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Cell block B’s cubicles were small, each one furnished with a bed, a sink and a toilet. For the last two hours, since returning at seven o’clock from breakfast in the mess hall, she had prowled her cell. Prowled dangerously close to the outer limits of her sanity. Nervous perspiration dotted her temples, upper lip and palms. The drip of the faucet punctuated each glacially slow minute. Come nine o’clock, she would be a free woman.

Well, that had to be qualified, she reflected grimly. She would be free from incarceration behind locked door after locked door, imprisoned so deep in the bowels of the maximum-security prison that the chance glimpses of precious daylight blinded her.

“Freedom,” she had come to learn during the past five days, was not an absolute term. There were variations on freedom. For the next six months, her freedom, according to the district judge in El Paso, would be defined as doing service duty with the Kingdom Come Cattle Company. That was a much better fate than serving a full seven years behind bars, seeing her nine-year-old daughter solely on visitation days.

Because she had good references, was a first-time offender and a prominent figure, and—most of all— because she had insisted on her innocence throughout the entire three-month ordeal, the federal parole officer’s recommendation had been accepted. The sentence of seven years had been suspended, and she had been put on comprehensive probation for three years, the first six months of which would constitute labor under the new service duty program.

As the judge had put it, “If you’re going to play hard, Miss Adams, you’re going to work hard.”

Anjanette was jerked out of her reverie by the sound of a voice.

“Get your gear, honey,” Rina warned. “The Queen’s coming for you.”

Rina, Anjanette’s black cellmate, jerked her head toward the corridor. Somehow the inmates who had served lengthy sentences acquired a kind of telepathy in relation to the penitentiary’s inner activities. Long before anything happened, the long-term prisoners, knew of its impending occurrence.

Anjanette froze beside the bars. Yes, she thought. If she listened carefully, she could hear approaching footsteps, accompanied by strident female voices filled with curiosity, animosity and desperation.

She whirled back to her side of the cell and began stuffing her few belongings, mostly toiletries, into the duffel bag provided by the prison. The cell wasn’t endowed with a mirror, but she wouldn’t have bothered to check her appearance anyway. Without makeup, her grooming had been reduced to the basics. Her usually thick, flyaway red hair was almost lank now and restrained by an elastic band at her nape. The shapeless olive-green dress she wore made her look like a drab housewife of the thirties.

The photographers for the major dailies would have a field day this morning.

A sharp buzz from the electronic control panel activated the opening of the barred door. Its clanging bolts echoed in the vast correctional facility. The Queen stood on the other side. Accompanying the middle-aged prison matron were two other guards, their hands resting lightly on their hips. All three women wore khaki shirts and slacks.

The Queen smiled, a smile that made Anjanette shudder more than once. To be a prison guard required only a high school diploma or its equivalent, but the matron’s features indicated keen intelligence, albeit a cruel, feral one. The hefty woman controlled all that went on in cell block B. The tough leaders of the various prison gangs paid her tribute in the form of bribes. After her introduction to the woman, Anjanette had begun to suspect that anything more than a few days in cell block B would mean attracting unwanted attention from the matron.

“Get your ass moving, glitter girl,” the Queen said now. “The warden’s ready to see you.”

Rina gave Anjanette a thumbs-up sign. Anjanette managed a smile, then stepped forward.

“Not so fast,” the Queen said. She nodded curtly, and one of the guards produced a pair of handcuffs. The prison operated according to such archaic rules that even the possibility of being shackled at the waist and ankles was not preposterous.

“I’m leaving this morning,” Anjanette said. “Is this necessary?”

“You can always stay, glitter girl.”

The Queen’s suggestive grin cut short any further protest. Anjanette extended her wrists. The metal was cold, the clamps tight. One more reminder of her captivity. One more nightmare.

As Anjanette, flanked by the two female guards, followed the Queen down the corridor, catcalls and taunts erupted from the other female inmates. Anjanette shivered. She couldn’t get out of this hellhole soon enough. The first thing she wanted was a bath.

Yet there was still the discharge center to go through, the mandatory mug shot and fingerprinting before release, even though she had submitted to the same procedure upon arrival. “A matter of procedure,” the clerk told her without even looking up from the film pack she was sliding into the camera. This latest mode of humiliation—posing for frontal and profile shots—was slight in comparison to the five days and four nights she had spent in cell block B.

At last the processing was over, and Anjanette, still handcuffed, was escorted along the catwalk to the warden’s office. The spacious, well-appointed room afforded her the first breath of comfort she had experienced in five days. At first she blinked at the dazzling sunlight, which hurt her eyes. Then her eyes began to focus. The sight of the potted ivy, soaking up March’s fleeting sunshine on the sill of a bay window, was her undoing. Weakness, the kind that made her want to cry, welled up in her. She steeled herself, straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin.

The warden, an impeccably dressed man with silvering hair and horn-rimmed glasses, looked up from an open file folder on his desk. “Miss Adams, please be seated. I’ve only got a few more forms to sign, and then your release to the Kingdom Come Cattle Company will be finalized.”

She seated herself in the tufted leather chair near the desk. She sat with her spine straight, a habit left over from her days at a Catholic school on Guam. The school had been ruled by a despotic nun, and along with an excellent command of Latin, Anjanette had acquired self-discipline. Unable to place her shackled hands on the armrests, she left them clasped in her lap. As the warden began scribbling his signature on the forms, the room’s unnerving silence began to bother her.

Soon, soon, she thought, I’ll see Timothea again. At least she wasn’t taken from me!

Finished, the warden fixed her with a stern gaze. “I hope you have profited from your brief internment here, Miss Adams. Trafficking in heroin is not fun and games. The hard manual labor you will be assigned over the next six months should convince you of that. I trust you will find yourself a sadder but wiser woman.”

Sadder but wiser. Older but wiser. Why was wiser always coupled with something unpleasant? “When may I see my daughter, Warden?”

“She’s waiting in the administration office, Miss Adams. I’ll remind you that any violation of your service duty will result in your daughter being placed in a children’s home and your being sentenced to the full seven years in the penitentiary without parole.”

Even here she felt claustrophobic. Please get on with this! she pleaded silently. Set me free!

She swallowed. “I understand.”

“Excellent. Then let me introduce you to Mr. Cooper, into whose custody you are being placed.”

Anjanette, following the direction of the warden’s gaze, glanced over her left shoulder. She had been unaware that there was anyone else in the room. Behind her, in the corner, loomed a man, his shadow distorted by the walls to gigantic proportions. But when he uncoiled himself from the chair and stepped forward into the light, his massive size seemed only slightly diminished. He was all hard muscle and solid bone.

Her glance took in well-worn boots, faded jeans, a sheepskin jacket and a black Stetson clasped lightly in a large, weather-tanned hand. She felt compelled to stare into the mirrored sunglasses that hid his eyes, though she was sure he was making a full examination of her.

“Ted, this is Anjanette Adams. Miss Adams, Ted Cooper, of the Kingdom Come Cattle Company.”

Automatically Anjanette extended her hand, only to be reminded by the jangling handcuffs of her ignominious position. Her hands dropped awkwardly back into her lap. Attempting to maintain some semblance of dignity, she said, “I’m pleased to meet you, Mr.—”

“A woman and child?” Ted Cooper dismissed her with a grimace of his hard mouth. His jaw set, he focused his impatience on the warden. “Is the government run by a bunch of wackos?”

