“That’s a pretty dress,” he commented. “I suppose the Major threw a big party for you up at the house.”

“No. We just had a quiet dinner.” Her indifferent tone indicated she hadn’t expected anything else.

“Birthdays should be celebrated with more than just dinner, a cake, and some gifts,” Curly said in a reproving manner.

“Oh?” She gave him an over-the-shoulder look. “And how do you celebrate your birthdays?”

“With a few drinks and some dancing, and, hopefully, the right company.” He held her gaze. “It isn’t much of a birthday without those three items.”

“Mine hasn’t been much of a birthday, then,” Diana sighed, because it hadn’t.

“Since I didn’t buy you a present, I’ll see if I can’t supply the necessary ingredients for a celebration.” Curly winked and walked to the near corner where several footlockers were stacked. Briefly touching a finger to his mouth in a gesture of secrecy, he reached behind them and brought out a bottle of whiskey. “I keep it here for strictly medicinal purposes—to keep me warm on cold nights,” he explained, knowing the Major was death about drinking on the job. “Tonight we’ll put it to its proper use.” He took two small paper cups from a stack inside a wood cupboard and poured liquor into one. He hesitated before pouring the second, glancing to Diana. “Do you drink hard stuff? I wouldn’t want to be accused of corrupting a minor.”

“I’ve drunk liquor before.” Once in her whole life, but she wasn’t about to admit it to him. Maybe if he thought she was a little more worldly than she actually was, he might treat her like a woman instead of a child.

He added liquor to the second cup and handed it to her, lifting his in a toast. “To a young and very beautiful lady. Happy birthday, Diana.”

When he downed his drink, she did the same. Fire burned her throat, stealing the breath from her lungs. Diana tried not to cough and succeeded in keeping her reaction to a choking gasp.

“It does make you warm, doesn’t it?” she laughed, her voice husky.

“It does,” Curly agreed and refilled her cup. “And it helps you relax, too.”

After a couple of sips, Diana discovered he was right about that, too. It still burned going down, but not nearly as much as the first time. And it made her feel pleasantly relaxed, giving everything around her a rosy glow. They talked about trivial things. He refilled her cup again. She was beginning to feel delightfully lightheaded when Curly snapped his fingers.

“I promised you dancing, didn’t I? Come on.” He reached for her hand and led her out of the tack room.

In the wide stable corridor that ran lengthwise to divide the stalls, Curly turned on the radio her father had installed there to soothe the horses. A dreamy instrumental ballad played from the speakers. Only the light from the tack room provided illumination.

He turned, flashing her that bewitching and seductive smile. “Will you dance with me?” he asked, as if they were at a nightclub instead of in a stable.

“Yes.” Diana seemed to float into his arms.

He was strong. She could feel his powerful muscles as he held her close. They swayed with the slow tempo of the music. Diana had never danced this way before; she could feel the pressure of his thighs against her hips and the hand spread near the small of her back.

“How do you like this birthday celebration?” His handsome face seemed only inches away. “Drinking, dancing—”

“—and the right company,” Diana said, supplying the last ingredient.

“And the right company,” Curly agreed. His gaze roamed over her upturned face. “It’s a pity I wasn’t here last year for your birthday. Sweet sixteen. I don’t suppose you have reached your seventeenth birthday without being kissed?”

“I’ve been kissed a few times,” she said, making it sound like an understatement. She studied the dark, springing curls of his hair, wanting to touch them and run her fingers through them.

“Today?” he asked.

“No.”

“No birthday is complete without a birthday kiss,” Curly said.

She had been kissed before, but when his mouth moved onto hers, his kiss didn’t resemble the awkward exchanges that had come previously. He claimed her lips with practiced ease. The relaxing effect of the liquor she had consumed permitted Diana to let instinct direct her response.

“Not bad for an amateur,” he commented when it ended.

“My teachers haven’t exactly been professionals.” She tried to sound as calm as he had, but his kiss had been as wonderful as her romantic imaginings had dreamt it would be.

“Let me give you some free lessons.”

