
        
            
                
            
        

    
	A hardworking female cattle rancher and a wealthy company man from the city search for diamonds and find one another.

	 

	 

	Cattle rancher Emily Williams lives and works in a small Colorado town and loves it. Though she came out west to search for diamonds in a fabled lost mine, she has found more success in her pastures.

	Then Carson Murphy arrives in town, sent by his mining company. Tall, strong, and sure, he becomes a beacon of hope for the townsfolk—their best chance to locate the lost diamonds.

	Many have searched for the mine, but none have succeeded. Emily has little faith but joins Murphy anyway. The glittering allure of wealth proves too powerful to resist, and the straightforward Murphy attracts her just as much, if not more.

	Hardworking, determined, and eternally hopeful, Emily, Murphy, and the town persevere through life on the frontier. They search the lonely hillsides for the answer to their burning question—will they ever find where the treasure lies?
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Prologue

	 

	 

	Colorado, 1878

	 

	Twenty-one years of struggling to get by with nothing to her name but hard work and know-how.

	Emily pulled another handful of decaying plant material off the ground before her and cast it aside.

	Four of those years spent alone, no one left to help her, struggling by herself to make a living and to feel worthwhile.

	She shifted herself to the left. The sodden ground was covered in a layer of rot. The small depression in the ground in which she stood was a trap for all kinds of discarded living material. Once settled, it slowly rotted in place. It had been impossible to tell from above how deep the layer went. But after sinking knee-deep into it several times, Emily was now disgustingly aware. Still, she dug into the muck.

	She’d spent two and a half years reading and researching and interviewing and scraping up enough money to get out here and begin her search.

	She grabbed another massive clump of decomposing leaves and pine needles from the ground in front of her and tossed it hard to the side. Two feet in front of her, the remaining detritus suddenly fell away, revealing a small hole in the earth itself.

	And one alluring promise—financial security, comfort and luxury, and a place to finally call her own... 

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Diamante Hills, Colorado, 1882

	 

	WHOOO-EE! Drink that rotgut, drink that red nose,

	Whenever you get to town;

	Drink it straight and swig it mighty,

	Till the world goes round and round!

	 

	The loud, drunken men of Diamante Hills made the walls of the saloon resound with their song. They filled every available seat of the barroom. Many stood or leaned at the bar that spanned the back wall. Some stood around the piano to the left of the bar beside the back staircase. Others sat on the steps, lounging and laughing. But most relaxed at the tables that filled the rest of the large room. The tables were simple wooden circles and the chairs unadorned. All were speckled with stains from years of use. As they moved to the music, one man on the stairs sloshed some beer out of his mug, adding another dark puddle to the mosaic on the floor.

	Emily Williams didn’t sing along, but she did raise her mug along with everyone else and cheered at the song’s end.

	“Drink up, ya ugly bastards!” someone shouted from the bar.

	“Hey!” Laura protested.

	The men in the saloon erupted in laughter.

	Laura’s eyes were smiling, but her face was stern. “Who’re you calling ugly?”

	Abram Holt bowed low from his place at the bar. “Terrible sorry, milady. What I meant to say was ugly bastards and beautiful angels.”

	The men cheered again. A few whooped and whistled.

	Emily raised her beer once more. “I’ll drink to that!”

	She and Laura led the room in a long, frothy draught. She brought her empty glass down hard upon the table while Laura took another moment to drain her beer.

	“You ladies need a refill?” Sam asked from behind the bar.

	Emily shook her head. “No thanks, barkeep. I might be the only one in this establishment that remembers, but we’ve got a cattle drive at the crack of dawn tomorrow.”

	“What do you think we’re celebrating for?” one of the men shouted. Raucous laughter and cheering followed. When these men drank, they’d cheer for a rock.

	Emily shrugged. “Just remember, if you aren’t there, we leave without you. There’s a substantial bonus for any man that goes on the drive.”

	“Yes, ma’am, boss,” Holt cried, raising his mug. The inevitable cheering momentarily drowned out the sound of someone starting a new song on the piano. Soon the entire saloon was singing along.

	Emily went to Sam and handed him a few coins.

	“You don’t owe near this much, Emily,” he reprimanded.

	She shrugged. “It’ll cover the mess, then. Take care, Sam.”

	“Night, Miss Emily.” He nodded at her. “Miss Laura.”

	Laura winked at Sam, and he looked away. Emily and Laura turned and headed for the door, weaseling their way between tables, chairs, and bodies.

	Emily slipped her hand through the crook of Laura’s arm. As they passed through the door and into the cool, quiet night, she asked, “Why on earth do you torment that poor man?”