The warden passed her file to the man. “It’s a first for the Feds, Ted, and no doubt a last, too.”

Mortified, Anjanette dropped her gaze to her clenched hands and their bracelets of steel.

Ted slapped the folder against his thigh. “A dealer, huh?”

Her head snapped up. “That’s not true!”

She could feel his eyes measuring her behind the opaque sunglasses. He looked to be well into his late thirties. His nose was crooked, as if it had been broken several times. His hair, badly in need of a haircut, was his only apparent attractive quality; it was a thick, dark brown that glinted both with sun streaks and the telltale smoke-gray of age, an unusual combination.

“You’ve been convicted,” he said, his voice deep. “The law says you’re guilty, and you’ll have to convince me otherwise.”

Her teeth clenched. Would she have to go through the rest of her life proving her innocence?

He ignored the withering glare she shot him and turned back to the warden. “Take her handcuffs off before we leave your office. No need for her daughter to see them.”

She hadn’t cried once during the three-month ordeal. Maybe it was pride that had prevented her. But for the second time in the space of half an hour she was moved nearly to tears—this time by the rancher’s act, which she somehow sensed was uncharacteristically considerate.

She blinked back angry tears. Damn it, she didn’t owe this man any gratitude. If not for people like him, ready to believe the worst about her, she wouldn’t have been reduced to these circumstances—her career ruined, her finances decimated, her life and Timothea’s in shreds. She and her daughter should have remained in the Hollywood Hills instead of moving last year to Socorro.

The sleepy little village outside El Paso, had seemed a perfect place to settle. Its weather was amiable, and its cost of living was low, enabling her to hire local live-in care for Timothea when she herself had to be on location. But the town was still close enough to El Paso’s international airport, only forty minutes away, to make travel to various film locations easier for her.

Ironically, Anjanette had wanted to escape Tinsel Town’s fast life, to make a stable, homey environment for her painfully shy daughter, the kind of life she herself had never known in all her thirty-four years. Precisely because of her rootless past, she had chosen to slow her acting career, which had brought her accolades for her sensitive portrayals of a wide variety of characters. She had given up several juicy roles in order to spend more time with Timothea.

Despite her blurred vision, she saw Ted Cooper hunker down before her to free her from her bondage. The handcuffs fell away, and her hands—soft, chilled—lay palm up, a symbol of surrender, in his much larger ones, warm and callused. He seemed as bemused as she by the counterpoint.

“They won’t stay this way,” he mused in a deep voice, a voice as deep as she imagined God’s would be. But then, he would be playing God as far as her life was concerned, wouldn't he?

She forced her gaze to meet his scrutiny unflinchingly, but she encountered only the impenetrable silver glare of his reflective sunglasses. Whatever compassion his action had led her to expect was contradicted by his mouth: flat and unyielding, and with a dangerous crease at one end warning her that he didn’t comply with the social niceties adhered to by her coterie of friends and business associates.

“Come along,” he ground out, rising smoothly to his full height. “The day’s not getting any shorter.”

It took her little more than, ten minutes to change into the salmon silk suit she had worn on entering the penitentiary. Prison shampoo had left her hair looking dry and brittle, and a brush did little to restore its vitality, so it was back to the rubber band. Fortunately, years of film experience had taught her to artfully apply makeup in a minimum of time. When she left the dressing room to meet Timothea, the flickering ember of her self-esteem was heating to a small but warm glow. If only Ted Cooper wouldn’t douse it in front of her daughter.

He was almost completely silent during the first few minutes of their reunion, speaking only to suggest that they begin the trip to the ranch, since time was passing and they had a long way to go.

Outside the administration building, the winter wind whistled around her and Timothea, who was warmly dressed in a corduroy jumpsuit and jacket. The morning cloud buildup hovered over the Franklin Mountains, the ragged tail end of the Rockies. Anjanette hoped the weather wasn’t an omen of their immediate future.

Timothea clung to her arm and warily eyed the score of reporters waking to pounce outside the prison gate. Anjanette was immediately barraged with shouted questions. Automatic flashes were everywhere, blinding her. She had thought the paparazzi at the Cannes Film Festival were disorderly, but this was chaos. Her newest jailer took her arm and shouldered a path through the press of newspeople for her and the bewildered Timothea.

For years now, Anjanette had managed to maintain a low profile, with her public relations firm dispensing teasers to the media several times a month, just to make certain her name was kept before the public. This, however, was something she wanted kept private, if for no other reason than to protect her daughter. It was impossible, of course; one of Timothea’s schoolmates had already taunted her about her mother’s arrest and trial. In simple but forthright terms, Anjanette had told her daughter the truth, but that still hadn’t prepared Timothea for the pandemonium erupting around them now.

Despite their eagerness for the story, the newspapermen parted for Ted Cooper’s big frame, and he ushered her and Timothea toward a cowboy rig, a black-and-tan four-wheel-drive pickup pulling a small stock trailer. Once inside the pickup, which was mud-splattered and stenciled with the words Kingdom Come Cattle Company, Anjanette exhaled wearily.

Timothea, sitting between Ted and her, kept glancing back at the horde of reporters. “Do you like being famous, Mom?”

Anjanette couldn’t keep her hands off the precious person she had come so close to losing. She smoothed her daughter’s mop of hair, which was as unruly as her own but blond, like her former husband’s. “Not particularly, pumpkin.”

“I don’t think I ever want to be famous, Mom.”

Anjanette managed a smile. “You don’t have to if you don’t want to. When you grow up, you can do anything you want.”

“I want to be an artist,” she announced. Last year it had been a nurse. She turned to the man and asked shyly, “Is that a cow you’re pulling?”

“A steer.”

“How do you tell the difference?”

The bracket at one end of his mouth deepened in amusement. “You’ll learn how. You’ll learn a lot about cattle over the next six months.”

Anjanette frowned at the man. She had wanted to be the one to prepare her daughter for this latest upheaval in their lives. Now she spoke up quickly. “We’re going to live at the Kingdom Come Cattle Ranch, babe. I’ll be working there.”

“Gee, that’s great, Mom. We’ll be together all the time now.”

Guilt attacked Anjanette, the kind that she supposed every working mother experienced, except that her work had required her absence for weeks, sometimes months, at a time. When Timothea had been a toddler, Anjanette had taken her on location with her. But once Timothea had started school, Anjanette had had to make compromises between her roles as mother and actress. She knew she would be farther along in her career if she weren’t a mother, but that would have been an awfully lonely path.

Relieved that Ted Cooper wasn’t predisposed to loquaciousness, she rested her head on the back of the seat and closed her eyes. For the past four nights she hadn’t really slept, frightened by the howls she had heard from the other cells, howls the Queen and her contingent had either instigated or ignored.

Behind her lids, Anjanette saw the vicious expressions, the leering ones, the sly ones, of the prisoners who had taunted her upon learning she was that Anjanette Adams. Then the cell itself took the place of the faces, its living walls inching in on her.

Her eyes snapped open. She could have used a cigarette, but her pack was in the duffel bag that Ted Cooper had tossed in the back alongside feed sacks and blocks of salt. At her side, Timothea was beginning to nod with drowsiness.

