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Chapter 1




Helena Ash
shifted as the hard cushions of the stage coach compounded the heat
that stuck her shirt to her back. Unfolding her satchel, she
retrieved her notebook. The pages fell by habit to the dog-eared
section and her fingers ran over the fastened newspaper clipping.
Under the banner Colorado
Daily Chieftain a column read:

 


“Shelton Murphy and wife Cassidy sell silver
mine to buy ranch in Dew Springs, Texas.”

 


On the opposite page, Helena had tacked the
results of the Pinkerton agent’s search

 


“Lena, Shelton Murphy, Blue Cow Ranch, Dew
Springs, Texas. Happy hunting, F.J”

 


Lena studied
the small photograph of her half-sister
Cassidy Smith. Well Cassidy Murphy now, thanks to their crooked
father bargaining the younger woman off with a mining
lease.

Lena
compared her features to her sister’s and her lips thinned. No-one
would believe they were related. Lena’s almost black hair curled
haphazardly compared to Cassidy’s straight mousy strands. The
description read brown eyes and not even the shape resembled Lena’s
dark blue eyes, nor did Cassidy’s pale cheeks match Lena’s olive
skin. Sighing, she tapped her fingers on the paper hoping a great
many things would resolve when she finally met Cassidy. She wanted
her half-sister to be safe, and Lena would find a way to free her
from her awful marriage. Secondly, she prayed for Cassidy’s
forgiveness.

As the coach
hit a rut, her pistol dug into her hip and Lena winced. Rather than
concentrating on the pain, she turned the page to re-read another
telegram:

 


“Helena, if you or any other Pinkerton agent
could assist a friend of ours who needs help with cattle rustlers,
we’d be much appreciated. Windy Hill Ranch, Dew Springs. Kind
regards, Marcus and Jewel Kearby”

 


It had been over six months since she’d
received the message from the ex-Texas Ranger Kearby and his
spitfire of a wife. Only when Lena’s Colorado contact confirmed
Cassidy’s direction of travel, then she arranged for herself to be
assigned in Texas.

Lena opened
the dusty window as the township appeared on the horizon. She
ducked her head out, the wind raced through her strands obscuring
her view of Chester, her horse who trailed
behind the stage. The gelding would need a clean when they finally
arrived, as his champagne colored coated turned rust by the trail
dust. Sitting back down, Lena repacked her journal and readjusted
her colt. She didn’t know much about cattle rustling and she’d had
enough of strikes and unions, so she felt the stars had aligned to
bring her and Cassidy together in Dew Springs. Only first, Lena had
some explaining to do.

Under the guise of searching for rustlers,
Lena would finally find Cassidy and help her in any way she could,
to escape her sham marriage. No arranged marriage ended happily.
Helena knew. She scooped up her wide brim hat and brought it down
snuggly on her head.

As the
horses slowed, Lena hung onto the tattered cushions and her knees
buckled needing to be stretched. Travelling alone on
Chester the entire way would have slowed her down and now that
Cassidy had been found, Lena couldn’t cope with any further
delays.

The stage came to a halt, and Lena didn’t
wait for the driver to open the door, stepping down into the
mid-morning sun she sized up the wide main street. From the timber
boardwalk to the busy bodies gawking at the front of the café and
across the street the double story Bluebell hotel, Lena decided Dew
Springs looked like a cow town that never boomed.

As Lena worked her way around the rear of
the stage, the sensation of someone watching her climbed her spine.
By shielding her face with her bags, Lena scanned the porch of the
saloon, surprised to see large glass windows still intact and a
sign above that read “Nine Lives.”

In the
shadows, a figure reclined against the doorway with only his
leather boots and denims visible. Lena’s elbow touched the position
of her pistol, concealed under her navy riding jacket. Tipping the
coach master she led Chester down the street, keeping
on the other side of the horse’s flank as she watched the saloon
over the saddle. As she passed, the man stepped into the sunlight,
placed a black Stetson over his fair hair and stalked down the
boardwalk. Lena immediately sized up his broad shoulders covered in
fabric the color of burnt cherry and the colt on his hip. As he
drew level, his eyes tracked to Lena. She met his gaze for the
briefest moment before she brought her brim lower of her eyes. The
man continued straight to the stage coach that still lingered
outside the mercantile. Lena made her way down to the Sheriff’s
office before she checked once more over her shoulder. The man
conversed with the stage driver, who shook his head vehemently at
the stranger’s words. Hitching Chester to the front, she took
off her hat and entered the tiny office.

“Morning.”

A Sherriff, who was as round as he looked
tired, sat upright, his eyes blinking independently of each other
as he dragged a hand down his face, “Is it still Morning? Oh sorry
Miss, what can I do for ya?”

Lena offered him a curt smile, “Hiya
Sherriff…”

The Sherriff took his boots off the table
and extended his hand, “Sherriff Green, but you can call me
Bill.”

Lena shook it surprised at the strength in
his grip despite the silver in his hair. She remembered the glass
windows at the saloon. Bill Green must be doing all right. “Nice to
meet you Bill, I’m Lena. It seems you keep a tidy town.”

“Ah thanks, it’s mainly due to the trouble
makers passing on.”

Lena nodded and took off her hat, “Finding
other towns to carouse in?” Dew Springs may be tidy but tidy
quickly became tedious.

Bill let out a hearty laugh, “On the
contrary, Miss they just grew up. Ah so how can I help you today,
Lena?”

“I was hoping you could point me in the
direction of Windy Hill Ranch.”

“Windy Hill hey?” Bill Green jostled his
leather belt around his swollen waist, “Ah you can follow the south
road until you see the big live oak and then turn off, keep heading
east until you cross the river, then you’ll see it. Or you could
take up with Taylor. I thought I saw him over at the Bluebell this
morning.”

Lena chewed the inside of her cheek. As a
Pinkerton agent, Lena was undercover. If Taylor was a Hand at Windy
Hill then he naturally fell under suspicion. She’d take her chances
on the open road.

“Thank you, but I’d rather not delay
anyone.”

“What business you got with Windy Hill?”

Without a second thought, Lena answered,
“Visiting relatives, Bill.”

“Oh,” Bill’s plump cheeks suddenly fell,
“I’m sorry to hear about Old George, Miss, my condolences.”

Lena pulled her hat upwards to cover her
reaction. Clearing her throat she offered him a weak smile, “Thank
you that’s very kind of you Bill. I’ll be around town for a while,
I think, if I need any assistance can I count on you.”

The Sherriff extended his hand, “Of course,
would you like me to escort you.”

“No thank you, I’ll find my way.”

Stepping out
in the light, Lena’s head swiveled to the stage coach, now without
the stranger affronting the driver. Lena walked Chester behind the
buildings, attempting to gain another view of the tiny town. She
almost whistled between her teeth, even the back streets were tidy.
By the time she reached the far end of the town, the stage driver
had taken seat outside the café. Lena spied her opportunity and
tied Chester
up out the front. First she purchased herself a
beef roll and bottle of lemonade as she scanned up and down the
street. The man in the burnt cherry was nowhere to be
seen.