	Laura tossed her hair and laughed. “Because I’m young and I’m pretty and I like to be noticed. There’s no harm in it, Emi. He’s the most faithful husband there is. His wife has him wrapped around her little finger.”

	Emily rolled her eyes. “If that woman were any less good-natured, she would have come after you by now.”

	“Ah, but I choose my targets wisely. Never pick a fight you know you can’t win.”

	“Or bat your eyelashes out of.”

	“Most likely that,” Laura agreed.

	Emily regarded her friend. Laura was a little high on herself, but she certainly wasn’t wrong. She was a gorgeous woman of twenty-six with long, thick, soft blonde hair that fell to the center of her back. She wore it up during the day, but on nights like this she preferred it long and wild, as did the men. She was devoted to her beau, Daniel Watson, but she liked to keep her admirers on their toes.

	Laura had no lack of smarts, despite what most assumed, and shared many little tidbits of wisdom she’d picked up during her hard life. She ran the Diamante Hills equivalent of a brothel, though, in truth, it wasn’t nearly so barbaric as that. She simply ran a boardinghouse for the young single women of the town, who she called her ducklings, and turned a blind eye when they made their rent by not-so-savory means.

	After all, who was Laura to judge the world’s oldest profession? She’d made her fortune selling herself.

	Laura had arrived in Diamante just two years before Emily. Back then, Diamante Hills had been a small muddy collection of three or four buildings surrounded by a legion of tents. A legend had resurfaced of diamonds being found in a hidden cave years ago by the Spanish. The most desperate and gullible miners had slowly trickled into town to try to find it. They had nowhere else to go, left bereft after the Colorado Gold Rush faded away.

	The legend had drawn Emily in, too. The idea of finding a diamond mine was the only thing that kept her going for a long time after she left her home in Kansas City. But after a while in Diamante Hills, she realized that mining wasn’t something sustainable for a growing town.

	Cattle was.

	She’d bought her first herd at twenty-one years old and paid the down-on-their-luck miners to help her manage them. Diamante Hills was now a cattle town, with a herd of nearly ten thousand cattle grazing the gentle grass-covered slopes of the Rocky Mountain foothills.

	This would be their second year driving the cows to Denver. Emily was anticipating twice the profit they’d made the year before. She was twenty-four now and a fast learner.

	Next to Laura, Emily always felt dim. It wasn’t due to a lack of looks. She considered herself quite lovely. She just didn’t have that wild mane of glowing blonde that Laura did. Her hair was a murky brown that she kept pinned up or braided back no matter the occasion. Her eyes were so light they were nearly golden, as many a miner had cheekily pointed out. She was of average height, standing about four inches shorter than her statuesque companion, but their real difference was in build.

	Years of hard labor and physical work had strengthened Emily. The softer, curvier body of her youth had hardened into ropes of muscle. Her confidence and strength gave her a quiet and commanding presence. Once or twice a month, a newer man in town would try to lay his hands on her.

	Everyone in town loved the show that followed.

	“What on earth are you scheming, love?” Laura asked, her gaze filled with suspicion.

	Emily smiled, leaving her musings behind. “I’m not scheming, I’m reveling. You and I have come awfully far in life, Laura.”

	Laura burst out laughing. “You’re the strangest drunk I ever met, Emily Williams.”

	“I’m not drunk,” Emily countered.

	“All the more strange, then.”

	 

	Emily slept like a rock and rose an hour before dawn. The men would be arriving in the next half hour or so, and she planned to be ready for them.

	She lived in a large house just beyond the main collection of buildings that constituted their town. It was one of only four two-story buildings in Diamante Hills, along with the saloon, Laura’s boardinghouse, and the mercantile.

	Emily had designed three rooms on the second story of her home, and they were all rather small—what she considered cozy. Her bedroom had an east-facing window that never failed to wake her in the morning. Her bed sat under the window and took up nearly half of the space. On the opposite wall, her wardrobe took up another sizeable chunk. There was also a small vanity along the rear wall in between, and a soft rug down the middle. With all that, the room was full. She didn’t mind too much in the mornings, though. It was easier to groggily stumble ten feet than twenty.

	She rolled out of bed and walked the short distance to her wardrobe. After dressing in a flowing white shirt tucked into tight tan pants, she left her room, walking past her guest room and study, then headed across the landing and down the stairs.

	The staircase ended in a short hallway on the ground floor, facing her front door. To her right were two doors. The first led to the kitchen at the back of the house, the second opened to the dining room. She slipped into the kitchen.

	She passed the giant wood-burning stove and the washbasin and headed toward the table at the back wall under a window. She had set out her breakfast the night before. It was a quick meal of bread and dried apples. She had brewed a pot of coffee the night before as well and drank a cup of it in one long swig. The rest she loaded into a canteen. It would carry her through the first long day of the drive.

