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To my son, Sidney D. Anderson Jr., and his wife, Mary Hamilton, who were joined in holy wedlock in AliceSprings, Australia on July 19, 1997. We hold you both close to our hearts even though you are thousands of miles away. May your days begin and end with a smile for each other, and may the hours that stretch between be filled with love. If you have love, you have everything, so that, dear ones, is my prayer for you.



And also to my brother Tom La May for all the times you have filled our lives with the sound of music. There is no sweeter gift than a song that touches the heart. When I think of you, I will always picture you strumming on your guitar and singing to our mother. Thank you for all the times you made her smile, brother dear. To me youll always be a superstar, and my favorite song will always be your rendition of The Little Mohee.





    
Contents


Dedication



Prologue



Chapter 1




Chapter 2




Chapter 3




Chapter 4




Chapter 5




Chapter 6




Chapter 7




Chapter 8




Chapter 9




Chapter 10




Chapter 11




Chapter 12




Chapter 13




Chapter 14




Chapter 15




Chapter 16




Chapter 17




Chapter 18




Chapter 19




Chapter 20




Chapter 21




Chapter 22




Epilogue







About the Author




Praise




Other Books by Catherine Anderson




Copyright




About the Publisher







    

Prologue




Pennsylvania, 1868

Moonlight bathed the rolling pastureland, its silvery glow turning the weathered fence posts gray and making the sections of sagging wire look like ribbons of tinsel. Not caring that the hem of her black skirt was growing heavy with evening dew from the tall grass, Rebecca Morgan strolled over the uneven ground, her hands clasped behind her back and her gaze drinking in every detail of the landscape. Everything looked the same as it always had, yet so very different. For one thing, no cows dotted the clearings amongst the trees now. The last of the livestock had been sold yesterday.

The night seemed oddly silent without the constant lowing of cattle all around her. An ache filled Rebeccas chest. She had lived on this church farm all of her twenty-one years, and it wasnt easy for her to say good-bye. A sad smile touched her mouth as she drew up near the fence. Propping her arms atop the post, she studied the old elm in the pasture beyond, her eyes stinging with nostalgic tears. She could scarcely believe that all of this land had been parceled off and sold.

All of her memories had happened here, yet now the earth beneath her feet belonged to other people, and in the morning, she would have to leave, never to return. She couldnt help but recall the happy hours shed spent climbing on the sturdy branches of that elm as a very young child. Where had the years gone? It seemed to her that time had passed so swiftly, taking her from childhood to adulthood in a twinkling. Now an entirely new chapter of her life was about to unfold.

Turning her gaze westward, Rebecca wished she felt lighter of heart at the prospect. For reasons beyond her, every time she thought about the long journey that she, her parents, and the other ten church members would embark upon in the morning, she was filled with foreboding. Silliness. Last year all the other church families had made the trip to Santa Fe without incident. There was absolutely no reason for her to feel so anxious.

The others werent transporting money, though, and we will be, a little voice whispered at the back of her mind.

For at least the dozenth time, she wished other arrangements could have been made to transport the funds. Once divided into parcels, this community farmland had sold to several different buyers for a great deal of moneyfar more than was wise for a small, unarmed caravan of travelers to carry. What if something happened? Rebeccas lifelong friend Matthew, who was a bit of a rascal and was forever breaking the rules by reading secular publications, had told her all manner of horrific tales about the west. Between here and Santa Fe, there were men who actually earned their bread by stealing, robbing not only banks and trains but unwary travelers as well. It struck Rebecca as being foolish to take any unnecessary chances. It would have been easier and far safer to send the proceeds from the sale of the church farm to New Mexico by stage under armed guard. If anything happened to that money, their new church farm in New Mexico territory would be doomed. The church members who awaited them there would be unable to buy livestock, farming implements or seed to plant crops next spring.

But, no. Despite all of Matthews warnings, the brethren had voted against hiring someone else to transport the cash. As Rebeccas papa had so patiently explained to her, the use of weaponry to defend themselves or their property was against their beliefs, and hiring armed guards would be a roundabout way of breaking that rule. The brethren trusted in God, not a Colt .45.

Rebecca understood the brethrens reasoning. Truly, she did. And she believed as they did, completely and with her whole heart. But even so, her friend Matthews warnings rang in her ears. None of the brethren in her traveling party, her papa included, were equipped to handle trouble. In the event of a robbery, what on earth would become of the church?

Dragging in a breath, Rebecca said a quick but heartfelt prayer for more faith. Her papa and the other five brethren were intelligent men and would take every precaution during the journey west. They even planned to hide the money under a fake floor in one of the covered wagons they would purchase once they reached St. Louis. All would be well. She was just letting all the stories shed heard about gunmen and hostile Indians unsettle her. The heavenly Father would protect them, just as He always had, and she was being foolish to worry.

It wasnt as if they had a choice about leaving, after all. Relocating to Santa Fe was necessary for the good of all the church members, especially the younger ones. Even she could see that. Philadelphia had been growing by leaps and bounds. With each passing year, this farms boundaries had been more closely encroached upon by landowners of secular persuasion. While working outdoors, Rebecca frequently glimpsed strangers passing by out on the road, and occasionally their new neighbors were even so bold as to trespass on church property. The elders concern for the younger church members was legitimate, for even Rebecca had caught herself gazing with longing at the colorful clothing worn by females not of her faith. Worldly temptation was knocking at their door on a regular basis, no question about it, and sooner or later, the younger people might be led astray.

After living all her life in one place, Rebecca supposed her uneasiness about the move was due to the fact that she was more easily unsettled by changes than most people were. Shed grown up here, gone to sleep in the same bed for as long as she could recall, and had believed she would die here. Now all that seemed familiar and safe was being stripped from her life, and she was about to strike out for parts unknown. The farthest afield she had ever been was to Philadelphia, and then shed always gone with her papa or one of the other brethren. Now she was about to travel nearly two thousand miles. The mere thought seemed frightening to her.

Once she was happily settled at the farm in New Mexico, she would laugh at all these misgivings, she felt sure, and before she knew it, she would grow as fond of her new home as she was of this one. There was much to anticipate in the near future. She would soon be officially betrothed to Henry Rusk, and next June she would become his wife. In no time, she would probably have a brood of children. How foolish of her to cling to the old when her new life would be so much more exciting.

Releasing a weary sigh, Rebecca took one last look at the elm tree, then turned to go. Dawn would come early, and she would have to do a lot of walking beside the wagon tomorrow. Like everyone else, she needed to get a good nights sleep. There were probably last minute things to be done before leaving in the morning as well, and her mother was undoubtedly wondering what had become of her.

