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Chapter One 
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June 22, 1904, Owen’s Valley, California 

“Finn! Where is that blasted man?” 

Seán Culyan bolted down the steps two at a time, into the full blast of a California summer sun. He squinted, shielding his eyes from the searing light. But the bone-dry yard stayed empty of everything save a few chickens pecking hopefully while Baxter, Finn’s dog, sprawled in a patch of shade thrown by his wife’s two orange trees. Milk goats browsed through the pile of refuse tossed out of the garden, twitching tails about the only thing moving in the somnolent heat. 

Any time he looked out over his land he drank it in. When he remembered life in Ireland, where no amount of hard work got you anything, he realized how much he had now. 

All this was his. 

When Seán saw the dog alone he knew something was wrong. Baxter never left Finn’s side. Which could mean any one of a dozen things. None of them good and ’wasn’t that a sorry state? The boy—though at twenty-six he was a long past being a boy—had more potential than any man Seán knew. Why Finn preferred to be a layabout baffled and infuriated him. 

He scanned the yard, trying to figure out where his adopted son had gone this time. The yearlings remained in the paddock, though the three-year-olds should be there instead. At least those had been Seán’s instructions to Finn last night. 

Peg, Seán’s aging Shire-Irish cob-cross mare, hung her head over the outside Dutch door watching the capering foals. Catching sight of Seán she whinnied and ducked back inside. Seán crossed the hard-packed yard kicking up red dust which clung to his denim overalls. Maybe he’d find Finn in there. Miracles did happen, or so ’he’d been told. 

He entered the cooler barn to the familiar, comforting scent of straw and dung enveloping him. Within a minute Peg shuffled to the stall door tossing her ebony and white head at him. In the back Héctor’s oldest son, Javier, mucked out stalls. 

Seán checked for Finn’s horse. No, Sherman dozed in his stall. He hadn’t been out today. 

“¿Dónde esta Finn?” Seán asked, not expecting an answer. Finn knew how to make himself invisible. And that only happened when he’d done something he knew he shouldn’t, like sniffing around other men’s women. 

Javier scowled and turned away, muttering something in Spanish that Seán made no attempt to interpret. 

He stared at the young man. What the devil? Javier didn’t even have a woman as far as Seán knew. So what had Finn done to him? 

Peg nudged him, reminding him he had more important things to do. Digging around in his pocket, Seán pulled out two lumps of sugar. She took them from his open hand; she stayed to enjoy a rub. 

“You want out in this, girl? ’It’s blessed hot out there.” 

She huffed at him as he grabbed a lead, swung the door open and guided the mare out to her paddock beside the yearlings. Sometimes he would put her in with them and she had a way of keeping them sharp by nipping them when she caught them dozing. She’d bob her head and curl her lip at them, laughing when they squealed and jumped away. True to form, when they saw her, they snorted, pirouetting together in a well-practiced move racing full out along the perimeter of the fence. 

Seán laughed and patted her large rump. “You still got it, girl.” 

She lumbered past him into her paddock. 

“’I’d stay with you and watch you give them what for but I need to find that dratted man.” 

Before he hollered again Finn came around the bunkhouse. Head bent he stepped out of the knee-high weeds onto the dirt and strolled toward Seán. Cockleburs stuck to his denim jeans like dry land leeches. He’d been down by the creek. Baxter charged over and Finn crouched to rub the enthusiastic dog’s head. 

Seán’s cool gaze raked him over. 

Finn stood and stuffed his thumbs in his Levi pockets. “John. John. John. Bit late in the day isn’t it for you to be loafing around out here. I always thought you got up with the chickens, out early rounding up dogies or something by this time.” 

Seán ignored ’Finn’s use of the name he had taken fleeing Ireland a wanted man. Finn used it to bedevil him. He skimmed his adopted son’s face. He had the faded remnants of a black eye, one of many the man had gotten since he discovered girls and kept getting on the wrong side of their menfolk. 

“Stay away from the ranch women,” Seán snapped. “I don’t need to lose hands because you can’t keep your prick in your pants. Take it to a whorehouse in town.” 

Finn nodded gravely. “Perhaps I should get a job in one and follow in my father’s footsteps. A boy always aspires to honor his father.” 

“If you did that you’d be married with a family. Like your sister. How many she got now?” 

Finn opened his mouth and Seán figured ’he’d claim he didn’t know. Instead, the younger man said, “Three. Sweet kids. One boy and two girls. Kinda the opposite as you.” 

“Surprised you know that much since we both know you haven’t seen any of them in years.” 

’Finn’s grin slipped. Seán knew that was a sore point with the young man. His sister, Moira, had come west with them but in later years they’d had a falling out neither talked about. But it had kept them estranged since before ’he’d left for Purdue. 

Seán shook his head. That ’wasn’t his problem; he had a ranch to run and that came with enough problems. “Just stop catting around here.” 

Behind Finn another figure stepped into view. Astride a stunning mare the color of a gold coin, a pretty little Mexican girl hid her face behind a broad-brimmed slouch hat. She rode bareback, brown legs visible under a severe black gown modified to let her ride astraddle. 

Seán recognized the girl by her horse. The ranch ’foreman’s daughter, Guadalupe. Lupe, Finn called her. Guadalupe had lost a husband less than a year ago. Christ, now he understood ’Javier’s hostility. He wanted to strangle his adopted son. He could deal with rebellious horses or difficult births but this man tested him every day of their last sixteen years living under the same roof. 

