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      The small towns depicted in this narrative do not exist. They are composites of towns that once were and are no more, victims of the same progress that for one brief moment in history brought them to life.

      The descriptions of Santa Fe and other historical details are as accurate as I could make them. If anyone doubts the likelihood of one man controlling an entire town or group of men controlling a territory, they need only read the history of Billy the Kid and the Lincoln County Wars, which occurred only a few years after the time of this tale. Truth can be as fascinating as fiction.
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      Dust blew off the mesa and swirled around the hooves of the sure-footed stallion as it eased down the rocky incline to town. The horse’s rider swept his gaze over the old Spanish mission and the cluster of weathered wood and adobe buildings at the bottom. One hand gripping the reins, the other resting on a muscular thigh, he approached civilization with his gun hand near his holster.

      From the town’s lone street, the sheriff eyed the cowboy’s approach with cynicism. Tied to his saddle with the stranger’s bedroll hung an old Spencer rifle, unprepossessing in appearance but a weapon with the ability to fire seven rounds in nearly as many seconds, not the kind of weapon a peace-abiding horseman needed.

      A black, low-crowned Stetson shadowed the stranger’s face from view. His heavy sheepskin vest hid the powerful breadth of shoulders and the agile leanness of a man accustomed to long hours in the saddle. The sheriff read the way he rode his horse and wasn’t fooled by the disguise. If he needed further proof of the man’s occupation, the dual Colts riding at the stranger’s hips confirmed any doubt. No cowboy needed two such expensive deadly weapons, nor would he wear them as the stranger did—low and within a flick of a finger.

      A few other bystanders drifted into the street to follow the sheriff’s gaze. A rancher in a wide-brimmed sombrero gave a low whistle, and a storekeeper in dark vest and suspenders jerked nervously as the lawman spat a long wad of tobacco into the street.

      “Reckon he’s one of Vasquero’s men?” the storekeeper asked, barely hiding his fear.

      “Won’t know until he gets here,” the sheriff replied.

      “Sure as hell none of the rest of us can afford him.” With a cynical grimace, the rancher swung on his booted heel and strode back into the saloon.

      As if that summed up the situation, the others followed his lead, and the stranger arrived to the whistle of a cold wind down an empty street.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Camille Maria Francesca Connolly glared in frustration at the gaping gray moiré bodice. She had no difficulty fastening the buttons at her waist, but in the three years since her sixteenth birthday her bosom had filled out, and there was no earthly way she could make the gown fit in time for the pageant.

      “What am I going to do, Pieta?” The cry was one of wounded femininity as well as disappointment. Once she had had closets full of silks and satins she seldom thought to wear. She had always preferred informal clothes for riding the ranch with her father. Now she dreamed of enchanting the town with her womanliness for a change, and she had nothing that fit.

      She had accepted the part of Mary Magdalen in the Easter pageant hoping to wear something besides denims and faded work shirts. She could always wear the black bombazine Pieta had cut down to fit for her father’s funeral, but that ugly, shapeless excuse for a dress was even less feminine than Jose’s Levis.

      “Maybe if you use a shaw . . .” Pieta began doubtfully, but her employer’s vigorous shake of disapproval silenced that suggestion.

      “A shawl will fall off or slide down or something equally disastrous, I know.” Maria glared at her figure in the tarnished mirror at the back of Jesse’s storeroom. She had slim hips and a waistline so small she needed no corset, so why did she have to be cursed with her mother’s full bosom?

      The dress rehearsal was only half an hour away. She couldn’t go like this. She would have to surrender the gown to someone else and make some excuse, tell them an emergency had arisen at the ranch. And never show her face in town again.

      Pieta sighed at Maria’s mutinous expression. Irish Connolly’s devastating temper boiled in emerald eyes, and the wide, passionate mouth of Maria’s Spanish mother had set in a grim line only that fine woman had managed gracefully. The combination was deadly. The mother’s aristocratically haughty features and vivid coloring, the father’s brilliant eyes and cutting tongue, and a double dose of both passionate natures—Madre de Dios! Only Irish Connolly could control her, and now he, too, was gone.

      Pieta brushed out Maria’s heavy black tresses. Loosed from their usual braid, her hair fell past her hips, more like a wild Indian’s than a young lady’s. With the sudden brilliance of the sun after a storm, Maria’s expression changed, and she swung from her faithful friend’s hands.

      “Consuela! Consuela will have the kind of gowns Mary Magdalen would have worn! Why did I not think of it before?” Laughing at the wickedness of her idea, Maria shrugged out of the ill-fitting bodice.

      “You cannot!” Pieta cried in horror. “What will Father Diaz say? The gown of a—” She choked on the word, unable to utter it.

      “A whore?” Maria finished derisively. “And what was Mary Magdalen?” Stepping out of the gown, she reached for her old work shirt. “Who am I to judge? Besides you, Consuela is my one and only friend. She will help.”
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        * * *

      

      Freshly shaved and bathed after days of dusty travel, Luke “Cheyenne” Walker pulled a fresh shirt from his bedroll and shrugged it on. Shirt laced and topped with a leather vest that left his arms free to move swiftly, Cheyenne reached for the gun belt that never went far from his reach.

      A glance in the looking glass over the shaving stand assured him the barber had left his mustache trim, though the golden-brown edges of his sideburns still looked a little rough. The chances of finding a decent barber in these desert outposts were slim, and he had long ago given up any vanity concerning his looks. Brushing the irritating wave of sun-scorched hair from his forehead, he strode toward the door, a parched throat uppermost in his mind.

      Stepping into the narrow back hall of the saloon where he had found lodging, Cheyenne attuned his senses to his surroundings and halted at a noise behind him. Too early in the day for a crowd, the saloon produced only the usual noises of clinking glasses and low murmurs.

      That was not the direction of the sound that caught his ears.

      Hand already halfway to his hip, he swung to watch the stairway. Then with a slow grin he relaxed and lounged against the doorjamb, admiring the vision materializing above him.