“Mr. Cooper,” Anjanette said quietly, so as not to disturb her daughter, “I’d like to thank you for what you did back there—removing the handcuffs before Timothea joined me.”

“Hell, darlin’, don’t mistake that for a charitable act.” He tugged the Stetson’s curled brim lower. “I want both you and your daughter’s willing cooperation at Kingdom Come. It’s like breaking a bronc—brute force doesn’t achieve anything. But if it takes brute force, I’m more than willing to accommodate.”

“Delightful,” she murmured. This man with power over her life and death had a dark sense of humor.

She would dearly like to see his eyes. The sunglasses kept her at an impersonal distance, making it difficult to read the man and adjust her actions accordingly. She had worked with wranglers on location, so she was familiar with the breed. They had to be able to shift for themselves and endure isolation. They seemed to thrive on physical hardship and a certain amount of danger. She supposed it was in their bones and blood.

The trophy belt buckle this man wore had obviously been won in some kind of rodeo. It was the equivalent of a military medal, she imagined. The cowboy had proven himself under fire. The buckle marked him as an expert in the skills the others of his kind most admired.

The way those sunglasses scanned the horizon, the way those even white teeth gnawed his thin, unlighted cigar, told her that he thought she was an absurd irritant, an intrusion into his own steady existence, an annoyance that would require repair. “While your daughter’s asleep,” he rumbled, “is as good a time as any to discuss the rules you’ll abide by while living at Kingdom Come.”

Her mouth compressed into an obdurate line. She stared out the window at adobe homes banked by denuded cottonwoods. “I can hardly wait.”

He ignored her sarcasm and went on talking in the whiskey-rough baritone she had first heard in the warden’s office. “The conditions of your service duty are easy enough. You don’t leave the ranch without one of the owners—either my sister or myself—accompanying you. You don’t mess with firearms, and you don’t mess around with the men.”

Her head whipped toward him. “Mess with the men? Mr. Cooper, I assure you, that is the farthest thing from my mind. I might demand that I be accorded the same right—that no men ‘mess’ with me!”

“Listen, darlin’,” he said with elaborate politeness, “you no longer have any rights—least of all the right to make demands.”

Feeling unable to carry the argument further with her daughter asleep between them, she retreated into silence. She broke it only to give him directions to her home.

He turned off State Highway 20 southeast of El Paso at the exit marked Socorro. The village had been founded in 1680 by Spaniards and Piro Indians fleeing the Pueblo Revolt in northern New Mexico.  The potholed road that led to Socorro had to date back to the Great Flood, Anjanette thought darkly. But the jarring ride didn’t seem to bother Timothea, whose coltish legs were curled up under her slight body. The child slept happily in the nest created by Anjanette’s encircling arm.

Anjanette had been so terrified that Timothea would be taken from her that a silent litany of thanks ran repeatedly through her mind. Thank you, Lord. Thank you, Lord. Thank you!

As a child Anjanette had attended church with her parents on a convenience basis. As an adult she attended in the same haphazard manner and figured she owed no one an explanation, since God seemed to know and understand her very well. But what had been in God’s mind for the last three months she would dearly like to know.

“At the plaza, turn left,” she said curtly.

Her house was a meandering ocher-colored adobe set on two acres that backed up to the unpredictable Rio Grande. The Mexican woman who kept house and cared for Timothea, a naturalized American citizen, met her at the door. “Senora, I’ve been so worried! A woman police officer, she came for Timothea this morning. She told me all would be well, but I didn’t know what—”

“It’s all right, Chela. I have Timothea. She’s asleep in the pickup.”

“And you, senora? You are all right?” Chela was against government agents of any kind, particularly the border patrol, and she had been incensed when she had learned her employer was going to jail.

Touched by the fifty-year-old woman’s genuine concern, Anjanette patted her plump arm. “I’m fine, Chela. For the next six months, though, Timothea and I will be in the custody of—uh, staying with, this . . . this man.”

She glowered over her shoulder at Ted Cooper, who was lounging just inside the doorway, hat in one hand, sunglasses in the other. Her glower faded at the sight of his powerful features. His compelling eyes a perennial squint from facing the harsh high-desert elements. Their hazel color seemed uncommonly light in contrast to his sun-toasted skin and dark brown hair.

He grinned. A wolfish grin, she thought, noticing the way his lip drew up at one end and his eyes narrowed. He unnerved her. He wasn’t anything like the plastic-handsome actors she worked with. This man looked tough—and unable to appreciate anything better than a prizewinning heifer.

She felt his eyes on her as she and Chela moved around the house, quickly packing the essentials Timothea and she would need for the next six months. If she felt uneasy under Ted Cooper’s relentless regard in her own house, she thought, how much worse would it be in his?

After she and Chela finished packing, she instructed the Mexican woman to forward all telephone messages and mail to her agent in Hollywood. “Brent will know how to reach me.”

At the door, she paused beside her two suitcases and glanced expectantly at Ted Cooper.

“You’ve got two hands, Miss Adams. You’d better learn to use them.”

He was right, of course. She could no longer expect doors to be opened for her and chairs to be pulled out. She flushed with embarrassment. That was the worst thing about being a redhead. Her emotional responses showed in a blaze across her cheeks. She arched one brow, an old defensive trick. “You don’t like women, do you, Mr. Cooper?”

“I don’t like drug dealers.”

This time she didn’t even bother to protest her innocence. It didn’t matter what he thought anyway, did it? What mattered was getting through the next six months. She picked up the heavy suitcases and followed him out the door.

The paved portion of the road to Kingdom Come followed a portion of the route of El Camino Real, the ancient road between Mexico City and El Paso. Foot soldiers, colonists, priests, conquistadores and caravans of ox carts had all traveled this trail. After a tautly silent hour, Ted turned off onto a caliche road that paralleled the Mexican border some twenty miles away and rumbled over a cattle guard.

Timothea awoke just as the pickup was passing between crumbling limestone walls that supported an arched iron grill announcing the Kingdom Come Cattle Company. “Are we there?” she asked, excitement brightening her pale cheeks.

“Not for another seventeen miles,” Ted told her with that wolfish grin.

Timothea didn’t seem at all daunted by what masqueraded as his smile. “Gosh, Kingdom Come must be big! Bigger than Universal Studios.”

The pickup crossed a considerable stretch of isolated country. After some thought, Anjanette decided that “stretch” was an inappropriate description. The desert landscape wrinkled, folded and twisted into gulches, hogbacks, peaks, sand dunes and mesas. Yucca, juniper and greasewood were the only apparent vegetation.

At last she saw the towering tip of a silent windmill. Then scattered outbuildings came into view. Next she saw ocotillo-staked corrals, then an immense barn, what looked like a carriage house converted into a machine shed, adobe bunkhouses and an arena—with a grandstand, no less. In a more substantial corral made of creosote-dipped posts, a cowboy with a turkey feather in his hat was working cattle from the back of a mule.

Then the pickup reached the main house, which was surrounded by a low, mud brick wall and shaded by a few large mesquite and honey locust trees. The two-story house was built in the old Territorial style of soft rose adobe and roofed with corrugated iron, now rusted a deep reddish brown. Old-fashioned canales, or waterspouts, protruded from the flat roof. The hacienda was surrounded by elaborate wooden verandas on both levels. “Impressive” was the word that came to Anjanette’s mind. It was impressive and solid. A sense of antiquity pervaded the place.