As Rebecca approached the church common, she saw that golden lantern light illuminated the windows of the half dozen occupied houses, the warm glow all the more marked because the other homes looked so dark and empty. Another wave of nostalgia washed over her. With only a handful of people still here, there were no voices or laughter to greet her. It struck her as being even sadder that the church bell, which had called her to prayer several times each day for as long as she could remember, would never be rung here again.

Realizing that she was about to cry, Rebecca straightened her shoulders and raised her chin a notch. Enough of this. She didnt want her parents to see her with a long face. In preparing for the trip, they had enough on their minds without having to worry about her.

Even at a distance, she could see her papa checking the load on their buckboard, his shoulders jerking as he tugged to check the ropes. For days, hed been fretting because her mother had insisted on packing so many of their things. A buckboard could bear only so much weight, and they were bound to encounter some rough roads before they could purchase a larger, sturdier conveyance in Missouri.

A smile curved Rebeccas mouth as she surveyed the lofty jumble of possessions piled in the wagon. Even after sorting and tossing out a fair half of their household contents, they still had an incredible amount of stuff to take with them. Her papa was right; Ma was a little pack rat. Just the thought of having to transfer all that stuff into a covered wagon once they reached St. Louis made her feel weary.

As she crossed the common, Rebecca resisted the urge to look over her shoulder at the pastures that stretched almost as far as she could see behind her. The time had come to look forward, not back, and she meant to do so with a glad heart. No more anxiety. If she began thinking about the frightening stories Matthew had told her again, she would give herself a good scolding and pray for serenity. A good Christian had utter confidence in the Almighty. She would do well to follow her parents example and trust in God to watch over them.









    

Chapter 1




Southeastern Colorado, 1868

There was nothing quite as distinctive as the scent of human blood, Race Spencer thought grimly. Warm and slightly sweet with a coppery tang, it put him in mind of his childhood and the stolen pennies hed often clutched in one grubby fist.

All his life, hed heard men tell of seeing things so terrible it curled their hair. Race, whose wiry, jet-black locks were as straight as a bullet on a windless day, had always believed those tales to be flapdoodle. Until now. Judging by the prickly feeling under his collar, the short hairs at the nape of his neck were curling as tight as the topknot on a bald-faced calf.

Even his horse Dusty was all het up, withers twitching, ears cocked, freshly shod hooves nervously striking partially buried slabs of rock on the sandy rise. Race leaned forward in the saddle to stroke the buckskins muscular neck. Not that he figured on it doing much good. Dusty knew the smell of death, and like any living thing with a lick of sense, the horse had a hankering to make fast tracks.

Easy, old son, he murmured to the mount who was also the best trail partner around. Give me a minute to eyeball this here mess before we decide to hightail it.

In the arroyo below, a half dozen wagons sat in a loose circle around a lone candelabra cactus. The stretch of sunbaked, yellow clay between the wagons was littered with all manner of possessions and so many dead people Race had trouble counting them in a sweeping glance. All were dressed in black clothing, with large, crimson patches staining the yellow earth under their spread-eagle bodies.

Though a few rays of fading sunlight were still visible over the distant peaks of the Rocky Mountains, Race felt chilled to his marrow. A shudder did a do-si-do up his spine, and his skin went as knurly as a plucked goose.

Over a mile back, he had started catching whiffs of the blood. Knowing it was fresh and most probably human, he should have been braced for the sight that greeted him now. But to say these people had died violently was like saying Methuselah was sort of old. This was a massacre, nothing less, the type of thing Apache warriors might do, only as far as Race could see, there hadnt been a single scalp taken.

All totaled, Race counted eleven bodies in the rubble, six middling-aged men and five women. Citified folks, he reckoned, lured west by the promise of free land and wide-open spaces. It was disheartening to think that high hopes for a better life had led them to such a sorry pass.

From the looks of things, theyd traveled a far piece, probably clear from St. Louis, a hell of a journey for both man and beast. A fellow lying in the foreground wore boots with patched soles, indicating that hed walked many a mile, and the canvas on the rattletrap wagons was tattered and sported so many holes, it reminded Race of the punctured Arbuckle can that his biscuit roller, Cookie Grigsley, used as a strainer.

The poor damned fools. What craziness had led them to leave the main wagon train? And after doing that, why in the hell had they ventured off the Santa Fe Trail? He supposed they might have taken a wrong turn. The Mountain Branch of the Santa Fe Trail meandered in a north-westerly direction for quite a spell before it dove south toward New Mexico, and sometimes inexperienced travelers got to thinking they were headed the wrong way. When they tried to correct their course, they often got lost.

He heaved a weary sigh, knowing even as the questions circled darkly in his mind that hed come up with no answers. None that made sense, anyhow. After hiring out his gun to Santa Fe Trail wagon masters for ten long years, Race knew that all westward-bound travelers were warned repeatedly that it was dangerous to light out on their own. Unfortunately, in almost every caravan, there were those men whose high opinions of themselves outflanked their common sense. For whatever reason, these folks had broken off from the main group.

It would be their last mistake.

In his thirty years of living, Race had seen more things to turn his stomach than he cared to recollect, but this beat all. Even most of the oxen had been slaughtered, only two of the creatures still standing. Whoever had done this was plumb loco.

The ticklish sensation at the back of Races neck suddenly became more pronounced. He scanned the surrounding terrain. He wasnt alone in this place.

Another man might have pooh-poohed the notion, but Race had learned when he was knee high to a tall grasshopper never to question his hunches. Maybe it was the dash of Apache flowing in his veins, but he had always possessed keen senses. Like his being able to smell blood from well over a mile off. No how, no way could he explain that, yet to him the ability was second nature.

Putting all else from his mind, he pricked his ears to listen, his body motionless, his breathing slowed almost to a stop. What he saw and heardor in this case, what he didnt see and hearwas mighty worrisome. On a prairie grassland at this time of evening, the horned larks and prairie chickens usually twittered to beat the band, and small creatures always darted to and fro through the foxtail barley and blue grama grass. Not so in this place. An eerie quiet lay over everything. Even the wind seemed to be holding its breath. Not so much as a twig moved in the tall stands of saltbush that dotted the sand hill at the opposite side of the arroyo.

Shifting in the saddle, Race slowly reached back to loosen the strap that secured his Henry in the rifle boot. At close range, his pearl-handled Colts were his weapons of choice, but they were as useless as teats on a boar hog for long-distance shooting. The two-legged animals responsible for this piece of work wouldnt be the kind to face him. Theyd stay under cover and try to pick him off with their rifles.