“I hope you didn’t have too much trouble
earlier?” Lena asked the stage driver.

He swallowed his last bite, “Nothing I ain’t
used to, just a misunderstanding over my passenger list.”

Lena nodded. So the man was inquiring about
her arrival?

“It’s not the first time someone’s been
stood up when I’ve arrived.” He laughed and crumbs tumbled down his
shirt front.

Lena took
her lunch to go and climbed into Chester’s saddle. She touched her
elbow to her pistol one more time before flicking the
reins.

 


The fields opened wide under the big blue
Texan sky, tufts of white drifted across the horizon as the sun
beat down on Lena’s dark fabric shoulders. Before too long she
drank deep of her canteen. How far was this wretched ranch from
town? How far was Windy Hill from the Blue Cow? She thought about
asking Bill, except that would raise too many suspicions in one
day. Instead she’d find Windy Hill and then start asking
questions.

Lena found
the live oak easy enough, the giant tree and its thick branches
wound out at wild directions signaling the trail to Windy Hill. It
wasn’t until she’d topped the first rise that she felt the need to
circle around and check her back track.

Just as she
could see the live oak again, she picked up the second tracks. Lena
searched the horizon without success. She could take
Chester across the harder ground; however she was headed in only
one direction. Instead she followed the trail and would hopefully
come up behind the rider.

At the next
ridge, Lena checked her tracks again. A shard of panic speared
through her stomach as she realized the other rider had also
circled back.

Keeping her
eyes peeled she found the perfect spot to take a detour and seized
her opportunity. A crossing sloped gently towards a stream as the
bank continued to rise and wind around the river. Lena took
Chester up
stream and hitched him to a root poking out of the sandy bank. Then
slinking low over the ground, Lena crawled back to the crossing and
waited.

No sooner
had Lena pulled her pistol from her coat than the sound of hooves
tumbled through the earth and set Lena’s nerves alight. Lena’s
breath stalled in her throat as she recognized the burnt cherry
shirt and black Stetson rider from town, now astride a large black
stallion. This close, she could see the man’s blonde curls gracing
the back of his tanned neck. He stood high in his saddle and Lena
couldn’t help but admire his physique. His shoulders were broad and
the shirt tapered down to his waist where Lena’s gaze stuck on his
thighs filling out dark denim. Lena bit down a curse when
Chester whinnied. The man stepped down and Lena could see a trimmed
goatee and beard. Something about its neatness almost made Lena
forget her mission.

She waited until the man wandered towards
her traitorous horse before she rose and tiptoed until she stood
above him on the river bank. As the single click of her hammer
echoed off the rock, the man froze.

“Wise decision, Bud.”

At the sound of her voice, the man turned
slowly and the midday sun shifted from his back to his face. Lena
found herself staring at his whiskered jaw line and the top button
undone of his shirt that hinted at further tanned skin. Lena met
his gaze. Dark lashes framed walnut and pinched at the corners so
that it seemed, despite the man’s stern expression, his eyes
smiled.

“All right, what now?” He scoffed.

“State your business.”

The man’s brow’s furrowed, “How does that
work?” He shook his head, “You’re on private property Miss, so how
about you state your business.”

Lena exhaled slowly, “I have business with
the landowners.”

“Do you now?” The man crossed his arms and
started to walk back to the main track. Lena’s muzzle remained
trained on his wide chest. “And what business is that?”

Lean followed his movements failing to
notice the narrowing divergence until he stood on level ground.
“Yes, I’m visiting relatives.”

“I see, considering Old George never had any
children, and neither did his sister, then what family are you here
to see?”

“Um,” Shoot. In her race to reach Cassidy in
Dew Springs, Lena hadn’t bothered to inquire about her client. Her
muzzle dipped, “I’m a second cousin of his wife’s first
nephew.”

“First nephew?” Now the man genuinely smiled
as he advanced with his palms open and his slow steps brought him
within arms distance, “What’s his wife’s name?”

Lena lowered her muzzle, “I saw you asking
about me at the stage.”

“I wasn’t asking about you,” He smiled, “I
was asking about a Pinkerton Agent. You, I don’t know what your
game is if it’s to fool Clementine into some inheritance scheme I
won’t have it. I’ll take you back to town and you can stay at the
Bluebell till the next stage.”

Lena took a moment to process how this man
thought he could drag her back to town when she held the firearm.
She looked down at her pistol and then back to him. Well he did
stand a good head taller than her. “Wait? Why were you looking for
a Pinkerton Agent?”

He didn’t answer straight away, instead he
lifted the brim of his hat an inch and ran his gaze up and down
Lena. “Damn!” He took a step back and sighed. Placing his hands on
his hips he stalked back towards the track. “You’re the Pinkerton
aren’t you?”

“Helena Ash, Pinkerton Detective.”

The man’s head threw backwards and he stared
up at the sky. He sighed again, “How’s a woman going to infiltrate
the cow Hands?”

A rush of
color heated Lena’s cheeks so fast she almost clicked her tongue,
“Not all Agents need to infiltrate gang’s Mister….?”

He didn’t even look at her when he replied,
“Stone, Taylor Stone.” He said as he wandered a short distance
away, scratched his jaw and reset his hat on his head.

The sun added another layer of sweat to
Lena’s skin and she wiped her forehead. She didn’t know why she
cared about Stone’s comments. Pinkerton had lots of female agents
and they all did remarkably well. “Jewel Daniels is a Pinkerton
Agent.”

Taylor Stone laughed; a desperate thin thing
that slithered under her chemise. “She is but she’s not here, and
Mack, Gerry and Lee all know Jewel.”

Lena shrugged her shoulders. Cattle rustlers
were not trying to assassinate anyone; they weren’t the Turner’s
Gang or train robbers or railway unions. She’d only used Windy Hill
as her connection to free Cassidy from her awful arranged
marriage.

Taylor stalked over to her, “I need answers
and fast, so what other story, other than Clementine’s nieces’
whatever, have you got?”

In the brief second it took for her mind to
take over her mouth, Lena wished her words back in, “Mail-order
bride?”

Taylor’s smiling eyes mocked her, “No-one
would believe that.”

Her finger
itched on the trigger and she re-holstered her pistol, “No, of
course not.” Lena’s mind echoed other harsh words spoken to her in
haste and she blinked in the bright sunlight. Taylor’s sneer slowly
disintegrated as Lena made her way back to Chester. She led him out to
the trail and climbed into the saddle, “Tell me about these
rustlers then Mister Stone and I’ll see what I can do about
Clementine’s uncles best friends’ cousin.”