      Garbed in a vivid red satin that would have shamed the devil in hell, black hair streaming in wanton abandon over dusky, bare shoulders and half-concealed breasts, an enchanting young witch flew toward him. All she needed was a broomstick. Forgetting any thought of thirst, Cheyenne positioned himself in the shadows at the foot of the stairs. He had not expected this kind of luck out in the middle of nowhere. Perhaps doing good deeds had other than monetary rewards.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Late for rehearsal, Maria raced down the back stairway. The men of San Pedro had long ago become accustomed to her coming and goings. Fear of her father's ire had taught them to keep their hands to themselves; inertia kept them from realizing Connolly's wrath had died with him.

      She had no warning, no inkling of danger until she reached the bottom of the stairs and collided with a stranger’s solid chest. Steel-like arms wrapped around her, stopping her in mid-flight and taking her breath away. Even then she was only mildly irritated, not in the mood for horseplay while she kept Father Diaz waiting. Not until a stranger’s deep voice murmured passionate phrases in her ear and heated lips sought her own did Maria realize the trap she had entered.

      “Querida bruja, let me see if you are real and not a mirage in this desert.”

      The man’s words whispered lovingly against her ear, not words to fear. Though they drew her like a moth to a flame, Maria was no fool. Strong arms did not mean safety. She squirmed in his embrace, heart pounding as the smooth chambray of his shirt brushed the near-bareness of her bosom. She opened her mouth to scream. As if waiting for that moment, his lips closed over hers.

      The sensation was not unlike that of drowning. Maria went under, gasping for air as his hot breath filled her nostrils and his tongue penetrated her parted lips. Trapped against the stranger’s chest, her hands clawed at his shirt, finally clinging to the loose folds as her knees threatened to collapse under her. Never before had she been kissed like this, and foggily she found herself responding, drawn to the urgency of his demands. Her lips grew soft and welcoming, and he gave a guttural growl of pleasure.

      She had been kissed before, but never like this, never with such a hungry yearning that it touched a chord in her soul and sent shivers down her spine. All the fears, all the loneliness, all the pain of these last months dissolved beneath the need of his lips. It was an impossible sensation, a caressing of two lost souls, but she did not have it in her to deny what she found there. She wanted it too much.

      Not until strong fingers slid to her hips and pressed her against a hard bulge in his groin did Maria react with an instinct born of self-preservation. Fist knotted as her father had taught her, she swung with all her strength.

      Her blow missed the mark and landed solidly against an abdomen made of steel, but the surprise caused her attacker to take a step backward. That was all the leeway she needed. Maria dodged beneath his arm and ran out the back door with the stranger’s muffled curses flying after her.

      At the sound of feminine chuckles from above, Cheyenne swung from his intended pursuit of the witch to glare up the stairway to a more earthy beauty.

      “That one was not meant for the likes of you, gringo. If you must burn your hands playing with fire, why not play with me for a while?”

      And because he had a need that could not be satisfied otherwise, he took the stairs two at a time and swept this second dark-haired beauty through the open door behind her.

      He had little respect for women, but this one was good at what she did, and for a while she eased his mind as well as his body.
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      Gazing up at a cold March sky, then back to the stirrup-high grasses of this New Mexican valley, Cheyenne pondered a destiny he had never planned, a future that could not be. The loneliness of the empty plain ached within him, and he wondered—not for the first time—why he continued this existence.

      “Because you can think of nothing better to do” came the usual reply, spoken with bitter irony inside his head. The only substitute was liquor, and he had seen what that could do to a man. If he courted death, he preferred it to be a swift one.

      The news he had received in town had instigated this morose train of thought. He had few friends left from his youth, few ties left with his family. One of those fragile ties had just been severed, and he suffered the loss hard. It had been years since he had thought of Irish Connolly, almost a decade since he had seen him last, but the image of the older man still lingered strong in his memory.

      The Connollys had been neighbors and friends of his family years ago. Some of them still lived back there on the Kansas plains. Only Irish stood out in his mind—a more bull headed, hot-tempered man than he had ever known, and broken with a grief stronger than any eighteen-year-old could ever imagine. He had never seen a grown man cry before, but that burly, blustering cowboy had sat there at the kitchen table and wept as he spoke of his wife’s death. The next day Connolly had rode with the rest of them to capture a band of raiding Kiowas, all trace of tears gone, except in the young Luke Walker’s mind.

      Cheyenne remembered the image to this day, had reason to remember it because it corresponded with his resolution never to let another woman under his skin again. If a woman could reduce a man like Irish to tears, then females had no place in his life. He’d be a better man today if he’d stuck to that vow.

      The occupants of the ranch house had told Cheyenne how to find the little cemetery where Irish lay beside his second wife and the babies that had never lived. The least he could do was pay his last respects before turning east. He hadn’t been to Kansas in years, with good reason, but Irish’s death told him it was time. He felt it in his bones even as he found the small picket fence with its lone tree and weathered crosses.

      A horse grazed inside the fence and a boyish figure knelt beside the newest cross. Cheyenne hesitated, not wanting to disturb a stranger at his prayers.
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        * * *

      

      With her long braid wound up and pinned beneath her father’s old felt hat, wearing one of Jose’s discarded shirts and her hands as rough and chapped as any boy’s, Maria cultivated the look of a male. From an early age, eager to be one of the men like the father she worshipped, she had ignored silks and satins and feminine pursuits. Of late, it had been cheaper to continue this costume, and her boyish clothes were second nature to her now, a chameleon-like protection in a man’s world.

      Even in her grief she reacted swiftly to the approach of a lone rider. Rising and whistling for her pony, she placed the animal between herself and the newcomer, shielding the rifle strapped to her saddle.

      The Stetson disguised him until he was almost upon her, but she remembered the mustache with revulsion and fury. She slid the rifle from its scabbard. The saddle served to prop the bore as she took aim at the broad, furrowed brow beneath the brim.

      “One step closer and you’re a dead man,” Maria warned in a voice trained to carry in the vast spaces of her home.

      The stranger came to a halt. Sweeping his hat from his head and propping it over the saddle horn, he studied her. “I apologize for disturbing you.”