	She emerged onto her front porch, pulling on her knee-length leather riding coat. The Colorado air still held a chill on these early April mornings.

	She owned nearly five square miles southeast of Diamante Hills proper. Her house was the boundary between her land and the town. It was designed in the ornate style she’d seen so much of in Kansas City—massive windows, sweeping front porch, and elaborate trim on every surface. It was just like the houses she used to admire from afar and envy.

	As comically out of place as the house already looked, Emily had decided painting it a bright color, as she had seen in Kansas, wasn’t a good idea. Instead, she went with creams, tans, and browns to flow better with the surrounding hills.

	She strode down the front porch steps and headed around the house to the gate of her cattle corral. They’d spent the past month gathering cows from all over her property, bringing them back to this enclosure for the yearly drive to Denver. Thirty-eight men had worked for Emily that winter and spring, twelve more than the year before. She’d need to increase the size of her herd this summer to sustain them all. Ten thousand head of cattle wasn’t nearly enough to support forty families.

	No more than twenty-four men were needed for the drive. She was bringing six thousand cattle to market, splitting the herd into two groups, each with around three thousand head. Twelve men on each herd would be more than manageable.

	The dark lines of the fence loomed before her in the darkness. The sky to the east lightened with the morning sunrise just peeking along the horizon. The day ahead looked promising.

	Just beyond the fence of the corral, she could see the outlines of cows grown fat on Colorado prairie grass. Though she couldn’t see them all in the darkness, she had other ways of knowing the rest were there. Cows, ungraceful as they were, made nearly as much noise as the men in the saloon. She listened to their calls, their shuffling, their chewing, and their hoof beats for a moment. Cows were some of the dumbest animals she’d ever known, but they sure did bring in money.

	She turned right and walked along the corral fence toward her stables. She skirted the large building and entered the hen house behind it.

	Chickens were easy to keep. They had a small coop to roost in and a fenced-in yard to roam. Laura would be coming by while she was gone to feed once a day and gather eggs. Emily had told her to keep them all as payment for keeping the chickens alive.

	She stooped into the hen house with a basket over one arm. Nests for the laying hens lined each side of the small space all the way to the back wall, which held a tiny window. She strolled between the two rows of hens and reached under them, gathering eggs as she went. She left the basket beside the small door for Laura to pick up later in the day.

	Emily headed back to the stables, lighting the lantern she kept handy just inside the entryway and blinking hard against the sudden light. The bright flame illuminated a tall structure filled with stalls—seven on the right and eight on the left. She had fifteen horses filling those stalls. Many of her men had no horse, so Emily had collected these fifteen beasts for herding and driving. Every horse in the stables would be joining them on the weeklong journey.

	It was forty miles to the rail yards in Denver. Last year they’d gone slow and taken ten days just to reach the city. This year Emily was aiming to be there and back by the next Sunday. With their Thursday start, that gave them eleven days.

	She fed each horse and saddled most before the men began to arrive.

	“Mornin’, Miss Williams,” one of the early arrivals greeted.

	“Morning, boys.” Emily finished tightening a saddle as she called to the men over her shoulder. “I’ve got most saddled up. You get first pick today, so choose wisely.”

	The horses slowly emptied out of the stables as the morning went on. Emily heard the conversations outside growing louder and louder as more men arrived. When only three horses remained in their stalls, it was light enough for her to put out the lamp.

	Emily took a few minutes to get into her chaps and grab her hat from the wall. Tugging the brim down over her braid, she approached the stall in the far back-left corner. Copper snorted at her from the shadows. He was the fastest, strongest, and biggest horse she owned, and he had a gigantic, sassy personality to match.

	He shuffled his hooves in agitation.

	“I know, I hate to be last, too,” she crooned. “But we’ll be in the lead all week to make up for it.”

	He sniffed at the saddlebag she brought with her. “These are for later.” She pulled the bag of apples out of his reach.

	Emily emerged from the stables mounted high above the men who usually looked down upon her. The orange glow of the sunrise set Copper’s reddish-brown coat ablaze. The loud conversations dimmed as she approached.

	She eyed the group. Most men were mounted on horses, shuffling in place along the corral fence. Two sat perched on wagons they’d loaded with bedrolls, food, and supplies in the past few days. All waited in the quiet morning air, looking as though they were anticipating and dreading the hard trail ahead.

	“Good morning, gentlemen!” she greeted. “Who’re we still waiting on?”

	Reed Morgan, Emily’s right-hand man around the cattle, spoke out.

	“Brown and Miller are almost here.” He brought his horse around in front of her. “Some of the boys passed them walking here on their way in. And Holt and Adams haven’t shown up, but we weren’t expecting much from them.”

