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Chapter 1




Salado, Texas

Spring, 1870

Eagle Jack Sixkiller woke up in jail.

There was no getting around that fact. Although his eyes wouldnt open more than a slit and he could barely lift his head beneath the weight of the pain, he glimpsed iron bars on the doorand a sign, too, in case he had any lingering doubts as to his location. SALADO JAIL was written across the front window of the sheriffs office in big letters (backwards of course, from this direction).

The war drum pounding in his head felled him flat onto the bunk again.

Never, ever, had he had such a hangover. He mustve really heard the owl hoot last night.

Scraps of memories flashed across his pain-wrenched eyelids. No. It wasnt liquor thatd left him in this shape.


The fight. He hadnt been drinking; hed been in a fight.

Yes. And hed just been getting into the spirit of the fray when hed glanced around to see a two-by-four hovering over him, already on its way to come crashing down on his head, wielded by one of the owners of the sleek gray Thoroughbred stallion that Eagle Jacks spunky, scruffy mare, Molly, had left in the dust.

He grinned.

That made his head hurt even more and roused a raw pain on the skin of his cheek, but he grinned even more widely.

Sweet victory. Those shysters learned a thing or two about running their pretty gray Thoroughbred against an ugly little Indian pony.

Maybe they wouldnt be so quick to judge a horse by its looks next time.

Carefully, disturbing no more muscles than he had to move to lift his hands, Eagle Jack forced his eyes open enough to see them. His knuckles looked as raw as a fresh hide. At least hed gotten a few good licks in.

Matter of fact, it wouldve been a downright enjoyable fight with its challenge of two against one, and he wouldve found his rhythm and come out on top if they had played fair. Crooked bastards.

The truth hit him then: those sons of bitches stole his racehorse!


Damn! And just before he started up the trail.

He sat straight up, his head screaming with new pain. Grabbing it with both hands to try to steady himself, he swung his feet to the floor, scrambling to get out of there.

Of course. Thats why theyd laid him out cold with a boardthey wanted Molly, the fastest pony on the Brazos. Maybe the fastest pony alive.

He managed to get his bootheels planted on solid wood and his legs propped against the edge of the bunk so he could thrust his battered hands into the front pockets of his jeans. They came up empty. The lowlifes got his money, too.

Well, money was only money, but Molly was a whole different deal. Thered never been another mare like Molly, and it wasnt just her speed and her deceptive looks he loved. It was her personality. What a girl!

Hed trail those horse thieves to the end of the world. Hed get that mare back in his possession if he singlehandedly had to hang both of that fast-talking pair of Kentucky gentlemen (to hear them tell it) who were traveling through Texas and the South campaigning the greatest running Thoroughbred of all time.

Hed make them rue the day they ever crossed the Texas line. Hed scalp them before he hanged them.

Hey! he yelled. Sheriff! Let me outta here.

Nausea surged in his stomach. He clamped his lips tight and waited, reaching for the bars with one hand so he could stay upright.

Nobody answered him, but he could hear voices out there in the sheriffs office somewhere. Eagle Jack gathered his forces and hollered again.

I can make bail, he said. All I have to do is go to the bank.

The sheriff or somebody with a deep voice let out a guffaw and yelled back at him, Sure, and I own the King Ranch. Sleep it off back there, and shut up.

Somebody laughed from inside the cell, and Eagle Jack looked behind him. The gesture made his head swim and his vision blur, but he could see three other inmates, one grinning, two solemn, looking at him from bleary eyes and another sleeping fast on a bunk in the back. Hed been hurting so bad he hadnt even noticed he had company.

Set back down there, Injun, said the grinning one, or theys liable to cut yer hair off.

Eagle Jack ignored him and concentrated on turning his head very, very carefully, to look through the bars again.

The voices out front were still talking. A heartbeat later, though, while he was trying to think what to say that would get the sheriff to come open the cell, they stopped. The bell sounded and the front door swung open, then slammed closed again. Eagle Jack moved nearer to the bars to try to get a better view.


Maam? the deep voice said. Can we help you?

Yes, a womans angryhot and righteousvoice said. I need to bail a man out.

In spite of his hurts and his worries, Eagle Jack grinned again. Now there was something to be thankful for on this pain-filled morninganother little example of why he was glad hed never stuck his head in the marriage noose. Somebodys wife was mad as an old wet hen. Shed clean that old boys clock for sure and probably make him sleep on the floor for a month.