Race wanted to kick himself for not bringing a few of his hired hands along. But he really hadnt anticipated trouble. A half hour or so back, when hed heard all the gunfire, the shots had been so close together and similar in pitch that he figured it was someone target practicing. He had decided to circle out from his cattle herd to have a look-see only because rapid, evenly spaced gunshots could be a distress signal. Granted, the usual way to signal for help was to fire only three shots, then pause for a spell before shooting again. But who was to say a greenhorn would know that?

Still scouring the opposite hillside, Race could almost feel eyeballs staring back at him. He had a good mind to get the Sam Hill out of there. The poor souls in the camp below were beyond his help, and if he hung around to bury them, hed be as easy to pick off as a bottle on a post. A smart man would go back to the herd, recruit some men for a burial detail, and return here tomorrow.

But since when had he ever claimed to be smart? The smell of blood would draw predators, and by morning, there wouldnt be much left of the bodies. There were womenfolk down there amongst the dead, and by the looks of them, theyd suffered shame enough already. He couldnt just ride off and leave them to become carrion for the coyotes or vultures. There were also the two surviving oxen to consider. Still trapped in the traces, the beasts would wander off before morning in search of water, pulling what was left of a sorry-looking wagon behind them. Sooner or later, a wheel would get hung up, stopping the wagon as surely as if it were hitched to a Mormon brake, and theyd die a slow death. If he turned them loose, at least theyd have a fighting chance.

Race saw a black-tailed prairie dog frozen stock still in front of its burrow, tiny hands held to its mouth like a nervous woman biting her fingernails. Prairie dogs had a knack for sensing danger. This ones paralytic terror wasnt an encouraging sign.

Setting his mouth in a grim line, Race touched his boot heels to Dustys flanks. The horse sidestepped and chuffed nervously, reluctant to descend the slope.

Its okay, pardner, Race said in a voice gone oddly thick.

As Race nudged Dusty down the embankment, the muscles across his shoulders snapped taut. If the no-account skunks were out there somewhere, they were taking their own sweet time to say how-de-do.

Even as he scoured the brush, Race kept jerking his gaze back to the ruined wagons. His strongest feeling of a presence seemed to be coming at him from that direction. Could it be that someone was still alive down there? Not likely. Leastwise not anyone in his range of vision. He knew dead when he saw it.

Still, there were six men in the clearing and only five women. That left an odd man out. Maybe the sixth mans wife had hidden and was now afraid to show herself.

As he drew closer, Race saw that all but one wagon had been nearly dismantled, the tops ripped off the driver seats, attached tool chests and storage bins pried loose from the beds and torn completely apart. Shifting his gaze to the one wagon still intact, he wondered why it hadnt received the same treatment. Not enough time, maybe? Judging by the way his hair was standing up, Race decided his arrival might have surprised the killers. They could have spotted him in the distance and skedaddled only a few minutes before Race got there.

He scanned the opposite slope for any sign of stirred up dust. At one point along the ridge, the air looked a mite murky, the way it would if a group of men had fled over on horseback. Whirlwinds were common out here, though.

He returned his gaze to the encampment. Going by the havoc wreaked on those wagons, the killers had been searching for something. Only what in blazes might it have been? Folks like these wouldnt have been carrying cash or valuables. Mixed in with the stuff thrown from their wagons were farming implements, telling Race that the dead men had probably been clod busters. He had yet to meet a rich clod buster.

Keeping one eye on the hillside, Race guided Dusty to the center of camp. As he swung from the saddle, one of the oxen began to bawl, the forlorn sound slicing through the silence. Glancing down, he saw that the heel of his riding boot was planted on the spine of a small black book with gold lettering. Several other books exactly like it lay scattered around, the covers of a few closed, some open, their ribbon markers and pages fluttering forlornly in a sudden gust of wind. Race couldnt be sure because hed never learned to read, but it looked to him as if the sky had clouded up and rained Bibles.

Had these folks been religious zealots? That would explain all the black clothing and why none of the dead men had a weapon on or near his body. Cheek turners. Race had run across a few in his daymen who allowed others to spit on them, praising the Lord while they were at it. If he lived to be a hundred, hed never get his lasso tossed over that kind of thinking.

What in tarnation had happened here? Armed with nothing but courage and those little black books, had these poor fools walked out to meet their killers, never lifting a finger to defend themselves? Race had a feeling that was exactly what had happened. No wonder it had sounded as if someone were target practicing. These people hadnt even tried to hide.

Letting Dustys reins dangle free, Race slipped his Henry from the rifle boot, then turned and nearly tripped over a dead woman. Since entering the camp, hed been trying not to look closely at the bodies, but that became difficult when he was damned near nose-to-nose with one.

Middling-aged and plump, the woman had light blue eyes and gray hair, worn in a braided coronet at the crown of her head. She looked like somebodys granny. Not exactly the type to drive a man wild with lust. But the torn state of her clothing along with the nasty red marks on her wrists and exposed thighs told a different story. She also had caked blood under her fingernails, a telltale sign that this particular cheek-turner had fought for her life toward the last.

A trickle of crimson, only now beginning to congeal, ran in a jagged line from the corner of the womans lax mouth down the crease of her chin. She hadnt been dead too long. Thirty minutes, maybe forty. If only he had heard the gunfire sooner, he might have gotten here in time to save her. He switched his rifle to his left hand and tightened his grip over the stock, his fingertips pressing hard against cool gunmetal. A choking sensation grabbed hold of his throat as he bent to close her sightless eyes and straighten her torn clothing. Too little, too late. But it made him feel better to restore what little he could of her dignity.

What kind of animals did things like this? Race guessed he was fixing to find out. If he didnt get shot in the back while digging these graves, he would have to go after them. He couldnt let crimes like this go unpunished. Not if he hoped to sleep at night.

A fatalistic calm settled over him. The long and short of it was, a man had to do what he had to do. Races conscience wouldnt let him leave, and if he ended up dead for his troublewell, maybe it was meant to be. Besides, he could just as easily get shot in the back trying to ride away.

That being the case, he set his uneasiness aside, determined to take things as they came. Before disturbing the ground, he searched the area for any clues that might help him track the killers later.

Assuming, of course, that he lived to see another sunrise.

The hoofprints he found near the wagons indicated that the group was sixteen strong and riding shod horses. That ruled out Indians and comancheros. Indians rode only barefoot ponies, and a band of comancheros would have left a mishmash of tracks, some of their mounts shod and some not.

Walking slowly, Race circled the area. Then he retraced his path and bent to examine the footprints of the men themselves. They had been wearing low-heeled riding boots like his own, and the spur cuts were shallow. The ornate Californio spurs preferred by Mexican vaqueros left deeper cuts than these, the shank marks curved and blurred by the drag of instep chains. Plainer, more practical spursthe kind usually worn by Angloshad left these marks.