Finn swept his Stetson off, dragging his fingers through his sun-bleached hair before slapping the hat back on. He approached Seán with the same easy grin he always wore on his tanned face. He stroked the top of his dog’s head. 

“So, you wanted me, boss?” 

“No. I want the other Finn, the one who works here occasionally.” 

“Lots of luck finding him. I hear he’s a slippery fella.” Baxter lolled on the ground at Finn’s feet, tongue hanging out. “This Finn ’fella’s neglecting his chores?” Finn shook his head sorrowfully, then brightened. “Tell you what, I spot the guy I’ll tell him yer lookin’ for him.” 

“I want those yearlings out in the back pasture. Then I want those three-year-olds brought in and groomed. Some buyers are coming around to check them out. I want to be able to see my face in their hides.” 

“Oughtta buy a mirror like most folks.”

“I want them in by noon.” Without looking at the girl, he added, “You want to hang on her skirts, she can help. Keep the two of you out of trouble.” 

“Now there’s a dream worthy of an old man.” 

“Noon.” 

“You could say thank you,” Finn muttered. 

Seán bit his tongue to keep from snapping back. Sixteen years and this was all they had to show for it. Sparring with words meant to deflect and avoid any real feeling. He knew the distance between them hurt Caitlín, his wife, more than she would willingly admit. 

It was only later when the boy became a man did Seán see Finn’s love for her change. Seán only had to watch hiss sharp look go soft when he gazed at  Caitlín to know. 

Seán wondered if that was the root of the boy’s wandering eye. He glanced over at Lupe. She couldn’t compete with Caitlín. He began to think no woman could. He wondered if sending Finn away would be the best chance of breaking his unnatural attraction. To both women.

Talk to him. He sighed. That wasn’t going to happen. Instead, unspoken sentiments festered between them like a rotten tooth. 

“Maybe we need to let him go,” he had said to Caitlín once, following his return from college. “He’s a grown man and needs to find his own way.” 

“And I’d be happy for him to leave and make something of himself.” 

Seán scrubbed his fingers through his hair. “What I’d hate is if he left and refused to come back.” 

’She’d grown pale. “Surely he wouldn’t.” 

That thought still burrowed into Seá’n’s gut, a chiggar worm of doubt. His heart ached but he remained powerless to talk to Finn about that, or anything. They both barely had to open their mouths before sparks would turn their discussion into fireworks. And he had to admit the fault lay with him as much as Finn. Neither would let the past go. 

With the girl hanging over Finn there wasn’t much Seán could say to him right now. 

“’You’ve always been a part of Fae Dreams,” he said softly, speaking of the ranch he had founded just over a decade ago. “You helped build the place. Can you honestly say ’you’ve forgotten New York?” 

“I never forget New York. God knows I’ve tried.” 

Yes, Seán thought, with liquor, women and who knew what else. “This is not New York. It’s a better place. A decent place.” 

“Decent.” Finn stared at the ground. “’I’m a street thug from Five Points and I’m not so sure how decent I am. ’I’m definitely not a farm boy.” 

“And I am?” Seán put as much incredulity into his voice as he could. “I work years building this and ’I’m a farmer?” It was hard to keep the laughter under control. 

“Fine, ’you’re a rancher. ’It’s still not something a Five Points brat can become.” 

“A Five Points brat with your brains and gumption can become anything he wants.” Seán wished he could think of what to say to make him see he was wrong. That it was okay to love Caitlín but as a mother. Nothing more. “If you hated all this so much, why did you get a degree in agriculture?” 

Seeing the storm of denial and anger in ’Finn’s eyes he invoked the one name he knew would get through ’Finn’s pig-headiness. “That what you’re going to tell Caitlín? That you don’t belong in her house? That you’re leaving?” 

If the young man ’couldn’t change his feelings then perhaps it was better he leave. But he ’couldn’t say anything to Caitlín or Finn. 

“Don’t you dare—” Finn cursed under his breath and turned away. 

Beside him Lupe dismounted and took his arm. “Is something wrong, mi galán?” 

Seán winced at the endearment. What the hell would Hector’s family think when Finn left Lupe, as he left all his other women? He needed a miracle to get the two apart and still convince Finn not to abandon his real family. 

“Yes, Señorita, something is very wrong.” Seán glanced at Finn noting the uncertainty in his son’s dark eyes. “And ’I’ll tell you I’ll dare anything to keep our family together. Not to have Caitlín’s heart ripped open. And while you’re thinking of her, remember Patrick and the other kids. Can you leave them?” He held Finn’s gaze until the younger man looked away. Then he sighed and tipped his cap to Lupe. “Más tarde.” 

Finn headed toward the back pastures. Lupe smiled shyly at Seán before running after Finn, feet bare and her black skirt billowing out, barely covering her brown legs. The dog followed. 

Back at the barn he brought Jinx out and put him in cross-ties, glad to see Javier gone, taking his scowls with him. Grooming the buckskin gelding always calmed Seán down. As far back as ’Barclay’s Livery when he first got Peg he had used the gentle rhythm to cut through his rage. He’d been a hothead back then, something which got him into trouble more than once. Still would, if he didn’t watch himself all the time. Caitlín did that to him. 

He touched his eye patch. He hardly ever thought of it these days. Sure’n it never bothered the horses. The people he loved didn’t care how many eyes he had. Now, as he swept the body brush over the ’buckskin’s coat sweeping dust and loose hair off the broad back, it occurred to him he hardly ever thought of his old life anymore. 