A chair scraped back and feet hit the floor.

Who might that man be, Mrs.?

Copeland.

Mrs. Copeland. The sheriff repeated her name respectfully, but she was already sweeping around the corner into the hallway like a high wind.

Eagle Jacks pain lessened at the sight of her.

Now here was nothing short of a passionate woman. She had pretty cheeks burning pink with anger and sparks of purpose flying from her blue eyes. Her dress was a well-worn divided skirt with a mans blue shirt tucked in and a leather, flat-brimmed hat that was also made for a man. She wasnt stylish and she wasnt well-off, but here was a woman to be reckoned with.

Just the kind he liked. Too bad she was a Mrs.

The sheriff trotted right behind her, his voice deferential as he repeated his question. Clearly, despite her eccentric clothes, she was the kind of woman a man deferred to at any time, but especially when, as now, she was in high dudgeon.

Who is it that youre bailing out, Mrs. Copeland? he said.

I dont know yet, she said, and came to a stop on the other side of the bars from Eagle Jack.

Total silence fell, both in the cell and out.

Her scent drifted to him, all fresh and faintly like sunshinea great contrast to the stale sweat and sour whiskey odors in the air, which he hadnt noticed until that moment. She glanced at Eagle Jack, lingered only an instant, then swept the whole cell with her gaze. Her eyebrows lifted, her jaw tightened, and her lips set into a straight line.

Which was a crying shame. Left to their own devices, her lips were as lush and full as hed ever seen, bar none. Buxom, yet long-legged, she was. One of his favorite shapes of woman.

The sheriff moved around to her side and cleared his throat.

I thought perhaps your husband he said.

A stranger will do, she said.

Why would you pay bail for a stranger?

But Mrs. Copeland had had enough of the sheriff. She spoke to the men in the cell instead, with another glance spared for Eagle Jack.

My name is Susanna Copeland and I need a man to pretend to be my husband, she said. That man will hire me a crew and help me take nine hundred head of longhorns up the trail.

So. She was a freethinking woman, too.

The stunned silence broke into a chorus of guffaws and catcalls.

Here I am, honey.

Whereabouts you goin?

Pick me, sweetheart, Ive been up the trail a time or two.

More laughter.

It didnt faze her in the least. She waited for it to die down, her blue eyes snapping all the while.

Which one I choose will depend on what yall say now, she said. Answer me some questions.

Whats the pay? asked the grinning nosy Nellie whod called Eagle Jack Injun.

Of course. The pay, Susanna Copeland said. At the end of the trail, Ill pay you the going wage for a trail bossforty-five dollars a month. Also, I will bail you out of this jail right now, with money that you need not pay back.

A murmur ran through the cell. A couple of the men exchanged thoughtful looks, as if they were beginning to consider the offer.

But first let me say that therell be no liquor in my outfit, she said. It appears that every man of you is one who likes his whiskey. If you cant live without indulging in strong drink, say so right away and save us all some time.


The inmate whod appeared to be asleep, his eyes still closed, raised his hand.

Very well, she said. I wont bother you.

The hand fell back down onto the bunk.

Then she fixed on the bleary-eyed man whod asked about the pay and started firing questions at him. Had he ever been in jail before and for what? Had he ever been a boss of other men and how many? How well could he ride and rope? Did he know cattle?

She listened to the answers, then moved on to another man who answered those same questions. Both of them clearly had brains still addled by drink. Eagle Jack watched Mrs. CopelandSusannawith growing amusement. She was serious about this wild plan of hers. Plenty serious.

The next man shook his head to stop her when she came to him.

I reckon theres no way I could work for a woa lady, he said. I aint never done it and I dont never aim to.

That brought all the snap back into Mrs. Copelands big blue eyes and deepened the color in her cheeks. Well, hey. This must be the bee that had been in her bonnet when she came in the door.

She stiffened her spine and glared at every one of them in turn.

Why, in the name of everything sane, are men so set on not working for a woman? she asked.


Even the man whod made that remark didnt answer. The sheriff started to speak, but then he bit the words back.

Susanna turned to Eagle Jack.

Here was his chance to get out of this jail right now. Not to mention a chance to have some fun while getting out of this town.

Im sure I cant help you with that question, maam, he said, using his most charming smile, although it nearly ripped the rest of the skin off his face. I myself have no such misgivings.

That surprised her. You dont?

