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			Dear Readers,

			I wrote the Sisters of the Lone Star series, Frontier Woman, Comanche Woman, and Texas Woman, at the beginning of my writing career,  never realizing that I would one day write about  their modern-day descendants in my Bitter Creek  series, The Cowboy, The Texan, and  The Loner.

			I’m delighted to be able to share with you the  stories of Creighton (Cricket), Bayleigh, and Sloan  Stewart, set in Texas during the tumultuous years  between the creation of the Texas Republic in 1836  and statehood in 1846—a world of Texas Rangers  and Comanches, cotton plantations and cattle  ranches. Please join me in looking back at these  three amazing sisters and the men—a Texas Ranger,  a half-breed Comanche, and a Castilian Spaniard—  they came to love.

			Frontier Woman tells the story of Creighton  (Cricket) Stewart, the extraordinary woman who  becomes the matriarch of both the Blackthornes  and the Creeds in my Bitter Creek series. Enjoy!

			Happy trails,
Joan JohnSton
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			IN HIS DREAMS, RIP STEWART ENVISIONED THREE  sons sweating shoulder to shoulder with him as his cotton  plantation along the Brazos River blossomed in concert with  the new Texas frontier. He had his sons’ names already  picked out before he ever married Amelia, chosen because  she was the only daughter in a nearby Scots family of seven  healthy children.

			His eldest son would be named Sloan. Sloan would be  strong and brave, a proud, capable heir to take Rip’s place.  Bayleigh would be Rip’s surety. He would be the educated  one, bred to be a loyal and steadfast help to his elder brother.  Rip’s youngest son would be named Creighton. Creighton  would be the child of Rip’s heart, the child he played with  and indulged and lavished with his love. Creighton would be  fiery-tempered and bold, demanding everything the Texas  frontier had to offer a man, and getting it.

			Unfortunately, Amelia gave Rip three daughters. That did  not deter Rip Stewart. He named the eldest Sloan, the second Bayleigh, and the youngest Creighton, and set about to  make his dreams come true.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			THE REPUBLIC OF TEXAS  1840
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			AT SEVENTEEN CREIGHTON STEWART DIDN’T  need anyone, and she liked it that way. That was why she’d  been particularly disturbed by Father’s heated rejoinder during their argument that morning: “Perhaps a husband can  curb your tongue!”

			Cricket hadn’t meant to holler at Rip, or to call him a  noodleheaded lumpkin. But if he thought a husband was going to do any better at controlling her than her own father,  well, he was a worse wag-wit than she’d accused him of being. Besides, it was his fault she was the way she was. What  man in his right mind would willingly choose to raise his  daughters as sons?

			Thanks to her father, Cricket possessed all the skills necessary to survive on the Texas frontier without the aid of another  living soul. That sort of self-reliance was a real advantage in a  wilderness where she might meet Comanches or Mexican bandidos or outlaw drifters over the next rise. Actually,  Cricket and her nineteen-year-old sister, Sloan, had taken to  Rip’s survival lessons like a newborn calf to a cow’s teat. However, their eighteen-year-old sister, Bayleigh, had never managed to meet Rip’s high standards of excellence. The truth  was, Cricket admitted, Bay didn’t even come close.

			Still, she should have known better than to try to convince Rip that it was a waste of time to send Bay out hunting. He didn’t want to hear it. Rip Stewart hadn’t become  the richest gentleman planter in Texas by giving up. His last  words as she’d stormed out of the house had been “Take Bay  with you. Make sure she does the tracking. And don’t come  home empty-handed!”

			Cricket shook her head as she watched Bay draw her bow  to take aim on a stag. Bay’s arms hadn’t the strength to hold  the bow cocked for long, and they were trembling so much it  was spoiling her aim. That wouldn’t have been so bad, except Bay kept taking her eyes off her target. Was it any wonder Cricket had called her father a stubborn oat-eater when  he’d insisted that Bay only needed a little more practice?

			Cricket opened her mouth to suggest that Bay raise the  angle of her arrow upward, but before she could speak, Bay  yanked the gut bowstring and loosed the shaft. Cricket  watched the arrow dart, swift and—totally off the killing  mark.

			“You’ve only wounded him, Bay. Another arrow.  Quick!”

			The deer bolted and was gone from sight before Bay even  had another arrow out of her quiver.

			Bay toyed with her bowstring distractedly. “I’m sorry,  Cricket. His eyes kept pleading with me not to do it, and at  the last second—”

			“At the last second you jerked the bowstring instead of  just releasing it.”

			Their prey had disappeared into the heavy growth of  sagebrush and gnarled mesquite as completely as if it had  never existed, yet the fierce yowling of Cricket’s three half-grown wolves in full chase gave raucous witness to Bay’s  failure.

			Tears welled in Bay’s eyes, making Cricket instantly contrite for the sharpness of her reprimand. At least Bay didn’t  flinch with a bow and arrow like she did every time she shot  a Kentucky rifle. However, the choice of weapons wasn’t really the problem. The truth was, Bay simply had too soft a  heart for killing. Cricket distinguished between a too-soft  heart and compassion. She couldn’t bear to see the wounded  suffer, either, so she’d learned to kill quickly and cleanly.

			“What do we do now?” Bay asked, keeping her eyes focused on the whitened knuckles that held her bow.

			Cricket encircled her older sister’s shoulders with an arm  clothed in fringed buckskin and gently tipped Bay’s chin up  with a callused finger. “My wolves will keep pace with the  stag over this rough terrain. I’ll catch up and kill him. You  follow me as quickly as you can, and . . . keep trying, Bay.  You’ll learn to do better.”

			“No, I won’t.”

			Cricket wasn’t about to argue, since she agreed wholeheartedly with Bay. She sighed in sympathy with Bay’s  plight. “You’re right. You won’t. I guess I’ll have to take another stab at convincing Rip this is a bad idea.”

			Bay shuddered. “Do you really think another shouting  match like the one you two had this morning is going to  make any difference?”

			“All right, so I lost my temper a little. Next time—”

			Bay arched a brow in exasperated disbelief. “A little?”

			Cricket grinned. “Maybe more than a little. But it was in  a good cause. You’re right, though. If I just kept a tighter  rein on my temper—”

			“Nothing you say is going to change his mind.”

			Cricket possessed more than a little of Rip’s bullheadedness and wasn’t as willing as Bay was to give up the fight.  “That doesn’t mean it isn’t worth another try in this case.”

			“You’d be wasting your breath. He’s got this grand plan  for who we are and what we’ll become, and he isn’t going to   let anyone or anything get in the way of his seeing it become  a reality . . . not even us. And Cricket, his threat about finding you a husband . . . it was more than an empty threat.  He’s seriously thinking about it.”

			“Why? Just because we argued? I’ve bantered cusses  with Rip for years.”

			“You’ve never called him a knotheaded lobcock before,”  Bay said with a grin.

			“No, I’ve called him a lot worse,” Cricket retorted. “So  why threaten me with a husband now?”

			“You’re seventeen now. A grown woman.”

			Cricket’s face contorted into such a wry grimace that Bay  laughed. “Think for a minute. If all Rip’s dreams are going  to survive, he’s got to have grandchildren. In fact, I wouldn’t  be surprised if he’s planning to pick husbands for all of us.”

			“Not for me. I’m never getting married.”

			“Who says?”