	Some of the men laughed, and one called out, “They’ll live to regret it when we all come back with pockets loaded.”

	Emily looked toward town and saw Brown and Miller walking quickly toward them. “Looks like we found ourselves some volunteers to run drag.”

	The men erupted in laughter. “Thank God it’s not me,” one sighed.

	Emily turned back to the mounted crowd. “As for the rest of you, Reed and I gave you all positions based on your strengths and skills. Most of you know them already, and just last night we finalized the rest. In the front herd, Harris will join Bailey on point, and Green is gonna be our second swing. In the rear, Barnes and Bell are running drag, and we’re moving Davis up to swing.”

	Two distinct groans went up from the throng.

	“Someone’s gotta do it,” Emily reminded them. “And you’re the least experienced drivers here. Just remember, you’ll all get the same pay.”

	Brown and Miller sheepishly joined the group moments later.

	“Your horses are all saddled up in the stables.” Emily threw her chin in the direction of their mounts. “And you’ll both be running drag with my group.”

	Miller’s eyes flashed in frustration. “What? No! I’m on swing with Scott.”

	“You were on swing,” Emily corrected. “Then you set us back a quarter-hour. Green’s on swing now.”

	“There’s no way it’s any more than five past,” Brown argued. “We were barely late.”

	“We were supposed to leave five minutes ago, not get here five minutes ago. And the more you stall, the closer we get to twenty minutes late. Let’s get going.”

	Both men hurried to the stables without any further argument. Everyone else in Emily’s group lined themselves up at the mouth of the corral. It narrowed to ten feet across to funnel the cows.

	Emily turned to the man on the closest wagon. “King, you have everything you need?”

	He gestured to the swollen bags stacked high in the wagon behind him. “Double-checked it this morning, ma’am.”

	Emily nodded. “Good.” She raised her voice slightly so the man in the wagon several yards further away could hear her. “Barnes, I want you and King to count the cows as they pass through the gates. We want around three thousand out with our group. Let Morgan know when you get close so his boys can close the gates.” She rode a bit closer to them and lowered her voice. “I’m trusting you with this because I don’t think any other man here can count above a hundred.”

	The men laughed. “We won’t let you down,” Barnes assured. “My mama weren’t a school teacher for nothin’.”

	Emily gave them a grin. “Best of luck. I’ll see you at camp tonight. Cook us something tasty.”

	The last man she checked in with was Reed. He sat on his mare with his drivers gathered around him. He would be the one leading the rear group. He was a natural with cattle, having been raised in Texas cow country. In fact, he’d been the one to teach Emily most of what she knew about the cattle industry. His rear herd more than likely would fare better than hers.

	“You ready to hit the trail?” she asked.

	He gave her a nod and a smile. “Been ready all month. Let’s move out.”

	She returned his grin and kicked Copper to a trot, coming around to the mouth of the funnel. She raised her voice and stood up in her stirrups to address her whole crew. “No turning back now! Denver or bust!”

	With that, she turned Copper about and blazed a trail through the prairie grass. The men opened the gate and urged the cows through. Harris and Bailey took up their positions at the front of the pack as the herd swelled.

	As Emily rode, a breeze stirred the grass into a soft rustle. The fiery sun smoldered on her back. Before her was a hard week’s ride, a glistening mile-high city, and gorgeous, untamed grass sea. And behind her, mooing and shuffling loudly along, was nearly one hundred thousand dollars of pure profit.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	The days on the drive were long and difficult, but the week passed quickly. Emily surpassed her own expectations when they arrived on the outskirts of Denver on the sixth day.

	She rode lead by about fifty yards, so she got the first glimpse. As soon as she saw the cluster of buildings on the horizon, she rode back to the herd.

	“Denver, ho!” she cheered. The men on point and swing heard her and cheered as well. But the cows drowned out their shouts to the men in the rear.

	“I’ll go tell the others,” Emily said. “Keep a steady pace. We know the road from here. I’ll be back in twenty minutes.”

	She led Copper around the swollen herd at a trot. The men running drag appeared as dirty ghosts behind the stragglers.

	“Denver’s dead ahead, boys. We’ll be there by supper.”

	“Finally!” cried Miller. He threw his head back, and a cloud of dust fell from his locks.

	Emily couldn’t suppress a chuckle. “You drink all the whiskey you want tonight on me. You did damn good. Just remember to show up on time next year.”

	“I don’t think we’ll forget,” Brown assured. His nice white shirt was now a crusty tan.

	Emily left them and headed back down the trail from whence they’d come. Just off in the distance, rising up over the hill, was the rear herd. They’d kept a mile or two back the whole drive.