He reached to touch the brim of his hat before he realized he wasnt wearing it.

Eagle Jack Sixkiller at your service, maam. Im always happy to be in the company of a lady.

Even if it hadnt been truewhich it washe wouldve said it. He would say anything to get out of here this minute and start tracking Molly. The thieves might still be in Salado.

Im talking about a woman hiring you, she said.

That was twice now that shed called herself a woman instead of a lady. Fine by him. Maybe she wasnt a lady.

He stood very straight and tried to ignore the pounding in his head.

I have no quarrel with working for a woman if she knows her business, he said.

No need for that, she said. The man I hire will be the trail boss. Hell be free to use his own judgment.

Of course. Naturally, she didnt know the trail driving business. How could she? Women never, ever, went up the trail.

Ive been up the Chisholm Trail to Abilene, he said, and the Shawnee Trail to Kansas City.

Abilene is my destination, she said. Ive decided the Chisholm is the easier route.

He nodded agreement, although the brief movement nearly tore off his head. Let her think hed take her to Kansas, let her think hed hire her a crew. If push came to shove, hed take her cattle north and that was what she was after.

What he was after was release from the Salado Jail.

Im a riding, roping fool, he said, with a grin. And a peerless leader of men.

He held her attention for a long heartbeat. Those blue eyes of hers were so deep a man could fall right into them and drown. He thought he saw a flash of amusement in them in response to his sally, but he couldnt be sure.

Shed be a challenge and a half, would Susanna Copelandenough to entertain a man on the trail, all right.

No way, though, would he take a woman into such danger or deal with the burden of responsibility that she would be on a thousand miles of trail with a dozen other men in the outfit.


What was he thinking? His goal was to get out of jail.

He kept the grin and used his most persuasive tone of voice. You wont go wrong with me, maam.

I certainly wont, she said, prim as a schoolmarm. Or with any other man.

So. She had caught the double meaning in his words. She, too, had felt the pulse of attraction between them.

But then she only looked at him, biting her luscious lower lip thoughtfully.

What if shed decided he would try to take advantage of her? Maybe she was thinking that would be too much trouble to deal with if she hired him as her foreman.

Yet the main thing he saw in her was not caution but determination.

If you intend to do what you came in here for, Mrs. Copeland, he said, youll have to take me. My cellmates cant walk out of here under their own steam, much less drive a herd to Kansas.

The dizziness hit him again and he swayed just a little, back onto his heels. He took a tighter grip on the bar he was holding, and that steadied him.

She tilted her head and looked him over some more.

Looks to me like the pot calling the kettle black, she said.

Eagle Jack used his best smile one more time.


Youll need men and horses, he said. I can judge both at a glance.

You wouldnt be just a little bit stuck on yourself, would you, Mr. Sixkiller?

No, Mrs. Copeland, I would not. Thats a fault.

She tried to keep her stern expressionhe knew because he watched her beautiful lipsbut try as she would not to, she smiled back at him. Susanna Copeland was beyond beautiful when she smiled.

And it didnt take her all day to make up her mind. That was another trait he liked in a woman.

Youre hired, she said, and reached in through the bars to shake on it.

Her grip was strong for a hand so small that it fit in the palm of his. Her soft glove was made of good quality leather but it had holes in two places.

He would pay her right back for the bail.



Susanna had to slow her pace for a second time before they even made it past the broad window that said SALADO JAIL Eagle Jack Sixkiller was barely steady enough to keep his feet under him and now hed come to a complete stop at the edge of the sidewalkstanding there looking up and down the street at the vehicles going past as if he intended to flag down a ride.

She set her jaw. He could forget that. Drunk or not, he was all the man she had and he wasnt going to quit her, no matter what.

Absolutely, she was not going to lose the only home shed ever owned because some footloose, liquor-loving joker couldnt settle down to work instead of play. Selling those cattle at a profit was the only way for her to keep her beloved Brushy Creek Ranch, and if she had to make a trail boss out of a worthless drunk to take them north, then she would do that very thing.

She went to him and nudged his elbow.

You agreed to hire me an outfit, she said, and you cant do it lollygagging around out here. Come on. Drink some coffee and sober up.

Go on, he said. Ill meet you at the caf.

A chill hand of fear touched her spine.

Im not letting you out of my sight, she said. I didnt pay the last hard money I had in this world to get you out of jail for nothing.