			Cricket’s lips flattened in determination. “I say.”

			“Then you better speak to Rip before he gets his mind  made up.”

			“He’d never force me to do something I didn’t want  to do.”

			Bay shrugged. “He wouldn’t have to use force—on any  of us. Sloan would do what he asked because he’d take time  to explain the good reason for it. I’d do what he asked because I haven’t the courage to defy him. And you . . . you’d  do what he asked because you love him and want to please  him.” Bay held up a hand to stop Cricket’s interruption and  continued, “Not that you wouldn’t fight him every step of  the way if you didn’t like the idea. But in the end, you’d do  what he wanted.”

			“You’re wrong, Bay. About this you’re wrong. I don’t  want to get married. And I won’t, no matter what Rip says.”

			“Would it be so bad?”

			“For me it would.”

			“Why, Cricket?”

			“I can manage my own life. I don’t need some man  telling me what to do. Besides, what kind of man would  want me, anyway?” Cricket rushed breathlessly on so Bay  wouldn’t have a chance to answer the question she’d raised.  She wasn’t sure she wanted to hear Bay’s answer. She had a  pretty good idea what the gentlemen planters along the  Brazos River thought of Rip’s youngest brat. She wouldn’t  set herself up to be rejected as a wife by any one of those  pompous male popinjays. “I’m much better off by myself.  There’ll be no husband for me, and you can believe I’m going to give Rip the sharp edge of my tongue the first chance  I get. He’d better not—”

			Both girls whirled abruptly toward the agitated howling  that rose on the wind like the moans of the bereft survivors  of a Comanche massacre. The wolves had cornered their  quarry. From the occasional agonized yelps it was apparent  their prey was fighting back.

			Bay’s eyes betrayed her alarm. “The wolves!”

			Cricket had already mounted her pinto stallion, Valor,  and paused only long enough to yell over her shoulder, “Follow as soon as you can. Don’t let Star get the bit in his teeth.  That mustang is just waiting for the chance to set you down  in some sagebrush.” Then she was gone.

			With the confidence of experience, Cricket hugged  closely to her mount’s neck. She guided him with her knees  and the slim leather bridle as he galloped pell-mell across  the rugged, rolling country, among the ancient oaks, stark  and proud, still awaiting spring’s green mantle.

			The howls of her animals soon became distinguishable,  and Cricket could hear Rogue’s growl, Rascal’s answering  savage bark, and Ruffian’s distressed yelp that was cut off  suddenly in midstream by violent splashing noises. How   strange. The wolves had caught their quarry in the water.  The beast must be very sorely wounded, Cricket thought, to  allow such a thing to happen. Hadn’t the arrow merely  pierced the shoulder? She must be mistaken. Cricket hurried  to put the frenzied creature out of its misery.

			She broke from the trees at the edge of a small oval pond  almost hidden by the thick brushy undergrowth. She arrived  in time to see Rogue, her favorite of the three wolves she’d  raised from pups, cracked upon the head by a large branch  swung as a club. The wolves hadn’t cornered the stag Bay  had wounded—they’d caught a man. And he was trying to  kill her wolves! In an instant Cricket was off her stallion and  standing spread-legged at the edge of the pond.

			“You clabberheaded idiot! What the hell do you think  you’re doing?”

			The cacophony ceased, but a heavy tension lay in the air  as though a thunderbolt had struck. The man in the pond  stared at her, his eyes wide with disbelief. Then the young  wolves abandoned him for the new arrival, their excited  yowls drowned out by their splashing swim to Cricket’s side.

			The stranger surged through the water after them with the  shouted warning, “Watch out for those wolves!”

			“Those wolves are my pets, you beanheaded jackass!”

			The man froze in midstride, still wary, but clearly perplexed.

			“Those vicious beasts are pets?”

			“I raised them myself from pups, and they’re not vicious.”

			“Then perhaps you should have taught them better manners,” the stranger snapped, eyeing the bloody gashes the  wolves’ sharp teeth had torn on his forearms.

			“My wolves wouldn’t have attacked unless—”

			Cricket shut her mouth and squinted her eyes to avoid the  barrage of flying water that assailed her from shaking pelts.   By the time the wolves were done, a rainbow of crystal dewflecks spattered her golden skin, the soft deerskin shirt that  was belted at her slender waist, and the fringed leggings that  hugged her lithe figure and disappeared into knee-high moccasins. Cricket leaned down to soothe the hurts of her  beasts.

			“Poor Ruffian. Oh, Rogue, look at all this blood!” Cricket  knelt to check Rogue’s wound. “It’s not deep, boy. You’ll be  all right.” Cricket smoothed the wolf’s wet fur one last time.  She swiped the beast’s blood from her hand onto her buckskins as she rose to turn her magnificent fury back upon the  object of her wrath.

			Hip deep in the middle of the shallow pond, lowered club  still held in readiness by powerful hands, stood the most  proudly handsome man Cricket had ever seen. Water  streamed down his face from his wet curls, dripped off his  angled cheekbones and jutting chin, and shimmered like  a mountain waterfall down his glistening body. His heart-shaped nostrils flared to bring air to the broad, still-heaving  chest.

			Cricket felt breathless, felt her pulse racing, but told herself it was concern for her wolves that had her so upset. Of  course this rugged-looking stranger had nothing at all to do  with her pounding heart. She knew better than to let herself  think of any man that way. She clenched her trembling fingers into fists and stuck them on her hips.

			The man’s nakedness had kept her eyes riveted to his  body. Her stallion’s trumpeting neigh broke the spell and  sent her attention to the source of the pinto’s interest. Hidden in a brush corral near the pond, five of Rip’s mares,  which had been stolen a week past, circled in anticipation of  the stallion’s command.

			Cricket’s gray eyes narrowed as she brought them back to  bear on the stranger. She searched the edges of the pond for   the pile of clothing he’d doffed, and finally found it on the  far side of the water. A smug smile twitched at the corners  of her mouth. Well, well. Her wolves had certainly caught  this horse thief with his pants down.

			“Who are you and how’d you get here?” she demanded.  She flushed as the stranger’s topaz eyes boldly assessed her  tall, well-curved form.

			“I might ask you the same thing,” he drawled. “You’re a  long way from anywhere, little girl.”

			“I’m plenty big enough to take care of you.”

			“I’m sure you are. Would you like to join me, or shall I  join you?”

			The stranger’s brazen invitation caught Cricket by surprise, and her belly tightened in pleasure. As though sensing  her reaction, the naked man took a step forward.

			“You stay right where you are.”

			The stranger smiled, his eyes revealing his amusement at  her response to his blatant virility.

			Cricket frowned as she realized the stranger represented a  greater—and very different—threat than she’d first thought.  She’d long ago made it plain to the gentlemen from the cotton plantations surrounding Three Oaks that Creighton  Stewart wasn’t about to give them the only thing they  wanted from her. This stranger was about to learn the same  lesson—the hard way, if necessary.

			“I asked you a question, you wet-goose lackwit, and I expect an answer. Who are you and how’d you get here?”

			The mysterious man’s eyes focused on the bow in her  hand and the quiver of arrows slung across her back, as  though trying to decide whether she knew how to use them.  Cricket smirked. Let him take another step toward her and  he’d find out quick enough. Her smoky eyes flashed at him  in contemptuous challenge.

			Instead of answering her question he asked one of his  own. “Who are you?”