Seán ’didn’t rush the grooming. He wanted to be cool-headed when he rode out to meet their closest neighbor Bob Didricksen about a broodmare he had for sale. If her pedigree meant anything ’she’d be worth what Bob was asking for her. Thirty minutes later he led the saddled gelding outside and mounted him. He checked his Colt and Winchester—mountain lions and grizzlies roamed the hills above the ranch and he didn’t want any surprises. 

He glanced around for any sign of Finn, happy to see the paddock half empty. Finn and the girl returned, each carrying two leads. They made quick work of getting them on the fractious yearlings, leading the animals two-by-two toward their bigger pasture. 

Seán paused to watch. The girl impressed him. She had a gentle touch and a soft voice the young horses responded to. She even handled an obstinate colt easily. 

He took in the way the two of them interacted. That wasn’t good. He couldn’t let the boy dally with a Mexican, no matter how pretty or good with the horses she was. He wondered if he should talk to her father. Héctor had been his ranch boss from the beginning, before there was a ranch. His wife Sofia served Caitlín in the house. But after the reaction he’d seen from Javier, he decided it would be a very bad idea to approach Héctor right now. 

What Finn needed Seán thought, was to find a pretty Irish woman. But he wasn’t going to find her here. Seán needed to do something about that. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two 


[image: ]


Wind moaned through the pine boughs, rattling loose tree limbs and carrying the scent of rain from the Sierras. Seán hoped it ’wouldn’t blow over. Another year of drought would be bad for all of them. Even now in the heat of early summer the notched, angular peaks remained tantalizingly painted white with snow. Mist shrouded the lower forests on the nearly impenetrable slopes. 

Jays screamed at them as horse and rider passed. Deeper inside the thick stands of piňon trees quail chirred and pipped. Creaking leather and muffled footsteps were the only other sounds. 

Seán didn’t press Jinx. The path went from being level to a slight incline along the line of switchbacks starting when he left the plateau Fae Dreams was built on. But the gelding was sure-footed and level-headed, rare qualities in man or beast. 

On the ride over to Skyrim Ranch, Bob Didricksen’s spread, he mulled over the Finn problem but the answers eluded him. He’d have to talk it over with Caitlín. She was closer to the boy. Maybe she had some ideas. 

The man who came out of the barn to meet him looked ten years older than the Bob Didricksen Seán knew. What hair Bob had was long and unwashed, his eyes sunken. It had been several weeks since Seán had seen his neighbor and longtime friend. The changes disquieted him though he supposed grief could do that to a man. Only three months ago Bob and his wife lost their only child. It was easy to see the man had not begun to adjust to the loss. 

Seán dismounted. 

“Expected you an hour ago,” Bob said. 

“Trouble. ’It’s taken care of.” Not true but he never shared family business with anyone. 

“Come on, let’s go look at her.” 

Bob led the way into the barn where half a dozen horses occupied the ten stall building. The sorrel mare, Rosaline, hung her head over the Dutch door and nickered at Bob. Seán stroked the firm jaw, taking a peek at her teeth to verify the age. Bob came up behind him hands in the pockets of his worn denim overalls. 

“That ’there’s the sweetest little filly I ever owned.” 

Seán found that easy to believe. Before he could go into the stall to examine her more closely, a tremendous banging and grunting from the other end of the corridor made him pause. He glanced at Bob for an explanation. The older man nodded toward the ruckus in a silent gesture to take a look. 

Seán followed his neighbor, stopping in front of the iron barred stall door. Whatever he expected it wasn’t this. Inside the stall a strapping, ghost-white stallion with quarter-sized spots scattered across his body, restlessly circled the box stall, grunting and kicking the wooden walls. The instant the stallion saw them he lunged, his chest slamming into the door rattling it so hard Seán thought the wood was going to break. 

Despite the threat, Seán leaned forward and studied the animal. The stallion had a thick arched neck, fine lean flanks and muscled hindquarters. He must have weighed a thousand pounds. The fire in his eyes pulled Seán in. 

“’That’s Diablo. Hell of a moniker, right?” Bob said. 

“He’s a beauty.” 

“He is, isn’t he? Got him from a ’‘breed owed me money. Called it a palouse. Said he’d got it from an old injun chief lost it at the tables ’‘for they shuffled him off to the reservation. Would you turn him down?” 

“No.” Seán never took his eyes off the stallion. Beautiful didn’t begin to describe the animal. “What’s the problem?” 

“Got him last week and the first night he got cast in his stall. ’‘Fore I got him on his feet he kicked through the wall and shredded his cannon.” Bob wiped his brow with a not-so-clean handkerchief. “To the bone. Been ’treatin’ it since but he don’t take it kindly.” 

Seán studied the stallion more closely. Now he could see the injury. The wound had been tightly wrapped covering a good part of the near cannon, inches above the hock. 

“He needs more work than I can give. Gets worse every time I change his wrap. I only have to get a couple of feet inside the building and he goes crazy. It’s like he’s possessed.” Bob shook his head. “Mary won’t set foot in here since I got him. Doesn’t want me ’tendin’ the beast.” 

Seán understood her fear. ’She’d already lost her son. To lose her husband too would be unbearable. 

“How much to take him off your hands?” 

Bob stared at him as though ’he’d grown a second head. “That horse is meaner than Satan. He’d eat you soon as his oats. ’He’d savage any mare you tried to cover with him.” 

“I’ll give you another fifty, plus the fifty for the mare.” 

“I shouldn’t. Like you too much as a friend to do that.” Bob shrugged. “But you say you want him, he’s yours. Hate like the devil to geld him or sell him to the rodeo. Be a real loss to the horse world.” 