	“Hya!” Emily kicked Copper into a gallop. The air rushing over her shoulders tugged a few strands free from her braid. Copper flew across the trampled grass, hooves gliding elegantly across the plain.

	She reached the rear herd in a few minutes. Emily slowed Copper when they were close.

	“You see the city?” Reed asked. As boss of the rear herd, he rode a ways ahead of them.

	“Plain as day.” She grinned in triumph. “Should be there in a few hours. I’m gonna ride ahead and make sure everything’s ready for us. You head up and lead the front herd. Leave this one to Harris.”

	Harris was the rear herd horse wrangler. He wasn’t too great a wrangler, but he was a great backup boss, so Emily didn’t give him a position in the ranks. That way, she could pull him when she needed him.

	“Yes, ma’am,” Reed agreed, nodding. He turned his mount around to gather Harris from the back.

	“See you in Denver,” Emily shouted as she took off in the other direction. Copper gave an exuberant whinny as he kicked his legs up once more.

	When they arrived back at the front of the herd, he snorted at being reined in. Emily soothed a hand across his neck.

	“Morgan will be here soon to ride lead,” she told Harris and Bailey. “I’m heading into the city.”

	Both men nodded, and Emily turned Copper toward the buildings on the horizon. She nudged him to a trot, and he took off.

	Emily reached the edge of the city sprawl in fifteen minutes. She had Copper walk through sparse lots scattered with a mixture of businesses and homes that made up the periphery of Denver. The side of the city north of the South Platte was a distant echo of the chaos of the booming town.

	She brought Copper back to a trot after they made it through the most congested parts of town. The cows would have to be led around that small spur of civilization. Luckily, they had discovered this hiccup last year, and Reed knew to swing the herds to the east and down south to the banks of the river.

	Emily hit the South Platte a couple hundred yards downstream from the convergence of Cherry Creek. This part of the river was the best ford. When the waters merged, the usually narrow and fast-flowing beds widened to a massive, shallow floodplain.

	At Emily’s urging, Copper splashed into the tumbling water. It barely reached his knees at its deepest. It wasn’t warm enough for the snowmelt to be coming down full force from the Rockies, so the water was still gentle.

	Once across, she turned them Southwest along the bank. The Denver Union Stockyards were located just upriver from them, right at the confluence of the Platte and Cherry Creek.

	Last year’s drive had been a bit disappointing. Sure, everyone got well paid. The men all got their bonuses, and it had obviously been enough to convince the town that cattle could be a lucrative line of work. But Emily had been naïve, and they hadn’t earned nearly as much as they could have.

	Instead of going directly to the stockyards, she’d let a railroad man convince her that the real market was in Chicago. He’d talked her up and down about the vast stockyards there and how the Denver equivalent paled in comparison. He said his line went direct to the windy city, so he’d be able to offer her the best price of anyone.

	But that last part wasn’t the whole truth. He could offer her the best price, sure, but only compared to the other railroads. That was only next to the Kansas City line and the Cheyenne line. Obviously, he was going to pay better than the farm boys out in Wyoming.

	He never mentioned an alternative sale option right here in Denver. The stockyards had been brand new last year—many cattle farmers still had no idea about the wonderful alternative they offered.

	The railroads preyed on cattle farmers. They had several factors on their side for negotiation. For one thing, it was normal to lose up to ten percent of the herd in transit. So they’d bring down their price per head to match. And for another, while the cows were driven to Denver none too worse for wear, they were transported by train to Chicago without feed for nearly two days. The weight you brought them in at—the weight you’d worked hard to cultivate all year—was not the weight the railroads paid for.

	So to offer a better solution, several savvy businessmen had gotten together to form the Denver Union Stockyards. They bought cows directly from drivers and sold almost fifty percent of those cows in local markets. The rest they sold to railroads themselves, but with the bargaining power of their cattle monopoly, they were able to get much fairer prices.

	The railroaders still preyed on unknowing drivers coming to the big city for the first time, but they were falling out of favor fast. Not ten minutes had passed after Emily sold her entire herd to the railroad when she’d learned of the stockyards. She’d been kicking herself ever since.

	But not this year. This year Emily came in early to allow time for negotiation. This year she knew the best cards she had to play. During the few days they’d spent relaxing in Denver after the drive last year, she’d spoken to countless other drivers, farmers, and buyers to get the best information.

	The Denver Union Stockyards loomed before her. It was nearly double the size it had been last year. Acres of land were covered in well-organized corrals of different sizes. Many were full, but the season was only just beginning. The majority of the corrals were still empty and full of promise.

	Emily’s target was a man she’d had a long talk with the year before. His name was Peter Gray, and since he was a major shareholder in the stockyards, she knew she’d find him in the ramshackle building they’d thrown up to serve as their offices. It rose like a dusty brown hill surrounded by the maze of corrals.