His dark brown eyes flicked to her and she glimpsed a trace of his quick grin.

Dont you trust me?

She shouldve thought about that grin before she laid down her money. Hed taken her lightly from the very first, right there in the jail.

About as much as I trust a rattlesnake.

That only made his grin widen.

Always like to know where I stand, he said.

He turned and started down the street, walking much faster than he had before.


Susanna stayed right beside him. They passed the barbershop and came to the saloon, where he stopped.

Wait here, he said. Ill only be a minute.

She stepped between him and the half doors, her heart beating like a hammer in her chest.

You heard me back there in the jail, she said. You have to learn to do without liquor and you have to start now.

I dont intend to drink a drop.

There was that little twitch of his lips again.

Her anger bubbled over. She set her fists on her hips.

Why in the world do men have to be such dense creatures? she cried. Look at you. Anyone can see you have a problem with drink. Youre a fine figure of a man, Mr. Sixkiller. Dont let your natural bent for whiskey ruin you.

His grin vanished.

In other words, youre calling me a drunken Indian. Isnt that right, Mrs. Copeland?

Colder fear grabbed her by the heart. Would he take so much offense that hed quit her for sure?

She gathered all her strength.

Some of your people

I was the only sober man in that jail cell, he interrupted. And obviously the only Indian. Yes, maam. Im Cherokee and proud of it.

He took off his hat and bent his head, turning so that she could see the spot where he held back his long hair, which was tied with a leather thong. A huge pump knot swelled behind his ear.

Susanna gasped before she got hold of herself. Showing him sympathy wouldnt help either of them. It would defeat her purpose.

That shouldve taught you a lesson, right there, she said. When liquors in control of you, you cant control anything around you.

He straightened up and replaced his hat, all the while giving her a hurt look.

They hit me with a two-by-four, he said. There were two of them. They couldve killed me.

Thats exactly what Im telling you. Drunks get into lots of fights and bad situations. Youd better stay sober.

Im not so sure about that, he said, the corners of his mouth twitching as if he wanted to grin. I was stone-cold sober when I got into this bad situation.

A cold hand clutched her stomach. He wasnt going to back out now. She would not let him.

At the end of the trail youll thank me, she said. Youll be amazed how much better youll feel after weeks of good, hard work in the open air and a true victory over demon rum.

He looked at her for a long minute with that piercing gleam of humor coming back into his dark brown eyes.

Itll be very good for you to go up the trail at the head of my outfit, she said. The responsibility will be good for you, too.

Of course, shed have to be the real head of the outfit. There was no telling when hed try to find a saloon again. Or when hed take some happening lightly and laugh about it when it should be taken seriously, instead.

Youre a hard girl, Susanna, he said. Any other woman would have sympathy and a natural urge to take care of a hurt man.

She was not going to give in to him. If she were not so perfectly desperate to get her hands on any man, shed tell him to forget it this very minute. She shouldve known better than to get a man out of a jail!

So would I, she said, if that man hadnt helped himself get hurt.

He reached for her arm, turned her around, and marched her right through the swinging doors of the saloon. He walked her toward the bar, which was sparsely populated in the middle of the afternoon.

The bartender stopped what he was doing to come to meet them.

Jonas, Eagle Jack said, have you seen those Kentucky fakers since yesterday?

Not a glimpse, the man replied. Heard they left town after they won your mare.

They stole her, Eagle Jack said. Any word which way they went?


Nope.

Much obliged.

He dragged Susanna back out to the street as unceremoniously as hed taken her in there. Back on the sidewalk, she pulled loose from his grip.

Dont touch me again, she told him.

He was walking much faster than shed thought possible.

Dont stand in my way again, he said.

Look, she said, youre my trail boss, not my boss. Nobody drags me anywhere, much less into a saloon.

What difference does it make? Youve already been in the jail today. Thats no place for a lady, either.

Social dictates dont tell me where to go. Neither does any one person. Especially not a man.

He threw her the briefest glance.

Never, she said.

Hey, he said, with a trace of that irritating grin of his, get the burr out from under your saddle. Youre the one who said you arent leaving my side.

What I said was that Im not letting you out of my sight.

He shrugged.

Same thing.

I couldve kept my eye on you over the bar-room door.


Aw, come on, he drawled. Youd argue with a fence post, Susanna.

Mrs. Copeland to you.

I thought we were friends, he said, with a teasing, sideways glance. You can call me Eagle Jack.