“Deal.” They shook hands. “Go tell Mary you’re going out on business for a couple hours then you and me ride these two over to my place.” Seeing Bob getting ready to protest Seán added, “You know I can’t lead a mare and a stallion, he’ll be climbing over Jinx’s ass to get to her. I’ll pony the stallion if you want. You take the mare, ’I’ll follow a few minutes later. ’I’m betting a mare ahead of him will perk the boy up some.” 

It didn’t take much to persuade Bob who quickly saddled his horse, a scruffy, tough-as-rawhide mustang pony that looked like the dog’s breakfast. Thing could run miles after the pretty ones gave up. This was the kind of horse Seán wanted. Something that could outrun a thought. Add a dash of Rosaline or Diablo and what an animal that would be. 

Seán scooped up the halter hanging on a peg beside the stall and draped a lead over his shoulder. He returned to the stall while Bob led his mount out along with the mare. Seán turned all his attention on the stallion. The animal tossed his finely shaped head, rolled his eyes and half reared. Seán unlatched the door and the stallion lunged again. Holding the halter in one hand Seán stood his ground. 

The stud moved restlessly around the large stall, rearing, dancing sideways, arching his neck and blowing out gusts of air. At one point he backed into the door and kicked. Splinters flew and set the wood vibrating. He spun around when Seán clicked at him. This went on for several minutes without Seán making any more sounds. His eyes were locked on the ’animal’s. He listened to the ’stallion’s breathing and watched the play of muscles along the chest and neck. The next time Seán clicked, instead of attacking, the stallion stared at him, his neck and chest quivering. At another click the animal backed up a couple of steps and pinned his ears. 

The game went on and Seán realized he ’didn’t have time to do this properly. Right now it was more important to get the animal home. He retrieved a chain and re-entered the stall pulled the door open. Diablo bobbed his head. Seán closed the distance between them and slipped the halter on. Then he wound the chain through the cheek rings and under the nose piece, attaching the lead to the chain. Now he would have better control. He led the stallion outside. Almost immediately, the animal settled down. Seán ran his hands over the horse’s withers and rump and down the animal’s chest and legs. The muscles under the thin hide shivered and Diablo stepped sideways. 

“Easy,” Seán murmured. Diablo tossed his head and calmed. 

No sign of heat or swelling, the bones were strong and straight, the muscles clean. The last leg was the injured one. He smoothed both hands gently over the wrap. ’Diablo’s flank shivered and his scraggly tail whipped across Seá’n’s head, knocking his hat off. Then he kicked, nearly clipping Seán’s kneecap. 

“Gotcha, ’that’s sensitive.” 

He led the large horse the rest of the way down the corridor. Approaching the outer door Seán watched the animal’s gait for further signs of confirmation problems or lameness. Nothing was obviously wrong. At the opened barn door Seán paused, letting his eyes adjust to the bright light. 

Outside, Bob waited at the edge of his property holding the mare. He stared goggle-eyed at the sight of an uninjured Seán and the stallion. With a terse nod he swung his mount around and led the mare away. 

Seán waited for Bob to disappear before he swung up on Jinx and led Diablo after him. The stallion’s neck arched and he pranced a few steps in place when he caught the mare’s scent. He trumpeted and extended his neck, his lips curling back but at Seá’n’s calm voice settled into a high-stepping walk. Seán was happy the mare wasn’t in season. Still, he was glad of the chain. 

An hour and a half later he rode onto the ranch. Bob stood between his gelding and the mare tied to the hitching post in front of the house. 

Seán dismounted and led Diablo into the barn. Since he hadn’t planned on bringing a stallion home this soon, he had to find a place for him. He knew he had to keep the animal inside for a while so he could treat the wound, clean it out daily and rewrap it to avoid proud flesh, an unsightly growth which might not affect his stud duties but would mar his beauty. 

He smoothed his hand over the spotted whithers. “Gotta keep you pretty for the ladies.” 

He selected the stall at the far end of the stable. It was a large one, more than adequate for a restless stallion. He settled Diablo with a sheaf of hay and fresh water then strolled up front to give Peg a few words. 

Normally the mare would be hanging over the door any time Seán showed up. But these days it took her longer and longer to get anywhere. He rubbed her cheek while she nibbled his shoulder, eyes half closed. Leaning his head against the once strong neck, he felt her thinness. At the other end the stallion squealed. Even that ’didn’t rouse a response from her. 

“Ah, Peg lass. We had a good run, didn’t we?” 

Because there was an unvarnished truth he faced every day: Peg was old, older than most draft animals got. Seán knew it ’wouldn’t be long before he had to let her go. But until then he kept her groomed, well fed and loved. At least twice a week he would harness her and put her to a light cart and he and Caitlín or the children would drive around the ranch, always keeping to the flat areas to avoid straining her. He knew she loved those days. She was doing her job and she always lifted her feathered feet and held her head high, eyes bright. Peg was a draft horse forever and idleness would kill her faster than soft work. He never took her out in the heat. When she ’wasn’t ’‘working’’ she loved watching the foals grow. She’d be gone soon and his one regret was never having bred her. But he never found any stallions good enough so she remained a maiden. 

He was sorry Diablo hadn’t been around then. What a foal that would have been. 

“Should have found you a Diablo years ago. His fire would have lit a spark in you.” He rubbed her chin and grinned tiredly. “Like I need a little filly for that dratted boy.” 

She huffed as though laughing at his idea. 