White men had done this. Race had been hoping to find evidence to the contrary, not because the atrocities committed here would have been any less horrible, but because it seemed particularly obscene when men did things like this to members of their own race, not out of hatred or to avenge, but for the sheer joy of killing.

Following the hoofprints to the edge of the clearing, Race determined that the killers had indeed headed north over the rise after doing their dirty work. He stared in that direction for a moment, recalling the traces of dust he had seen there earlier. All the signs pointed to his having surprised them, curtailing their search before they could rip apart that last wagon.

He burned to follow them. Right now, though, he had a more immediate concerngiving the dead a proper burial.

To do that, hed need a shovel. In hopes of finding one, he headed toward the closest wagon, which was lacking a wheel. Looking around, Race spotted it leaning against a nearby boulder. Two of the spokes were broken, and it appeared that the men had been trying to do repairs and had probably been interrupted by the killers. The broken wheel answered one question, at least, why the travelers had set up camp in a dry creek bed so far from water.

As he drew up near the wagons front axle, he noticed a rifle in the boot at the opposite side of the dismantled drivers seat. He stared at the well-varnished butt of the gun for a long, hard second. Why he felt surprised, he didnt know. Even cheek turners would have to carry firearms in order to hunt for fresh meat along the trail. He just found it difficult to believe these people had made no attempt to save themselves when theyd had weapons within easy reach. These men could have fought backcould have defended their womenbut they hadnt.


Cheek turners. Hed never been able to understand them, and he sure as hell hadnt admired them. In fact, until now, hed always considered them cowards. Now he realized he couldnt have been more wrong. It took a rare kind of courage to die for your convictions, especially when you had a gun handy.

The next wagon in the circle had been parked at an angle almost perpendicular to the one in front of and behind it. As Race circled a pair of oxen that lay dead in the traces, he came upon an open, camel-back trunk, the lid blocking his view of what lay on the other side. As he stepped around it, he caught a glimpse of someone in his side vision. Not a dead someone either.

Instincts honed to a sharp edge by years of guarding his back, he whirled, dropped into a half-crouch, and jacked a cartridge into the chamber of his Henry, ready to shoot the first thing that moved. A girl? She knelt only a few feet away from him, looking for all the world as if she were praying.

Incredulous, Race stared at her. Golden hair that shone like a ten dollar gold piece. Sky-blue eyes. A face so perfect that a man expected to see its equal only in dreams. He blinked, convinced he was conjuring her up. But when his vision cleared, she was still there.

Over the past years, Race had covered nearly every trail in this godforsaken territory, and seeing a pretty female was an uncommon occurrence. So uncommon, in fact, that one step up from ugly started to look damned good to a man after a few months. This girl looked a whole lot better than damned good.

And she was definitely real, he decided. He had a vivid imagination, but not this vivid. He sometimes dreamed of women with golden tresses. What man who saw mostly black-haired, dark-skinned females didnt? But the images he conjured were always perfect in every waygolden hair falling in a cloud of curls over a naked body, with pink-tipped breasts peeking out at him through the silken strands. This girls hair was so curly it bordered on unruly. It was also badly mussed, with stubborn corkscrew tendrils popping loose from the braided coronet atop her head, the wisps catching what remained of the sunlight and shimmering like gold filigree. Race had never yet dreamed up a woman whose hair needed combing.

Then there was her dress, a relentless black and so modestly fashioned, it covered her from chin to toe. When he dreamed up a female, he dreamed her up nakedor damned close to itand what little he did let her wear wasnt funereal black, no how, no way. Andno small point, thishe liked females with some meat on their bones. This girl was slightly builtfragile, almostwith a skinny little neck, narrow shoulders, and breasts on the smallish side.

Oh, she was beautiful. No question about that. But she was too pure and sweet-looking for his taste, not to mention way too young. Some men might cotton to robbing the cradle, but Race Spencer wasnt one of them.

She was staring fixedly at the sprawled body of an older woman who lay near her. Miss?

She didnt turn at the sound of his voice or acknowledge his presence in any way. Did she even realize he was there? Her stillness was starting to alarm him. Tension clawed his backbone. Was she deaf? Gone loco? She looked it, all stiff the way she was, her head tipped slightly to one side, as if shed been about to ask a question and lost her train of thought sort of sudden-like. Even the set of her soft mouth hinted at thatlips slightly parted, as if she were about to speak. He had to look sharp to even be certain she was breathing.

Miss? he said again, this time more loudly.

Again, no response. Race stepped toward her, his heart catching at the mix of emotions he saw reflected in her unchanging expressionstunned disbelief, dawning horror, and an awful, paralyzing fear. It was as if she were caught in the throes of a bad dreamfrozen stiff by the terror. Only this was no nightmare, and there would be no shaking her awake. Like a fist plowing into his midriff, realization struck.

This girl was in shock.

Race scanned the clearing again, his guts clenching. None of these poor people had met with easy deaths, especially not the women, and judging by the state this girl was in, she must have seen it all happen. Sweet Jesus. His first impulse was to gather her into his arms and try to reassure her. Anything to take that look out of her eyes. But he knew better. No sudden moves. A soothing tone of voice. If she was aware of him on any level, shed be scared to death.

The breeze ruffled the golden curls that had escaped her braid. Studying her, Race noticed scratches on her chin, a bruise along her cheekbone, and a scrape at her temple. Had she taken a tumble? There were streaks of dirt on her skirt and a rent in the shoulder seam of her dress, all of which could have happened in a fall.

Race just hoped she wasnt badly hurt. Draped from chin to toe in multiple layers of cloth as she was, it was difficult for him to tell if shed sustained any injuries from the neck down. He sank to one knee in front of her. Slowlyvery slowlyhe set his Henry aside, just in case seeing it might frighten her.

Sweetheart, are you bad hurt anyplace?

No response. As he gazed into her eyes, the naked pain he saw reflected there got to him as nothing else ever had. Shattered innocence. Until today, this girl had probably never seen the dark side of humanity.

Gently he cupped a hand to her cheek. Considering the warmth of the evening, her skin felt awfully cool. Almost chilled. That worried him. Was this type of shock similar to the shock men suffered from a serious physical injury?

Tracing her cheekbone with his thumb, he whispered, Itll be all right now, honey. His throat felt as though hed swallowed flour paste. Anger surged through him. An awful, helpless anger. If he ever got his hands on those bastards, hed kill them. You dont gotta be afraid of me. You hear? I heard the shootin, and I came to help. Aint nobody gonna hurt you now. Understand?

If she heard him, she gave no sign of it. But he felt better for having said it.