He absolutely did have the most aggravating way about him.

Then she remembered.

As a matter of fact, she said. You do need to call me either Susanna or Mrs. Sixkiller.

What?

He stared at her as he stepped down off the sidewalk and held out his hand to steady her as she did the same. His brown eyes showed such surprise that she wanted to laugh.

On the trail well have to pretend to be married, she said. Its the only way the men will respect my presence. I said that at the jail before you took the job.

He shrugged. No problem. Ill get your cattle to Kansas.

He looked down the side street theyd just turned into. If by some miracle I have reason to reach for my gun, he said, get away from me.

Look, she said, youre working for me now. You cant be going off somewhere tracking horse thieves

His hard glance stopped her tongue.


Im not leaving Salado until I know for sure theyve hightailed it.

Ever since we turned into this street, Ive known you were coming to get your horse and start out on their trail, she said. I cannot allow it. My business is urgent and now, as my foreman, its your business, too.

That made him get serious at last.

Dont worry about it, he said.

Now he, too, was irritated.

I told you Id get your cattle to Kansas, and I will.

This time she heard him.

Our agreement is less than an hour old and already youre going back on it, she said, in her most formidable manner. Dont even try that with me, Eagle Jack.

Im not. I just said Id do it.

And I will help you do it. Im not letting my cattle out of my sight, either.

He gave her a frustrated look.

Take a deep breath, Mrs. Copeland. Ill trail your cattle to Kansas. You have my word.

The way he spoke and the way he set his jaw then made her know that it would do no good and quite a bit of harm if she said another word about it. He could be quite formidable himself, could Eagle Jack Sixkiller.

Walking steadily, he strode up to the wide opening of the livery stable where a boy was sweeping the hard dirt of the entrance.

Howdy, Mr. Sixkiller, he said.

Nathan. You seen those Kentuckians with the gray running horse today?

Nathan seized that excuse to lean on his broom.

They lit out, he said.

They say where theyre headed?

All I heard was that short oneyou know that short, fat one?

He wouldnt go on until Eagle Jack had nodded.

Well, Nathan said, basking in such close attention from not one, but two adults, that un was sayin that lots of outfits goin up the trail are braggin they got a whole remuda full o fast horses.

Eagle Jack thought about that.

Any mention of one trail in particular?

No sir. Not that I know of.

Eagle Jack nodded.

Let me see your horses for sale, he said. I need to get on the road.

Susanna walked around to the pen in the back with them and watched Eagle Jack Sixkiller pick a horse from the dozen or so that Nathan drove into a trot and then a lope along the fence. Her trail boss was as good as his word in that respect, at least.

He didnt give them more than a glance apiece at each gait until he made his choice.


Get that tall bright sorrel ready, he said, to the boy, Ill be right back.

Then he looked at Susanna.

You have thirty minutes to take care of any un-finished business, get your horse, and be ready to leave town, he said. Im going to the bank, the saddle shop, and back to the livery here. In that order.

Then so am I, she said.

His jaw hardened and the skin tightened across his high cheekbones.

His brown eyes looked almost black as they bored into hers.

He wanted to tell her to get lost. She knew that as certainly as if hed blurted it out.

She waited. This was where shed find out if he really was a man of his word.

At the bank Ill get money to pay you back for the bail, he said.

I wont take it, she said. You cant buy your way out of our deal.

For some reason that brought the glint of humor back into his eyes, even if he did shake his head in despair.

I wouldnt even think of trying, he said.







    

Chapter 2




Eagle Jack cudgeled his brain as they walked the two blocks to the bank. He had to think of something. He had to think.

By damn, it was going to be harder to escape from Susanna Copeland than from the Salado Jail. He would have to take her cattle north, yes, because he had said he would and never would he let it be said that Eagle Jack Sixkiller went back on his word.

But that didnt mean he had to have this bossy woman as his constant shadow.

He decided to try his famous charm again. After all, he had never met a woman he couldnt melt right down into her shoes if he put his mind to it. He was known as a ladies man all over Texas, wasnt he?

Sorry if Im walking too fast for you, Susanna, he said, slowing his pace and flashing his smile at her. If you want to go and get your horse, you can meet me

She interrupted.

Im not falling behind, am I?

It was true. Her long legs had kept up with his every step since theyd left the livery.

And my horse is tied near the saddle shop. Ill get him when were done there.