“Yeah, I know, ’it’s silly. Like any ’woman’s going to tame that man.” 

So far the decade since they’d started selling horses had been successful. These days the breeding operation yearly produced good foals. Seán had started working the latest batch of four-year-olds and a couple were worth hanging onto. It was still undecided if his gamble would pay off. But now he had a new stallion to build his dream bigger. 

After paying Bob and seeing him on his way, Seán returned to the house where he found Caitlín seated on her rocking. He stood behind the settee settling his large hands on the velvet covered back. Their eyes met. 

“We have to talk,” he said listening to the house around him settle into an evening of quiet. It was his favorite time of day. 

She nodded. “I thought as much.” 

“Mind if I wash up and change into something clean?” he asked. “I’ll smell a whole lot nicer.” 

She patted her round belly. “I imagine I’ll still be here.” 

“Good. I don’t want to have to chase you down. I’ve had enough dealings with the fairer sex today.” 

Before she could respond he retreated upstairs where he undressed and sluiced himself with water. Drying off, he pulled a clean shirt and trousers out of the clothespress, smoothed his hair and mustache as best he could and trotted back down to find Caitlín sitting stiffly in her rocking chair. 

She gave him a knowing glance. “Is it Finn?” 

“Ah, you read me like a book, woman. Yes, it’s Finn.” 
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“Ah, Seán,” Caitlín said. “Poor Finn’s been a thorn in your side since New York.” 

“Whether he has been or not isn’t the problem this time,” Seán said, “I’m afraid he’s heading into something really foolish this time.” 

Sighing, she asked, “Can you make us a pot of tea?” 

He knew she was avoiding the subject but he could hardly blame her. She was the one most hurt by ’Finn’s acting out. 

He filled the teapot from the still-hot kettle and grabbed two glazed mugs and Caitlín’s honey. Sitting on the settee facing the rocker, he glanced around the room his gaze touching on all the things they had picked up or made over the years to make it a home. The bronze clock that had to be reset every few weeks since it kept lousy time, the painted pine bench Patrick had made last summer, a pair of horses Seán had carved out of basswood and glass vases that held anything from flowers to colored river stone and even the occasional fossil the boys collected. 

It was all so much more than anything he had dreamed about in Ireland. Could any man want more? 

He settled his gaze on Caitlín. She seemed worried. What he had to say wasn’t going to ease her mind. He wished he could have kept this secret but she wouldn’t want that. There was too much between the three of them to let Finn get into trouble. She would never forgive him if Seán did anything to their adopted son without talking to her first. 

On the ride home from ’Bob’s he’d mulled over his options to keep Finn safe from events he couldn’t handle. He tried to remind himself the actions he was going to suggest weren’t permanent and they were for ’Finn’s own good. 

“The boy has to go away for a while,” he said keeping his attention on her to see her reaction. 

“Finn is not a boy.” 

“And that’s part of the problem, isn’t it?” 

Seán knew sending Finn away would be the best solution. It was the only way he knew of to separate him and Lupe. But could he convince Caitlín? 

“He’s not a bad person,” she said. 

“I know that.” He studied her face. As he’d known she would Caitlín straightened and drew away from him. She shut down. He hated when his words did that to her. 

“What’s he done that’s so terrible?” 

“Finn’s getting too familiar with that Mexican girl. Hé’ctor’s daughter. I’m afraid he’ll do something foolish and be forced to marry.” 

“Marry—that’s absurd. No one can force him to marry.” 

“If he gets her pregnant her father might have something to say about that.” 

“Have you talked to Finn?” 

“As best I can. You know he only listens to you.” 

Caitlín flushed. “I am hardly going to discuss such things.” 

“That’s why I think he should go away for a while. Not long. Just... a while. Let him cool off, take his mind of this girl.” 

“Go where?” 

“I’ve been thinking about that. I have ranch business to take care of at the bank in Los Angeles. We have four five-year-old colts left after the spring sales and that movie man still wants them. I was going to wait and do it myself after....” He waved his hands around. “After the baby came. But I can send Finn instead. Be good for him to have some responsibility. Besides, this new stallion’s going to need a lot of work and I can’t do that traipsing all over California.” 

“Never thought I’d see the day you’d trust anyone with your horses.” 

“Finn’s good with them. Anyway, I’m not going anywhere.” He reached over and captured her hands in his. “I intend to be here for you and the baby. I’ve already talked to Sofia about moving into the house. If Finn is gone then the girl can come, too. I ’don’t want you wearing yourself out.” 

“I assume you haven’t talked to him yet.” 

“I’ll tell him in the morning.” 

“It won’t be easy.” 

“It never is with him.” He caught her trying to suppress a yawn and stood, extending his hand. “Let’s go to bed.” 

She yawned again and scowled. “I always get so tired. I’ll be glad when this one comes.” 

Seán cupped a swollen breast, brushing his lips over her hair. “Me too.” 

Instead of responding, Caitlín pressed her hand over her stomach with a soft ‘oof’. “He’s a lively one.” 

“Hardly a wonder. You’re carrying around a strapping Culyan and he wants out. Come on, I’ll help both of you upstairs.” 

**** 
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FINN SLAMMED THE BARN door shut. Lupe didn’t react when he let loose a stream of curses. Finally, after kicking over a three-legged stool, he settled into a sullen rage. 

“Do you know what he just told me?” Finn snarled. “I have to take his horses to that movie guy.” 

“He sends you away?” 

“He saw us together and this is what he does. He’s the only one with brass balls big enough to think he can ship me off like I’m one of his horses. Probably like to geld me like one, too.” 