 


Taylor relented. He’d seen her the moment
the stage door opened. Expecting a stiff business like agent only
to be disappointed and intrigued when the dark haired beauty had
stepped down to the street. Her navy riding skirts said function,
and the mess of dark curls that hung around her neck looked
delicate if not entirely neat. Yet it was her eyes, deep pools of
sapphire, almost indigo peering over the saddle of her champagne
gelding that captivated Taylor’s curiosity. The way she slunk
through town and then disappeared without a trace should have given
him warning that she was no ordinary woman. Picking up the unusual
tracks on his way home, Taylor had stalked the beast until the
river. Now as she sat high in the saddle, Taylor’s jaw cinched with
uncertainty. He spied the narrow bulge of her saddle bags. Helena
Ash looked ridiculously under prepared for her assignment, although
her pistol said otherwise.

“Well Mister Stone?”

Releasing he
hadn’t stopped staring; Taylor cleared his throat and clambered
back onto his black stallion, Saturno. “I was the leading Hand
here at Windy Hill. After Old George passed, Clementine put me in
charge of everything, not just the cattle.”

“You stood on some toes?”

“A few.”
Taylor brought Saturno
alongside Helena’s horse, “Last month I’ve
caught more than one weaner with a fresh rustler’s brand suckling
from Windy Hill stock.”

The woman’s plump lips thinned and Taylor
couldn’t help but sigh. She knew nothing about rustling.

“They’re long horns. They will travel miles
to return to their mama. Someone’s cutting the cattle before
they’re properly weaned. It’s easy, but costly. I keep losing stock
and soon Windy Hill will have to sell.”

“Who wants to buy?”

“Who doesn’t
is a shorter list.” Taylor answered. He found his hands tightening
on Saturno’s reins to bring Helena back into his line of sight. She
sat straight in the saddle, her hips rocking with the rhythm of her
horse and a slight breeze brought her sweet lily of the valley
scent to Taylor’s nose. He sighed again. He needed someone tough
and rough to get amongst the men and find out who was responsible.
Not this graceful woman who would be no end of
distraction.

“Sounds interesting…” Her words trailed off
as the homestead came into sight. Windy Hill ranch had been blessed
with two sides of the river and wide level grassy plains. The
limestone homestead and surrounding buildings sprawled across the
greenery as two large shady oaks decorated the front yard. Taylor
smiled as he saw Helena’s lips curl.

“Impressive isn’t it.”

She nodded.

“I’ll introduce you to Clementine and
someone will get you settled.” He didn’t have time or the patience
to see this woman to her room. If she wanted to play Detective
she’d better start the clock now.

As they reached the house yard, Taylor
dismounted. Instinct made him offer his hand, not the curiosity
that itched through his veins. Helena took it, retracting her hand
as she reached the ground.

“Lena Ash, long lost second cousin is here
to assess whether to buy Windy Hill.” She said to Taylor.

He furrowed his brow.

“It will expose any internal saboteurs and
force the hand of any external ones.”

Impressive, Taylor thought although out
loud, he said, “Sounds solid.”

Helena strolled ahead for three steps and
then pointed to her saddle bags, “My bags?”

Taylor’s jaw cinched and he put his hands on
his hips, “Did you forget to pack something?”

“Huh?” Her eyes like sapphires chips
narrowed.

He couldn’t help but grin as he took her
saddle bags in one hand. She’d packed light. “Your manners. You
know you catch more flies with sugar than you do with vinegar.”

To the woman’s credit her pouted lips
softened, her blue eyes downcast, “Force of habit, I suppose.”

Taylor’s gut clenched at Helena’s pinched
cheeks, the delicate freckles across her olive cheeks suddenly
vibrant and alluring. His boots brought him closer and he softened
his voice, “I mean to say, if you want something, just ask.”

For a moment her thick lashes fluttered and
Taylor contemplated returning a wink, “Come on, I’ll show you
around.”

 



Chapter 2

Lena stepped onto the
stone tiled porch and almost tiptoed in through the wide double
door entrance, wishing her heels didn’t echo on the tiles. She took
stock of the high ceilings and exposed beams, side tables with
vases and she reminded herself not to touch anything. On closer
inspection she realized the tables had been roughly hewn, the vases
mismatched and chipped and the flowers were a vibrant and chaotic
mix of wildflowers. Lena smiled until she caught Taylor watching
her.

Another moment lingered before he gestured
to the right, “This way.”

She followed
the man into the next sitting room, the plastered stone walls made
it look larger than what it was and the sun streamed through the
open bay windows that Lena thought she’d
stepped into a story book.

“Miss Clementine Dalton, this is Helena
Ash.”

Taylor
stepped aside and Lena stumbled a half
curtsey to the old woman who lounged on a long sofa with cushions
at her back, and a pile of colorful knitting in her lap.

A blue lacy dog, with splashes of tan across
his coat, stopped chewing his foot and leapt to attention. Lena
caught his face before he put both paws up on her skirt. She rubbed
the dog’s soft ears as his tongue lolled from side to side.

“Get out boy.” Taylor hushed and the dog
obeyed.

“Don’t mind
Taffy, he’s coming around.” Clementine bent down and placed her
needle work on top of her basket and Lena almost squinted at the
different contrasts and shades, for a moment she wondered who’d end
up with such a hectic creation. The strands matched Clementine’s
salt and pepper hair, curled and piled at odd intervals on her
proud head. Sparkles of gemstone clips collided with dried flowers
and again, Lena found her lips twisting into a grin.

“Helena who?”

“Helena Ash, Ma’am.” Lena stepped forward
and offered her hand.

“Sit girl.” The woman patted the couch and
Clementine’s deep voice, made Lena obey immediately.

“Who sent for you?”

Lena turned away from the spry older lady
and saw Taylor’s eyes on her again.

“I did Clementine, remember?”

“Oh I see
you’re definitely a beauty, but Taylor, you’ve already got Rosie,
and Adelia and Lily hanging on your every word, and even Clara is
pretty in a certain light.”

Helena’s snort interrupted Taylor’s sigh and
she couldn’t turn away from his reddening cheeks. No wonder the
mail-order bride scheme wouldn’t work! Lena ran her gaze over
Taylor quickly and added another element to her assessment.

Taylor
cleared his throat, “No Clem, to help with the
rustlers.”

Clementine
took Helena’s hand in hers and patted it gently, “Oh! Yes, of
course. Well Dear, we’ll get you set up in the sunshine room,
Taylor please, if you wouldn’t mind.”

Taylor’s boots shifted, “Don’t you think
Helena would be more comfortable in the Spring room?”

Clementine
didn’t even turn to look at Taylor, “No dear, the sunshine room,
thank you. You get washed up Dear and then Taylor can take you on a
tour of Windy Hill. I’ll put my face on and see you at dinner. And
warn her about Church please, Taylor.”

She tapped Lena’s hand twice as if to
indicate her dismissal and Lena obliged.

Following Taylor down the stone corridor,
they passed a washroom on the left and then another short corridor
ending in a screen door. Lena could see another limestone
outbuilding and judging by the gaggle of aproned women, she
surmised it to be the kitchen. Next to which stood a large open
shed, under the gabled roof, long lines of tables had been placed.
A hoard of cowboys hooted and hollered as the cooks brought out
lunch.