			“That’s none of your business.” Cricket glanced pointedly  at the five horses the stranger had corraled within the bushy  barrier. “But I think you’d better tell me where you got those  horses.”

			“Ah, mi brava, my fierce, wild one. You answer my question, and I’ll answer yours.”

			Cricket calmly pulled an arrow from her quiver and slotted it in the bowstring. She pulled the bowstring taut, the arrow aimed at the thief’s heart, and asked again, “Where’d  you get those horses?”

			The intense, golden eyes that were his best feature in a  face full of perfect features, scorned her use of the weapon,  even as his jeering laugh filled the air.

			Cricket pulled the bowstring tauter. The man’s gaze  dropped to her hands, and the laugh caught in his throat.

			“Be careful with that thing, Brava,” he cautioned. “I’m  not ready to be spitted like a beef at Christmas.”

			“Tell me what I want to know.”

			The man swore under his breath. But he didn’t identify  himself.

			Cricket held the shaft firm against the gut bowstring. No  tremor showed along the muscles of her wrist, even though  she’d held the bow thus for almost a minute. She could stand  like this long enough to wait out a deer. She could certainly  wait out the man standing so irritatingly closemouthed before her.

			The horse thief looked from her to the wolves and back  again. He stood his ground, club in hand, and stared coldly  at her.

			Cricket found her patience with the mysterious stranger  less great than she’d supposed. “Listen, you hardheaded   lugloaf,” she warned, “those mares over there were stolen  from Rip Stewart a week ago. Unless you give me some reasonable explanation how you got hold of my father’s mares,  I don’t have much choice except to see you hanged—that is,  if I don’t kill you first myself.”

			Cricket felt a swell of satisfaction when the man’s whole  body tensed warily. At least he’d taken what she said seriously for a change.

			“Ah, Brava,” he said at last. “I guess you’ve caught me  red-handed.”

			Stunned by the man’s admission, Cricket pondered the  situation for a moment. What should she do now? It only  took a moment to decide she should take him to Rip. After  all, they’d lost the stag, and hadn’t Rip admonished her not  to come home empty-handed? Cricket grinned as she ordered, “Come out of that water.”

			The stranger took a step, then paused and looked down.  The water now barely kept him decent.

			Cricket bit her lower lip when she realized why he’d  stopped. He probably thought she was going to be embarrassed at the sight of a naked man . . . or fall in a swoon at  his feet. Well, she’d never seen a naked man before, but she  knew it wasn’t going to have any effect on her. Hadn’t Rip  made sure she was different from other girls?

			“Come out of that water,” she repeated.

			The stranger snorted derisively once before he obeyed.

			Cricket felt the pleasurable tightening again in her belly,  as inch by inch the man revealed his powerful stalking form.  She’d never imagined a body could threaten so much  strength, yet be so pleasing to gaze upon. She felt a fullness  in her nipples that was totally foreign, and wondered what it  was about this man that caused her body to feel at once both  unbearably tense and undeniably languid.

			She fought to turn away, but couldn’t take her eyes off the   stranger’s body. Beads of water glistened on the ropes of  muscle in his chest and shoulders. Goose bumps erupted on  her arms as her gaze followed a long, thin scar that ran diagonally from under his left nipple across the bronzed expanse  of muscle-ridged abdomen to the jutting hipbone on the opposite side. She detected another scar that curved along his  sinewy flank, leading her eyes to the bold proof of his masculinity. She stared in awe at the sight that greeted her.  When he cleared his throat, she raised her eyes to his mocking grin.

			“See anything you like?”

			Before her shocked anger at his effrontery had a chance  to explode, the bloodied stag Bay had wounded crashed  across the clearing from its hiding place in the underbrush.  Without the necessity for thought, as a reflex almost,  Cricket loosed the arrow from her bow, piercing the animal  in the heart. The wolves rushed away from Cricket’s side to  the edge of the clearing to savage the fallen stag.

			In that split second Cricket was weaponless and her protective wolves were gone from her side. She watched appalled as the tall, intimidating man dropped his makeshift  club and surged through the shallow water toward her.

			“Stop! Don’t come any closer!”

			Cricket could’ve killed the naked man with bow and arrow before he reached the edge of the pond. Likewise her  horse was trained to attack a man on foot at her command,  and she could call her wolves if all else failed. But she  didn’t want to take the chance of injuring him before she’d  satisfied her curiosity about who he was, where he’d come  from, and why he turned her senses upside-down.

			Too late, she realized her hesitation had cost her whatever  advantage she’d had. She shrieked in pain as the stranger  reached her and wrenched the bow from her hand.

			“The game’s over, Brava.”

			“Damn you, horse thief. Let me go.” She gripped his  wrist, pivoted, and flipped him over her shoulder so that he  lay stretched out before her on the ground with his head at  her feet.

			“What the hell?”

			The stranger shook his head groggily, trying to catch his  breath. The bare flesh of his back and buttocks nestled in a  bed of fragrant columbine. His eyes appeared confused and  a little bleary.

			Cricket stood above him with her fists on her hips. She  forced her thoughts away from the feel of his hair-roughened skin where she’d touched him. She hadn’t  intended to engage in a wrestling match, but her lightning-quick reactions came instinctively, a result of the hard lessons Rip had taught.

			“I warned you, mister. You’d better give up while you still  can. You can’t escape. How far do you think a flapdoodle  chaw-bacon like you can get, naked and unarmed in this  land? You’ll starve or be killed by some wild—”

			The man’s jerk on her ankles interrupted Cricket’s  speech, sending her to the ground on her rear amidst a whorl  of dust and sagebrush. She was so astonished by his attack  she didn’t have a chance to move before he rolled over and  lunged at her.

			Cricket swore a nasty oath when her quiver pressed  painfully into her back, as the stranger shoved her down and  came to rest on top of her. All thoughts of the stranger’s attractiveness faded as she grabbed her hunting knife from its  sheath. She got a painful taste of his strength when he  knocked it away into the undergrowth.

			“No more weapons between us, Brava,” he snarled.

			A shiver of fear ran down Cricket’s spine when she realized the stranger was considerably stronger than she and   perhaps even more agile. She lashed out at him with the  only weapon she had left, slashing several furrows down his  cheek with her fingernails.

			“Dammit, that hurt! Settle down.”

			He captured her punishing fists and fingernails with his  powerful hands as she bucked for freedom beneath him.  Frantic, Cricket tried to bring her knee up to the naked  man’s vulnerably exposed manhood, but he was ready for  her. He pressed his sinewy thighs down hard against her  own more supple ones.

			“Whoa, Brava. I intend to stay the capable stud I am.”

			“You bragging ass! You lop-eared mule! Let—me—go!”

			“Not a chance.”

			Cricket shoved with all her strength, but she might as  well have been an ant trying to lift a watermelon. Slowly, inexorably, the horse thief pushed her wrists into the crushed  columbine blossoms on either side of her head.

			“You won’t escape,” Cricket hissed.

			A broad smile broke out on the stranger’s face. It was  clear she was in no position to enforce her threat. Cricket  turned her head away from the horse thief’s arrogant grin,  her breathing as harsh and uncontrolled as her thoughts  about him.

			“I have no wish to escape at the moment,” he said meaningfully as he pressed an impulsive kiss on the racing pulse  beneath her ear.