      She heard him hesitate where he might have said “ma’am,” fortunately for him. Her finger itched on the trigger. The whole town knew he was. She didn’t even need her humiliation to want to shoot him.

      “I came to see Irish Connolly,” he continued. “I didn’t expect to be paying my last respects.”

      “What would Irish Connolly want with a gunslinger like Cheyenne Walker? My father was a law-abiding citizen. He wouldn’t tolerate the likes of you on his land. Now go, get out of here before I put a bullet between your ears.”
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        * * *

      

      Her father! A ripple of shock coursed through Cheyenne as he realized this little hellion must be Connolly’s only child. He remembered now a mention of a daughter. Females were treacherous, but he’d never seen one as deadly as a male.

      He squinted against the sun for a better look. “Your father sent for me. I’ve got the letter right here in my pocket if you want to see it. I’m sorry to hear about his death.”

      She kept the rifle trained on him as he swung down from the saddle. “Well, I reckon you came a little too late, Mr. Walker. There ain’t no use lingering now.”

      The rifle barrel hadn’t lowered an inch, and Cheyenne eyed it warily as he rested his hand on the cemetery gate. From this angle he could see a little more of her, although that abominable hat hid any charm her features might possess. Still, he could read the straight, grim line of full lips, and he made no effort to advance farther.

      “What do you mean by ‘too late’?” He stalled for time, hearing a warning in those words.

      “Too late to help him, too late to help me, too late to help any of us, if you’re telling the truth about that letter. Now just go away, back where you came from. We don’t need any more of your kind around here.”

      The wind whipped his hair while he studied her, then he hardened his expression. “Your father was a friend of my family’s. I’d like to pay my respects,” he announced in a voice that brooked no further argument.

      Before she could refuse, he swung the gate open and entered.

      A single shot carried his hat away. Annoyed but not afraid, Cheyenne swung on his boot heel, hand reaching for his Colt to prevent any further incursions upon his limited wardrobe. To his surprise, the little witch was breaking the rifle and returning it to the saddle. The little witch! His eyes narrowed as she swung up on the horse, and he retrieved his hat.

      She caught his glare and spoke coldly. “I will respect my father’s peace if you will not, but next time the bullet will be aimed a little lower.”

      He grabbed her reins before she could maneuver the sturdy pony from the cemetery. “You haven’t told me how he died.”

      She replied vehemently, unable to conceal the unshed tears in her voice. “He was killed, shot in the back, on his own land, for money he never had. Now, if you’ll let me go, I’ll let you pay your respects in peace.”

      It was her all right. Somewhere beneath that godawful checkered shirt and decrepit hat was the passionate little beauty who had bewitched him yesterday. Curiosity and the pain of those unshed tears kept Luke’s hands on the reins.

      “He wrote to ask for my help. I don’t like to let a friend down. Have they found his killer?”

      She glared. “My father would never ask help from the likes of you. Let loose of the reins.”

      Cheyenne shrugged, releasing the leather to reach for the letter in his coat pocket. “He didn’t sound as if he wanted a friendly visit to me.”

      He stood aside as she grasped the crumpled letter and read it avidly, not once but several times. He didn’t know what had possessed him to give it to her. He didn’t trust women, and this one was no exception. In fact, he was more wary of this deceptive bundle of femininity in boy’s clothing than of any man he’d ever known. He could have turned around and rode out of here and been home by month’s end. Why in hell had he passed that piece of dynamite to the tinderbox who called herself Connolly’s daughter?

      Watching the shadows darken under high cheekbones as her lips tightened into a grim line, Cheyenne knew why he had done it. He had wanted to see what she was made of, and he had a good inkling now. No tears coursed down those smooth cheeks. No apologies crossed her lips. She merely folded the letter and handed it back to him.

      “I can offer you the job, but I can’t pay you. The bunkhouse doesn’t leak, and the food’s good, if you’re inclined to stay awhile.”

      He made up his mind in that moment. If she had fluttered her lashes or wept or promised him the moon, he would have rode off and thought nothing of it. But she had replied as her father would have done, and the decision was made.

      “I left my gear in town. I’ll be back by sundown. Best to call me Luke when I show up. It won’t do for the other moniker to get about.” He reached for his saddle, but her soft voice stopped him.

      “Find my father’s killer and you’ll find the man responsible for these attacks he wrote about.”

      Cheyenne shoved his hat brim up with his finger and stared into the greenest eyes he had ever known. “I already reckoned on that, Miss Connolly. My father didn’t raise me to be a stupid man.”

      Sleek black brows arched in disbelief. “I don’t imagine he raised you to be a hired gun, either, Mr. Walker. I’ll have Pieta keep your supper warm for you.”

      She rode off before he could mount, and he stared after the rhythmic sway of rounded hips, a silent whistle on his lips. Damned if the Irishman’s spirit didn’t live on, but what a hell of a package to put it in!
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        * * *

      

      Unconcerned with the opinions of a man whose gun could be bought and sold, Maria rode back to the ranch with new fire in her eyes. Why had her father never told her his suspicions about the series of “accidents” and disasters that had befallen the ranchers this side of the river? Roving bands of renegade Indians could be blamed for the deaths and fires at the Sumner and Smith spreads. The poisoned cattle at Otter’s could have been locoweed or alkali water. Merle Roberts had a wicked temper and that horse could have thrown him. What had made her father put all those incidents together and write to this gunslinger for help?

      And why choose a man like Cheyenne Walker? She knew nothing about the man, but she had seen his type before. You didn’t live this far from civilization all your life without running into the breed who preferred to carry the law in their hands. Yet her father had written to him as if he were an old, trusted friend. That wasn’t like her father. He was much too shrewd to rely on a man who lived by his guns.

      The puzzle fired her curiosity, but the knowledge that someone may have deliberately burned those homes and poisoned cattle infuriated her. The pointlessness of her father’s death took on a whole new meaning. Perhaps he had been too close to the truth—close enough for murder.