On closer inspection, however, she could see that Kingdom Come was in a state of deterioration. Fences needed mending, the barn painting; the yard wall— along with what appeared to be a gristmill—was crumbling. The lower veranda was weathered, and warped in places where the cedar bushes teased the balustrade.

Ted Cooper halted the pickup alongside a Jeep and several other four-wheelers parked outside the yard, then propped his forearms on the steering wheel, staring glumly outside. A stiff wind took dust from the scrubland and sent it swirling up through the dry trees. The clouds hurried to the western mountains, as if they were being sucked over the horizon.

“Welcome to Kingdom Come,” he said, his voice echoing the harsh reality of her new home.

He swung down out of the cab. His long, ambling stride easily covered the windswept sand as he passed through a weathered gate. A dog that looked part coyote padded after him, and an owl, perched in a bare tree, ruffled its feathers at the man’s approach.

Anjanette watched until he reached the shadowed veranda and was out of sight—this man who for the next six months owned her, body and soul.
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I don’t reckon you’re gonna be any help, but I’d be obliged if you didn’t hinder me, either.”

Ted’s sister, almost as tall as he and whipcord-lean, looked Anjanette up and down, her lips pressed tightly together. Anjanette judged the woman to be young, not more than twenty-one or so. At the sight of Timothea, peeking out from behind Anjanette, Samantha’s expression eased somewhat, but not enough to soften the harsh contours of her countenance. Light hazel eyes, with the same directness as her brother’s, looked out of a face with prominent cheekbones and a strong jawline. On her brother the features were powerful. On Sam, as she was always called, they seemed severe, made more so by the fact that her dark brown hair was pulled back in a single braid that hung almost to the waist of her jeans like a frayed rope.

Snapping a rawhide quirt against her thigh, she paced off several steps in front of an arched fireplace wide enough to roast a whole cow in. Mounted above it, observing the comings and goings in the large, cluttered main room, was an enormous buffalo head.

At one time the ranch headquarters must have been a showplace, but in this century it had gone to seed. The fat easy chairs, perfect for curling up and reading, were almost threadbare. Dust coated everything. Humans, dogs and cats had tracked mud from the hallway to the main room. Hay flecked the soiled carpet. The house smelled of old rawhide, accented by manure.

Sam gave an impatient snort, then said, “Well, come on. I’ll show you your quarters. After you change out of that—” she waved the quirt at Anjanette’s tailored two-piece silk suit “—you can help old Horse Man throw together some supper.”

Their quarters, in one of a half-dozen or so adobe bunkhouses, weren’t that bad, especially not when compared to the prison cell Anjanette had just vacated. The main room was a combination kitchen, dining room and living room. The furniture was rustic, handmade of pine, the stove and refrigerator antiquated, and the sink still operated by a hand pump. The beds in the two tiny bedrooms looked a lot more comfortable than her former cell’s steel frame covered by a thin mattress.

And the bathroom . . . oh, how Anjanette had longed for a real bath in place of the prison’s open communal shower room. And here, alongside a toilet with a pull chain and an old-fashioned pedestal sink, was a huge claw-foot tub of the kind commonly used in the late 1800s. It had an oak rim and brass fixtures. Well, tonight, after dinner, she would indulge herself, soaking for hours in this reminder of lost wealth, until the prison smell was washed away from her hair and skin.

Timothea went first to her own bedroom, then back to the kitchen, marveling at the mechanics of the hand pump. Anjanette began unpacking, setting aside a simple skirt and top to change into for dinner.

“Where’s the television, Mom?” Timothea called.

Anjanette sighed. This was going to be quite an experience for her daughter, too. “There isn’t one.”

Timothea wandered back into the bedroom to watch Anjanette change. “What do they do around here, then?”

“Work.”

Anjanette’s head snapped up at the sound of the deep, resonant voice, and her fingers froze body lotion she was smoothing up one calf.

Ted was standing in the bedroom doorway, his big body braced against the doorjamb. The reflection of the lamplight in his eyes made it look as if little fires were burning in them.

“What are you doing in my bedroom?” she demanded. Quickly she smoothed her skirt down over her thigh.

“Your bedroom?” he drawled amiably. “I was under the impression that this piece of property belonged to me.”

She should have foreseen that her status here at Kingdom Come would be no better than it had been in the penitentiary. She was a common criminal, with no privileges, no property, no privacy. Straightening, she expelled a long, steady breath. “You wanted some-thing?”

Her show of strength didn’t fool him for a moment. “I thought I’d let you know how things were run here. After you do the dinner dishes, your evening’s your own. But mornings start early. 4:30. Kingdom Come’s not one of your European guest resorts. We don’t believe in coddling anybody.”

“Mr. Cooper, I’m accustomed to rising at 5:30 in order to be on the set by 6:30. I’m certain I won’t have any trouble awakening an hour earlier.”

“Good. You can report to the barn first thing.” He glanced at Timothea. “School bus comes at seven. Think you can make it?”

She gave him a timid nod, but his narrowed gaze had already strayed back to Anjanette. He looked her over from head to toe. He was frowning slightly, the way a man will do when he’s examining a filly he’s thinking of buying. “I’d suggest a change of clothing. Say a serviceable pair of jeans and a shirt. You’re going to work in the kitchen this evening, not attend a press conference.”

Eyes narrowed, she watched him leave. Six months. Could she last that long? Of course she could, when the alternative was seven years behind bars and the loss of her daughter. With a sigh, she changed again, wondering whether Ted Cooper would call her concho-studded jeans serviceable.

“Mom, can I wear my jeans, too?”

Anjanette glanced back at her daughter, who was already struggling out of her corduroy jumper. For Timothea this was all a marvelous adventure. “Sure, babe, but put on a sweater so you don’t get cold.”

The sun was already sliding down the far side of the Franklin Mountains by the time Anjanette had dressed again. The late-afternoon air had grown chillier, and with Timothea skipping ahead she walked briskly across the yard to the ranch house. The owl roosting in the mesquite hooted twice in welcome, and the dog Anjanette had noticed earlier trotted out to sniff Timothea’s outstretched hand.

“That’s D.O.G,” a voice called out.

Both Timothea and Anjanette turned toward a sycamore tree some distance away where a boy—no, a teenager—sat astride what Anjanette surmised was an Appaloosa. She had had experience only with Thoroughbreds, but the horse’s distinctive markings supported her guess. Another horse, a buckskin, stood nearby, grazing on ragged tufts of buffalo grass that struggled for survival in the sand.

“D.O.G.?” Anjanette asked.

“Yeah,” the boy said. “For ‘Dog.’ We spell it out. He doesn’t know he is one. Part dog, part coyote, really. Hey, you wanna ride?” he asked Timothea.

“You serious?” Timothea asked. “For real?”

The boy, who appeared to be around sixteen years old, grinned, and Anjanette thought she had never seen such an engaging smile. The lingering sunlight reflected a warm red tint in his brown hair. “For real.”

“Wow!” Timothea said, starting toward the horses.