			Cricket panicked, frightened by her body’s instant response to the stranger’s caress. She wasn’t about to lay herself down under any man. She never had, and she never  would. Rip had headed her life in a different direction altogether, one she liked just fine. If she had anything to say  about it, this stranger’s intended tryst was about to come to a  very abrupt and unsatisfying conclusion.

			She arched her head as far away from the horse thief as  she could get it in preparation for the commands that would  set the wolves upon him.

			“Rogue! Rascal! Ruffian!”

			The stranger quickly covered Cricket’s mouth with his  own to quiet her, straining as he did so to see the reaction of  the wolves.

			The gray beasts lifted their slavering muzzles from the  feast before them, but when Cricket gave no further command, they rejoined their vicious repast.

			The thief had used his mouth brutally, as a weapon, and  Cricket could taste her own blood. In retaliation she bit  down hard upon his lower lip until the taste of his salty  blood joined her own.

			The thief reared back in shock and pain. “You’re a wild  one all right,” he muttered, licking at his bloody lip.

			To Cricket’s dismay, he sounded pleased, rather than angry. She had to get free! She twisted with all her strength,  dislodging his hold on her legs. She wrapped one leg around  the naked man’s body and used the other for leverage to roll  him over so he was laid out on his back.

			“That was a nice move, Brava,” he rasped. “You’ll have to  teach it to me.”

			“Rogue, Rascal, Ruffian!”

			“Dammit, Brava, stop calling those wolves.”

			Hearing the authority in Cricket’s voice, the wolves responded immediately, surrounding her where she sat with  her knees pressed into the tender shoots of mesquite grass  on either side of the naked man, the insides of her thighs  resting on either side of his belly. By this time, the horse  thief had covered her mouth with a large palm to silence her,  while his other hand had circled the back of her neck. When  he yanked her down close to his chest, her arms were caught  beneath her so she was helpless.

			Their faces were so close each breathed the other’s  breath. His skin was hot, scorching her where they touched,  and he smelled fresh like . . . Cricket choked back a hysterical laugh behind the rough hand that covered her mouth  when she realized that what she smelled on the thief’s newly  washed skin was the delicate fragrance of columbine.

			“This is cozy,” he murmured. “Would you care to call off  those wolves so we can enjoy ourselves?”

			The man’s insolence infuriated Cricket, and the feel of  his body against hers was wreaking havoc with her senses,  but there was nothing she could do. They were at a standoff.  The thief couldn’t move without releasing his hold on her  and giving her the chance to order the wolves to attack. Yet,  although she struggled desperately, Cricket wasn’t strong  enough to free herself from the thief’s grasp.

			The wolves whined anxiously as they continuously circled the harshly breathing couple. Now and again one or another of the beasts growled menacingly as they watched the  silent struggle of flesh against flesh before them. They  awaited only a word from Cricket to close in for the kill. Unfortunately it was a word she was in no position to give.

			“Don’t struggle, Brava. You’re exciting the wolves.”

			Cricket struggled harder.

			The thief’s voice was low and husky as he said, “Sooner  or later those wolves are going to remember that stag,  Brava, and when they do I’ll teach you a few lessons of my  own.”

			Cricket’s eyes rounded hugely as she sought out the fierce  wolves and saw their attention wandering. The horse thief  was right. It was only a matter of time before the wolves left  her and returned to the fallen stag. Cricket refused to think  what would happen to her then. If the horse thief kissed her  again would her body betray her? Would she respond as any  ordinary woman would to this man’s sensual commands?   Surely she wouldn’t— Surely she couldn’t want—Her  stomach knotted as she detected the knowing gleam in the  thief’s golden eyes.

			“Take your hands off my sister, and don’t make any sudden moves.”

			Cricket’s whole body slumped in relief when she heard  Bay’s quavery voice.

			The stranger frowned at Bay, who stood not ten feet away  with her bow drawn and her arrow aimed at him. However,  instead of releasing Cricket, he tightened his hold and said,  “Aren’t you afraid you’ll hit your sister?”

			Cricket’s head jerked up in time to see that the words had  struck Bay like a very precise dagger thrust. How had he so  quickly discerned Bay’s lack of confidence? Cricket tried to  encourage Bay with her eyes, but all Bay’s attention was focused on the thief.

			Bay swallowed convulsively, obviously trying to conquer  her fear, and finally replied, “No. At this distance I can’t  miss.”

			“I suppose you can’t,” the horse thief ruefully agreed.

			Cricket wriggled again, demanding release. Bay’s trembling body betrayed her nervousness, and there was no  telling how long her courage would last.

			Apparently the horse thief feared Bay’s nervousness for a  different reason. “Steady, now,” he soothed. “I’m going to  let her go.”

			The instant she was free, Cricket jumped to her feet,  straddling the man. “Watch!” she commanded the wolves.  “I’ll have them lame you if you move,” she threatened  tersely.

			The stranger lay motionless, his lips pressed tightly together, his jaw muscles tightened.

			Cricket located her hunting knife in the undergrowth,  then crossed to retrieve her bow. Her back hurt where the   quiver had gouged her, and the muscles in her arms ached  from her struggle with the stranger. She couldn’t repress a  shudder at the memory of the horse thief’s hard, muscular  thighs pressing on her own through her buckskins. She’d  come too close to capitulation for comfort.

			She shied from recollection of her reaction to the thief’s  possessive lips upon her mouth and throat. She licked her  swollen lips and found the taste of him still upon them.

			Cricket wiped her mouth with her sleeve. Even those few  moments of domination by this man didn’t sit well with her.  In all her years, this  horse thief was the first man to treat her  like a woman. And she despised him for it. She began to  doubt the wisdom of not shooting him when she’d had the  chance.

			Cricket mounted her stallion, keeping an eye on the  stranger so Bay could find Star and join her. Meanwhile, the  horse thief lay in the patch of mesquite grass and columbine  where he’d fallen, his upper body held up by his elbows.  When both sisters were ready, Cricket amended her command to the wolves so they allowed the thief to stand.

			Bay couldn’t suppress a gasp when she saw the height  and breadth of the man. She consciously kept her gaze  safely above his waist. “What’ll you do with him, Cricket?”

			“I’m taking him home.”

			“He’s not a stray puppy,” Bay argued. “You know what  Rip said the last time.”

			The horse thief raised a questioning brow.

			Cricket flashed an irritated glance at the man, then  snapped at Bay, “He belongs to me. I found him. He stole  Rip’s mares, and I’m going to make sure he’s punished.”

			“But surely Rip—”

			It was the condescending grin on the stranger’s face that  goaded Cricket into snarling at Bay, “I’ll handle Rip.”

			Bay pictured Rip and Cricket faced off toe-to-toe, fists on   hips, neck hairs hackled. It was the fearsome equivalent of a  blustery blue norther meeting a Texas tornado . . . and she  intended to be nowhere near when it happened.

			“Get moving, horse thief,” Cricket ordered.

			Bay gasped. “You can’t mean to make him walk naked  the whole way home.”

			“Who’s going to stop me?”

			Bay’s defiance melted away beneath Cricket’s wrath.  What Cricket proposed to do was wrong, and no good could  come of it. Bay couldn’t repress the shiver of foreboding  that tore through her body.

			“I’ll get the mares,” Bay said. She freed the mares from  the brush corral and herded them toward Cricket.