      The defeat and the hopelessness that had overwhelmed her these last months were replaced with grim determination. A cowardly thief could be any drifter passing through, impossible to chase, but a murderer—! That would have to be someone who lived right here, who knew he would be riding home alone that night, and who knew his victim well enough not to approach him from the front. Irish Connolly would have blown his killer’s brains out with his dying gasp if he could have seen him.

      Since her father hadn’t had that chance, Maria would have to do it for him. She didn’t know how long she could expect this Luke Walker to hang around without pay, but she didn’t intend to put much faith in his help. Now that she knew her father’s suspicions, she would start her own investigations. If she had to spend the rest of her life searching, she would see her father’s killer swing.

      Pieta looked up from the stove as Maria swung open the back door with a forceful slam. “Charlie said to tell you he’s got the fences up along the ridge, but he’ll quit before he rides herd on no sheep.” She removed the bread from the oven.

      Maria flung herself against the long wooden bench lining one adobe wall of the kitchen and tugged at her boots.

      “Charlie can go to hell. I’m sick and tired of babying these prima donnas who think their manhood will fall off if they get down off a horse and do something besides drive cattle. Manuel can deal with them after we’re married. In the meantime, I’ve got a new foreman coming in who will make them carry out my orders.”

      Pieta’s eyes widened as she wiped her hands on her apron. “Manuel? He is returned from Santa Fe?”

      Maria turned a suspicious glare on her as she massaged her aching toes. “Of course. Did you think he would leave his precious father forever? I’m to have dinner at the hacienda next month.” Suddenly remembering, she slammed her feet back on the floor. “Damn, I won’t have anything to wear but that crow’s black. How in hell can I greet Doña Vasquero in boots and jeans?”

      “Better you should mend your language than your wardrobe,” Pieta scolded, stirring the embers in the stove before sliding the cake batter on to the rack. “The ladies at the hacienda will faint if they hear such words from the heir’s fiancée.”

      The French word rolled oddly on Pieta’s Spanish tongue. Pieta had been mother, friend, companion, cook, and maid to her for as long as she could remember. Part Indian, part Mexican, part almost everything, she had never had a formal education, but she learned quickly from those around her. She had learned to read with Maria and had devoured every page in the library since then.

      “How am I supposed to practice my feminine wiles wearing your son’s hand-me-downs?” Maria continued her train of thought. “They’ve not seen me since last summer when I could at least decently wear your blouses. But I can’t wear white and embroidery and ruffles while I’m in mourning. And I just can’t wear that awful black again. I’ll have to tell Manuel I can’t go.”

      Manuel was the only son of one of the richest ranchers in the valley, the scion of an old and noble Spanish house. That he had deigned to look upon the mixed-breed daughter of a cattle farmer spoke of the changing times.

      “We will take apart the gray bodice and make it work,” Pieta said.

      “Oh, Pieta, you are a dear!” Maria hugged the older woman, then scampered in bare feet toward the door. “I’ll find Carmelita and Pedro and help them with their chores so you can teach them the multiplication table or whatever tonight.”

      “You put on your shoes—” The door swung closed before she could finish her warning.

      That evening Maria heard the new foreman ride up, heard Charlie’s greeting, and Pieta’s recalcitrant mutters as he presented himself at the kitchen door. Charlie and Pieta had been around long enough to know how to take care of the itinerant hands who came and went like tumbleweed through the valley. There was no need for Maria to stir from the desk in her room, where she pored over the ledgers and sorted out the mounting stack of unpaid bills. It did little good to organize the numbers in a neat little column on one side of the page when there were no matching numbers on the other side, but it comforted her to carry on as she had when her father lived.

      When she was done with that task, she scribbled out her bland weekly letter to her uncles as her father had insisted that she do.

      But when she retired to her bed that night, columns of figures didn’t dance through her head as she drifted into the first foggy stages of sleep, neither did Manuel nor dreams of revenge. No, the last thing Maria remembered as sleep closed the door upon her day was the hard, unyielding chest of the stranger, and the sensation of drowning in a whirlpool of heat while the fresh scent of shaving soap perfumed the night.
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      Dust rolled beneath the flock of sheep heading down the trail to the newly fenced field. Alongside the flock ran two barefoot, brown-skinned boys and a dog acting as a team to keep the animals on the move. Two young ranch hands whooped and hollered and chased the odd stray back to the flock, acting for all the world as if they were on a cattle drive.

      Behind this scene, as Maria had known he would be, rode her new foreman. Lazily walking his horse and keeping an eye on the ragtag collection of sheepherders and would-be cowboys, he appeared to be at peace with the world.

      Her foreman flung a few instructions at the boys before cantering up the trail. He still wore the disreputable Stetson pulled down over his eyes, though it now sported a new hole in the low crown, but the Colts weren’t in evidence. He almost looked innocuous riding toward her, but Maria knew better. She had seen him shoot the head off a rattlesnake from sixty yards with that rifle slung to his saddle. Innocuous wasn’t the word for a man like Luke Walker.

      “I can’t feed the men I have.” She took the offensive as soon as he was within hearing. “Who gave you the right to take on a couple of hollow-legged boys?”

      Showing no sign that her reproof had reached him, Luke halted his horse beside hers. His gaze lingered a moment too long at the tanned V above her first shirt button. Maria made an angry gesture and jerked her neckerchief around to conceal herself.

      Only then did he lift his eyes to meet hers. “You wouldn’t have to feed anybody if I’d tried to make your men ride herd on a bunch of woolies. They would have quit.”

      “And I suppose you feel the same way, too,” Maria replied in disgust, turning away from his stare to watch the dust of the sheep roll up the trail.

      “Well, you surely don’t need grown men to ride herd on the likes of those critters, if that’s what you mean. But if you mean about keeping sheep, no, I don’t have any objections to them. Cattle market being what it is, it’s a damn good idea.”

      He caught her by surprise, and she turned back to study his inscrutable expression. This wasn’t the first time he had surprised her.

      “Thank you,” she answered with as much dignity as she could muster. “Have you found out anything yet? I know it’s only been three days, but . . .”

      He fought his stallion’s impatient, tossing head and let his gaze drift over her. “Tell me how you knew my name before I even knew who you were.”