Her skin felt like satin. And that face. Like the rest of her, it was small and delicately made, every angle and plane perfect. She was older than hed first thought. Nineteen, maybe twenty. Not a girl, after all, but a woman fully grown. It was the sweetness of her countenance that had made him think she was younger. His experience with women ran more to prostitutes, and no matter how young they were, none ever looked sweet. Hard as nails, more like, with eyes gone glassy from too much drink and a contempt for men that ran bone-deep.

By contrast, this girl put him in mind of the angels hed seen painted on church ceilings down in Mexico. A wounded angel. The thought came from out of nowhere. He didnt even believe in angels, and if, by chance, they did exist and one of them tumbled from heaven, he felt pretty damned sure God wouldnt choose Race Spencer to rescue her.

If this aint a hell of a note, I dont know what is, he said softly.

The dark gold of aged honey and tipped with platinum, her eyelashes fluttered, making him wonder if she was reacting to the sound of his voice. Maybe she was starting to come out of it. Almost afraid to breathe, he watched her, alert for the slightest change in her expression. Then she resumed staring again, apparently unaware of him and everything else around her.

He shifted his gaze to the corpse lying beside her. Like the other women, this one had been sorely abused before she died, the only difference being that her throat had been slit, an Arkansas grin curving from ear to ear under her small chin. Her black dress and gray underclothing were torn, her sprawled legs exposed, caked with dry blood, and bearing the marks of a mans brutal grip.

It took Race a moment to notice that the dead womans gray hair was streaked with gold, the sheen dulled by the passage of years, but not so much he couldnt tell that shed once been a blonde. He threw a startled glance at the girl. There was no mistaking the resemblancethe same fragile build, the same delicate features and ivory skin. Mother and daughter?

Jesus-God, no.

A strange feeling came over Race in that momentan almost frightening sense that powers beyond his understanding had led him here to this arroyo. Loco. He didnt normally let foolish notions overtake him, and thinking that hed been destined to find this girl was about as foolish as a notion could get. It was like saying that fine silk and burlap went well together.

Honey? he whispered, gently taking hold of her hand. Im gonna go get a wagon ready to roll so I can get you out of here. Ill only be a few feet away, so dont go gettin scared at bein left all alone. Ill keep an eye on you the whole time, and youll be all right. Understand? Nobodys gonna hurt you.

That was a promise Race meant to keep. If the killers returned, hed keep back one bullet with her name on it. He wouldnt let those loco sons of bitches get their filthy paws on her.

He started to push to his feet, but then he thought better of it. Judging by the tear in her dress and the scratches on her face, she had taken a nasty tumble. Blood might not show through the heavy black muslin. Wouldnt that be a fine kettle of fish, leaving her here to bleed to death while he went off to fix a wagon?



Grayness. Rebecca was trapped in a thick blanket of ita warm, fluffy grayness that closed in around her like goose down. She kept hearing a voicethe deep, silken voice of a man. It didnt sound like Papa, yet he kept calling her honey and sweetheart as if he were a close relative. Uncle Luke, perhaps?

Rebecca strained to see him. He was thereright on the other side of the grayness. You know, darlin, it just struck me. You could be bad hurt under that dress you got on, and Id never know, he said softly. I swear on one of them there Bibles that I aint fixin to do nothin out of the way. I just gotta make sure youre all right. You understand?

No, she decided. It wasnt Uncle Luke. This man spoke like an uneducated cracker. She felt big, hard hands settle on her shoulders. Panic welled as bold fingertips traced her collarbone. Oh, God. He was making free with her person. She attempted to move. Couldnt. Wanted to scream, but was unable to make her voice work. A dizzying, falling sensation came over her. Then she felt the cold earth against her back. She realized he had laid her on the ground. The next instant she felt him reaching under her skirts.

One of the strangers? Oh, dear Lord in heaven! Just like Ma. Hes going to do me just like they did Ma. Horror filled her. She couldnt move, couldnt fight back. She felt big, searing palms sliding up her leg.

Suddenly a tiny pinprick of light appeared in the wall of gray. As though looking the length of a narrow tunnel, she peered through it and saw her tormentors face, burnished and chiseled, his jaw sporting black stubble. The devil himself. His dark eyes glittered as he looked down at her. She felt his touch nudge at the apex of her thighs. Renewed horror washed over her in an icy, flattening wave, the reflux catching and carrying her like flotsam, deeper into the grayness. Tumbling, lost to sensation, she surrendered to the darkness, plunging farther and farther into it, glad to escape awareness.



Scowling, eyes slitted, ears attuned, Race made fast work of examining the girls second leg, unable to shake the feeling that she might snap awake at any moment. He was heartily glad when he found no sign of a serious injury. A few scratches and scrapes was all, and only a little bleeding from those. Otherwise, she seemed to be all right.

He wasnt certain he could say the same for himself. If just feeling his way up her skirt had his heart drumming a war dance, he hated to think how hed have felt, fitting her with a splint. He might have died of the excitement.

Well, darlin, it looks to me like youre gonna live, he announced, his voice ringing with relief.

Pushing to his feet, Race went to fetch a quilt that had been tossed from a wagon, then returned to lay it over her. Her expression remained frozen, like one of those porcelain dolls hed seen in a shop window in Santa Fe when hed been a bare-faced kid.

Damn.


As he rocked back on his boot heels, it occurred to Race that somebody would have to care for this girl until she recovered. Not him. No, sir. Just the possibility made sweat bead on his forehead again. But if not him, who? He had several young hired hands whod probably jump at the chance. But hed have to be out of his mind to let a single one of those randy whippersnappers get within ten feet of her.

There was Cookie, his biscuit roller. Cookie had snow on his roofwhere he wasnt plumb baldand not much of a fire still burning in his grate. An older, grandfatherly type with a heart of gold, that was Cookie. His worst vices were chewing tobacco and telling whoppers about the amazing things he used to do in his younger days. He still liked to talk about the ladies, of course. But Race figured it had been at least a decade since the old farts pistol had cleared leather. No question about it, Cookie would be the perfect person to play nursemaid to a pretty young woman.

Convincing Cookie of that might prove to be a problem, though. Somehow, Race couldnt see it happening, and Cookie was just ornery enough to collect his pay rather than get pressed into service.

Ideally this young lady should be settled in with relatives until she got well. An aunt, maybe. Hell, even a distant cousin would be a leg up on the present situation. She surely had family somewhere, people who loved her and would take her in. Shed probably get well a lot faster if she had familiar faces around her. With any luck, maybe she and her folks had been journeying west to join relatives who had already settled out here. Only where?

Retrieving his Henry, Race pushed to his feet. Someplace in all this rubble, thered be a journal that could tell him where she harkened from and where she and her parents had been headed. All caravans kept a roster and daily record. Unfortunately, even if Race found a journal, he wouldnt know it. He couldnt read a lick, and none of his men could, either. He recognized only a few letters of the alphabet, mainly those used in cattle brands, the Rocking Y and the Circle D and the Triple M, to name a few. A lot of good that did him.