			Cricket’s jaw jutted antagonistically for a moment before  she relented. Bay was right. She was being foolish. Besides,  she didn’t want to spend the entire trip home watching the  muscles ripple in those lean flanks.

			“Bay, bring me whatever weapons he has over by those  buckskins, and then toss him his pants and his moccasins.”

			Bay passed a long Kentucky rifle, two Colt Patersons,  and a Bowie knife to Cricket. When the stranger reached out  to take his pants from Bay, the three wolves growled and  bared their fangs.

			“Whoa, lobos,” he breathed softly. “You going to tell  these wolves I can put my pants on?”

			At Cricket’s quiet command, the three wolves lay down in  a circle around the horse thief, who swore vociferously as he  jerked on his buckskin trousers and moccasins.

			“What about my shirt and hat?”

			Bay held up the stranger’s shirt to show Cricket there was  no weapon concealed in the folds of the beautifully beaded  buckskin, and when Cricket shrugged, Bay threw the garment to the man. She examined the round-brimmed black   felt hat with a turkey feather stuck in its leather band and  passed it on as well.

			The man nodded at Bay, who was unable to meet his  eyes. He set the hat rakishly on his head so the turkey  feather trailed onto his shoulder, then turned to face Cricket.

			Cricket grimaced. He was even more intimidating fully  dressed, because she knew what the simple clothing hid.  “All right, horse thief. You’re dressed. Now get going.”

			“What about that stag? That venison won’t be any good  later unless you take care of it now.”

			The thief was right, but Cricket was too stubborn to admit it. Besides, the three wolves hadn’t left much of the animal to butcher. Rip had warned her when she’d brought the  wolves home that someday she’d have to kill them. She’d  take them deep into Comanchería and leave them, Cricket  vowed, before she’d do that. For now, she wasn’t going to let  the stranger get the better of her.

			“The scavengers can have what’s left of the stag. Start  walking, horse thief. I’m giving the orders now.”

			“For now, Brava,” he conceded, his voice husky again.

			Cricket tensed at the implied threat, and the unspoken  promise that had unaccountably caused her nipples to peak.  Before she could retort that he was unarmed and helpless  and totally in her power, the tall, mysterious stranger turned  his back on her and sauntered away.

			Cricket nudged her horse into a trot, vexed and apprehensive when she belatedly realized how naturally he’d taken  the lead—and how naturally she’d followed after him.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2
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			WITHIN AN HOUR AFTER THEY’D LEFT THE POND,  Cricket acknowledged that the trip back to Three Oaks  wasn’t going to be as easy as she’d anticipated. A not-altogether-unexpected complication had arisen.

			“Of all the days for this to happen,” she muttered.

			Her face blanched white with the effort to conquer a  fierce abdominal contraction. Tight-lipped, she fought the  pain, as she fought all it represented. The woman’s curse.  The female miseries. The monthly reminder she was not her  father’s son.

			Cricket wanted to curl up somewhere in a tight ball to  ease her cramping muscles, but to do so she needed to be  home. She increased the pace as much as she dared, forcing  the broad-shouldered, lean-hipped horse thief into a steady  jog that proved he was in as good shape as he appeared to  be. After running for several miles, a fine sheen of sweat had  built up on his skin, but Cricket noticed he wasn’t even  winded. Meanwhile, she was sitting her horse doubled over  like some stove-up cripple. How infuriating to be female!

			Cricket felt another powerful cramp rise and crest across  her abdomen. She wanted to whimper, to sob, to scream,  but controlled the air trapped in her lungs by pulling her   lips flat and thin and then exhaling in a controlled sigh. Before the muscles had a chance to clench again, she turned  resignedly and pulled a fragile silver flask from her saddlebag. She stared at the delicately etched container, which  had been Bay’s present to her on her fourteenth birthday,  then opened it and drank long and deep of its contents.  Cricket welcomed the burning in her throat and the blessed  relief the whiskey promised from the pain of being a  woman.

			Bay had been watching Cricket’s facial contortions for  the past half hour, but it was the sight of the whiskey flask  that spurred her to close the distance between them so they  could talk without being overheard by the thief.

			“Are you all right, Cricket?”

			“I’m fine,” she spat.

			“Oh, my. It is the monthly miseries. Is there anything I  can do to help?”

			“Hell’s bells! Just let me suffer in peace.”

			Cricket glared at the thief, who’d turned to see why she’d  raised her voice. “What are you staring at? Get moving!”

			When the thief resumed his steady jog, Bay whispered, “I  only want to help. Surely I—”

			“Can you make the miseries go away?” Cricket hissed.

			“No.”

			“Then you can’t help.”

			“All right, Cricket. But if you think of anything I can do,  let me know.”

			Bay kneed her horse, leaving Cricket by herself again.

			Cricket shook her head in disgust at her short temper.  Every month she tried to be stoic about the female miseries.  And every month she failed. It was her helplessness in the  face of nature’s inevitable claim on her body for a few days  each month that left her so frustrated. Bay only wanted to  help. Make that, Bay always wanted to help.

			In fact, it was Bay who’d come to her rescue the first time  she’d gotten the female miseries, when she was thirteen.  She’d been curled up in bed, buried under a quilt, with a horrible bellyache, when Bay had heard her moaning and come  into the room.

			“What’s wrong, Cricket?” Bay had asked.

			“I’m dying,” she’d responded. “I’m bleeding . . . there’s  blood . . .”

			“I’ll get Sloan.”

			Cricket could smile now at her ignorance. It hadn’t been  so funny then. Her mother had died when she was born,  and Rip kept no women in the household. Somehow,  Sloan had known what was happening. Sloan knew everything. However, Sloan found the pain during her own  monthly courses bearable, and believing Cricket’s to be the  same, she’d merely advised, “It’s only a little bellyache  once a month. You don’t have much choice except to get  used to it.”

			When Cricket had opened her mouth to argue, Sloan  had added for good measure, “There’s only one way I  know to stop it.” She had then proceeded to explain in  graphic, somewhat-appalling detail how Cricket could  avoid the miseries for a while by allowing a man to spill  his seed in her, thus making a baby, which would stop the  monthly courses. “Of course, Rip may know something I  don’t. I’ve never talked to him about this. You’re welcome  to ask.”

			Cricket hadn’t known quite what to do. Lying down under some man was out of the question as far as she was concerned. And although it was tempting to ask Rip if he knew  a way to stop the pain, she’d never remind him she was a girl  by confronting him with a female problem. So, she’d wound  herself into a fetal curl in bed and endured, whimpering under the covers like some poor, wounded animal.

			Unable to bear her sister’s distress, Bay had finally suggested Cricket turn to liquid spirits for relief. It was also Bay  who’d stolen into Rip’s plantation office in the dead of night  to procure a bottle of his finest Irish whiskey. A cup had become two cups and the surcease of pain had finally come  only with alcoholic oblivion. That was the first time.

			Now, once a month, Cricket just got rip-roaring drunk.  The binge lasted one day, or two, depending upon the severity of the cramps, which often started before the bleeding  began. When she passed out cold in the barn, or on the great  leather chair in Rip’s office, or under the spreading, moss-covered branches of the majestic live oak out back, Rip  threw her over his shoulder and hauled her upstairs to bed. It  had become almost a ritual. If her father recognized the regularity of her alcoholic excesses, he never mentioned it, and  Cricket never felt the need to make excuses. She was what  she was—and it was the only way she knew to cope with the  monthly agony.