      Maria smiled. “It’s a small town. There are ways.”

      “I’m serious. I’d just arrived, and I sure as hell didn’t go spreading my name around town. Where did you hear it?”

      Maria shrugged. “I had to return the gown to Consuela before I came home. You didn’t waste time in finding her.”

      Luke narrowed his eyes, but didn’t ask why she would be acquainted with the town whore. “Consuela talks too much, then. You’d better remember that. People are suspicious enough of me as it is. It will take time to learn what people are saying.”

      “Consuela doesn’t talk too much. She barely even talks to me. She just thought I might be interested in the name of the man who molested me. Maybe she thought I’d shoot you.” Maria tugged on her horse’s reins to turn him around, but Luke’s reply followed her.

      “You almost did,” he called after her. She could almost fool herself into believing she heard admiration in his tone.

      She had never referred to the incident in the saloon, and Luke had kept his mouth shut about it. She appreciated that.

      Maria heard Luke’s horse following her down the path back to the house. She had lived among men most of her life and was more comfortable in their company than a woman’s. She had no problem dealing with overzealous admirers or drunken lust. Most of the men around here knew by word or experience what would happen if they looked at Maria Connolly the way a man looks at a woman. She was never far from a weapon of some sort, and she knew how to use them as well as any man, or better. But her sharp tongue could cut a man’s pride to ribbons faster than any knife, and her father’s temper had always emphasized whatever point she made. She didn’t need to worry about men she knew; strangers, however, were another problem.

      She dismounted and Charlie ambled out to take charge of her horse. A small figure apparently clothed entirely in dust burst across the paddock, stumbling and falling and picking himself up accompanied by joyous cries of “Frankie!”

      Maria grinned and waited for Pedro to reach her on his own before kneeling down in the dirt and catching him up in a bear hug that made the little boy squirm with happiness as he buried his grubby self in her embrace.

      “Frankie! Frankie, you gotta come see! Puppies! Mucho puppies.” Pedro whipped from her embrace to tug her hand in the direction of the distant barn. Brought up in a household of mixed Spanish-Americans, he spoke both languages, neither of them clearly or grammatically.

      Maria laughed and let him go. “I will be there in a minute, chico. Go think up names for them while I speak to Charlie.”

      Pieta’s youngest took off on chubby legs for the far barn, where one of the hounds had crawled off to have her litter. Maria turned from the sight of his stocky body scrambling under the paddock fence to Charlie’s ancient and angular frame.

      Charlie had been with the Connollys off and on since Irish had pulled up his roots in Kansas and settled down in northern New Mexico. Breaking his leg in several places on a roundup a few years back, Charlie had taken a dislike to the wandering life and had settled into a place with the Connollys.

      Charlie said nothing as Luke dismounted and joined them.

      “Frankie?” With a skeptical lift of his brow, her new foreman questioned the child’s cry of earlier.

      “Maria Francesca,” she replied shortly, turning away from the hint of laughter behind his golden-brown lashes. “Charlie, they’re taking the sheep up the ridge. Luke’s picked up a couple of kids to herd them. They need a place to stay.”

      Before Charlie could reply, a scream of pure terror rang across the open yard. At the same time frightened shouts erupted in the far paddock. Heart leaping with fear, Maria swung around to see Pieta wailing and knotting her apron near the back door, her face a portrait of terror.

      Following the direction of Pieta’s gaze, Maria swung back to the paddock that Pedro had toddled into just minutes before. With a cry Maria grasped the danger, and she broke into a run. Luke had already grabbed the rifle from his saddle and was racing with long lopes toward the railing.

      For some reason, the gate between the paddock and the bull’s enclosure was open. The little boy toddling across the field had attracted the attention of Old Red. Irish had once threatened to butcher the old bull for his meanness, but his progeny was needed more than his meat, and he’d been left to grow meaner by the year. Irritated by the shouts, the animal switched from a wary stance to full attack even as Maria watched.

      Cowhands who had heard Pieta’s screams were already crossing the fence with lariats in hand, angering the bull even more. Maria cursed as her boot heel caught in a hole and she stumbled, twisting her ankle. She would never reach the little boy in time, and Pieta’s screams only served to cause Pedro to stop and turn in curiosity.

      Luke reached the fence rail first. Maria watched in amazement as he lifted the long barrel of his rifle to gauge the bull’s speed and direction, judged the distance to the child with bone-chilling swiftness, picked his point and pulled the trigger.

      The gun exploded three times before the animal toppled to a halt. Pieta’s frantic screams filled the silence following the gun’s sharp report.

      Shaken by the near disaster, Maria limped to the fence and climbed over. Weight and age prevented Pieta from running to her son. Maria could sense Luke climbing after her, but her one thought was for the paralyzed boy standing terrified and alone beside the dead bull.

      She caught Pedro up in her arms, burying her face against his small neck as the first waves of horror washed over her. So close, Jesu! so close to losing this warm little body that had yet to learn what life was all about. Holding Pedro close, she lifted her tear-stained face at Luke’s approach.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, choking on a sob. She had not cried at her father’s funeral or in the months since, but she could not help herself now. Death had come much too close, too often. A new horror took root in Maria’s heart as she stared up into the gunman’s knowledgeable bronzed features.

      Luke gave only a curt nod of acknowledgment to her gratitude.

      “You’d better take him back to his mother,” he said gruffly before turning back to bark orders at the men running toward them.

      Pieta reached gratefully for her youngest as Maria carried him out. Soon as she had Pedro in her arms, she characteristically began to scold. Maria wiped the dust from her brow, staring bleakly after Pieta’s retreating form. The incident had shaken her more than she cared to admit, and her hand trembled as she tried to stuff the neckerchief into her pocket.

      “Damned handy he is with them guns,” Charlie ruminated as he watched Luke swing from the fallen animal to study the open gate.

      “It’s a good thing.” Maria couldn’t turn to watch, but braced herself against the fencepost, giving her heart time to slow its pace.

      The bull was the most valuable piece of livestock she owned, but she could not regret Luke’s action.