	She and Copper meandered through the loud and bustling throngs of men and cows. Hay bales were stacked up on the fences between pens. Whenever the hay in one pen ran out, a man would come by and throw another bale in. They were obviously trying to fatten the cows back up after their long trip.

	The corrals full of cattle were tightly packed and messy. Emily got a good look at the cows hers would be up against. Most had all the trademarks of a cow fresh off the three-month drive from Texas. They were skinny and rather lackluster. They seemed too tired to even moo. Emily thought gleefully of how her own happy, fat cows would look next to these sorry beasts.

	Many men watched her as she passed through the chaotic muck. A woman in a cowboy’s uniform riding a gigantic red horse through a stockyard—it was like something straight out of a tall tale.

	She rode on through their chorus of whistles and catcalls until she reached the lone dusty building. There was a shoddy front porch of sorts and a long beam across a water trough for tying off horses. Emily hopped down and stretched until her back popped gently before looping Copper’s reigns lightly around the rail.

	With Copper safely and happily tied away, she headed up onto the building’s makeshift porch and opened the front door. Inside was a long, dusty hallway lined with mostly closed doors. She knocked softly on the open front door beside her.

	“Anyone home?” she called into the stillness.

	A chair scraped from somewhere far back in the hall. Emily’s eyes darted to an open door on the left. She happily recognized the gently lined, kindly face of Peter Gray as he emerged.

	“Good morning, Mr. Gray,” she greeted him. He smiled in recognition as he approached, stretching out a hand. Neatly combed silver hair caught the light from the open front door.

	“Good morning, Miss Williams! You’re here a little earlier than you had anticipated.”

	Emily nodded as they shook hands. “We made great time. Hope this won’t throw off our plans.”

	Gray shook his head and stepped back. “Not at all. It’s still the beginning of the season. Yours will be the first large herd of the year, so we have the room. Now, if you’ll follow me, we can head back to my office.” He gestured back down the hallway.

	Emily gave him a grateful nod and lifted off her hat. Gray immediately turned to lead her back. Once his back was turned, Emily quickly reached up and yanked at her hair, loosening her tight working braid into a more flowing, romantic plait. She pulled several strands out from the front of it to frame her face. Just before he reached his office door, she gave her cheeks two hard pinches for color.

	“Here we are.” He turned to face her and let her enter first. She gave him a gracious smile and stepped through the door.

	She glanced around the surprisingly neat space. It was composed of shoddy boards with a pretty unassuming desk. Still, Gray had everything filed neatly in a way that suggested the much more opulent life he was used to.

	He pulled a chair from the side of the room and placed it in front of his desk.

	“Make yourself comfortable. I know you’ve been on the trail a while.”

	Emily sank gracefully into the chair and leaned slightly back. “It feels nice to sit without a horse between my legs.”

	Gray gave an awkward, stuttering laugh and turned pink. “I, uh, I would assume as much.” He absorbed himself in settling into his own chair. “How long have you been on the trail?”

	Emily glowed with pride. “Six days. Didn’t even take us a week.”

	Gray’s eyes widened. His voice held genuine admiration. “That’s good time. Though the men from Texas would say that you could cut it down to four.”

	Emily scoffed. “Their cows look like a breeze might blow them off. Mine are well rested, well watered, and well fed. They’re the best cows you’ll see at this market this year, I guarantee it.”

	A more businesslike air replaced the embarrassment as Gray nodded in agreement. “I’ll have to see them for myself, of course. But if they’re every bit as big as you say, then I’ll be able to offer you a great price. I spoke with all my butchers last week when you sent your last letter. They’ll pay dear for the first great beef of the season.”

	Emily patted herself on the back internally. Her notion that having a market primed for her upon arrival had been correct.

	“Are we still looking at six thousand cows?” Gray asked.

	“Yes. All full grown and well bred. They’re docile things that go wherever they’re told, and they eat as long as the sun’s up.”

	“That’s the best kind. They’ll do well on trains, too. I’m thinking we’ll have to sell at least three thousand to the railroad. We can’t keep too many in the city.”

	“What’s the going rate on the Chicago line?” Emily asked.

	Gray tossed up a hand as he shrugged. “Depends. Good cows to Chicago can regularly fetch maybe five dollars. I’ve seen some great ones go out last year for ten, maybe twelve. But that’s the best a railroad man is gonna give you.”

	“Railroad boys haven’t seen my cows.” Emily didn’t take her eyes off Gray’s. He glanced away.