“Okay.”

Any pretense of dancing was abandoned. Her arms circled his neck, fingers sliding into the thickly springing curls at the back of his head. She smelled the whiskey on his breath and knew hers carried the same odor. The driving pressure of his mouth forced her head back.

Diana wasn’t certain whether it was the liquor or the long, drugging kiss that was making her feel so faint. She decided it was a combination of both when he began nibbling at her neck and starting a whole new flurry of sensations. She moaned in reaction and clung even more tightly to him. He came back to her mouth and kissed her again with devastating expertise.

“Come on.” He moved away, taking her by the hand and dragging her behind him as he walked to the far end of the stable corridor. Her head was swimming, not quite aware of what was happening or why. Loose straw was piled against the wall. “We’ll be more comfortable here.” He knelt down and pulled her with him.

“My dress,” Diana managed to say in a brief protest.

“Don’t worry about it, baby.” They were lying in the straw, his mouth again just above hers.

Something told Diana this was wrong. “But—”

“You said I was the right company,” Curly reminded her, a hand caressing the length of her arm.

“Yes,” she admitted in a whisper, and her gaze slid to his mouth, so close to her own. “Please, kiss me again, Curly.”

And he obliged the request thoroughly, over and over again, each kiss more passionate than the last. His tongue parted her lips and probed at her teeth. She resisted, drawing away from its penetration, a confused fear splintering through her.

“Come on, baby,” he partially taunted her. “Hasn’t anyone ever showed you how to French-kiss?”

“N . . . no.”

“It’s easy.” He kissed the corner of her lips, a teasing sensation. “I’ll show you.” She didn’t seem to have any will except to learn whatever he wanted to teach her. “Just open your mouth.”

Diana did so, slowly, and his lips settled moistly over it, his tongue sliding between her teeth to explore the inner hollows of her mouth. For a second, she merely submitted. Then, gradually, there was a desire to respond. Tentatively, she let her tongue move against his, finally returning the erotic intimacy of the kiss.

“Oh, God, baby.” He was breathing heavily as his lips moved lightly over her cheek to the curve of her neck. “You’re something else.”

He moved to her ear, licking at it with his tongue. Diana shuddered at the delicious shivers that danced over her skin. His hand slid over her hip, drawing her more closely to his side, then gliding up to the swell of her breast. Diana tried to push his cupping hand away, but she didn’t seem to have any strength. His caresses were becoming too intimate. Her mind gave orders to stop them, but her muscles couldn’t coordinate to offer more than a token resistance.

Curly was back kissing her lips again and his hand had stopped rubbing her breast and had moved to the scooped neckline. Everything seemed all right again until Diana realized he was unbuttoning the front of her dress. She twisted away from his kiss.

“Don’t!” she gasped in angry protest and reached to draw the material together when he pushed it aside, but her efforts were completely ineffectual.

“Don’t fight me, baby.”

His breath was hot and moist on her cheek, his mouth seeking her evading lips. Her head was swimming dizzily. The kissing was all right. She liked it, but this petting was further than Diana wanted to go. Her fingers circled his hairy wrist, but she couldn’t stop the hand that slid inside her brassiere and lifted her breast free of the lacy cup. He wasn’t content until the other was free, uncaring that the bra was binding her painfully.

“You got great tits, baby,” he muttered thickly. “Just look at them staring up at me, so young and firm.”

Before Diana could guess his intention, his head was lowering to kiss their bunched roundness, licking and biting at the nipples. Desperately, she tried to push him away. Fear was beginning to pierce the alcohol mist that was fogging her mind. But a part of her felt a certain sensual stimulation for the erotic attention.

“Curly, I don’t want you to do this.” A thread of anger ran through her panicked whisper.

“Sure, baby, sure.” But he paid no attention to her protest.

Diana felt his hand touch her knee and glide under the hem of her skirt. All unconscious pleasure she was deriving from his touch vanished at this new and dangerous intimacy. She tried to twist away, hammering at his head and shoulders with her fists, kicking as he lifted up her skirt.
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