Anjanette caught up with her. What if he, like herself, was a prisoner on service duty? An inner voice forced her to be fair and ask, What if he, like you, isn’t a criminal?

“Here, give me your hand,” the boy said, holding out his hand to Timothea. “Name’s Brad. Brad Cooper.”

Timothea stretched her hand up to him. “What’s your horse’s name?”

“Ranger.” Timothea hadn’t held tightly enough, and Brad bent down to latch on again.

Only then did Anjanette notice another boy who was leaning indolently against the tree. He wasn’t as old as Brad, maybe fourteen or so. His hair was an Indian black, and instead of Western boots he wore high moccasins with knee-high leggings over them. Their beautiful beadwork caught her interest, and she would have asked him about it, but his strange, quiet manner didn’t encourage her.

He stepped forward and cupped his hands for her daughter’s foot. “Up you go.” There was none of Brad’s open friendliness in his voice. Still, it had a surprising maturity to it, a velvety deepness. “No, the other foot.” He spoke softly, as if he were calming a spooked pony.

With trepidation, Anjanette observed as her daughter swung up behind Brad. “Uh, maybe you shouldn’t go riding just yet, Timothea, until you’ve had time for proper lessons.”

“It’s all right, ma’am,” Brad said. “Chad and me’ll watch her real good.”

Timothea’s expression appeared a little uncertain to Anjanette, who said, “I don’t know—”

“Now’s as good a time as any,” a man said behind her. She didn’t even bother to look around. By now she recognized that chamois-smooth baritone voice.

“The first rule of riding is never to grab the saddle pommel in front of witnesses,” Ted Cooper told Timothea. “But Brad doesn’t count. His saddle pommel has teeth marks in it from when holding on with both hands wasn’t enough.”

Timothea giggled, and Brad called, “Awww, Dad!”

Anjanette watched the three ride out of the yard. Only then did she turn to face Ted Cooper. He was toting a saddle, its heavy bulk slung easily over one shoulder. His hat brim shaded his face, except for his lower jaw, which was beard-shadowed this late in the day, and the unlighted cigar anchored at the corner of his mouth.

“Mr. Cooper, there are certain things you should know. My daughter has a heart murmur and—”

He started off toward the barn and tack room. “And if that doesn’t kill her, your overprotectiveness will,” he said without looking back. “I suggest you report to the kitchen, Miss Adams.”

“Your suggestion stinks,” she said beneath her breath, furious at her position, which didn’t permit her to speak her mind aloud.

The kitchen was a mess, with utensils and cartons scattered haphazardly around. Dirty dishes were mounded in the sink. Enormous cauldrons, glass baking dishes and earthenware containers littered the dull orange-tiled counters. Copper and brass saucepans, looking as if they had never been used, hung from the blackened vigas, or rafters. The formerly white stucco walls were now equally as smudged. One wall was taken up by a yard-wide grill and two ovens, none of which appeared to have had a recent cleaning.

An old woman, her long gray hair straggling around her shoulders, labored over roast pork that looked more mangled than shredded. A food-stained apron enveloped her bony frame. A radio was playing festive Mexican music, and the old woman didn’t hear Anjanette’s approach until she was only a few steps away.

Suddenly the woman spun around, the butcher knife she held raised to the level of Anjanette’s throat.

Dear God, what had she gotten herself into?

“Hot damn!” a gravelly voice exclaimed. “A woman! A damn fine woman!”

Barely daring to breathe, Anjanette stared into the seamed face of an old man! There was no doubt of that once she saw the hard-edged features—the fierce, half-hooded eyes, the hawk-like nose, the wide, flat cheekbones and granite chin. Without a doubt the features of an Indian. “You’re . . . you’re Horse Man?”

“What’s left of him.” He cackled, then sobered to instant dignity. His face seemed centuries old, yet paradoxically young.

“At least that’s what I’m called by the white nation. Chief Horse Man of the Warm Spring Apaches. Leader of many great battles against the enemy, the palefaces with thunder sticks who stole our land, whose forked tongues made promises they broke.”

His gravel-mixer voice took on a sonorous quality and, still brandishing the knife, he lifted his arms dramatically, as if in supplication to the heavens. “As a young brave I smoked the peace pipe with Geronimo, and as a warrior I counted coup on General Custer before—”

She began laughing. It felt good to laugh again. “Now why is it that I have the distinct impression you’re trying to put one over on me, Horse Man?”

He lowered his arms and winked conspiratorially. “’Cause you’re one hot damn smart woman.”

“Not that smart,” she said grimly, “or I wouldn’t be doing KP on a ranch in the middle of nowhere.” She glanced at the vegetables—onions, tomatoes, chilies—clumped on a chopping block. “Want to put me to work?”

“Mmm, not so good, a woman convict on Kingdom Come.” He put down the knife and opened a cabinet stocked with herbs and condiments. His gnarled hands withdrew a bottle of vanilla. Head back, he downed a walloping gulp. Then he squinched his wrinkled lids, gave his shaggy head a quick shake and cleared his throat. “Ah, much better! Now, what were we talking about?”

“Putting me to work?” she ventured. “That stuffs not good for you, you know.”

“All liquor made to be drunk. Here, make tortillas.”

She looked at the mass of dough lumped on a floured wooden slab. Maybe making tortillas was like making pizza crust. She fervently hoped so. She washed her hands and dug into the blob of cornmeal.

At the end of half an hour, she had flattened a dozen tortillas to the size and pliability of Frisbees, and Horse Man had finished off another bottle of vanilla.  He tossed the latest empty vanilla bottle into an unused cauldron and cast a critical glance at the results of her efforts. “Not so good. We eat cantaloupe instead.”

She put her hands on her hips and eyed him narrowly. “Horse Man, does Mr. Cooper or his sister have any idea how much vanilla you drink?”

“Lots, huh?” He grunted in disgust. “Sam took away the cough syrup and mouthwash, and Ted won’t take me with him to cantina anymore. Younger people have no respect for their elders. Damn fine shame!”

While they worked, she subtly questioned Horse Man about the Kingdom Come operation. Not that she learned that much. The old Indian talked freely, but not indiscreetly, in butchered English. From what little she could glean, Kingdom Come’s finances were in a sad state, and Ted, as the major owner of the cattle operation, took in working convicts in exchange for bed and board paid by the state.

At present it seemed that such workers at Kingdom Come were herself and a young man Horse Man called Bronco Billy, a dropout druggie who had been on the ninety-section cattle ranch for three years now— two years longer than his sentence. She supposed he must like the place, though she couldn’t imagine why.

Horse Man didn’t appear to be any more adept at cooking for a crowd than she was. Somehow, though, they finished preparing the meal just as two ranch hands and the rest of the Cooper family tramped through the doorway into the dining room, which had a T-shaped oak table with a lovely patina and buffet whose surfaces had been dulled by years of careless use.

She noticed that the men cast her surreptitious glances. What had Ted told them about her? She was concerned about Timothea, but then was relieved to see her seated between Brad and Chad, chattering animatedly. Just how did the proud Indian boy fit into the family picture? Was he related to Horse Man? His grandson, perhaps?

Apparently Timothea didn’t find anything unusual in her mother serving food to others, but then, Anjanette reflected, her daughter had always accepted her mother’s out-of-the-ordinary job as commonplace, too. Timothea doubtlessly viewed this as just another of her mother’s roles.