      “Maybe it is, maybe it ain’t.” Laconically Charlie watched the paddock.

      Maria sent him a suspicious glance. “What do you mean? If Luke hadn’t killed that animal, he would have torn Pedro to pieces.”

      “But’s it’s almighty handy he was right here when that gate was left open for the first time in years. Nobody uses that gate. Didn’t know it still worked.”

      Maria swung around in time to watch Luke slam the gate closed and examine the lock. It couldn’t be. Someone couldn’t have deliberately left that gate open. Everyone in the county knew Old Red was the meanest animal this side of the Pecos. Anyone could have been in that paddock.

      Feeling a cold chill, Maria offered only a sharp reply. “Keep an eye on him, Charlie, and any other strangers. I’m not going to lose any more livestock.”

      Straightening her spine, Maria stalked toward the house. Even if Luke hadn’t been there to shoot the bull, the men would have killed the animal if it had mauled anyone. The result would have been the same, except there might have been one dead child besides the bull. Either way, the ability to improve her herd had ended. She had no cash to buy another. The whole town knew it. The deviousness of the plan was almost as breathtaking as its cruelty. Someone wanted her out of the business and didn’t care who got in the way. Her father had been right.
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        * * *

      

      Maria didn’t have the patience to argue with Manuel when he rode up later with a retinue of his vaqueros. She felt the scorn in his dark eyes as he gazed down at her rumpled, dusty apparel, but she was accustomed to scorn. Coldly she watched Manuel dismount and come toward her.

      “What is this I hear of your stocking sheep?” Incredulity laced his voice he regarded her attire with vague mockery. His own tall, well-built frame was garbed immaculately, as if the dust did not dare land upon him.

      Maria prayed for the strength to hold her hasty tongue. She had no wish to offend Manuel. As arrogant as he might be, he was the only damned man in the valley to offer for her.

      “Sumner offered his herd for the promise of payment when I sell the first flock. He was anxious to be quit of this place. It was too good a deal to turn down.” Maria twitched irritably at her soiled neckerchief, wishing she could look as cool and laundered as Manuel in his snowy white shirt and skin-tight black calzones. His dark hair lay slicked back from his bronzed forehead as if he had just stepped from a cool shower.

      “A woman’s foolishness.” Manuel shrugged. “You should not concern yourself in a man’s business. Have you asked Father Diaz about lifting your mourning so we might set a date? Then you will no longer need to worry over such nonsense.”

      Her irritation did not disperse with the replacement of one argument for another. “I can manage, Manuel. I will not dishonor my father’s name by acting hastily. We can wait.”

      Not satisfied with this reply, Manuel frowned, until his gaze encountered Luke leaning against the paddock gate.

      Dropping the subject, Manuel signaled for his men to mount. As they did so, he reminded Maria, “You will dine with us on my father’s feast day as promised?”

      “I will be there.” Maria watched in relief as he rode off. Glancing at Luke, wondering about Manuel’s reaction to his presence, she hurried back toward the house and a bath.

      Later, when the moon was full and the coyotes wailed in the distance, Maria stood at her window, basking in the cool breeze off the mountain. She could not sleep. Too many problems rolled through her mind when she closed her eyes, too many memories sneaked in when she shoved the problems aside. She only wanted to savor the breeze and bask in the freedom of the stars overhead.

      The first chords of a guitar whispered in her ears. A voice followed the chords, a low tone of haunting melancholy, appealing to the time and the mood. The song filled her with longing, stirring feelings she did not want to surface.

      Cursing beneath her breath, Maria slammed the window. Tomorrow she would send word to Manuel, invite him to dinner. She would show him she could be as much a woman as any other, banish all doubt in her mind and his. To hell with foolish love songs.
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      Luke broke away from the huddle of men at the back of the feed store as Jesse, the storekeeper, carried his order from the storeroom. In the last few weeks Luke had made himself a fixture around town, and the men were growing accustomed to his presence. He had cultivated relationships with several of the ranchers and men who owned businesses in and around San Pedro. What he had learned gave room for thought but brought him no closer to Connolly’s killer. For that he would need outside help.

      As Luke reached to help with the sack of grain, the older man lowered it to the counter instead of passing it over. With concentration, Jesse scratched out a bill of sale, then wiped the ink from his fingers on the greasy leather of his vest before looking Luke in the face.

      “Sorry, Cheyenne, it’s gotta be cash.” Sticking the thick pen behind his ear and leaving a smear of ink in his graying hair, the storekeeper waited nervously.

      Luke reached for the bills in his back pocket while eyeing Jesse narrowly. “New policy?” he drawled, peeling off the necessary bills.

      The storekeeper shrugged. “I gotta pay for this stuff myself. I can’t bankroll Connolly’s place any longer.”

      Raising an eyebrow but not inquiring into the ranch’s finances, Luke shouldered the bag of feed and strode out, leaving the storekeeper to stare after him.

      After he deposited the feed in the wagon, Luke entered the dry goods store. He halted in the doorway at the sight of the little witch trying on a simple straw hat with yellow streamers. The wide brim and small crown was meant to be worn by a woman with upswept hair and curls and not a long, black braid, but the silk trailed fetchingly over her shoulder and contrasted with her tanned skin and green eyes.

      Without the filthy slouch hat pulled down over her face, the exotic slant of her eyes behind sooty lashes held his attention. The girlish hat emphasized her youth and accented the soft texture of rose-hued cheeks. Even her mouth seemed softer, fuller, less grim than her usual expression. For the first time since he had entered her employ, Luke caught a glimpse of the lovely woman who had flown into his arms that first day.

      He didn’t understand women, never had, never would, but this one intrigued him more than any other he had known. All fire and tempest, she did her best to disguise anything womanly about her. Yet he had seen and kissed the woman in the red dress and knew there was more to her than the grim-faced, boyishly dressed figure she presented to the world.

      Realizing she was being watched, Maria blushed and hastily returned the hat to the shelf. Dusting off her old felt, she grimaced and clutched it in her hand as she gathered up her bags and prepared to leave.

      “You ought to buy it. It looks good on you,” he ventured.