What in the hell was he going to do with her? It wasnt that he resented the inconvenience. In this country, a man got used to helping folks, his hope being that the favor would be returned if he ever got in a fix himself. It was just that a pretty young female didnt mix well with a bunch of lonesome cowboys. Sort of like dynamite and a lighted lucifer.

Not only that, but it was Races observation that messing with an unmarried woman, no matter how good the reasons, was a damned good way for a man to end up married whether he wanted to be or not.

Galvanized by the thought, he turned a full circle, searching the horizon in all directions. There had to be another woman somewhere in these parts. But try as he might, he couldnt think of a single one. Between here and his ranch, a two-week ride to the north, it was mostly open country, the only dwellings along the way a few lean-to cabins belonging to trappers. Pretty much the same held true along the trail from Arkansas that he had just traveled, the only exceptions a couple of trail stops operated by bachelors. Four days ago, he and his men had passed a cabin with a dress hung out to dry on the front porch, but that was the only sign of a woman Race could recollect seeing in nearly a week.

Four days back? Hells bells. Before he could get the girl to that cabin, hed have every freckle on her fanny memorized. And after riding all those miles to find her a nurse, it would be just his luck that shed recover her senses about the time he got her there. Where would be the point? No matter how he circled it, he would have to care for her between here and there, anyway. So he might just as well keep heading for home and save himself a lot of aggravation.

Not one to fret long over things he couldnt change, Race took a deep breath, mentally jerked himself up by his boot straps, and turned to survey the group of nearly destroyed wagons, one of which he would have to commandeer to transport the girl back to his herd, and from there to his ranch. His ranch? That was a highfalutin term, now that he came to think on it. Next spring, he planned to start construction on a house. But for now, all he had was a one room cabin, a bunkhouse for his men, a rickety old barn and some outbuildings, with a few horse corrals and cattle chutes mixed in.

He made a quick tour of the encampment, examining the wagons. Buckets of junk. The only one still held together with more than a hope, a prayer, and precious few rusty rivets was the wagon the killers hadnt had time to rip apart, and even it was in sorry shape. By the time he got a decent means of transportation assembled and had hitched the two surviving oxen into the traces, he was flat tuckered, it was damned near dark, and the girl felt as cold as death when he went to get her. The quilt hadnt provided her with enough protection. Some caretaker he was proving to be.

Resting his Henry against a wagon wheel, he went to search through the rubble again, his boots slapping the parched earth in impatience as he collected every stitch of bedding he could find. After fashioning a pallet in the wagon bed, he returned to get the girl, drawing the quilt off of her and carrying her quickly across the clearing.

Just as he planted his boot on the backboard of the wagon, a section of the tailgate exploded, splinters of rotten wood pelting him in the face. Almost simultaneously, the report of a rifle exploded in the twilight. Reacting instinctively, he dropped like a felled tree. Catching his weight with his forearms, he landed in a sprawl over the girl, using his body to shield her. Another bullet zinged past his jaw, coming so close he felt his whiskers stir. Dirt shot up.

Tears streaming, he balled a fist and rubbed frantically at his eyes, horribly aware that bullets were striking the earth all around him, chunks of clay stinging him through his shirt. Christ on crutches. He felt like a bale of hay at a shooting match.

Stupid, so stupid. Hed had a feeling from the first that the killers were still in the area. Then hed found the girl and relaxed his guard, thinking hers was the presence hed sensed. He knew better than to ignore his hunches. Why hadnt he taken more precautions? Hed even left his rifle leaning against the wagon, a good five feet away.

Clasping the girl tightly in his arms, he rolled under the wagon and crawled like a panicked crayfish to the far side, dragging her limp body with him. Even with the wagon bed to provide cover, slugs of lead still plowed into the dirt around them.

Crab walking and rolling, he drew the girl into the clearing, then leaped up and pulled three trunks to where she lay, forming a barricade to protect her. That done, he ran a loop around the clearing, dodging bullets as he jerked the dead farmers rifles from the wagon boots. En route back to the barricade, he detoured to retrieve his Henry as well. All totaled, he had six rifles hugged to his chest when he dove for cover behind the storage trunks, yet another indication that he had surprised the killers. No one would have left all these rifles behind on purpose. Weapons of any kind cost dearly, and a person of shady character could make a tidy profit selling them to Indians.

Only three of the confiscated weapons were repeaters, two fully loaded. The others were single-action, and God only knew where the cartridges for them might be. Luckily, he had plenty of extra ammo for the Henry in his saddlebags. He whistled shrilly through his teeth, and Dusty, trained from a colt to come at the signal, galloped across the enclosure.

As the horse slid to a stop near Race, the twilight exploded with more rifle shots, bullets thudding into the trunks and raising clouds of dust. Coughing and squinting against the burn, Race grabbed the buckskins reins and jerked the animal to his knees.

Down! he cried.

All the hours that Race had invested in training his horse paid off now. Dusty nickered in fear but obeyed the command, folding his back legs and rolling onto his belly. Race could only hope the trunks would shield the horses huge body. Exposing himself to the rifle fire, Race straddled the buckskin and dug through the saddlebags for his extra ammunition. When hed gathered all the cartridges he could find, he dove for cover again, then belly-crawled from one trunk to another until he found the most comfortable rifle rest.

Sighting in on the hillside above the clearing, Race finally had a few seconds to ponder the situation, and with the opportunity cane a question. Why had the bastards waited so long to start shooting at him? Race could only guess at an answer, the most likely being that the killers had hoped he knew the victims and that if they watched him long enough, he would eventually reveal the whereabouts of whatever it was they had been trying to find.

He cast a thoughtful glance over the clearing, noting the wagon contents that had been scattered everywhere, an indication that his first suspicion had been right on target. The men on the hillside had been searching for something. To back that up, there was also the condition of the womens bodies, which bore signs that theyd been tormented before they died. When Race had first come upon the carnage, he had assumed the no-good polecats had tortured the women out of sheer meanness, but now another possibility came to mind. If the killers had come here hoping to get their hands on something, maybe they had prolonged the womens agony in an attempt to make them or their husbands talk. If that were the case, though, why in the world had they killed everyone before getting the information they sought?

A chill crept up Races spine, for he knew the answer to that question the moment it entered his mind. The girl. The killers had probably been following this small group of wagons for a spell, waiting for the right moment to ambush the travelers. If they had, then theyd known of the girls existence and that they were leaving one person alive who could tell them what they wanted to know. By a twist of Fate or sheer luck, the girl must have been absent from camp when the attack occurred. Then Race had arrived, forcing the killers to hide. Theyd obviously been watching him and the girl ever since, hoping Race knew the whereabouts of whatever it was they wanted. Now they realized he didnt, and they meant to kill him so they could torture the girl for information.