Helena ran her gaze over the rabble trying
to identify hunched shoulders or dark looks. From this distance,
she didn’t see anything of interest. Just as she was about to turn,
she heard boots behind her, then Taylor spoke. Clearly with his
tone, he wasn’t used to women walking off on him, “Kitchen, mess
hall, there’s the laundry,” He pointed over her shoulder, “But, I
wouldn’t be leaving Missy with any extra work if I was you.”

Lena nodded, “Not even if I ask nicely?”

Taylor
didn’t answer as his cheeks suddenly paled.

“Don’t worry Stone, I won’t be asking you.”
She planted her hands on her hips, “Whose who then?”

Warm breath tickled her cheek and flavors of
lime and sandalwood mixed with leather danced across her palate.
Lena froze as Taylor’s deep voice turned husky. “The one in the
dark felt and blue shirt is Mack.”

Lena picked up the bare faced cowboy with
scraggly brown hair who laughed and joked along with the others. He
looked younger than Taylor with a wiry build. He didn’t look like a
rustler, but Lena didn’t know what a rustler looked like.

“The one in the green shirt and leather vest
is Lee.” Taylor grunted as if he was about to say more.

Lena sought out the taller man with narrow
shoulders and legs that seemed to bend as he walked to the
table.

“And the brown shirt with black vest is
Marty.”

“Person of interest number three.” Lena said
as she watched the man with dark hair and furrowed brows scoff his
slab of beef. His gaze wandered to the young dark skinned serving
girl who hurried into the kitchen.

“Gerry is the old fellow on the end”.

Lena raised her eyebrows as she watched the
older man say a curt word to his end of the table and the men
hushed.

“Interesting,” Lena mumbled.

“Elmer.” Taylor said.

Lena spine straightened at Taylor’s dark
tone.

“He’s
sitting down now.” He said

She couldn’t
see the cowboy Taylor referred to as Elmer so Lena stood on her
tiptoes. She over balanced and took a step back. Her heel tripped,
Taylor winced. Heat seared through Lena’s shirt and into her ribs
as a hand clamped onto her waist. Instinct took over and Lena
lurched forward, almost collecting the screen door with her
face.

Taylor inhaled slowly and through gritted
teeth said, “Come on. This time don’t wander off.”

The corridor narrowed as Lena followed
Taylor back to the main section of the homestead. Rolling her lips
inwards to stifle a laugh, she tried to ignore Taylor’s limp. He
recovered sufficiently by the time they reached the end of the
hall. Another screen door led out to a gently sloping lawn
pock-marked with white stepping stones. Taylor gestured with his
arm to the left.

The sunshine
room was bright, almost too bright for Lena. The bed cover on the
four poster bed was decorated in bright Blue Bells, three pillows
at one end, a white washed set of drawers in one corner, and a
rocking chair in the other. The lace curtains danced daintily on
the Texas breeze, drifting across the threshold to a private tiled
portico. Lena stepped out onto the porch as she heard her bags land
with a thud on the four poster bed. An immense live oak wound
upwards to cast cool shade across the limestone tiles, past which
another stone building stood.

“What’s that?”

“The summer
house.” Taylor said.

The stepping stones Lena has seen earlier
carried straight to the entrance of the quaint limestone outhouse
and its front door bordered by jasmine.

“And that’s Church.” Taylor pointed into the
branch of the live oak where a fat and fluffy feline sat with
yellow eyes watching Helena. “Him and Taffy have an understanding,
and he’s been keeping his distance since Old George passed.”

“Right,” Lena turned around and found Taylor
at her bedroom door.

“I’m heading out to check the stock.”

“Now?” Lena
didn’t know why she asked. Taylor could do what he liked. In fact
she’d do better without him hovering over her shoulder. But now
that she’d seen the cowboys, their brashness and pure numbers,
uncertainty rushed through her veins. She straightened her
shoulders. “I thought I might look around.”

“Suit yourself, but I spent last night at
the Blue Bell waiting for an Agent,” He emphasized the last
word.

Lena’s eyes narrowed. So despite Clementine
asking him to show her around, Stone wouldn’t. All because she
wasn’t his ideal Detective, he’d make her fend for herself.

“The last time I was absent they took
advantage. I’m not wasting anymore time.” Taylor walked into the
hallway and a second later Lena heard the screen door slam. Well
he’d pointed out a few sour faces over the lunch table, and judging
by his attitude, Taylor Stone didn’t win friends easily. Despite
his conceited nature, Clementine hinted the wedding bell chasers
circled like vultures and based on appearance, Lena might agree
with them. Except a man like Stone didn’t settle down, a man like
Stone consumed all those in his path until he grew tired and he
found something new. Lena had seen enough.

She shrugged her shoulders. Despite Windy
Hill and its chaotic matriarch piquing her curiosity, the moment
Lena freed Cassidy, she’d leave Dew Springs in her dust. Taylor
Stone included.

Walking
around her airy room she checked out her private washroom before
circling back to the verandah. Beyond the thick branches of the
live oak, Lena spied Taylor Stone stalking into the summer house.
The dog Taffy sat upright for a pat as he passed and then curled up
once the man was inside. Lena ducked down beside a cane set of
table and chairs. Between the slats, she could see his burnt cherry
shirt move through the stone building. Suddenly, he shucked the
shirt and Lena gasped before averting her eyes. Church the cat
watched from above and Lena could swear the animal
smirked.

Counting to ten, Lena waited, crouched down
by the white washed chair until she assumed the coast was clear. As
she rose, Taylor turned to face the window, dragging a green
checked shirt over his muscular chest. He froze, only for a second
and then he retreated out of sight.

“Nice warning Church.” Lena muttered as she
wandered back into her room and closed the porch doors. Maybe a
splash of cool water would settle the hummingbirds in her
stomach.

 


Taylor did his buttons in a rush and tucked
his fresh shirt into his waistline. Helena Ash was a problem. His
toe still echoed the pain of her heel and his palm mourned the
sensation of her suppleness. He strode to the front door. He’d be
damned if he let another distraction get between him and the
rustlers. Ever since Old George passed, Clementine had counted on
him. Courted half the girls in the county for him, despite his
protests, and now the old woman had set Helena Ash right across the
lawn.

The widow
remained sly in her old age. He’d heard the other Hands talk.
Clementine had seen better days, she’d follow Old George within the
year. Taylor knew better. Clementine Amelia Dalton was made of
stone just like Windy Hill and she’d crumble only when she was good
and ready. Until then, Taylor would run the ranch for her, sell her
cattle and let her live out her days in peace without worry.
Taylor’s Pa and Ma weren’t ranchers, his mother made hats at the
dressmakers and his father was a cooper. There was no way Taylor
was going to spend his youth in a workshop, so when Old George
needed cowherds, he jumped at the chance. He was thirteen and he
hadn’t left Windy Hill since.