	Emily had gotten ten dollars per cow from the railroaders last year and wasn’t settling for that this time. She leaned in. “You know you have the upper hand on them, and you know I don’t exaggerate about my product. I showed you last year—they’re the best cows in the stockyard. By a long shot. The men on the railroad thought they could push me around, but they know you’re the biggest dog in this fight. They wouldn’t try anything with you, Peter.”

	She purred his name at the end and watched his resolve melt away.

	A light pink flush colored his cheeks. “I honestly think I can get fifteen for you on the railroad. I’ll do everything in my power to bring it north of that. As for the city sales, we’ve got a set rate for your cows. So my final offer for you is three thousand at twelve dollars a head, and the other three thousand at thirty-five.”

	Emily caught a loud and rejoicing whoop in her throat. She was still in a business transaction—nobody whooped in good business.

	But she couldn’t avoid thanking Gray properly. Her grin stretched almost wider than her face, and she gave him an appreciative nod. She rose and shook his hand firmly.

	“That sounds more than fair, Mr. Gray. You’ve been completely true to your word. And I’m grateful.”

	Gray couldn’t stop smiling, either. “Sometimes even good businessmen need a hand. I knew working with you would be profitable, and I’m mighty glad it’s been pleasant as well.”

	“Come out for a drink tonight?” Emily asked.

	“I’ll be there. When do the cows get in?”

	“An hour or two.” Emily began edging back toward the door. “Where will I find you?”

	“Don’t worry, I’ll find you. You stick out like a sore thumb on that monster.”

	Emily laughed and gave him a wave as she exited. She half-ran down the hall and burst through the front door.

	“Yeeee-Haw!” she shrieked, punching the air and leaping from the porch. Copper pulled his ears back in mild offense.

	Emily leveled a finger at him. “You won’t be so mad when you’re rolling in apples tonight.”

	 

	Gray wasn’t disappointed with her cows. He stood by his original offer. By nightfall, all six thousand cattle were herded into corrals, and Emily had an awful lot of money to deposit into her account in town.

	She doled out a thousand dollars each to the twenty men who’d helped with the drive.

	As she handed the final bills to Miller, she scrutinized the bunch. “Remember to bring some home.”

	Reed Morgan lingered after the other men had wandered off. Emily handed him a stack of twenty-five hundred dollars.

	He tried to refuse. “I shouldn’t get more than any other man.”

	“Nonsense. You’re more helpful to me than four of them put together. Really, I should be giving you four thousand.”

	Reed didn’t put up much more of a fight. It was hard to say no to good money.

	Emily deposited a whopping hundred and eighteen thousand dollars into the small bank she used in town. She’d requested they stay open for her deposit. She knew they didn’t regret it when the teller nearly choked on his coffee.

	“Is... is that the right amount of zeroes?” he sputtered, glancing into the leather bag she’d transported her cash in.

	Emily nodded. “Yessir. Just got paid for two herds.”

	She kept five hundred out for herself for the night. She’d use it to cover lodging and meals for all her men for the duration of their stay. They deserved a rest.

	Most of the men went straight to the hotel saloon while Emily was at the bank. Though she sorely wanted a drink as she breezed onto the bustling street, she still didn’t join her townsfolk. There were more pressing matters to take care of.

	Emily took her dusty, smelly self straight to the barber and had the most refreshing bath of her life. She spent her sweet time soaking in the steaming water. Her muscles relaxed, her skin cleared, and she was able to think about nothing at all for the first time all week.

	She might have stayed there all night if she hadn’t looked down at the water. It was the color of strong tea. Emily loved cleansing herself of all her trail dirt but didn’t much fancy soaking in it.

	She finally made her way to the hotel well after suppertime. She was ravenous.

	She stepped through the saloon doors into a throng reminiscent of Diamante Hills. Nearly every man in the establishment was one of her own. There were some other guests scattered throughout. One of them was Peter Gray. He sat at a table with Reed and roared with laughter at something the other man said. Emily noticed with a jolt of gratitude that they had a plate of meats, breads, and cheeses between them.

	“Did he tell you about the man who thought he had ulterior motives for working with cows?” Emily asked, pulling out an empty chair.

	“Dear God, no.” Reed laughed. He turned and motioned for the barkeeper to bring them another round. “Just what Morris did to the boys on drag.”

	Emily laughed, too. Barnes and Bell, the younger men on drag in the rear group, had been nervous about encountering Indians. The other men told them numerous times that there were no tribes this close to Denver, but they kept jumping at every strange noise in the night. So Morris, who was on flank, started collecting the biggest feathers he could find. When he thought he had enough, he tied them together in a headdress and left it near Bell’s bedroll.

	Bell had, apparently, squealed like a fat hog. He and Barnes slept cradling their rifles that night.

	“Why did someone say you worked with cows?” Gray wondered.