Crazy, so crazy. What in the hell were they after? Race found it difficult to believe these poor dirt farmers had anything of value in their wagons. As for the girl, those murdering skunks would get their hands on her over Races dead body.

He recalled his vow to keep one bullet in reserve for the girl. He hoped it wouldnt come to that, but realistically, he knew the odds were against him. By his calculations, there were sixteen men up there, maybe more. He was a damned good marksmanone of the best, even if he did say so himselfbut no man was that good.

He glanced at his charge, who lay so deathlike beside him, her face a pale oval in the deepening twilight. If those men circled around him in the darkness, they could sneak up on him from behind. If they did, they would probably rush him, and he might have time to fire only one bullet.

For her sake, he had to make that one bullet count.







    

Chapter 2




Race didnt have enough hands. While firing one Colt in the general direction of the hillside, he worked frantically to reload his other .45 and the Henry. He didnt care if he hit anything. At this point, keeping the enemy busy dodging bullets while he replenished the rounds in his other two weapons was his main concern. The second he backed off, the bastards would be on top of him.

Since the shooting started, hed lost track of time. The sun had slid behind the mountains, darkness had closed in, and one by one the stars had come out. Judging by their position, the actual time that had passed was probably closer to forty minutes, maybe an hour. If so, it had been the longest hour of his life. Trying to keep the girl safe, shooting almost ceaselessly, reloading with only one hand, and constantly searching the darkness for movement already had him drained. His back ached, and his arms trembled with exhaustion.

So far, he had hit only three men for sure. That left thirteen still out there, and the lulls between fire were few, which provided him with his only opportunities to reload.

A blessing though they were, the lulls worried him, one thought pounding away at him in the sudden silence. What were they up to? In their shoes, hed be circling the encampment.

Race was in serious trouble, and he knew it. One against thirteen was damned rotten odds, even for a man used to fighting for what he got. When the enemy advanced from two directions at once, he wouldnt be able to cover himself from both the front and the rear.

Glancing over at the girl, Race grimly accepted the fact that he not only didnt have enough hands, but that the two he did have were tied. Normally he wouldnt remain behind a barricade, vulnerable to attack. Hed attempt to turn the tables. They would never expect a lone man to sneak up on them from behind, and with a little luck, he could take them out, one at a time, using his knife.

Only he didnt dare leave the girl. If something happened to him, her fate would be sealed. He couldnt allow that, knowing as he did what those animals would do to her.

The possibility that he might have to take her life hadnt been far from Races mind since the shooting started, and with each passing second, it loomed as a bigger threat. God help him, he only hoped he had the guts to do it.

After reloading the Henry, Race resumed his firing position. The metal edge of the trunk was sharp and had creased his forearm, making his wrist numb. He kept seeking a more comfortable rest, but then the first thing he knew, he had his arm back in the same spot again. If he lost the feeling in his fingers, it would be a hell of a note.

A glint of metal in the moonlight caught his eye, and he swung the nose of his rifle to the right, sighting in on the spot and lightly touching his finger to the trigger. Patience. The best marksman in the world could pull a shot if he became too eager, and in a battle, there were seldom second chances. He peered at the spot where hed seen metal flash, his eyes aching with the strain as he took a deep breath, exhaled, and went absolutely still.

After several seconds, his patience was rewarded by another mirrorlike flash. Slow and smooth, easy does it. He pulled the trigger, and the bark of his Henry exploded into the night. A man cried out in startlement and pain. Silence followeda silence so thick that Race felt as if he could damned near sink his teeth into it.

Thats four. And hed gotten them all because their guns flashed in the moonlight. Race blackened the metal on his own weapons. Reflective gun barrels had been the death of too many men. Granted, a nickel-plated Colt .45 in a silver-studded, hand-tooled holster was an attention getter, and a rifle with a carved, high-gloss stock and butt looked real fancy. But fancy wasnt what separated a man from the boys. What counted was who walked away when the smoke cleared.

He would have bet his last gold eagle that those fellows on the hillside went in for fancy weapons. Lots of flash and short on brains. Looking mean was the only edge some men had.

Just as that thought went through his mind, Race heard the snick of a gun hammer behind him and slightly to the right. With the lightning-fast reflexes of a man whod been slapping leather most of his life, he dove sideways and brought his Henry around. Damn. Just as he had feared, they had circled around behind him. All hell was gonna break loose in short order, with bullets coming at him from both directions. If he wasnt Johnny-on-the-spot with a slug every time a man showed himself, he and the girl would be eating lead for supper.

Race jacked another cartridge into the chamber. Then, never taking his gaze off the wagons, he shoved forward on his belly to slap Dusty on the rump. Hee-yaw! he yelled.

To save the girls life, Race would have sacrificed the animal without a qualm. But with men firing at them from a standing position at such close range, the angle was all wrong for the horse to provide protection. That being the case, Race saw no reason to let the loyal buckskin be caught in the crossfire.

With a plaintive nicker, Dusty finally managed to lurch to his feet. Race sent the buckskin on his way with another slap on the rump, then sank back to the ground and drew the butt of the Henry snugly to his shoulder.

For the next few minutes, the explosive sound of gunfire became Races only reality, the reports of his weapons imploding against his eardrums. The enemy had come in behind him with a vengeance, and they were deliberately drawing his fire. At one point, Race felt sure he wasted three bullets on a jacket and hat they draped over a tree limb. The bastards. There were so many of them, he had to react instantaneously to movement, and in the darkness, it was impossible to tell if his target was a man or a decoy. He emptied his Henry and one of his Colts, knowing as he began using the second handgun that time for him and the girl was about to run out. The thought made him feel sick, not so much for himself but for her.

From out of the darkness came a sudden burst of orange flame, and a bullet whizzed past Races shoulder, hitting the trunk behind him. He returned the fire, cracking off two shots in quick succession at the indistinct outline of a mans torso. He never heard the first bullet hit. The second struck wood, making a solid kerthunk that echoed in the darkness. Damn. At this distance, how could he possibly miss?

Race fired three more times, and again he never heard the slugs hit their mark. The muted thud of a bullet embedding itself in flesh had an unmistakable sound, and he always knew when hed hit a man.

Trickles of sweat ran from his forehead into his eyes. He blinked at the burn and swiped his shirt sleeve over his face. He had only one bullet left in the Colt, and no way in hell were the bastards going to give him a chance to reload. The minute they realized he was no longer returning their fire, theyd advance on him. The trunks and saddlebags would provide no protection when the sons of bitches were standing right on top of him. Hed be as defenseless as a duck in a barrel.