Taylor felt
his jaw tighten. Helena Ash. Why couldn’t Pinkerton’s send a Henry
or a Harry? Then he’d have his answers good and fast. It mattered a
great deal that this particular Agent had more curves than a barrel
of snakes. In the sunshine room with the light streaming in, he’d
seen flecks of ruby in her chocolate curls. Lena’s olive skin
hinted at something exotic and it had Taylor chewing his
bit.

Taylor reset his Stetson and stormed across
the grass, “Come on boy,” he snapped and Taffy fell in behind his
heels. For now Taylor would ride out and check the stock. He passed
the mess hall and once again silence befell the table.

“Taylor.”

He recognized Luther’s deep German accent
and he raised a hand in greeting. A part of Taylor’s chest ached.
Not so long ago he’d been amongst them, sitting at the table
joshing alongside of them. Partially Taylor’s fault and partially
George’s fault; Taylor had seen the books. He knew the numbers and
what the workers were getting away with. Old George had been soft.
Taylor was not. The moment he tried cleaning it up, the Hands
turned. He’d spent long nights in the saddle, wishing Old George
had never handed him the reins. Only it changed nothing.

Taylor
found Saturno
snacking on the front lawn. Damn, he’d been too
busy with Lena to take the stallion to the stable. The black horse
put his muzzle down to Taffy and the blue lacy gave it a lick while
Taylor climbed into the saddle. His eyes tracked to the far end of
the veranda where a pair of glass doors had been closed against the
afternoon sun. Mentally he counted the yards between her porch and
his and admonished himself.

 


Taylor rode
until the sun caressed the horizon and he turned back to the
homestead. Taffy the hound, had enjoyed his afternoon scout, his
tongue stretched down one side and he still dashed into shrubs
chasing scents of any occupant sheltering in their dens. The last
track of the herd could be seen heading to the Blue Cow, so he’d
make his way over to Shelton’s tomorrow. Taylor smiled. He never
thought he’d see Shelton settled and yet he’d picked the perfect
bride. Or she’d accidentally picked him. For as slippery as Shelton
was, Cassidy was sly. With a woman as quick witted and wily as
Cassidy, Shelton couldn’t fool his way into a buffet line. And he
seemed happier for it. Taylor relaxed Saturno’s reins as the horse
sensed home. In fact all of Taylor’s friends had settled down. Cade
Hamerton and his wildcat Evie, Shelly and Cass and then Marcus and
his hellfire, Jewel Daniels.

Good luck to them. Taylor had his fair share
of ladies and if they weren’t insipid they were fickle. He would
never give his heart away, only to have it handed back. He was too
clever to make that mistake. The problem Helena Ash presented was
entirely different. Her time at Windy Hill would be temporary and
Taylor had already felt his curiosity surge.

Taylor
walked Saturno
into the stable where vaqueros tried to take his
reins, “Its okay Paulo,” Taylor said. Savoring the quiet, disturbed
only by the snicker and whinny of horses, Taylor unsaddled his
horse. As he crossed the grass, he admired the soft lights from the
homestead that splashed onto the emerald. Taffy took his leave and
began his nightly ritual of begging at the rear kitchen door. The
kitchen hummed with life and he nodded to the cook Samuel who
raised his hand in greeting. The Hands had already turned in for
the night and he could see their low fires glowing in the distance
near their huts. He missed the comradery, the long nights with
nothing but the stars, a fire and a flask of whiskey. Then
Clementine demanded he take the summer house and the mood on the
ranch had shifted south again.

He delayed a little longer in his private
cottage, washing up before he entered the main home. As soon as he
reached the dining room, the sound of female laughter stopped him
in his tracks. Lena. No, Helena Ash, Pinkerton Agent, Taylor
reminded himself.

“Oh Taylor,” Clementine patted the seat next
to her, directly opposite Helena. “Lena was just telling me about
her time in Shreveport.”

“Right.” Taylor slowly entered the dining
room and took his seat where Clementine demanded. Helena sat
opposite, her navy travelling dress gone and replaced with a simple
lemon checkered blouse and brown woolen skirt. Her hair had been
looped behind her neck, and if he hadn’t met her with a pistol in
his back, she would have seemed demure. The flavors of pork and
gravy stirred his hunger but the scent of lily of the valley and
violet blossom agitated another appetite.

“Did you see them?”

“No, they looked headed over to Blue Cow
territory.”

Helena’s
fork cluttered onto her plate. She hastily apologized.

Taylor continued, “So I’ll head over there
tomorrow and see Shelly.”

“Certainly Taylor.”

Rosetta entered and placed a glass of
whiskey at Taylor’s elbow. “Thanks Rosetta,” he said and the dark
skinned beauty winked back.

Helena cleared her throat, “I’ll accompany
you.”

“Yes, splendid idea!” Clementine picked up
her wine glass and took a sip, leaving her usual smear of red rouge
around the rim.

“I’ll have a few questions for all the
bordering properties. Cows don’t just disappear.”

“Cattle,” Taylor corrected her.

Helena rolled her eyes and Taylor stifled a
snort.

Clementine didn’t notice. “Yes, Taylor,
please take my great niece over and introduce her to the Blue Cow
residents.”

He took a sip of his whiskey and then sliced
into his pork. He felt eyes on him and it took all his will power
not to meet her deep sapphire gaze.

“Clementine, was informing me she has a
cousin, second cousin, Horace who died in the battle of San
Jacinto.”

“I think he was an Ainsworth or maybe a
Cheshire?” Clementine put down her wine glass and squinted at
Helena, “He died unmarried, but I don’t suppose that matters, he
could have had an Indian woman somewhere….”

Taylor held his breath as Helena realized
the inference and she shrugged her shoulders, “How about a Mexican
bride?”

He felt a
nudge on his knee and looked down to the dog Taffy pleading for his
dinner. Taylor flicked the dog a morsel and the pup took it out of
sight. Forestalling the tirade of questions that bombarded his mind
about Lena’s heritage and instead he asked, “Shouldn’t you be
staying around here to ask questions of the Hands?”

Helena finished her mouthful, rolling her
tongue on the inside of her cheek before she spoke, and Taylor
couldn’t draw his eyes away her rosebud lips, “When word gets out
I’m here to purchase Windy Hill, they will come to me.”

“Make sure you use sugar then.” Taylor
mumbled into his whiskey, cursing the effect a long day in the sun
had on him.

Helena’s neck straightened, “I will.”

“Perfect.” Clementine said. “I’ll have
Samuel pack you a hamper to take with you.”

 



Chapter 3

When dinner was finished,
Lena carried her plate out to the kitchen where a housemaid took
it. She lingered at the doorway and watched the women work in
effortless rhythm stepping around each other to clean and
stack.

“Can a help you Ma’am?” the oldest of the
women approached Lena, her hair wound up in a bright scarf away
from her round face. Her hard brown eyes suggested Lena had better
have a good reason for messing up her kitchen.

“I’m not sure, you might be able to, I’m
Lena.” She put out her hand and the woman tilted her head to one
side. Wiping her hands on her apron she eventually took Lena’s hand
and shook it.