	Emily took the opportunity to scarf down food while Reed told his tale.

	He shook his head and sighed. “He was an ass of a man. A miner, of course. Thought there wasn’t any occupation worth following out here as didn’t involve digging or panning. When I told him what I made in the cattle business, he said that was impossible. He told me that you can’t make that much on cows. Then he said ain’t no reason to stick around cows unless you miss your wife something awful.”

	Gray threw his head back and howled once again.

	Emily chuckled. “He really was an ass.”

	Gray smiled politely between the two of them. “How’d you meet him?”

	Emily happily explained after a bite of cheese. “There’s lots like that in Diamante Hills. Miners come from all over because of the name.”

	Gray nodded. “Spanish for diamond.”

	Reed snorted. “They’re all a bit thick in the head. The rolling hills north of Denver are no good for mining. That’s farm country.”

	“Which is why we’re well off, and the miners are eating mud,” Emily pointed out between bites. “I offer each and every one of them a job regularly. The ones with sense end up with us on the drives. The ones without end up sleeping with a rock for a pillow.”

	The barman arrived with three mugs full of beer. Emily thanked him heartily as she grabbed hers. The beer was cool and crisp as it touched her lips. She barely took the time to notice it as she gulped it down.

	Gray nodded to the man as he accepted his glass. “Well, you might be seeing more miners there soon.”

	Emily gave him a quizzical glance. “What makes you say that?”

	Gray leaned in as if drawn by the intrigue of his information. “A fellow came through town a few days ago asking about Diamante Hills. I was the only man around who could tell him where it was, and I only knew about the town through my dealings with you.

	“He had a lot of questions for me. Said he was from a big mining company back east. They’d heard about a diamond sold by some lone miner to a wealthy man in Chicago last fall. He’d asked the rich guy who sold it to him, but he didn’t have a name. His description could have fit any of the miners out here. Scruffy dark hair and beard, dirty, torn clothes, and a little on the short side.”

	Reed gave an ironic laugh. “I bet he’s not scruffy any more. How much did he get from the old man?”

	“Fourteen thousand dollars.”

	Emily’s eyes went wide. “From one rock?”

	Gray chuckled. “Honestly, he could have made more. Poor soul probably didn’t have a clue about the value of that rock. He easily could have gotten twenty.”

	Emily sat back and shook her head. “I don’t understand where Diamante Hills comes in.”

	Reed turned to her, his brows raised in surprise. “Don’t you?” His words were met with a shrug, and he continued. “It’s the same story that keeps them coming back. They say the Spanish sent explorers up here a hundred years ago. They found a cave full of diamonds and labeled the location of our current town The Diamond Hills on a map.”

	Emily finished the story for him. “A map that was later shown to United States soldiers in the Mexican-American war. And they came back looking and founded the town we live in twenty years ago. I know the silly story, but we’ve both lived in those hills for years, Reed. We know there’s no diamonds there. There are hardly any caves, for Christ’s sake. It may draw uneducated miners, but the mining companies back east should have more sense than to listen to miners’ tales.”

	“How can you be sure?” Gray taunted.

	Reed grinned. “Because Emily shared the same dream as all those poor souls.”

	Gray looked shocked. “Queen Cattle herself? I thought you were a woman of good sense. Only went after sure business ventures.”

	Emily rolled her eyes. “You know how it goes. We’re all young at some point. I hope you can look past my youthful naiveté. I learned my lesson well.”

	“How so?”

	Emily pursed her lips and let her breath out in a rush. “I found a stupid cave. Two, in fact. Paid a bunch of guys to come help me search it. Sure enough, we didn’t find shit, and I had nothing left to remember it by except empty pockets.”

	Gray laughed. “I can tell you the settlers of Denver don’t have a high opinion of mining. Around here, we say you more often get nothing than something. That’s essentially what we all told the company man. Sure, that diamond had to come from somewhere. But we’re all pretty sure it didn’t come from Diamante Hills. There’s been a town full of miners out there for twenty years. If there was something to find, they’d have gotten it by now.”

	Emily perused the strange men at neighboring tables. “Is he still around? I’m sure he’d be excited to meet twenty of Diamante’s finest.”

	Gray shook his head. “He headed out almost as soon as he got here. I don’t think frontier life suits him well.”

	Emily grinned and raised her mug. “Well, to frontier life, then. May it keep the sorry easterners at bay forever!”

	“To frontier life,” Gray and Reed chorused loudly.

	A few of the drivers overheard. “To frontier life!” they shouted in unison.

	Someone struck up Home on the Range on the piano. The entire crowd dissolved into singing the anthem of their western freedom and rode that high into the deep Colorado night.

	 

cover.jpeg





images/ExtasyLogoBlack.png