As one by one everyone took a seat, including old Horse Man, laconic conversation about the day’s events began to crisscross the table. Anjanette, moving back and forth between the kitchen and dining room, caught snatches of the chitchat.

“. . . break the ice up in Castle Canyon tomorrow morning . . .”

“Come winter, I always have to hear the old codgers yap about how much worse the winter of ’29 was, or the winter of ’37. This winter they just shut their traps.”

“. . . could pack in salt and supplemental feed.”

A leathery ranch hand with a grizzled beard, the one who had commented on the old codgers and hard winters, said, “A hunter must have left the Castle Canyon gate open, Ted.” The man’s eyes blinked continually as he talked. “All eighty head got into the deep-end pasture.”

“That’s two weeks’ work wasted, Orville,” Ted growled. He bit into a tortilla, and both his dark brows shot up like the Golden Arches.  He glanced pointedly from the too-thick tortillas to Anjanette.

She ignored his derisive look and poured tea into the fruit-jar glass of the second ranch hand presumably her fellow convict. His black slouch hat, with its frayed turkey feather, made it difficult for her to judge his age. He glanced up at her, and she caught the glint of a gold earring in one ear. He couldn’t have been more than twenty-six or seven.

Grinning suggestively at her, he said, “Well, now, Mr. Cooper, you sure did a bang-up job in your latest rehabilitation effort.”

He was missing both front teeth, she noticed. It was a shame, because he had beautiful brown eyes. He was a good-looking man—if he didn’t smile!

“Take your hat off at the table, Billy.” Ted’s voice was even, but there was a note of command in it that Billy obeyed.

Next Ted turned his piercing eyes on her. “Sit down with the rest of us, Miss Adams. Chad, get her a chair.”

Anjanette felt the inquisitive stares of the others, but calmly seated herself in the hard-backed chair that Chad politely wedged for her between Sam and Horse Man. Horse Man ate steadily, but Sam studied her with a wariness that bordered on disdain.

Brad broke the strained silence. “It’s true what Timothea says? You really are the Anjanette Adams? The movie star?”

With all eyes on her, she felt uncomfortable. Everyone had always assumed that her polished presence was inbred, but they were wrong. As a daughter of a State Department officer who had kept moving to exotic places like Pakistan, Sudan and Somalia, she had constantly suffered the “new kid in school” syndrome. Eventually she had learned to hide her shyness and insecurity behind a serenely composed facade. At UCLA she had discovered that acting enabled her to express herself without any accompanying anxiety.

She lifted her chin and purposefully let her gaze move from one face to another along the table. “I don’t know if I would call myself a movie star, but I am an actress. And—” she paused and met Ted’s cool, watchful eyes “—I am not now nor was I ever a user or distributor of drugs.”

Billy perked up and waggled his brows wickedly. “Someone mention drugs?”

“If these are tortillas,” Orville grumbled, “I’ll scarf down Bronco Billy’s hat, feather and all.”

A ranch of derelicts, Anjanette thought. And now I’m one of these castoffs.

*          *          *
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Ted lit up a new cigar and settled back, his elbows propped on the splintery bleacher behind him, his long legs stretched out on the one in front. He crossed his boots, and the big rowels of his spurs made a soft jingling noise in the dead quiet of the night. Midnight had already made its appearance, but he wasn’t sleepy. The old restlessness was hounding him.

It was a true hunter’s moon tonight—red-gold near the horizon, then shrinking to a silver dollar as it rose. Its cold light drenched an empty arena that had seen better days. Ghosts from rodeos past galloped silently across the arena, taunting Ted for his failure to revive the grandeur that had once been Kingdom Come’s. Over the years, Teddy Roosevelt and General “Black Jack” Pershing, as well as the Chicago White Stockings, who had held spring training in nearby Pecos, had participated in Kingdom Come’s ongoing festivities.

But bad investments by his father, falling beef prices and Ted’s own divorce had undermined the finances of the Kingdom Come Cattle Company. No longer did the inhabitants of the surrounding countryside, or cities like El Paso and San Antonio and Houston, stream in for barbecues and dances at the gazebo, swimming parties, hayrides and hunting expeditions. Instead, convicted criminals now helped support the day-to-day ranch operations. And not even enough of those to get all the work done.

Ted’s teeth ground down on the cigar. Did he really think he was helping rehabilitate a world gone mad? Did he really think he was easing Benita Kahze’s restless spirit?

Spirits . . . ghosts . . . illusions. Had reminiscing about the past evoked the woman who drifted now from the back door toward the gazebo? She was like a fairy fantasy from a make-believe world. Unsubstantial, artificial, lacking the strength of Grandmother Nell, who had converted a mere cattle ranch into one of the show-places of the Southwest.

Nevertheless, the fantasy was one that could tantalize any man’s dreams: a silver-eyed siren . . . lovely, sparkling, with fiery hair that belied her calm, distant poise. An experienced sophisticate, a savvy lady with a quality all her own.

Yet he’d bet the proceeds from the sale of a Charolais bull that she would be a hellcat if she were ever riled sufficiently.

His mind’s eye summoned the sight of the smooth white thigh she’d exposed as she’d sensuously slathered one long, graceful leg with lotion. She was as lovely and neat as her tailored silk suit, with the creamy skin of a true redhead. Fortune smiles with bared teeth, he thought.

He permitted himself to give in to the attraction he felt for a few magical moments and rose to follow her to the gazebo. His nostrils detected the faint trail of her cigarette smoke before his eyes picked out her silhouette and the pale glow of her lighted cigarette.

His spurs gave him away. She whirled as he stepped through the arched doorway. She was wearing a denim jacket draped over her shoulders against the night’s deep cold. Even his untutored eye could tell that the jacket was no department-store purchase. The hand-sewn conchos scattered across the shoulders labeled it a costly little garment, like the matching jeans.

He didn’t say anything, and neither did she, but he noticed that her hands gripped the wooden railing behind her. Her face, he noted, was more round than oval, not really classically beautiful. In the silence her disturbed breathing, mingling with her cigarette smoke, drifted in frosty wisps from her parted lips. “Don’t even think about it,” he said at last.

She regarded him warily. “About what?”

“About running.”

“From you?”

“No. For the border.”

“How do you know that’s what I was thinking?”

His spurs jangled on the plank floor as he moved to within touching distance of her. The chilly breeze spooled her hair toward him. He rested one hip on the railing near her and took the cigar from between his clamped lips. “It’s the first thing that crosses every convict’s mind on arriving here: only twenty miles to the Mexican border and freedom.”

She tore her gaze away from his face and stared southward. “If I decided to run,” she said quietly, “you couldn’t stop me. There’s too much border too close.”

“I can track a scorpion across the badlands.”

She looked over her shoulder at him and arched one winged brow. “I suppose Horse Man taught you to track humans?”

“No,” he said, feeling the weariness of the day stealing over him. “A skill left over from Vietnam. And if I don’t get you, there are other things out in that vast wasteland that will. Cougars. Sunstroke. Freezing cold. The border patrol.”