Her blue eyes met Eagle Jacks with an annoyed glance.

Unfortunately, his charm might not work every time. At least, not on her.

Which made her a very unusual woman, indeed.

And it made her a challenge. He was not going to let her ruin his perfect record, especially not when she was one of the most beautiful women hed come across in all his adventures.

You neednt be in such a hurry, she said. I bailed you out of that stinking jail to hire me a crew and I intend to see that you do it before we leave Salado.

Quick anger seared his nerves. She was a challenge, all right. His headache flared, its pounding worst right between his eyes.

Ill get you a crew, he said, through clenched teeth, in my own good time.

Well need them tonight, she said. My cattle should be at Brushy Creek when we get there.


He stopped in front of the saddle shop and stared at her.

How many cattle?

Im guessing close to nine hundred, but itll depend on how many more the brushpoppers can catch. My guess was around seven hundred head already gathered when I left home this morning.

More than hed imagined, from the looks of her clothes. Way more. Throwing them in with his would make one of the biggest herds on the trail. He would need four more men, at least.

But it did explain one thing.

Is that why your husband sent you to hire the crew?

My husband has long since gone on to his great reward, she said, with a bitter irony in her tone, whatever that might be.

Well. A widow. So she wasnt married, after all.

But why did he care? Shed be just as much trouble romantically as she was in every other way.

And just as surprising, probably. Hed like that.

Did you kill him? he said.

She gave a little burst of laughter.

No. But Im glad to see Ive got my bluff in on you.

He grinned.

I didnt really take you for a killer, he said, but you dont sound too sad about him being six feet under.


Im not. He was a bully and a brutal man in many ways. I wish Id thought twice before I married him.

Eagle Jacks headache couldnt keep his curiosity down. He always wanted to know why a woman did what she did. Women were fascinating creatures because all of them were different from one anotherexcept for the fact that they didnt think one bit like men.

Why did you?

For the first time, she hesitated.

I was a foolish young girl, she said. Too young to know better.

Did he beat you?

It was a personal question that would have offended many women but she seemed to recognize the spirit in which hed asked it.

At the very first, he would have, she said, seeming to think it through as she spoke, but even though I was very young, I wouldnt stand for it.

What did you do?

When he raised his hand to me, I told him if he hit me hed better never go to sleep drunk again.

Why?

Because I would sew him up in the bedsheet and beat him senseless with the broom.

Eagle Jack threw back his head and laughed, in spite of his pain.


Im surprised hed put up with that.

We were on the move by then, she said. It was too much trouble for him to stop and find somebody else to be his servant.

She glanced up at him sideways. A matter-of-fact glance.

Everett was a lazy cuss, she said. He liked his food and drink and he liked his sleep.

He shook his head, grinning in spite of his pain. She was spunky, he had to hand her that.

But he had to stop this line of thinking. Hed fallen into a whole more with her than a dalliancehed fallen into a whole lot of work in a short amount of time. Hed better get his mind on the task ahead.

Weve got a lot to get done today, he said. What kind of help do you have?

An older couple, May and Jimbothey live in my cabin.

They cant, he said.

hold a herd, she interrupted. I know. I asked the men who gathered the cattle not to leave them until we get there.

Are you telling me that youve been running around all over town trying to hire men that you have to have tonight?

Pretty much. Tucker, the brushpopper whos running my roundup, promised to stay there with his men until I get home with some help.


The look in her eyes was earnest.

Im paying them by the head and I know theres a couple of dozen more cow and calf pairs in the mesquite out there.

Eagle Jack felt trapped and weary already.

So we also have to count cattle tonight.

Susanna looked exasperated.

Or today, if we get there before dark, she said, which might happen if we dont stand around here jawing all afternoon.

Three young men came out of the saddle shop, pushing both doors open, talking quietly among themselves about the saddle one of them carried.

Excuse me, Susanna said, as they started past. Do any of you happen to need a job? Would you like to go up the trail?

Shocked that a strange lady had spoken to them on the street, they stopped and turned. Too shy to meet Susannas gaze, they looked at Eagle Jack.

I he began. He didnt quite know what he was going to say and Susanna didnt let him find out.

This is my husband, she said, Mr. Sixkiller. Were looking for drovers to go up the Chisholm Trail.

It was all he could do not to grab her and shake some sense into her. It was all he could do not to turn on his heel and walk away. She had no business butting into the job shed hired him to do.