“A’m Missy, a hear you’re Ma’am’s cousin or
summin’,”

“Great niece,” Lena didn’t linger on the
explanation, “I was just wondering how’s things have been since Old
George passed?”

“Fine, Miss, fine.”

“And the workers, you must hear all sorts
through your kitchen.”

“A do, a can’t say a know what you’re asking
Miss.”

“Mister Stone, he’s taking care of
things?”

Missy leaned her head back, her eyes
narrowed and she looked Lena up and down, “What’s you wanna know
for?”

“I’m looking to buy Windy Hill and I just
thought I’d see who I could keep on, who is reliable and what not…”
Lena let the conversation drift.

“He’s reliable.”

Damn. Reticent answers would do no good.
“And the others work well with him?”

“Mister Stone always wants best for
everyone.” Missy answered, “A’m sorry Miss if you got any more
questions you better take ‘em up with Taylor himself.”

Lena nodded, “Thank you, Missy.” Well at
least she’d sowed the seed that Lena Ash, Great Niece, was about to
purchase the property. She wandered down the hall with lightness in
her step. Tomorrow she would see Cassidy. Tomorrow she’d finally
meet her half-sister and meet the rogue she married. Only when Lena
knew it was safe would she run away with the girl.

As she meandered down the hallway, light
from a half closed door splashed across the tiles and Lena paused.
Through the crack she could see Taylor sitting at a large walnut
desk, with several lamps lighting whatever he wrote in a journal.
Lena’s breath stalled as she realized it was the ranch’s accounts.
Methodically Taylor closed the book, replacing it on the shelf and
opened another ledger. This time he made more notations and then
turned the page before writing more.

A breeze swirled down the corridor and the
door hinges creaked. Taylor’s head shot up.

“Yes Helena?”

Lena pushed the door gently and stepped over
the threshold, “Are those the account ledgers?”

Taylor nodded.

What had he
said when they’d arrived? All she had to do was ask? “Do you mind
if I take a look at them.”

Taylor
placed the book down on the shiny surface, “Be my guest. Whatever
you touch, just put it back in its place.”

Helena nodded. Perhaps the books would give
an indication of where things were going awry and by whom.

Taylor stood then and wandered around the
other side of the table, he replaced the journal onto its shelf and
Lena took further stock of the room. The walls were lined with
journals, small writing had been inked onto their spines and she
didn’t need to read them to know they’d all be in order. Taylor
picked up one lantern and carried it with him, leaving the other
one to illuminate the desk.

At the doorway he paused and Lena inhaled
his fresh citrus scent, “Mexican?”

Looking up at his unshaven cheeks, his brown
eyes like onyx in the low light, Lena swallowed hard. Why she
answered at all still amazed her; proof perhaps that despite being
a woman, she was a competent Agent, “A lie is much easier to tell
if it’s closer to the truth, Mister Stone.”

The man didn’t respond, only his eyes traced
over her features, lingering on her lips before sliding down her
throat. Lena almost flinched at his unmasked appraisal.

“Dawn.” Taylor snapped, “I’ll meet you at
the stables at dawn.”

Lena nodded and stepped inside the office,
listening as his boots echoed off the tiles until the screen door
squeaked. Slowly she wandered around the office looking at the
photographs of Clementine and George in their later years. She
dragged out the most recent journal and skimmed the pages, nothing
of interest jumped out and she pulled another one from the shelf
opening it right on top of the first. The numbers blended together
until Lena realized she was looking at the profit and loss. She
retrieved a journal titled ‘wages’ and began combing through the
pages. It seemed all the workers had received a pay rise after Old
George’s death. She found an expense for ‘roof shingles’ that she
couldn’t place anywhere else and another comment about ‘pump’. She
yawned. Tomorrow Lena would meet Cassidy, her brain couldn’t focus
on anything else so she relented.

After
changing into her night gown she tumbled into the luscious linen.
Within moments, her linen shift stuck to her skin. She stumbled to
the double doors and opened them, the lace floated across the
threshold like a slow moving phantom. Darkness enveloped the summer
house and Lena could only just make out the lump that was Taffy
resting on the porch. Returning back to the bed, with the cool
Texas breeze caressing her, Lena eventually fell asleep.

In the darkness a pressure landing on the
bed brought Lena awake. She sat up pulling the sheets up to her
chest. Long dead memories of hot nights and hotter tempers
thundered her heartbeat through her ears. She sighed and slumped
back down after she recognized the heavy grey feline who now
wandered onto her bed.

“Fine but don’t snore.” Lena said as she
turned over and waited for the breeze to cool her back to
sleep.

 


At dawn Lena could hardly contain her nerves
as she dressed in her best denims and a mint green shirt, sighing
when her toes slid into her favorite pair of boots. They climbed
high up her calf and although the leather was now caramel, and the
embroidery faded, the image of the two dancing horses had been a
comfort for Lena. Tucking her hair into her wide brimmed hat, Lena
wandered outside. The sun had only just peaked over the horizon and
the emerald pastures of Windy Hill slowly transformed from dark
moss to jade green. Inside the stable, vaqueros milled about with
horses and tack while Lena paced back and forth outside the large
doors. Taylor has said dawn. Had he left her to fend for herself
again? It wouldn’t surprise Lena if the man had ridden out on his
own. Just as she was ready to give up, Taylor stalked across the
lawn with Taffy in tow, pistol on one hip and a long arm in his
other hand. Lena didn’t need the sun to see the darkness under his
Stetson.

“Morning?” Lena tried.

Entering the stable, Taylor didn’t reply.
Lena followed on his heels eager to be away. His dark mood wouldn’t
ruin her day.

Instead she tried a joke, “Sleep in?”

“No.” Taylor greeted the vaqueros just as
curtly and Lena offered them a small smile. He led his big black
horse from the stall, tucking his rifle into his saddle bags, “I
was tidying up the office.” Taylor replied.

“I left it tidy.”

“Tidier.”

Lena rolled
her eyes. It would do no good if she had words with him now. He
could refuse to take her and then she’d have to find another way to
reach the Blue Cow. Lena led Chester out of his stall. “Maybe
I should ask you about my laundry.”

Taylor stumbled as if he missed a step and
Lena stifled a laugh. The young serving girl Taylor called Rosetta
entered the stable and handed Lena a hamper. As if thunderheads
rolled across the sky, the girl frowned as Lena thanked her.

“Everyone’s got their tail up this
morning.”

“Parece que Harold’s sostiene sus cartas contra su
pecho.” One of
the Hands rushed and Lena’s brain translated as if dragging through
mud. She didn’t know who Harold was or why he was holding his cards
close to his chest but clearly it had upset Rosetta. She thought
about replying but didn’t. It might do her some good if they didn’t
know she spoke Spanish. Lena climbed into the saddle and let
Chester follow the big stallion out of the barn.

“Stay.” Taylor pointed at Taffy who slowly
lowered himself to the ground and flicked his eyes between Taylor
and Lena.