Her lips compressed. She pulled her jacket more tightly around her, emphasizing her tiny waist and the hourglass figure that was almost voluptuous despite her slender build. “You don’t have to worry. I’m not going to run away. If it was just me . . . But I can’t take the chance of losing my daughter.”

“Did you do it?” he asked suddenly. “Did you smuggle the heroin into the country?” She would lie, of course. People in her profession always did.

He watched her wide-set gray eyes, which were both intriguing and expressive. They never wavered from his. Their silver centers glittered like the winter night’s white-hot stars. “Would you believe me if I denied it?”

He shrugged. “Try me.”

Her hands were clenched around the rail. She bowed her head, breathed deeply, then stared off at the distant mountains. “There’s not that much to tell,” she began in a faint voice. “Three months ago I returned from L.A., where I was dubbing my last film, to the El Paso International Airport. Apparently I instructed the porter to pick up the wrong piece of luggage.”

She turned toward him. “I swear it was a mistake! The piece matched the rest of my set, and at a quick glance the bag looked like mine.”

Unconsciously she had placed a beseeching hand on his arm. Heat erupted inside him, making him angry with her and even angrier with himself. “Go on.”

She sighed bitterly. “By the time I discovered my error, two DEA agents were greeting me politely. They didn’t buy my story that the luggage wasn’t mine. And after the trial, the jury didn’t buy my lawyers’ assertion that it was a terrible mix-up. The fact that I was an actress, that I had been married to a rock star, merely added fuel to the district attorney’s case and convinced a jury that was already predisposed to convict me on my appearance alone.”

“It must be hell being good-looking,” he said derisively.

She flared up at him, her voice tense and quiet. “Believe me, many times over the past thirty-four years I’ve regretted whatever it is that others seem to find attractive in my face. You can’t even begin to imagine the envy and animosity it’s caused, but this has to be the worst, the ultimate.” She looked up at him, tears glistening in her eyes. “To be unjustly convicted of smuggling heroin . . .”

He rose to his feet and stretched. The restlessness within him had ebbed. “I can understand why you’ve been nominated for an Oscar. Your performance is magnificent.”

She gave a hurt little cry, and her palm lashed out at him. The impact smarted against his jaw. He grabbed her wrist and jerked her up against him. “Do that again and I turn you back over to the Feds.”

“You wouldn’t!”

He looked down into her fascinating gray eyes, lovely even without makeup. They would be winter cold, he thought. One icy winter he’d burned brush for several hours, and when he’d sifted the ash with his pitchfork, he’d found unmelted snow underneath, where the cold heart of the flames had been. Her eyes would be like that.

“When you’ve been here long enough, darlin’, you’ll realize there isn’t anything I wouldn’t do.”

“You’re hurting me,” she whispered, her lips trembling.

He released her arm, and for a moment they glared at each other. “You can’t stand not to be in control, can you?” she fired at him. Then she pushed past him. He watched her flee the gazebo, wondering how she had managed to find his Achilles’ heel.

Even with her hair pulled severely back, he had to admit that her face had had a soft, disturbing quality.

He’d always heard that the West was hell on horses and women. As far as he was concerned, it was hell on the institution of marriage, too. He’d learned that firsthand. Yet here was this magical creature with her inviting womanliness and swaying breasts that inflamed his senses—and she was his captive. She could only mean trouble. And he’d had enough woman trouble in his life.

He should have refused to take custody of Anjanette Adams. It would be better for him all the way around if she did run away.
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Chapter 3
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Only vampires returning to their crypts should be up and about at this time of the morning. The light seeping through the small bedroom window was cold and blue. Yawning, Anjanette struggled into her jeans and denim jacket. Makeup could wait until six, when she returned to awaken Timothea for school. A quick glance in the bathroom’s tarnished mirror made her feel naked without the layers of makeup she usually wore for filming, but she also felt a certain amount of glorious freedom.

There it was again. That word. Freedom.

Outside, she found not even a promise of daylight on the starlit horizon. False dawn, she thought. In L.A., the city lights drowned out that natural phenomenon. The predawn chill wrapped frosty tentacles around her. Her hair was still damp from the invigorating shower. “Brrr,” she muttered, shivering. Who would have thought the desert of the Southwest could be so cold? It was even colder now than it had been last night.

Last night.

The encounter with Ted Cooper had played havoc with her sleep. She usually used finesse to achieve whatever she needed from her co-workers, who were by nature temperamental. But Ted wasn’t temperamental; he was unrelentingly autocratic—and he didn’t respond to finesse.

With his detached self-command, he was a kind of feudal lord of his range principality, accustomed to riding roughshod over people. Obviously she was no exception. Theirs was a primal relationship. His implacable manner threatened, even repelled her, yet she found herself darkly fascinated by him.

Summoning fortitude, she hurried across the yard, past the machine shed toward the barn. Overhead, barn swallows swooped, outlined in dark crescents against the lightning sky, like boomerangs. She followed them as they led her toward the barn, then slipped into the warm interior.

She didn’t know exactly who she was supposed to report to, but she certainly hadn’t expected so much activity to be going on inside. Men were coming and going. Chad toted an armload of baled hay. Brad carted a saddle blanket and saddle. Orville came out of the tack room carrying a bridle. He glanced at her and muttered to himself, “Pancakes gotta be better than tortillas.”

“Hey, pretty woman,” Billy called out. He was zipping on tanned batwing chaps. “Need some help? I’m the man for you.”

He said it so good-naturedly that she couldn’t take offense. Besides, even with that toothless smile he was appealing, even cute. “I’m looking for Mr. Cooper, or his sister.”

“I’m in here.” The voice belonged to Sam. Anjanette found the young woman at the back of the barn, where two stalls had been combined into one. Her shapeless felt hat had been tugged down low, hiding her long hair, and she wore men’s overalls under a bulky plaid woolen jacket. She was sitting on a stool, milking a cow that switched its tail contentedly. “Ever done this?” she asked Anjanette.

Anjanette shook her head, her eyes trained on the stream of milk that hissed into the pail.

Sam grimaced. “You’re not good for much around here, are you?” She went back to kneading an udder. Anjanette watched, fascinated, as steam rose from the pail’s contents. “Well, gather the eggs and start breakfast,” Sam said without looking back at Anjanette. “Horse Man is out of whack again this morning.”

Billy stuck his head inside the stall. “What she means is that old Horse Man found another cache of rotgut.”

Anjanette caught up with Billy outside the stall. “Chickens?”

He made a bow and swept his feathered hat low. “This way to the henhouse, milady.”

At least someone around here had a sense of humor, she thought. She followed him out behind the barn. The air was warming, and dewdrops sparkled like individual diamonds on the blades of grass. The stars were growing fainter overhead, which was the one place she shouldn’t have been looking. Twice she stepped in cow patties and had to pause to knock the clumps off her tennis shoes. Now she knew why cowboys wore boots.

“Usually Horse Man fixes breakfast,” Billy was saying, “but every so often he gets liquored up.”

A chicken-wire pen surrounded the henhouse, a corrugated shed that looked as if it were about to collapse in on itself. Her nostrils wrinkled at a faint, unpleasantly familiar odor. “What is that?”

Billy laughed. “Last week I managed to shoot a skunk just outside the henhouse, and his memory is with us whenever the wind’s right.”