			Cricket moaned out loud, then bit her lip when the  stranger dropped back to run beside her, still surrounded by  the three wolves. He eyed her speculatively.

			“What do you want?” she snapped.

			“Thought I heard you moaning.”

			“Hasn’t been a man yet heard a moan from my lips, horse  thief.”

			“Is that some sort of challenge?”

			Before Cricket could hurl a sufficiently sarcastic response, another cramp seized her, and she gasped aloud.

			The stranger reached for the reins and stopped her horse.  “What’s the matter with you?”

			Cricket bent over and pressed the heels of both hands  against her abdomen as hard as she could to counter the  cramping muscles inside. As she juggled her flask, its pungent contents spilled out on her buckskins.

			The horse thief stepped closer. He sniffed once, then  sniffed again.

			When Cricket turned her head, her eyes met the look of  utter disbelief and disgust on the face of the thief before he  blurted incredulously, “You’re drunk!”

			The rebuke hit Cricket like a slap in the face. She opened  her mouth to make excuses and snapped it shut again. How  dare he condemn something he knew nothing about! And  there wasn’t a chance in hell she was going to tell some perfect stranger she was dealing with a female problem.

			“You’re an idiot to be drinking in Comanche country. The  Comanches aren’t known for their tolerance of foolish mistakes.”

			It took a moment for the stranger’s criticism to sink in.  When it did, Cricket exploded like an overripe melon.

			“Look, you long-nosed, shaggy-haired excuse for crow-bait! I don’t know what hole you crawled out of, but I’ve  been dealing with the Comanches my whole life—”

			“All sixteen years of it,” he interrupted patronizingly.

			“Seventeen years. And no Tennessee toad—”

			“I’m Texan.” He said it softly, and there was both pride  and menace in the single word. “And no brat in buckskins—”

			“Texan?” she sneered. “The noises I’ve heard out of you  are straight from the Tennessee hills or my name isn’t  Creighton Stewart.”

			“That’s enough, Cricket.” Bay had perceived the flush  that always appeared on her sister’s face before she really  lost her temper. It was frightening to contemplate the possible results of Cricket’s growing drunkenness. Bay wasn’t  looking forward to dealing with their captive by herself.  But, as usual, Cricket ignored her warning.

			“Don’t you worry, horse thief. I’ll get you to your hanging safe and sound.”

			Cricket shouted an order to Rogue, who growled at the  stranger and nipped at his heels. The man shot Cricket a  condescending glance before he once more paced out in  front of her, panting like the wolves who loped beside him,  pink tongues lolling from their mouths.

			With whiskey-blurred eyes, Cricket scanned the oakstudded plains, but she never saw the changing terrain,  never felt the sun beating down upon her, never smelled  the wildflowers in bloom nor heard the gentle plodding of  her horse. She’d turned all her senses inward. The horse  thief had called her a brat in buckskins. She’d thought that  kind of name-calling couldn’t bother her anymore. In  truth, she hadn’t let such insults bother her for a long,  long time . . . not since Amber Kuykendall’s ninth birthday  party.

			Even at the tender age of eight, Cricket had known she  was different from other girls. She didn’t wear dresses, and  she always rode astride. She was talkative with adults but  tongue-tied around other children. But Amber Kuykendall  seemed not to care. She always made Cricket feel at ease on  those occasions when Rip visited Sam Kuykendall on business.

			So when Cricket received a written invitation to Amber  Kuykendall’s ninth birthday party that told her to “be sure to  wear a dress,” she’d hugged the parchment close and made  plans to do exactly that. The only problem was, Cricket  didn’t own a dress.

			She’d sought out Rip in the fields, where he sat on a sleek  horse and surveyed the furrows planted with the spring crop  of cotton.

			“Amber Kuykendall invited me to her birthday party,” she  began.

			“Oh? Are you planning to go?”

			“Sure. Why not?”

			“I wondered what you have in common with a bunch of  sissyish girls, is all,” Rip said.

			Cricket’s heart began to thrum a little faster.

			“Amber’s not a sissy,” she defended. “And we’re going to  have cake and punch and play games and such.”

			“What kind of games?” Rip challenged. “Things you can  play in dresses, I bet.”

			“Well, yes. Amber asked me to wear a dress and I—”

			Rip hooted with laughter.

			“What’s so funny?”

			“The thought of you in a dress,” Rip said with a chortle  of glee. “Imagine how much material it’d take to cover those  legs of yours. Pants’re much more practical for a long-legged filly like you.”

			Cricket’s face flushed with embarrassment. Determined,  she continued, “I have to wear a dress. Amber said so, and  Bay said she’d make me one if you’d buy the cloth. So will  you?” Cricket waited anxiously for Rip’s reply.

			“I’m surprised at you, Cricket, letting somebody else do  your thinking for you. You go to that party, but you go in  what you want to wear. Don’t let Amber Kuykendall be the  one to tell you what to do.”

			Even at eight years of age, the need for Rip’s approval  was great—so great that Cricket went to Amber Kuykendall’s birthday party in a buckskin shirt and trousers. She  got no farther than the porch before Amber caught her.

			“Hurry up and get your dress out of your saddlebag and  change,” Amber urged. “You’re the last to arrive. Everyone  else is here.”

			“I . . . I didn’t bring a dress,” Cricket blurted.

			“But why not?”

			“I . . . I . . .” It was hard for Cricket to answer because the  reason she wasn’t in a dress was that Rip hadn’t wanted her  to wear one. Cricket would never have admitted even to herself that her father told her what to do. She made her own  decisions.

			“She didn’t bring a dress because she’d rather wear boys’  clothes. In fact, she’d rather be a boy,” Felicia Myers inserted, trooping out onto the porch, followed by the other  nine girls who’d been invited to the party. “No boys are allowed at this party. So why don’t you go home.”

			“I’m not a boy,” Cricket replied belligerantly, noting the  hand-hidden smirks of the other femininely dressed girls.

			“Could’ve fooled me,” Felicia taunted, spreading the  folds of her dainty satin dress. She eyeballed Cricket up and  down, then turned disdainfully and pranced away toward the  porch swing.

			Cricket had never been cut quite so obviously before, or  with such a large audience, and responded impulsively by  grabbing Felicia’s sleeve to turn her around. Unfortunately,  the shoulder seam of the satin dress couldn’t withstand the  strain. With an ominous rip, it tore free.

			Felicia whirled on Cricket with a vengeance, screeching,  “Now look what you’ve done. Why don’t you go back home  where you belong, you freak!”

			Cricket stood stunned for only a moment before she  grabbed a hank of Felicia’s curly black hair and shouted,  “You take that back right now!”

			“I won’t take it back, ’cause it’s true,” Felicia screamed.  “My ma says you’re growin’ up a boy in a girl’s body. She  says you’re a freak of nature. Freak! Freak!”

			“Stop! Wait! Don’t do this,” Amber cried frantically.

			“Take it all back, or I’ll give you a black eye,” Cricket  warned in a voice choked with rage and pain.

			“Just you try it,” Felicia spat, swinging a fist.

			Cricket dodged, and the small, pointed knuckles aimed at  her eye landed on her mouth instead, cutting her lip and  sending a trickle of blood down her chin. At the same time,   her own fist swung round smack dab into Felicia’s right eye,  knocking Felicia completely off her feet.