Lena almost gave the dog a pat. Like Taffy,
Lena was eager to be away, hoping the time in the saddle would slip
by until she finally met Cassidy.

 


Taylor
watched Lena for a moment as her dark cherry lips pouted at the
dog, “He’ll be fine, besides he can’t help himself when he sees
them.” Those words ringing all too true for Taylor, he
nudged Saturno
onwards.

“How long will it take to reach the Blue
Cow?”

“Long
enough. Keep your eyes peeled.” Taylor said as Saturno stretched his
long legs across the lawn. Thankfully, Taffy whined but didn’t
follow. Lena did follow and Taylor fought the urge to watch her
again. In those denims, tight around her hips and thighs, and the
light green shirt flattened against her curves, Lena looked
downright delicious.

Her sweet lily of the valley scent slithered
across his palate and he cleared his throat.

In the
burgeoning light, Lena’s blue eyes sparkled like sapphires under
water, her cheeks flushed with color and he could swear her lips
curled into a grin. She sat neat on her horse, like a woman who had
sense and skill and Taylor couldn’t help but feel nervous and at
ease all at the same time.

Taylor took them past the cowboys’ huts,
most in darkness, while a small huddle of men around a lone fire
raised their hands but not their heads. Taylor raised a hand in
reply before tearing into the open fields. Likely whoever saw him
leave would pass it on to the others, if everything worked well, he
might have a chance tonight.

Emerald and chartreuse sped under hoof as
the sun spilled across the horizon. Navy bled into rose and then
silver until finally fingers of rich gold filled the sky as if the
finest of silks had been folded over one another. Taylor inhaled
the fresh scents of the field listening as the world awoke around
them.

Beside him,
Lena let the wind tear through her strands as her eyes filled with
liquid due to their speed. Her horse was fine stock, and now as the
champagne gelding drew close on Saturno, she laughed.

Taylor
snorted and urged Saturno faster, the beast
complied. Lena broke off to the left, and Taylor had been too busy
admiring her figure that he led the bigger horse onwards, forcing
him to slow down. The thundering of hooves trilled through Taylor’s
chest, Lena’s excitement infectious and Taylor laughed out loud as
Lena drew level.

Leaning
down, Lena flattened herself against the pommel and she took the
lead. Taylor’s gut clenched as he recognized the landmarks. He
stood in his saddle and hollered. Fear gripped his chest until Lena
pulled up. The smaller horse obeyed, eventually slowing to a
natural walk. Ahead, as the light broke across the uneven ground,
April Gully, a dry riverbed, split the field in two.

Taylor brought his horse alongside her, “For
a moment, I thought you saw it.”

“Not at all.” Lena rushed. “Thank you.”

The race had
left Taylor’s body strumming like a struck gong, and the flush of
color in Lena’s cheeks made her all the more alluring,
“Saturno usually clears it, but I wasn’t sure about your
fellow.”

Lena raised
her chin, “Chester
does alright, but maybe next time.”

Taylor led
them to the lower side of the gully until they walked into it and
Lena turned in her saddle as the walls of the gully rose higher
than her shoulders. Soon his heartbeat would return to normal
rhythm, after the thought of Lena breaking her neck if her horse
had jumped, dissolved from his mind. His head had been all over the
place. Now more than ever he needed to focus.

As they
topped the gully on the other side, Taylor kept Saturno at a
reasonable pace and Lena brought her horse alongside of
him.

“So who runs the Blue Cow?”

“Shelton Murphy.”

“And he’s trustworthy?”

Taylor snorted, “Depends, are you playing
cards with him?”

“Is he a gambler?”

“Not anymore.” Taylor dipped down and
plucked a strand to pull apart with his fingernail. “That’s not
really fair, he wasn’t much of a gambler before.” Lena peppering
him with questions itched between his shoulders blades, except he
knew she had to. He had asked for an investigator.

“Before?”

“He married Cass.”

“Go on.”

Taylor kept Lena just out of sight, hoping
the image of her leaning low over her pommel in tight dark denim
would eventually fade from his memory, “Why do you ask?”

Lena rolled her bottom lip inwards, “I’m
curious about all the neighboring properties, clearly the cattle
are going somewhere.”

“Well,” Taylor sat higher in his saddle,
“North east is Shelly and Cass at the Blue Cow, sharing his
northern boundary is Cade and Evie and all the Hamerton’s at the
Double E, behind us and to the south is the crooked K, Kearby’s
family’s ranch.”

“How are they all connected?”

With his knees, Taylor brought his black
horse closer to Lena’s and then stood in his saddle, pointing at
the snake of emerald amongst the saffron fields, “The river. When
the cutting is on, we’ll drive them all together to brand them and
sell them on. I had planned on helping Cade take the Double E and
the Windy Hill lot up to Kansas, if I can catch the raiders that
is.”

“And you trust these neighbors?”

“We’re like brothers.”

Lena took her hat off her head and fanned
her face, the scent of her perfume drifted across the Texas breezed
and Taylor found his mind wandering again. “What about your
family?”

 


Lena brought
her water flask up to her lips to consider her answer. Listening to
Taylor shorten Cassidy’s name to Cass had speared through Lena’s
chest. Sooner rather than later Lena hoped she’d met her.
Travelling across the countryside since her mother passed, she
searched, first for her father and then she found out about
Cassidy. She tried to think of how to explain everything when she
did finally meet her, except Taylor watched her and her skin
shivered despite the heat. Lena tried to think of questions to
bring the conversation back to Cassidy’s husband instead she found
herself measuring the distance between her knee and
Taylors.

“Well,” Lena started, “It’s a bit of pickle
really.”

Where his brow had been furrowed, now
Taylor’s eyes crinkled at the corners, his shoulders less tense and
the reins rested in his hands, “Okay, well what made you become a
Pinkerton Agent?”

Lena knew a lie was easier to tell if it was
closer to the truth, “Well,” her voice raised an octave, “I caught
my husband’s killer.”

Twisting in his saddle, Taylor looked at
Lena.

“I’m sorry for your loss.”

Lena
snorted, “Don’t be, I’m not.” She sighed. She didn’t mean it. The
day her husband died, the day her life began. “I mean, I was
married when I was eighteen. He was shot before I was
twenty.”

The strong planes of Taylor’s face behind
his blonde whiskers had fallen flat. Lena noticed his bottom lip
slightly bigger than the top. Although she knew he was older than
her twenty five years, but now flanked by Panic Grass and thistles,
Lena realized Taylor must be only a year or two older than
herself.

“That must have been hard for you at the
time.”

Lena wanted
to admit it hadn’t, but Taylor already looked at her sideways.
Instead she nodded. The rode on in silence as the sun climbed
higher up the horizon and the wide grass fields gave way to rocky
outcrops and woodlands until they crossed the river. As the horses
drunk deep of the cool water, Taylor opened Missy’s hamper and
handed out the biscuits. Lena savored the sweet jam
filing.

“Are we in Blue Cow Territory now?”