Inside, she welcomed the smell of musty straw. Chickens greeted them with disapproving clucks and flapping wings. Billy turned on a light switch, and the room was shafted with dust particles and drifting feathers.

From the corner of her eye she spotted a ring-tailed cat picking its way agilely over the mounded straw to leave the henhouse.

“That’s Sylvester,” Billy said. “’Pears we disturbed his napping place.”

“Interesting animal names you’ve got here.” She followed Billy over to the far wall. “Is Horse Man going to be all right?”

He removed a wicker basket from a peg. “You have to understand, ma’am, that Horse Man has the idea that liquor is to be drunk.” He snatched an egg from an unoccupied nest, adding, “And he acts accordingly.”

One sitting hen wasn’t too pleased when Anjanette tried to reach under it, and it pecked her hand. She decided to abandon her quest for that particular egg.

“Now as for Horse Man,” Billy continued, “the RPM of his Adam’s apple, when properly accelerated by aguardiente flowing over his tonsils, is only a few beats shy of that of the wing of a hummingbird in full flight.”

She had to chuckle. Billy might be a dropout druggie, but he was obviously educated. She definitely liked his wry sense of humor.

At the creaking of the door hinges, she straightened and turned to find Ted’s glance moving from her to Billy, whose hand appeared to be closed immediately over hers on the basket handle.

With an almost imperceptible jerk of his head, Ted signaled the young man.

“Gotcha, Mr. Cooper,” Billy said, grinning cheerfully. He tipped his hat and swaggered past Ted.

When he was gone, Ted turned his full attention to her. His dark gaze lingered a moment at the apex of her thighs, where the denim of her jeans was pulled taut. She watched his observant eyes move upward to settle on her flushed face. She wished now that she had worn makeup and done something about her hair.

“Doesn’t take you long, does it?”

Basket in hand, she faced him. “Just what are you insinuating?”

He ambled over to stand directly in front of her. His hard mouth clamped down on the cigar as his eyes squinted down at her. “Stirring up the ranch hands.”

“I did nothing of the kind! I was merely laughing at something Billy said. Is that supposed to be provocative or something?”

He hooked his thumbs inside his low-slung belt, where he had tucked a pair of split-cowhide gloves. She followed the movement and stared at his hands, then realized where they had fallen and looked away, embarrassed. His stance and the cupping cut of his fringed chaps were sexually suggestive, and she licked suddenly dry lips. No wonder, she thought distractedly, that the cowboy was considered supremely male.

“The way you laugh,” he growled, “Yes. It is provocative.”

She could feel all the old anger bubbling inside her. “It’s because I’m an actress, isn’t it? You think the acting profession is only slightly better than prostitution.”

“It’s because you’re too damned tempting.” He shoved his hat back on his forehead and glowered down at her. “This is never going to work.”

She could feel it coming, and the threat of being sent back to prison made her tremble all over. The basket dropped from her sweat-slick hands. Eggs rolled between their feet. Mortified, she abruptly squatted on her heels to collect the eggs. Ted did the same, and an egg cracked beneath his mud-caked boot. Her gaze flew from the squashed yolk matting the straw to his hard-edged face.

“I’m sorry!” she blurted. “Here, let me get them.” Rapidly she began retrieving the eggs. “I’m not usually so clumsy. It’s just—”

Ted’s large hand closed over hers. She went absolutely still. The scent of old leather and tobacco tantalized her nostrils. Slowly she raised her gaze to stare questioningly into his unyielding eyes, where time had done its calligraphy on their corners.

“It won’t work,” he repeated. “You’ll have to go.” She wanted to babble that she would do anything to stay, anything to keep from going back to that cell, anything to keep from losing Timothea. She would have been willing to grovel, but she knew that wouldn’t get her anywhere with a man like Ted. She straightened her back and stared back at him with all the calmness she could muster.

“It’s not the ranch hands you’re worried about, is it?” she asked. “It’s yourself.”

For a long moment his angry gaze dueled with her challenging one. “Cowboying’s always been a man’s world. When a woman enters she’s intruding, creating an awkward situation.”

“I’d be willing to wager that your sister would argue that point.”

Frowning, he lifted her hand and turned it over. She stood transfixed as his finger traced the smooth pads of her palm. “What do you think these hands will look like after six months of hard labor?” The harsh impatience in his voice belied his gentle touch.

With his other hand he traced the contour of her cheek where it swept up into her hairline. She trembled beneath his callused touch. “What happens to this fair skin once the wind and sun and sand have had their way with it?” He paused and, with the narrowed gaze of a gunfighter, searched her eyes. “I won’t be responsible for what happens. Will you?”

She understood exactly what he was alluding to. If he thought he could unnerve her, he was mistaken. “Yes, Mr. Cooper. A thousand times, yes!”

*          *          *
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Sam spun away from the henhouse doorway. A dull ache thudded in her temples. Ted and that actress. Could there be anything . . .? No, impossible. Ever since Michelle had left, Ted had been turned off by city-slicker women. Long before that, even.

Still fretting, Sam strode back to the barn. She stopped before a stall gate with a pedigree mounted behind plastic identifying the occupant as the filly Apache Star, out of the famed King Ranch quarter horse stud, Three Bar. Of all the cutting horses she had raised, broken and trained, Apache Star held the most promise.

At one time she had known promise of another sort. As a girl, Sam had barrel raced in rodeos, and she had been good. There had been the promise of prize money in that, but with her teenage years she had continued to grow taller and taller and, with her increasing height, more awkward. Tall girls normally didn’t do well in barrel racing.

She entered the stall and rubbed her cheek against the dun’s velvety-soft muzzle. The worst of the winter was past—she hoped—and the filly, leggy and fine like a running horse, had begun to shed its winter coat. It nickered, and its breath on Sam’s hand was warm and moist and sweet, like fresh grass.

“You’ll be the one, Apache Star,” she said, as she curried the horse.  “You’ll earn me that million-dollar purse.”

Then Ted wouldn’t have to work so hard, Sam thought, turning up her collar against the morning’s rising wind as she finished up in the barn and headed for the ranch house. Ted owned three-fourths of the Kingdom Come Cattle Company and she owned the other fourth, and she often felt she wasn’t doing her share. She felt that her brother had to shoulder too much of the load—making a working cattle spread out of both his portion and hers. So far her cutting-horse operation had brought in only nickels and dimes.

The old house was toasty-warm. Sam loved it and the memories it held. She shrugged out of her coat and hung it on the hall tree. The pungent aroma of percolating coffee and frying venison sausage wafted to her. She followed the sound of masculine chatter and chuckles. In the main room everyone was seated around the long table. Her gray eyes roamed over the gathering: proud young Chad; dear old grumbling Orville, as jackrabbit-lean as ever; the young stud Billy; sensitive Brad; and incorrigible, rank old Horse Man. His hangover this morning inflamed his eyeballs, making them into fierce, glowing red orbs.

Her gaze passed by Timothea to settle on Ted, dominating everyone from the head of the table. Over the rim of his coffee cup, he winked at her. His hair was flecked with gray, and the groove at one corner of his mouth was cut more deeply than ever. But his eyes glowed, and his mouth had lost nothing of its humor and virility.

For as long as she could remember, since her mother’s death when Sam had been three, she had been surrounded by men: her father and Ted, along with her nephews
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