			Three of the girls rushed to help Felicia get back up,  while Cricket looked daggers at the rest, several of whom  had started to weep, daring them to say anything.

			Amber’s hysterical screaming brought her mother on the  run.

			“You little heathen! Look what you’ve done,” Martha  Kuykendall accused, grabbing Cricket by the shoulders and  shaking her until her teeth rattled. Realizing at last exactly  whom she held, Martha suddenly released Cricket, who  stumbled away a step or two.

			Cricket was in shock. Dazed. Disbelieving. Defensive. It  wasn’t her fault. Felicia had only gotten what she had coming  to her. Cricket wasn’t a freak. She wasn’t. Just because she  didn’t want to wear some old frilly dress was no reason to call  her a freak. Felicia wore pants, too, sometimes. She couldn’t  deny it. So why was Cricket a freak because she’d worn buckskins to a birthday party? It was all a big mistake.

			Cricket’s mouth was dry of spittle, yet she turned and  tried to croak an explanation to Amber anyway. “Amber,  I—”

			Amber burst into tears. “How could you do this, Cricket?  I thought you were my friend. You’ve ruined my birthday  party. I’ll never forgive you. Never. Get out! Go home! I  never want to see you again.”

			Cricket pleaded with her eyes, but she wasn’t about to  beg. She stared at the other girls until there wasn’t a one  without her gaze focused on the shiny toes of her shoes.  Then she spat on the porch at Felicia Myers’s feet, and left.  She didn’t need any of them.

			But she missed playing with Amber Kuykendall.

			And she never got invited to another birthday party.

			After that, she’d built walls to protect herself. She never  let what other people said about anything she decided to do  bother her. She drew her confidence solely from Rip’s approval.

			So why had this horse thief’s scorn suddenly mattered?

			Cricket’s eyes gradually focused again on the man in  front of her, trying to remember the look on his face when  she’d caught him at the pond. Fiery eyes, full of pride, anger,  and a little surprise, then taunting, teasing, burning with  some unknown emotion. What color were his eyes? When  she couldn’t remember, Cricket felt a momentary panic, followed by a relaxation of her entire body. With the recess of  memory, perhaps the awful implications of the day’s events  would begin to fade as well.

			She was determined to forget the warmth of that Tennessee horse thief’s lips upon her throat and mouth. Even as  she fought to deny the past hours, her fingertips found their  way to her swollen lips in wonder.

			A man had kissed her.

			To acknowledge the rightness of that kiss meant a denial  of her entire existence. It would turn her world upside down.  And Cricket liked her life exactly the way it was. She knew  what was expected from her. Rip had made no pretense  about what he wanted from his daughters, and Cricket had  tried hard to be everything her father had wished for in a  son. She was an expert shot. She could ride like the wind.  She could break a wild bronc and track better than an Indian. She always strived to win and never settled for second  best. And even though it was the part of her life she liked the  least, she knew when to plant cotton and when to pick it. In  actual fact, she’d never failed at anything she set her mind to  do, and she was ready to try anything once.

			But not kissing. Or touching. Or being female.

			She’d played the role Rip had given her for too long and  knew it too well to want to give it up now. No one was going  to start changing her life around, especially not some too-big-for-his-britches horse thief. Cricket groaned at the  thought of Rip ever finding out that, momentarily at least,  the horse thief had gotten the better of her. She could have  argued the thief was stronger, and bigger, and oh, so clever.  But excuses didn’t work with Rip. Cricket groaned again.  Damn that horse thief.

			“Does it hurt bad, Cricket?”

			Cricket glanced over and discovered an anxious Bay riding knee to knee with her.

			“What?”

			“You were groaning again. I thought maybe it’s more  than . . . more than the miseries hurting you . . . I thought  maybe the horse thief had—” Bay stopped and gulped, unwilling to think what the thief might have done. “Are you sure  you’re all right?”

			“Stop trying to mother me, and I’ll be fine!”

			Cricket took one look at Bay’s liquid eyes, her lips trembling at the reproof, and her harshness melted. “Oh, hell’s  bells! I . . .”

			Bay waited for Cricket to say more, but she merely stared  morosely at the man who raced boldly ahead of them. When  a full minute had passed, Bay could stand the waiting no  longer. “Cricket?”

			Cricket turned and scowled at Bay, all her pent-up frustration and anger and confusion contained in that one forceful black expression.

			Bay kicked her horse into a gallop, leaving Cricket sputtering in the dust.

			“Bay, wait,” Cricket shouted after the disappearing figure. “I’m not mad at you. It’s this good-for-nothing horse  thief. I can’t stand that he—”

			The thief turned, and Cricket shut her mouth. She defiantly met the look in his golden eyes, daring him to say anything. She was spoiling for a fight, but the hard-muscled  horse thief didn’t give it to her. He angled his head, as  though to question whether she could stay on her horse  without falling off, and headed away again at a trot.

			It was only then she noticed they’d reached the double  row of facing log cabins at the edge of the cotton fields  where Rip’s sixty field slaves lived. Each cabin had a garden  behind it where even now the trash gang of slave children  worked hoeing, thinning, and suckering corn. Nearby,  Mammy Pleasant cared for the smallest of the children,  while in the cotton fields, the hoe hands did for the cotton  what their children did for the corn.

			The plantation house, nestled between three giant live  oaks, lay hidden a half mile to the south of them, and the  cotton gin and baling screw stood a half mile to the north.

			When they finally arrived at the two-story white frame  house, its double gallery porch was awash with the last  warm, golden rays of the afternoon sun. A balding Negro  man, hands gnarled with age, was seated in one of the two  rockers on the lower gallery porch.

			“Where’s Rip?” Cricket asked.

			“Your pa’s gone visitin’ Señor Juan Carlos Guerrero. He  ain’t goin’ to be back till late this evenin’,” the Negro answered.

			Cricket turned to the thief and said, “Guess you’ll do best  tied up in the barn till Rip gets home.”

			“Aw, hell. Look, kid—”

			Cricket swiftly pulled one of the thief’s Patersons from  her belt, and the tall man found himself looking down the  barrel of his own gun, which was pointed right at his nose.

			“Don’t say another word,” she warned.

			“Hey, Brava, I—”

			Cricket cocked the gun.

			The thief pressed his lips in a flat line. He looked around  for some other authority he could appeal to, but there wasn’t  any. His body was a spring coiled for instant action, but  Cricket left him no choice except to head in the direction  she gestured with his gun.

			They passed the kitchen, the cistern, and the bachelors’  quarters on their way to the barn located a short distance  north of the house. Cricket herded the mares and the thief’s  gelding into a corral beside the barn with the help of another  Negro, more bald than the first, and no younger.

			“See you got them mares back,” he said.

			“Sure did, Jim. Caught me a thief, too.”

			“Good-lookin’ man-buck, ain’t he?”

			At Jim’s observation, Cricket gave the thief a thorough  once-over, focusing on the width of his chest in contrast to  the narrowness of his hips, the casual stance that disguised  brute strength. Her attempted nonchalance fell somewhat  flat because in her mind she also saw him naked, water  streaming in rivulets down his brawny chest, the curving  scar on his flank disappearing into the shiny waters of the  pond.