But these did look like fairly steady men. And he did have to have some help. No way did he intend to ride around a herd all night long by himself. Not to mention who would hold the cattle while he rode all over the countryside tomorrow trying to hire the oldest son of every war widow hanging on by the skin of her teeth or some hired hand who didnt know he was too old and broken-down to stand up to life on the trail. He couldnt wait for his own men to come with his herd from home because he had to get after Molly as soon as he could.

So he did what hed done a thousand times in his adventurous life and grabbed the situation to make the best of it. If these men turned out to be lazy or trouble, he could replace them when he got to Waco.

My husband, shed said, so fast he couldnt even form a sentence on his tongue. It made him grit his teeth.

It made his headache blossom into its original glory.

But, knowing what he knew of her from this short acquaintance, if he wanted to accomplish anything here, hed better go along with the charade. But only for the moment. Later, when he could get her alone, hed tell her in no uncertain terms that it wouldnt be necessary to pretend that they were married because she wouldnt be going up the trail at all.


Right, he said, were putting together an outfit. Are you men available?

It took a couple of minutes for one of them to get his tongue working. It was the taller one with the saddle. None of them looked to be more than twenty years old, if that much.

To tell you the truth, the boy finally said. Were on our way right now to see a man about a drive.

Eagle Jack opened his mouth but he never had a chance to get a word out. She was way too quick for him.

Well pay more than that man will, Susanna said. Is he offering you the going rate?

Eagle Jack wanted to slap his hand across her mouth and hold it there. He set his jaw. They had an understanding to reach and they were going to reach it very, very soon or he would be gone.

With this kind of aggravation, it didnt seem so important that no one could ever say that he broke his word. His reputation be damned if he had to put up with this for another minute, much less a thousand miles.

How much more? the young cowboy said.

Eagle Jack gave Susanna a look that, to his surprise, actually stilled her tongue. He spoke before she could recover.

Two dollars a month more, he said.

The cowboy looked at his companions.


Without a word passed among them, he turned back to Eagle Jack.

Done, he said. Marvin Dwyers my name.

He held out his hand to shake. Eagle Jack shook with all of them and introduced himself as they spoke their names.

Shyly, they tipped their hats in Susannas direction, but Eagle Jack couldnt bring himself to introduce her as his wife. They had that impression already. And it wouldnt be necessary, anyhow. By this time tomorrow shed be settled on her own ranch again, and he and these boys would be pushing her cattle north.

Where should we meet you at, Mr. Sixkiller? And when? Marvin asked.

He shifted his saddle to his other hand and waited.

At Brushy Creek Ranch, Eagle Jack said, as soon as you can.

He smiled. He had actually beat Susanna to the punch for once.

Then his triumph vanished. He didnt know how to direct them to get there, not even whether the ranch was east or north or south or west of town.

Great. There was nothing like a trail boss who didnt know where he was going.

Ill let Miss Susanna tell yall what road to take, he said. I have some business to see to and we all need to get out there right away.

He turned on his heel and left her standing there with the crew shed hired. Great jumping Jehoshaphat, hed never known a woman to talk so muchor interrupt so muchand hed known a lot of women. He couldnt wait to get her back to her ranch and get away from her for a while.

He couldnt wait to be alone. Some peace and quiet might do wonders for his head.

Yet he hadnt been in the shop long enough for anything but to greet the proprietor, scan the used saddles, and decide that his stolen one wasnt there when Susanna followed him in.

Mr. Sixkiller, she said, the new hands asked me to tell you that theyll start for the ranch in an hour. Maybe less. I asked them to go ahead and take delivery of the herd if we arent there yet.

He froze.

Then he crossed the shop to her with a whole new fire in his belly. She was the most aggravating woman on Gods green earth but that didnt mean she had to be the dumbest. If he was going to put up with this nonsense, he was going to accomplish something. Left alone, she didnt even have a pair of decent gloves and pretty soon she wouldnt have anything at all.

When the hell will you ever learn to let me do what you hired me to do? he said. He kept his voice low so the saddlemaker wouldnt hear and that took all the strength he had. He wanted to yell at her at the top of his lungs. Howll you like it if they drive that herd off onto somebody elses place and sell them? Or just start up the trail with your cattle all by themselves? Are they trail branded?

She looked up at him, her eyes wide and full of startlement.

He was standing closer to her than hed realized. Her scent was fresher and crisper than hed realized. And her eyes were bluer.