“He is your father.” Lupe stroked his arm. “You work for him, no?” 

“My parents are dead.” Finn dropped onto a bench. The barn was empty, except for him and the girl. 

Brooding, Finn picked up a short strand of rope left on the floor and began unraveling it. “He wants me gone because of you. I know it.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“He doesn’t want me getting mixed up with some half-breed ramera.” 

Lupe stiffened eyes flashing. “I am not ramera. I am Guadalupe Jiminez Maria Diego Castañeda. Any man would be glad to be with me.” 

“Amen, mi hermosa señorita.” 

They both knew that ’wasn’t entirely true. Half Mexican, half Paiute, from her ’father’s first marriage, she was forever in limbo. Neither Mexican nor Indian, not fully accepted by either. Her marriage to the old man had been the best her father could arrange. He drew Lupe down into his lap nuzzling her throat. “You are my wanton lady.” 

She stroked his cheek. “You be with me always?” 

“Always.” Finn grinned gazing down at the flushed face of the woman he was growing dangerously attached to. 

He really didn’t want to leave her behind. It would be a long, empty month alone with only Tom and the horses for company. And it could be longer. He was sure Seán’s plan was to keep him away from Lupe as long as he could, figuring he’d forget about her as he did all his other women. 

The idea was a brilliant flash overriding any doubts he might have harbored. He straightened, his grip on her hand tightened. “Come with me. That’ll chew Seán’s craw. Let him find out he can’t keep us apart.” 

“My father would be furious.” Lupe didn’t sound worried. “He would kill me. He would kill you more.” 

“He’d have to beat the old man to it. And if we’re not here no one can kill us.” 

Lupe burst out laughing and clapped her hands. “When we go? Now?” 

She would have scampered off right then and there if Finn hadn’t grabbed her around the waist and hauled her against his chest. Her heart did the scampering instead. 

“We’re not out the gate yet. I still have to ascertain at what time this meaningless farce will happen.” Finn found it amusing to use fancy words ’he’d learned through the schooling Caitlín insisted he have, doing it herself if there was no teacher. They had sent him to college, something else they’d given him freely, with love. He pushed the thought out of his head. He didn’t want to deal with his guilt over what he was planning. 

Being educated had its drawbacks, too. He had to earn his place among the ranch hands, all very suspicious of ’’‘ejicated’ people. Being the adopted son of the ranch owner made them even more suspicious, figuring he got the job because of that. Being a city boy was the final straw for work-roughened men who probably ’couldn’t spell their own names. He ’couldn’t count how many scraps he’d been in the first couple of years. Even as an eleven-year-old he had to prove he wasn’t soft. 

When he came back from college he had to do it all over again. 

But there were good memories too. Learning to ride, getting used to three meals a day of food where every day was a feast. Having not one but three baby brothers and a sister who adored him. Caitlín reading to him; he in turn reading to her curled up in her lap, belly full, a fire warming his toes. Later when he grew too big and the babies came, he would sit beside her, Patrick in his lap, all of them mesmerized by her voice. It had made the bruises and scrapes the other hands routinely inflicted on him—which he made sure she never saw—bearable. 

He ’hadn’t been upset when memories of his folks had faded over time. It was as though they had never existed. He had banished his memories of New York and the horror of losing his whole family to the city. Caitlín was the best mother anyone could have. He hadn’t understood the feelings which grew for her later. Not until he discovered the pleasures a woman could bring did he realize his feelings for Caitlín were more than a son had for his mother. And he knew that ’wasn’t right. So he chased other women and never told anyone why. 

All he knew was from then on nothing was the same. Being away at college had been both a blessing and a curse. His heart swelled every time he came home; guilt inevitably followed. 

Finn stroked Lupe’s cheek. “You know you can’t tell anyone, ‘specially your family. Not even your sisters.” 

“Nadie, mi tigre.” 

“Come on.” He stood, pulling her to her feet. “’Let’s take Sherman and Amarillo out. I need to clear my head.” 

They rode to their favorite place, beside a quicksilver stream ringed by larch and pine. After hobbling their horses, Finn pulled out the jug of cider he’d brought along and Lupe had some oranges to share. Unwinding from his latest run-in with Seán, he lay on his back, staring up at the summer blue sky through the web of tree branches. An inquisitive bee hovered around his ear, he brushed it away and looked over to find Lupe studying him. Without speaking, he rolled over and leaned over her on one elbow. Brushing a strand of black hair off her face he kissed her.

At first she responded with all the fire he knew her capable of, but before it could go further, she sat up and pushed him away. 

“I will not do this under my ’father’s roof.”

“’We’re not under his roof. " He pointed out. "’We’re under ’God’s.

“I would not do it under His either.”

“’You’re killing me here, Querida.”

“Then you shall  die with honor.” She picked up an orange slice and nibbled on it, showing the tips of her teeth. “I will not shame my family. ”

“’There’s no shame.” He stroked her cheek. “What we have is beautiful.”

“Si, and we do not need to dirty it by acting like rutting dogs.”

Finn looked at ’Lupe’s face. Maybe being away from her family would loosen her resolve and ’she’d be more open to his advances. After all, what woman could resist his considerable charms for long? Besides, she was a young woman who had been without a ’man’s touch now for over a year. She was too passionate a woman for that to have been easy.

He resisted the urge to take her in his arms right then. Patience would be rewarded. ’Wasn’t that what Sean had always taught him when dealing with young, hot-blooded horses?