“Yeah, Shelton and his Pa run a decent sized
herd on the Blue Cow but Windy Hill is bigger. Each season is
different, one time it’s them suffering, the next it’s Pendleton
Kearby at the Crooked K. Cattle is a tough business.”

Lena rested in the shade of an acacia tree,
as the sweat trickled down her back, “Why don’t you try and keep
them all in the same place?”

Taylor looked at her, “What do you
mean?”

“I’ve travelled through a few Cowtown’s over
the years, some bigger than most and I’ve seen several peddlers
selling wire with spikes on it. They reckon its keeps them all in
one spot. Wouldn’t that be easier than trying to find them all the
time, make it harder for the rustlers?”

“I did voice it with Old George but he
thought the animals would just run through it.” Taylor replied.

Lena shrugged her shoulders. She didn’t know
why she cared. The sooner she freed Cassidy, the sooner she’d be on
a stage headed out of Dew Springs. “So Shelton is like an older
brother to you?”

Taylor
retired the hamper to Saturno, “Ah wait, Cade’s the
oldest, then me, Kearby and Shelton, although not by much and yes
they’re trustworthy.”

Taylor
didn’t say anymore and Lena couldn’t concentrate any further as the
distance closed between her and Cassidy. She had enough money to
set up a new life in New York but she didn’t mind. If Cassidy
decided she wanted to live in Chicago, Lena would relocate. As Lena
wandered over to Chester, Taylor held out his
hand. Lena looked at it and then at Taylor’s chocolate eyes. She
climbed into her saddle without assistance.

 



Chapter 4

“Here’s the homestead
now.”

Hummingbirds took flight in Lena’s stomach
as they closed in on the two story timber house, with a porch
covered in red leaves and a swing hanging from one corner. A tall
man with a white Stetson and wearing a light blue shirt and leather
vest strolled out to greet them. As he met Taylor they embraced,
and Lena realized Taylor himself was not so short.

“Howdy Taylor.”

“Shelton Murphy this is Lena, I mean Helena
Ash, the Pinkerton Agent.”

Lena rolled her eyes at Taylor’s words. He’d
blown her cover straight away! Lena shook Shelton’s hand as she
sized him up. He was tall and leaner than Taylor with the broken
nose of a fighter and fast eyes like a card shark.

“It’s nice to meet you Lena. I’m glad you’re
here to help Taylor, just like I’m sure he’s happy to have your
assistance.” Shelton’s steel grey eyes met Taylor’s. “If you need
extra men, I’m more than happy to help.”

Lena thought
she heard an emphasis on the word men but wasn’t sure.

Taylor shook his head, “I told you Shelton,
it’s my problem not yours. Plus they’d see you a mile away.”

Lena crossed her arms and tried to assess
Shelton again, “That’s true, we’re hoping, ah I’m hoping any
outsiders who are involved will want to discuss my offer of buying
the Blue Cow from my great Aunt…”

“Clementine.” Taylor offered.

“Clementine,” Lena said, “And as Taylor
said, they know you. They don’t know me.”

“Hello.”

Lena flinched at the feminine voice that
came from somewhere behind Shelton. He stepped aside, “Lena may I
introduce my wife Cas-“

“Cassidy Smith.” Lena blurted out.

With long caramel strands and doe-like
walnut brown eyes, Cassidy looked prettier than her picture.

“Cassidy Murphy, but how did you know my
name?” The younger woman narrowed her gaze.

Lena cleared
her throat, “Ah sorry yes, I recognized you from your picture.”
Lena couldn’t believe her own words as if she carried her head in
her back pocket! She kept talking hoping the words would somehow
free her from her panic, “Ah, you’ve been a missing person file at
Pinkerton’s for a while now, um, after the unfortunate mess with
the lease agreement, um,” Lena could feel herself unravelling,
“Well, this really is a stroke of good fortune I suppose.” She
planted her hands on her hips and tried to relax her features, “I
guess that’s one more case closed.”

Looking at Taylor, Lena smiled. Shelton
seemed to have moved between Cassidy and Lena. All masculine scent
washed over Lena so fast, she took a step back.

Cassidy’s cheeks paled and Shelton took her
hand. Lena watched as the girl patted her husband’s arm gently.
Shelton seemed to thaw under Cassidy’s touch.

How had this collapsed in such spectacular
form? Lena. Lena had rushed in and messed it all up like usual.

“I had no idea I was reported as missing,
but I’m not surprised my father was subject of a Pinkerton
Investigation.”

Shelton
seemed to grow taller and Lena took another step back, wondering
how strongly connected he felt to Cassidy? Shelton seemed
protective or was it possessive? Lena had to be brave. Before she
messed it up further she had to admit to Cassidy what happened, “He
was yes, he - .”

“He’s dead.” Cassidy exhaled slowly with a
hiccup and Shelton’s arm came around her shoulder. “He died in
jail.”

Ice slid
through Lena’s gut. Julius Smith, her father was dead? “I’m, I’m…”
Lena took a shallow breath, “I’m sorry to hear that.” Lena’s thighs
began to tremble and she needed to move. He’d died in jail. A jail
she had sent him to. Her knees buckled for a moment. She’d sent her
father to his death sentence. How would Cassidy forgive her now?
Lena tried to meet her gaze.

“Is there a problem?” Shelton asked.

“No, no
problem.” Lena said. She needed air, or shade or whiskey or all
three.

“My father’s associates aren’t trying to
find me?”

Lena
swallowed hard as she raised her hands palms outwards, “No, no, not
at all. I just wasn’t prepared to close two case files, in as many
of minutes.” Lena couldn’t tell Cassidy now. She couldn’t bare the
hurt she had caused. The girl would surely hate her. “Um, if I
could have a moment…”

“You need to ask me some questions? Sure.”
Cassidy said.

Shelton pulled Cassidy tighter into his
ribs.

Lena offered
a weak smile. “Yes, questions. But only enough to close the
file.”

Cassidy nodded, “It might give me some
closure too.” She patted Shelton on the arm and led Lena down the
front lawn to where a narrow stream idled past a table and bench
chairs. Cassidy gestured for Lena to sit.

“Why were Pinkerton agents chasing my
father?”

When Lena
had gathered her breath she finally answered, “The Turner gang had been using his talents to counterfeit
railway bonds. He was caught in Kansas.” Her mind begged to tell
her the whole truth, only Lena’s courage fled. “It’s nice to know
you’re well and alive.”

Cassidy nodded again, “What did you need to
know?”

“Why don’t you tell me where you’ve been?”
Lena started. She already knew, but she wanted to hear it from
Cassidy.

“Texas, Kansas, Philly, Chicago, I lost my
mother in Chicago.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Lena cleared her throat,
“And this lease agreement?”

“Yes,” Cassidy looked up to the veranda with
a smile on her face. Her caramel strands had been pulled back into
a ponytail and her pale skin seemed to glow.

Lena chose her words carefully, she’d
already bungled their introduction. “Does this arrangement suit
you?”

Cassidy
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