But he couldnt think about that.

Your busy little tongue is going to create a disaster if you dont learn to control it, he said. Damn it, Susanna. I cant do the job you hired me to do. I cant even get a word in edgewise.

You walked off and left us, she said. You werent trying to talk right then.

But he couldnt pursue the subject for listening to the echo of the last question hed asked her. He had to know.

Are your cattle trail branded, Susanna?

No, she said, theyre not trail branded, but its all right. Those boys didnt look

His headache and his weariness grew heavier. Great. He also had to brand the herd, besides holding and counting it.

They may be rustlers by profession for all you know, he said. Have you ever seen a rustler?


We-ell, no, but

Then you dont know what one looks like, he said. Nowright nowwe have an agreement to make, and if you cant live up to it, Im gone.

Her eyes narrowed dangerously.

If youre gone, Im on your trail, she said. I invested my last money in you, Eagle Jack Sixkiller, and you gave me your word.

And you gave me yours, he said. You promised me and all those other poor old down-and-out boys in the jail that whoever you hired as trail boss would be free to use his own judgment.

So?

So you stay out of my business, Mrs. Copeland, or bust somebody else out of some other jail to take your cattle up the trail. Understand me?

That was a yes or no question, as far as he could see, but Susanna, naturally, had to argue with it.

When I said that, what I meant was that youre to use your own judgment in decisions having to do with the trail. Where to cross rivers, where to camp, when to stop for the night, what tolls to pay and about outlaws and wolves and cattle rustlers and

Youd be telling me what to do about every one of those things, Susanna.

She whirled on her heel and marched away with her spine straight as a board.


Now he had really made her mad. Maybe shed fire him.

He sincerely hoped that she would.

He caught up with her. And I would not be hearing you, he said, close into her ear. I have free rein or Im gone.

She didnt answer.

Thank God, Im not going to take you up the trail, he said. I first thought your company would be amusing but I was wrong. I swear a thousand miles of this and Id either gag and tie you and throw you in the back of the wagon or Id shoot myself.

The stricken look on her face when she whirled around made him wish he could take back the words.

But not for long. The shock that paled her skin turned to flaming fury.

Dont even think it, she said. Im going.

Women dont go up the trail, he said.

This woman does.

She set her jaw and looked at him with even more hot determination in her eyes. It was a pure, unwavering force.

So. Laying down the law to herwhich she constantly inspired him to dowas not the way to get her cooperation.

He would have to think of another way.

His head throbbing, he turned and walked away from her. All the way across the room to the saddle racks, he encouraged himself.

Youre not a stupid man, Sixkiller. Youve wrapped a hundred women, maybe more, around your little finger. You can get any woman to do anything you want if you have a little time with her.

If he could just be strong enough to survive a little more time with Miss Susanna.

He tried to rest his mind while he picked out a saddle and a set of saddlebags, plus a leather-covered canteen, and went to the counter to pay, yet he barely knew what he was buying because his thoughts were swarming around her so busily.

Now he wouldnt be able to talk to her or charm her or try to convince her to stay home because hed blurted out such a clumsy ultimatum about the trail. Not a smart move.

That was another thing she did to him. She roused his temper as fast as another man would and made him forget all about treating her like a woman.

Yet he was still thinking about the fact that she was a widow. How could he even care? He could never consider even a passing dalliance with her for fear of losing his mind entirely.

When he took his money out of his pocket, his eye fell on a stack of ladies riding gloves. He glanced over his shoulder.

Susanna was busy looking at the sets of harness and lines, her straight, stubbornbut shapelyback firmly turned to him.


He picked up a pair of the gloves and added them to the saddle.

Wrap em up and put em in the saddle bag, he said to the proprietor.

Now there was an idea. Gifts usually melted a ladys heart. He would save this one until a crucial moment.

But it wouldnt be enough. Susanna Copeland was the kind who had to make her own decisions. Or think that she was.

Hed have to have another tactic, too. Then, when he went up the trail with her cattle and left her at home, he could give her the gloves as a farewell gesture to prove there were no hard feelings between them.

That plan made him feel some better. He was about to get a handle on this deal now. He had to. If he didnt succeed in taking only her herd north and leaving her behind, it would be about the same as sitting on the hurricane deck of a bronc for three months.

Although, if he did succeed in that, he and she would, no doubt, have a devil
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