He sighed and rolled onto his back and found himself staring up at ’Sherman’s broad nose. The skewbald curled his lips and snorted, blowing hot air and mucus over ’Finn’s face. 

Finn yelped and scrambled away, scrubbing his face with his shirt sleeve. All too aware of Lupe doubled over beside him, laughing, he glared at the horse. 

“You think ’that’s funny, you spavined, ham-hocked refuge from a glue factory? ’I’ll show you funny when I make boots out of you and walk in you all day.”

Still laughing Lupe climbed to her feet. Fixing her wide-brimmed hat to her tousled black hair, she crossed over to where Amarillo stood with her nose buried in the rich river side grass. As befit her regal blood, she ignored the antics of the lesser born gelding. Lupe mounted her mare and sat grinning down at Finn. “Are you coming, Querido, or will you stay and make love to your horse?”

With a growl, he mounted Sherman and once clear of the brush, set the gelding into a gallop. Lupe stayed with them the whole way.  He only slowed when they neared the ranch outbuildings to give her a chance to fix herself up before they split up,  ensuring they ’didn’t ride in together. Lupe went to unsaddle Amarillo and Finn took his mount out to check on the two-yea- olds.  
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Chapter Four
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Tom Barker, the only original ranch hand Seán still employed, wheeled Billy, his rangy bay, in a half circle and roared, “You sure went booze blind all right. ’Ain’t never seen you get that drunked up.” 

Finn hunched in the saddle, his hat pulled low. His head throbbed at every word. The burning coals in his head were eyes, possibly his. They were red—he knew, he could see them from inside. The two bottles of mescal he and the other had finished last night made that inevitable. Tom made sure he knew that right off. 

Last night, halfway to being roostered, he became convinced Seán deliberately picked Tom to send along. Wanted to make sure Finn didn’t step out of line. Tom, always eager to please the boss, would have jumped at the opportunity. 

Knowing Tom was pain free made Finn even surer of his suspicions. The guy had only pretended to drink. Finn had seen him binge too many times not to know how piss-pot ugly he got. He was a nasty drunk. He was worse hungover. He ’wasn’t either of those things this morning. 

It ’wouldn’t surprise him if Seán had suggested Tom and the Diego boys keep him busy. Finn knew it would amuse them to get him pie-eyed on his ’father’s hooch. At first he feared someone had guessed his plans. He dismissed the idea as fast as it formed. If Seán suspected ’he’d have confronted him head on. 

They all figured they were doing the right thing. That no man wanted to be called a breed lover. Once the breed got in your blood, folks like Tom said, it’s always there. No amount of white blood would ever clean that out. 

They misunderstood him. Even Seán. They thought he’d be ashamed of a brown baby. Like they were. Now he was stuck with a bigoted half-wit, on what he knew would be at least a two-week trip, one way. No way of telling how long they’d be at their destination. Add four or five days to reach Los Angeles and back and a month would be pushing it. 

Ostensibly, Tom was there because he’d been to that part of the state, plus he was a good shot. Seán had said he didn’t think they’d have any trouble but the man who assumed things usually ended up putting roots down in a bone orchard. 

The sun hadn’t even risen the day following the mescal party when they saddled their horses, rounded up the five-year-olds and waited for Seán to see them off. Finn shifted on Sherman. It was pure pleasure, breathing in the green-scented air helped blow out the alcohol in his blood, which was pure pleasure. Ahead of him, Tom slouched in the saddle. The colts, all tethered together, acted like kids at Christmas. Beating the air with their newly shod hooves and humping their backs in half-hearted bucks. 

Seán stood at the bottom of the veranda steps, the cap he always wore tipped up. His skin had darkened considerably since leaving New York. He’d kept the short beard and mustache. That, with his black eye patch, made him seem more like a pirate than a rancher. 

But it wasn’t Seán Finn fixated on. Moving slowly, head covered by a wide-brimmed, straw hat, Caitlín made her way to Seán’s side. She smiled when she caught sight of her adopted son and would have come to meet him except Seán stopped her. 

To keep her from trying again and pissing Seán off even more, Finn dismounted and bounded up the steps, Baxter at his heels. He took both of her small hands in his. 

“You look good,” Finn murmured, glancing at her swollen stomach. He gave her a crooked grin. “Having babies agrees with you.” 

She laughed. “And you grow more handsome every day. I don’t have to wonder why women are flies to your honey.” 

“Flies like shit, too.” Seán came to stand behind his wife, his hands on her shoulders. 

“Seán.” 

Seán took his hands off her, stuffed them in his pockets and shrugged. “Just saying.” 

“The two of you are something else,” Caitlín said, half smiling when she said it. 

Seán grunted at Finn. “You got your supplies. ’Don’t push the horses. It’d be good for them if you took a turn riding them. Take the rough edges off.” 

“Did you know you’re becoming a real rancher? You don’t use long sentences anymore. Lot of verbs missing there, too.” 

“Don’t need fancy words to ranch. Horses don’t care.” 

“Shit sure doesn’t.” 

Seán grunted. But he shook his head, a smile flitting across his weather-worn face. He and Finn exchanged a conspiratorial glance like they always did whenever Caitlín caught them cursing and treated them like naughty boys. 

“Got it, boss.”

“Right.” Seán pulled them back on topic. “Now, you’re taking these four to a guy called Wolfe, south of China Lake. Needs them early August. I want them to get there in good health.” 

“To impress more men with deep pockets?” 

“Of course. Running a ranch isn’t exactly cheap.” 