			She flushed when the stranger returned her bold perusal,  but managed an unconcerned shrug before agreeing, “He’s  all right. But looks don’t matter much when you aren’t going to live long enough to make use of them.”

			She gestured again with the Paterson and the thief moved  to the door of the barn. There they encountered a third Negro, his wiry hair frizzed into a gray halo around his coal-black face. His dark eyes were perceptive, and once he got a  good look at the stranger, cautious.

			“ ’Lo there, Cricket,” he said, taking the reins of Cricket’s  pinto as she stepped down from the saddle.

			“Hello, August.” Cricket grabbed her saddlebag and used  the gun to head the stranger into the barn. “I’ll need your  help tying up this horse thief.”

			“Sure, Cricket, I’ll get some rope. Don’t let all them  wolves in here, now. That ole mare, Bluebonnet, she gonna  have Valor’s foal soon, and I don’t want her riled none.”

			Cricket sent Rascal and Ruffian away but kept Rogue at  her side as she ushered the horse thief into the shadowy  barn, redolent with the lingering smell of fresh manure.

			“Smells good in here,” the thief said.

			“Smells like a barn,” Cricket retorted.

			“That’s what I said.”

			August tied the thief’s hands together snugly but not uncomfortably, then forced him down on the clean straw in the  stall next to the foaling mare, before also securing the rope  to one of the low slats in the partition.

			“You be fine now, mister, long as you don’t try nothin’.  Cricket, she usually shoot first and ask questions later,” he  said with a toothy grin that appeared suspended in the darkness of the barn.

			“I have a feeling you’re not kidding,” the thief muttered.

			August chuckled. “I kin watch ’im for you, Cricket, since  I gotta be here for Bluebonnet anyway.”

			“I don’t mind watching after Bluebonnet till Rip gets  home. Why don’t you get some rest,” she suggested, setting  the thief’s Patersons in the straw at the edge of the stall, well  out of his reach.

			“Matter of fact, I could use a nap. That ole mare, she liable to keep me up some later tonight,” August said.

			After August had gone, Cricket wondered whether she  should’ve volunteered to care for Bluebonnet. She felt distinctly woozy. But she wanted to be here to see the pleased  look on Rip’s face when she presented him with the thief   who’d stolen his mares. She also wanted to confront him  about that marriage business right away. Rip wouldn’t need  to find her a husband because she wasn’t ever going to get  married.

			Bluebonnet whickered softly, and Cricket moved into the  stall with the heavy-laden mare.

			“Hello, pretty lady.” Cricket rubbed the mare’s nose and  then scratched behind her ears. Her hand slid down the  mare’s neck and over her greatly distended girth. Then  Cricket laid her cheek against the mare’s neck and let her  hand caress the taut belly that held Valor’s foal.

			“You’ll foal a handsome colt, girl, I know it. A fine son  for Valor . . . or maybe a beautiful filly, who’ll grow up sleek  and strong like you.”

			All the time she spoke, Cricket handled the mare, recognizing in the tensing flesh the labor contractions that were  already under way. It was the mare’s first foal, and Cricket  wondered whether the animal had any inkling of what was  happening to her.

			“How long before the foal’s born?”

			Cricket searched the stranger’s face and saw he’d somehow discerned the mare’s laboring state.

			“It’s her first, so it may be a while.”

			“You’re in no condition to help.”

			Cricket scowled. “I’ll manage.”

			At that moment Bluebonnet’s legs buckled at the knees,  and Cricket made room as the mare lay down. Cricket  dropped to her knees in the straw beside the mare, which  was breathing heavily.

			“Shouldn’t you call August?” the thief asked.

			“I’ve done this before. I can handle it.”

			“I could help.”

			Startled at the thief’s offer, Cricket contemplated the   man’s solemn face for a moment before she repeated firmly,  “I can handle it.”

			“All right, Brava, but the offer holds.”

			Over the next few hours, Cricket wished more than once  that she’d called August or taken up the thief’s offer of help.  It wasn’t a particularly hard labor, but because it was Valor’s  foal, and the mare’s first, Cricket found herself worrying  over every little thing that didn’t happen exactly as she expected. To complicate matters, her own cramps, temporarily  dulled by the whiskey she’d drunk on the way home, began  to attack with renewed vigor, and she wasn’t willing to  lessen what ability she had to help the mare by drinking  more. Cricket swiped at the sweat on her forehead and  sighed heavily, soothing the tired mare with her hands as  best she could.

			“You’re doing fine.”

			Cricket’s head snapped up at the thief’s comforting  words, which were the first he’d spoken since he’d made his  offer of help.

			“I don’t need you to tell me that.”

			She watched the thief frown at her sharp retort. Well, it  was true. But why couldn’t she have accepted his compliment with more grace? For his approval had pleased her.  She frowned in confusion at her inexplicable prickliness  with the stranger. At that moment the mare grunted loudly,  and Cricket saw the foal’s nose appear.

			“Keep working, girl. He’s almost here. Keep on working.  Don’t give up now,” Cricket urged.

			Within minutes the foal was born, a fine colt.

			“Oh! He’s beautiful!”

			Cricket slumped back in the straw, leaning against the  slats of the stall as she watched the mare lick the colt clean.  Bluebonnet soon rose to her feet, followed by the colt,   wavering on its spindly legs. Cricket felt her throat swelling  closed at the overwhelming wonder of new life but managed  a choked laugh of delight as the tiny colt nudged at its  mother’s teat.

			At that moment a horrible cramp hit Cricket, and the  laugh became a gasp. She waited for it to pass and then  shoved herself up out of the straw. She headed for the silver  flask she’d left in her saddlebag, which was draped over the  stall in which the thief was tied.

			Cricket grasped the flask in one hand as she slid down  into the straw, leaning her back against the stall partition opposite the stranger. Once she was comfortable, the gray  wolf, which had been relegated to the far side of the barn  during Bluebonnet’s labor, stretched out beside her. She  pulled her knees up tight to her chest, trying to lessen the  pain of the cramps without drinking any more whiskey. God,  she felt so awful. And she was so tired. Her eyelids kept  drooping closed, so she widened her eyes unnaturally and  blinked several times in an attempt to keep them open. She  had to stay awake and wait for Rip.

			The fingers of one hand threaded into the wolf’s fur and  worked their way against the grain all the way to his head.  Then the slender fingers smoothed down the black-tipped  silver fur they’d ruffled, stopping occasionally to scratch at  the sources of greatest sensitivity on the animal’s hide.

			“You should be doing that to a man.”

			Cricket looked up at the thief, and their eyes caught. He  was looking at her again like he had at the pond, with that  indefinable expression. A frown furrowed her brow. What  was he thinking? He looked almost . . .

			“Are you hungry?”

			The thief laughed harshly.

			“What’s so funny?”

			The stranger smiled enigmatically but said nothing.

			“Well, you can starve for all I care. That is, if you don’t  hang first, mister . . . mister . . . whoever you are.”

			“Jarrett Creed.”

			“Well, Mister Creed—”

			“Creed is fine.”

			“Creed, I—”

			“I like the way you say my name. Say it again.”

			His voice caressed her. Flustered, Cricket hesitated, only  to find herself assailed at that moment by another cramp.  Surrendering to the pain, she raised the silver flask to her  lips.

			“Don’t you think you’ve had enough of that belly-wash?”

			Cricket grimaced. She wasn’t any more willing to explain  the situation now than she had been on
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