The rapid spat of a six-shooter suddenly broke the quiet, a spray of slugs coming so close that Race ducked his head. Then a sudden volley of shooting erupted from the opposite direction. Bullets spattered into the trunks and pinged on the brass strapping.

He cast a glance at the girl, knowing what he had to do. Blessed release, people called it. Race had heard tell of it all his life. In this country, sometimes a man had no choice but to kill a woman to spare her a worse horror. Until now, Race had always considered it a mans duty to pull the trigger, if and when it became necessary. Only it didnt seem so cut-and-dried when you were the poor son of a bitch elected to do the honors. He had killed more men than he wanted to remember, but only because hed had no choice. Afterward, no matter how deserving his victim, hed always felt sick to his stomach.

How was he going to feel after taking the life of a golden-haired girl who looked more like an angel than a flesh-and-blood person?

The rushing sound of footsteps brought Races head back around. He saw the shadowy figure of a man running toward him. Reacting instinctively, Race took quick aim. But, no. If he wasted his last round on that sorry excuse for a human, the girl would be the one who paid for it.

He had only seconds left. Everything that was decent within him rebelled at the thought of what he had to do.

The strangest sensation came over him. On the one hand, he felt as if the seconds were flying by in a dizzying rush, but on the other, he felt like an ant crawling through sorghum, every move he made taking an eternity. As he turned toward the girl, the killers movements seemed sharp and clear and separate, like sketches on the slowly turned pages of a picture book: bending his knee, pushing forward on the ball of his foot, thrusting out his opposite leg. The man dipped his head to sight in on Race, his jowls shaking with each footfall, his hat bouncing and then resettling on his head.

Race could hear every beat of his own heart, every swish of his blood echoing against his eardrums like a loud whisper bouncing off canyon walls. He grabbed the girl. Her head lolled as he lifted her, the loosened strands of her golden hair gleaming like quicksilver in the moonlight and catching on his sleeve. Cupping his left hand over the side of her face, he drew her cheek to his chest. His hand started to shake as he pressed the barrel of the Colt to the underside of her chin.

Never had she looked more like an angel. That perfect face, sweetness and purity in every line. When hed first seen her that afternoon, hed thought she was too beautiful to draw breath. And now she no longer would.

Race hooked a thumb over the hammer spur, drew back, and curled his finger over the trigger.

Do it, he ordered himself. But his hand refused to obey. His arm began to tremble as he strained to pull back on the trigger.

Then another shot rang out. In his side vision, Race saw the man stumble and pitch forward in a sprawl. His hat, knocked from his head by the impact, rolled on its brim and landed just short of Races knees.

Dead? Race couldnt stop staring at the blood on the back of the mans shirt. Who had shot him? Race hadnt done it. No bullets. No time to reload. His thoughts dangled in his mind like snipped strands of wire, going every which way and curling back on themselves. Guns seemed to be going off all around him. But no one seemed to be shooting in his direction now.

Bewildered, he glanced first at one side of the arroyo, then at the other. In the darkness, he glimpsed the flare of gunfire on both slopes. Crossfire? Hallelujah! His men? They had heard the shooting and come to help him.

Race couldnt believe it. Was afraid to believe it. In his experience, that was never the way life worked. Maybe he was dead. A bullet to the brain, so quick and painless, he hadnt felt the hit, and now he was floating somewhere between heaven and hell, caught up in a crazy dream. That made sense. Sort of. Only the girl felt too real, her slight body soft and sweet where it pressed against him, her hair tickling his fingers like scissor-curled strands of silk ribbon, her breath forming a warm, moist spot on his shirt. Not only that, but his oversize vest had twisted around her, and one of her breasts thrust through the front opening, her chilled nipple as sharp-tipped as a screw shank under the layers of her clothing.

This was real. His men were truly up there.

Still dazed, Race stared down at the girls face, deciding then and there that maybe she really was an angel.


With the arrival of Races men, the killers ceased fire almost immediately and hightailed it, the tattoo of their horses hooves thunderous at first and then fading into the blackness. After their departure, the arroyo was cloaked in silencethe same absolute silence that had so unsettled Race upon his arrival. No night birds. No crickets chirping. Not even the wind seemed to blow. But then, after the almost ceaseless percussions of gunshots exploding in the air all around him for so long, Race wasnt sure he would be able to hear the raucous cry of a hawk directly above him.

A rushing noise moved through his head, sort of like a creek sounded from a distance, a high-pitched ringing filled his ears, and intersticed with all of that was the frantic repetition of one, singsong thought: Dont let her be deadplease, dont let her be dead.

Tossing aside his rifle, Race knelt beside the girl to make sure she hadnt been hit since hed laid her back down. He trembled like a palsied old man, dying a little with every sweep of his hands over her slender body, terrified that he might find a wet, sticky splotch of blood on her clothing. He was so relieved when he felt no trace of blood on her clothes that his breath stuttered from him, the sound ragged, partly a laugh and partly a sob.

In the wake of his relief came a crushing exhaustion, the weight of it making his arms feel leaden. Resting limp hands on his bent knees, he hung his head, his lungs grabbing for breath with tremulous rasps, his body quaking with shudders. Okay. Both of them, okay. Thank God, thank God. Tomorrow would come, after all, for him and for her. Another sunrise, another meal. Life. A man tended to take things like breathing for granted until he nearly died, and then the simplest things seemed wondrous.

The stupidest thoughts circled in Races mindlike how great johnnycake, burned on the bottom and raw on top, was going to taste for breakfast. Thinking of thatand, oh, yeah, of fresh-boiled coffee, poured from a sooty Arbuckle can, with grounds floating all through itmade him want to shout. No more complaining about the hardships of being on the trail. Hed shave without water, and be damned glad of the nicks because he could still bleed. And hed bathe in muddy river water, no problem. And when his ass ached from saddle rub, hed thank God he could still feel pain. He was alive. In one piece. Safe. And so was she.

After assigning several men to burial detail, Race and his foreman, Pete Standish, returned to the cattle herd. Pete drove the wagon while Race rode inside with the girl. Half the time, the going was so rough that it was all Race could do to keep his charge from bouncing off the pallet. At one point, when the going smoothed out for a bit, he tried to get some water down her. Just as he tipped the mouth of the canteen to her lips, one of the wheels hit a hole. He sloshed water all over her, soaking her hair and the front of her dress.

By the time Pete finally drew the oxen to a halt behind the trail-camp chuck wagon, Race was wishing there were a way he might weasel out of caring for her. She couldnt be left in wet clothes all night or shed take a
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