“Some reason we can’t ship them? They got trains you know, most amazing things. Go right into Los Angeles. That Midland Trail has tracks that get real close to China Lake, too. Even south of it. Save a whole lot of time and wear on the animals.” 

“Think I trust them? Breathing that black air will kill you.” 

“We breathed it all the way here.” 

“And I was there to make sure Peg was treated right.” 

“Peg but not Caitlín and Patrick. Or my sister. Or me,” he added. “Nice to know your priorities.” 

Seán had the grace to flush. “Every one of us on that train was special. If you ’hadn’t been, you ’wouldn’t have been there.” Seán swept his cap off and brushed his sweating brow, even though the day ’wasn’t hot yet. “Or here.” 

Caitlín and Seán traded glances. It was clear she wasn’t happy. She bent her head and stroked Baxter. The dog licked her hand. 

Finn wouldn’t let it go. Sometimes the devil got into him. Sometimes he wondered if he’d ever given Seán half a chance. “Now here you are, disbanding the family. Patrick gone. Now I’m gone. Who’s going to be next? Or is it only the ones that ain’t blood you want to get rid of.” 

“Finn!” Caitlín cried. “That’s a horrible thing to say.” 

Heat flooded his face and he couldn’t meet her eyes. 

Instead of exploding as he would in the past, all Seán showed was pain. “I don’t need someone to have my blood to be family and Patrick’s only gone the summer.” 

Escaping before he could say something even stupider, Finn trotted down the steps and remounted Sherman. He eased the reins back and saluted with his hat.“I get it.” 

“No, you don’t,” Seán said. 

“I’m tired of arguing. I’m sorry, Nonnie.” His pet name for her. “I never meant to hurt you, of all people.” Finn turned away. “Maybe when I get back we can talk.” 

For a minute he almost believed his own words, that he would come back. 

“I’d like that,” she said, which only made his resolve hurt more. 

Trying to get away from the maudlin stuff he could see was upsetting Caitlín, he mused, “’Don’t get why they want so many horses. What do they do, eat them?” As though Seán would sell even his worst horse for slaughter. 

“Moving pictures,” Seán said. “’They’re all saying cowboy movie pictures are going to be big.” 

“Cowboy pictures? You telling me there are people want to see that. Why? Bunch of dirty men chasing after dirtier cows. It’s dull as dirt.” 

“Think they leave out the boring bits,” Seán said. 

Finn snorted. “Be a damn short moving picture.” 

Tom laughed and spat a stream of chewing tobacco onto the dusty ground at his ’horse’s feet. “People think watching us is ’interestin’? That don’t make sense.” 

“No, it ’doesn’t,” Seán said. “Maybe you can figure out what ’they’re talking about. Come back and tell us,” he said forcefully. 

“Might be interesting indeed.” Finn gathered up the reins and backed Sherman up. “Come on Bax, let’s go.” 

With a final wave the two men and six horses ambled toward the ranch gate. Baxter didn’t amble. He bolted ahead, chasing rabbits and butterflies, anything which promised to be fun. He was on an adventure and ’wasn’t going to let ’anyone’s sour mood spoil it. 

Tom rode in front of the tethered horses and Finn took up the rear. They kept the string moving and together. At the turn in the road, where they would pass out of sight of the house Finn glanced back and tipped his hat. Caitlín waved, or so he thought. Wishful thinking? Seán, of course, stood still as a fence post. 

Finn turned back and focused on the four horses. The road at this point widened enough for a carriage to travel on, so he let the horses stay bunched up. Dust, kicked up by the moving animals and scattered by a restless wind, coated everything in a red pall, until all the bays and blacks and paints became dirty chestnuts. Even Sherman. Only the dog, gamboling through the underbrush, stayed clean. The horses kept their eyes half-closed to protect them and Finn and Tom pulled their bandannas up to cover their mouths. Heads down, they let the two mounts, who knew this road well, find their way. 

Finn wished it would rain to cut the dust but the sky overhead held nothing but a few smears of white against hard blue. Drought was dragging into its second year. No rain anytime soon. Above him, a hawk followed their passage. A rabbit burst out of the bushes, fleeing Baxter and the hawk dove so fast Finn swore it would slam into the ground. At the last minute, curved claws closed over the rabbit. A high-pitched scream cut off and the hawk ascended with its catch. Baxter barked at the rising hawk and Finn could almost hear the dog cursing. He laughed. 

“Next time, boy.” 

Tom pulled his Springfield out and laid it across his saddle. 

Finn scowled. “Hawk don’t taste so good. Put that thing away.” 

“Not after hawk,” Tom muttered and spat another stream of juice onto the dusty trail. “I like rabbit, too.” 

Finn chirped at Sherman when the gelding stumbled on a rut. The horse straightened and he absently stroked his mount’s neck. 

“Maybe we can catch us an elk on the way back,” Tom went on. “We’ll have time.” 

Finn kept silent on his real plans. Tom would find out soon enough. Finn suppressed a grin; for sure ’there’d be fireworks when Lupe showed up then. 

Thirty minutes from the ranch, they passed a triple fork in the road, a narrower path arrowed off, curving back south. It led back to the ranch. The right one led to ’Bob’s ranch. ’They’d take the middle one. He slowed, peering around without making it obvious. Would Lupe make it after all? Pulling out a cigarette, he dropped Sherman’s reins and the gelding slowed even more while Finn lit it. He shook out the match and tucked it into his shirt pocket. He ’didn’t pick up the reins and Sherman stopped completely, taking advantage of ’Finn’s inattention to drop his head and nibble at
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