      “If I had that kind of money, I would pay the bills,” Maria scoffed, attempting to brush by him and be on her way.

      He didn’t budge, and though he was leaner and not so broad as most of the men she knew, she still felt his masculine presence with an impact akin to running into a wall. In these close quarters she could not avoid him.

      Luke’s lips quirked upward at one corner, and the golden glints of his brown eyes twinkled with an almost boyish mischief as he regarded her set expression. “I know how to get you that hat and win me some spending cash at the same time,” he offered.

      Maria sent him a suspicious look, but could discern nothing behind his studiedly unconcerned expression. “How?”

      “Cracker Jack out there bet me the other day you didn’t own a hat besides that filthy thing of your father’s, and that you wouldn’t know how to wear one if you did. I’ll buy you the hat, and the wager will pay for it and then some. We’ll both come out ahead.”

      Maria continued to look suspicious as she tossed around the idea. There had to be something wrong with it, but she wanted the hat so badly she could not see the harm. She offered only one weak protest: “That doesn’t seem fair. Cracker didn’t mean for you to go and buy me the hat so you’d win.”

      “It serves the scoundrel right to go talking about you that way. Besides, you do know how to wear a hat. I just saw you. Seems fair enough to me.”

      Luke watched the flash of anger in her eyes and knew he had won. Now all he had to do was steer poor Cracker out of her way for a few days until the insult was forgotten. That shouldn’t be difficult. She’d have found half a dozen new things to rankle her ire before day’s end.

      Jesse’s wife gaped in surprise as Maria slapped down the hat and the coins to buy it. With a smile she helped Maria pin her braid up and arranged the new hat on top. If the yellow silk looked slightly incongruous with the white linen shirt and boy’s denims, Maria defied anyone to say a word.

      Proudly sporting the pert straw, Maria consented to sit beside Luke on the wagon seat as he whipped the team out of town. As they passed Cracker leaning against the corner of the saloon, whittling a stick into nothing, Luke made a thumbs-up gesture that Maria pointedly ignored. Cracker stared after them, scratching his head.

      Once out of town, however, conversation lagged, and Maria regretted not riding ahead on her pony, now hitched to the wagon gate. The man beside her seemed content in the silence, but his proximity made her nervous. He always wore his guns to town, and she was aware of the lightning-like speed of the strong, capable hands on the reins.

      “You’re certain Cracker will pay up? I’d hate to be obligated to you for the cost of the hat.” She stared straight ahead at the swaying rumps of the old mules. The proud carriage horses had been sold long ago, when things had first started going bad.

      Luke slanted her a look askance. “That’s a damn fool question. Got any others you want to try?”

      Maria bristled, but he was right. What man would be fool enough to dispute a simple wager with a man wearing Colts? She just hated being obligated to anyone. “You needn’t be rude. I was just trying to make conversation. Did it ever occur to you that you could talk with people and not just at them?”

      Luke clicked his tongue and whipped the reins, urging the mules to a faster pace. “Far as I can see, women are the ones that do the talking at. I never had much trouble conversing with men.”

      Refusing to be baited, Maria tried another tactic. “Maybe your problem is refusing to think women capable of conversing, so you talk at them as if they were objects. That way you only get the same in return.”

      Luke grunted, unconvinced, and changed the topic. “You’d better be planting one of those pastures to grain if you’re going to feed your animals come winter.”

      Maria glanced up at his square-jawed visage in surprise. “I haven’t got a plow to turn that sod, even if there was enough growing season. My father never had to grow his own.”

      “Your father must have paid his bills. Jesse is cutting off your credit. Beef prices being what they are, it would be a shame to sell off the stock. Your only other choice is to sell off some of the sheep.”

      Maria stared over the high plateau. From this angle, it blocked all sight of the ranch and the valley below. She had one other choice, but it went against the grain to admit defeat. “I’ve got to pay Sumner first if I sell the sheep. They won’t be worth anything this time of year. It’s not your problem, anyway. You just look after the man who killed my father. I’ll look after the ranch.”

      Luke ignored her protest. “How long’s it been this bad? Looks to me like you got a pretty good spread here. Bad prices shouldn’t wipe you out that quickly.”

      Maria shrugged, refusing to meet his eyes. “Bad prices, bad health, bad luck, you name it, we’ve had it these last few years. I’ve never seen my father discouraged before, but those last few months . . .” She let the sentence trail off, not wanting to describe the awful helplessness she had sometimes caught in her father’s eyes when some new disaster struck. Irish Connolly was a fighter, and he had fought until his dying breath. It was better to remember him that way, not as the broken man he would have become had he lived to see his ranch sold off piece by little piece.

      “Don’t you have any relatives you can call on? Why keep struggling? Why not pack it up and get out of here?”

      She turned to confront this arrogant man who so confidently arranged her life. “My mother’s brother lives in California. He washed his hands of her when she had the temerity to run off with a peon like my father. My father’s brother moved back East years ago. I barely remember him and my cousins. I keep in touch with both of them, but my home is here. I don’t wish to leave.”

      Luke made a rude noise. “You don’t want to leave dry water holes and starving cattle and a town that thinks you’re loco or worse? You know what I think? I think you’re scared to leave. You don’t know anyplace or anyone else and you’re scared to face what you don’t know.”

      “That’s not true! A lot you know about me. I’d be off in a shot if I had any reason to go, but I’m no quitter. I know what they think about me back there. My mother’s people look down on me because my blood’s not blue, and my father’s people think I’m little better than an Indian, but I’m going to show them! One of these days I’ll walk down that street with my nose in the air, wearing gowns straight from New York and Paris, and they’re going to beg for my attention! Now shut up and leave me alone.”

      Luke grinned then, a wide grin that reached his eyes. “Are we done conversing, then?” he asked.

      Heaving a loud sigh of exasperation, Maria crossed her arms and stared toward the ranch, purposely ignoring him. He was the most annoying, overconfident male she had yet to encounter, and she had known plenty. Still, she couldn’t hide a flicker of a smile.

      Luke guided the animals into the cool darkness of the barn, where he could unhitch the team and unload the grain out of the heat of the sun. At this hour the place was deserted.

      Maria regretted her sharp words. He had bought her a hat and treated her as an intelligent human being, which was more than many men had. And he certainly had no reason to stay and help her if she insulted him too often.

      “I apologize if I was rude. I just resent everyone assuming I cannot take care of myself just because I’m a woman. And I thank you for the hat. I hope you don’t have too much trouble collecting your wager.”

      Maria stared straight ahead as she made these admissions. Climbing down from the seat, Luke circled the wagon to help her out.

      “That hat’s worth whatever it takes. I like it. And I’m not a fool. I can see very well that your father taught you to take care of yourself. I’m just not so certain that you want to.” With that enigmatic remark he reached up to swing Maria down from the wagon.

      Hurriedly Maria attempted to scramble down by herself, but it was too late. Powerful hands circled her waist and lifted her into the air, setting her down directly in front of Luke, where she could not avoid his gaze.

      The shock of this touch vibrated through her. His hands lingered at her waist, and she fixed her gaze upon the unguarded look on his face as she remembered a similar intimate encounter. Never had she seen him with his mask of indifference down, and Maria had the sudden wild urge to touch his taut cheek.

      The opportunity vanished with Charlie’s shout as he entered the barn. Luke immediately dropped his hold as if burned, and Maria nervously began brushing herself off as she escaped out the door.

      That night as the lonesome strains of the guitar again played through the chilly night, Maria stood at her window to listen. She had never known any of her men to play a guitar. There could be only one man, one stranger who could be making this mournful music, but it did not fit the man. Luke Walker was a hired gun, one of that merciless breed of killer who could shoot a man for money. Men like that didn’t sing odes to the stars or lost loves.

      Too restless to sleep, she drifted to the tiled patio, drinking of the cool air that would soon be laden with the scent of roses. This had been her mother’s favorite spot, a reminder of the home she had left behind when she had allowed the brash American to sweep her away from all she knew and loved. Maria had only been nine when her mother had died in giving birth to a stillborn son, yet she could still remember her mother’s pleasure in the brilliant flowers Irish sought out for her.

      Sadly Maria slid her fingers along the low adobe wall, listening to the music well up inside her. She wondered if her mother had ever regretted giving up the sheltered, aristocratic life of her Spanish family for the raw, new one of her American husband. The life out here was crude and often lawless; her mother’s family had learned that the hard way. The Valencias had only lived in New Mexico long enough to lose their land and daughter before returning to California.

      Maria stared at the dark ridge of mountains in the distance and wondered if Luke were right. Should she conquer her pride and attempt to locate the family she had scarcely known? She knew more of her American cousins than her Spanish ones, but the Connollys were half a continent away, beyond her ability to imagine. She knew there were trains that could take her there, but they had yet to reach this far into the wilderness. The mountains between here and California she could see. They were more accessible to her imagination.

      It mattered not. She couldn’t lower her pride to appear penniless and homeless on anyone’s doorstep. Her father would turn in his grave if he thought his only daughter reduced to that. No, she would continue as she was, and one day she would marry Manuel. Then the people of the town would have to look up to her. She would have position and family and all the pretty dresses she could ever wear. Manuel did not love her, but he had chosen her over all the other available women in town. That must mean something. Perhaps with time they would learn the love that marriage brings.

      The music changed its note, as if the musician laughed at his own mournfulness. Unable to contain her curiosity, Maria drifted to the edge of the patio. Out there, leaning against a wagon wheel, she could see the outline of Luke’s lanky frame, his head bent over the silhouette of a Spanish guitar. The music emerging from his nimble fingers was amazing, but it was the sensual low notes of his mellow baritone that captivated her.

      Luke did not lift his head to acknowledge her presence.
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      Pounding a nail into the sagging foundation of the front porch, Luke grunted in disgust as the wood disintegrated. The front door opening interrupted his disgruntled thoughts, and he glanced up in anticipation. The little spitfire would have a few entertaining words to say when he told her that the porch would have to be torn down before someone fell through.

      He was doomed to disappointment, though. The rose trellis surrounding the porch concealed her, but Luke realized that Maria was not alone. Two sets of footsteps echoed against the floorboards, one of them decidedly heavier than a female’s.

      Luke picked up his tools and prepared to leave, but the whispered promises drifting from above trapped him in an embarrassing predicament. Anyone on the porch would see him walk away and know he had been within hearing. The little witch would never forgive him for that. On the other hand, if he remained where he was, the darkness would hide him.
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        * * *

      

      Maria deftly avoided Manuel’s wandering hands and stepped to the porch stairs, hoping he would take the hint. It had been a long and tiring day, and she simply wasn’t in the mood for countering Manuel’s lovemaking.

      Manuel refused to take the hint. Maria had dressed for him tonight, and he’d noticed. He slid his hands over the gray moire Pieta had let out, and she remembered why she didn’t wear gowns. The bodice of the low-cut gown strained across her full breasts with every breath, and Manuel was practically drooling into her cleavage.

      She caught her breath in annoyance as he once again trapped her in his embrace. His darkly handsome face leaned over her, but she could summon no passion to meet the flash of his ebony eyes. Why could she not just relax and let him have his way? It would please him, and he would go away happy. That was important to a man like Manuel. She must learn to enjoy these moments if she would be a good wife.

      His kiss pressed insistently against her lips, and Maria tried her best to respond. Her thoughts, however, drifted to the passionate hunger and unyielding arms of another encounter, and she could not help but compare. Why couldn’t she react to Manuel’s arms as she had to a total stranger’s? Just the thought of Luke’s kiss aroused a more ardent response from her, and Manuel’s embrace tightened appreciatively.

      When he stroked her breast, Maria gasped in surprise and tried to push away, but Manuel did not heed her resistance.

      “Cara, do not fight me. It is time you let me hold you in my arms. Let me show you how it can be between us.”

      His hand squeezed her breast as his kiss ravaged her mouth, and Maria felt an urge to scream. The tactics she would use on another man she could not use on Manuel. As her novio, he had a right to
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