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Winter 1868
 Utah Territory

“Don’t move. Don’t even breathe.”

The man’s low, emotionless voice was enough to freeze Sarah Kennedy in place. But even if his voice hadn’t stilled her, the rest of him would have.

Moving and breathing just weren’t possible.

Sarah was stretched out full-length on her stomach, pinned to cold slickrock at the edge of a drop-off, flattened beneath a stranger’s overwhelming weight. The man covered her from head to heels.

Lord, but that’s a lot of man, she thought fearfully. Not fat. Just big.

Too big.

Even if the stranger gave her an opening, she wouldn’t have a chance in a fight against him. Despite his size, he was quick and quiet as a hawk.

Sarah had never even suspected that she was no longer alone beneath the stone overhang of the shallow cave.

The stranger’s body was as hard as the cold rock that was squashing her breasts and gouging her hipbones even through her winter clothing. The man’s leather-gloved right hand was across her mouth with a grip that meant to stay there no matter how she twisted or tried to bite him.

She didn’t waste her strength in useless fighting. An unhappy marriage had taught her that even a young, healthy girl didn’t have much chance against an old man her own size and weight.

The man pinning her down right now was neither old nor her size and weight.

And that wasn’t the worst of it.

Despite the dry winter chill, the stranger’s left hand was bare. It held a six-gun that looked entirely too well used.

As though Sarah’s captor understood that she wasn’t going to fight him, his grip eased enough for her to breathe.

But not enough for her to cry out.

“I won’t hurt you,” the man said very quietly against her ear.

Like hell you won’t, she thought. That’s all most men are good for. Hurting women.

Silently she swallowed against the fear and nausea roiling in her stomach.

“Easy now, little one,” the man murmured. “I don’t mistreat women, horses, or dogs.”

She hadn’t heard that saying since her father’s death. It startled her even as it gave her a flicker of hope.

“But if those Culpeppers gathering at the bottom of the cliff get their hands on you,” the stranger continued, “they’ll make you pray for death. Your prayers will be answered, but not nearly quick enough to suit you.”

A chill washed over Sarah that had nothing to do with the winter night or the icy rock she was lying on.

“Nod if you understand me,” the man said.

Despite his educated accents and the hint of a drawl, his voice was low, soft, deadly.

She nodded.

“Now, nod if you believe me,” he added dryly.

An absurd desire to laugh shot through her.


Hysteria, she thought. Get hold of yourself. You’ve been through worse and come out right side up.

Again, Sarah nodded.

“Girl, I hope you’re not lying to me.”

She shook her head vigorously.

“Good,” he murmured. “Because sure as God made little green apples, as soon as you scream we’re going to be up to our butts in hot lead.”

Once again she felt a crazy desire to laugh. She controlled it.

Barely.

Slowly the stranger’s hand came away from her mouth.

Sarah took a long, deep, silent breath. The air she drew into her body tasted of leather and was spiced with an intriguing scent.

Apple, she realized. He’s just eaten an apple.

A bit more of the aching tension left her body.

Her husband had demanded sex only when he was drinking, not when he was eating.

Even more reassuring to her, there wasn’t the faintest trace of liquor on the stranger’s breath. Nor was there any hint of liquor on his skin or clothes. All she could smell was a trace of soap, leather, heat, and…apple.

That’s why I’m not as scared as I should be, she realized. He may be an outlaw, but he’s sober, smells clean, and likes apples.

Maybe he’s no meaner than he has to be.

The slow easing of her painful tension communicated itself to the man whose body was covering hers like a heavy, living blanket.

“That’s better,” the man murmured. “I’m going to take some of my weight off you. But don’t you move at all. Not a bit. Hear me?”

Sarah nodded.

With a silence and speed that left her feeling a bit dizzy, the man shifted to one side.

Rock no longer dug into her breasts and belly. Now the weight and strength of the man lay lightly along her right side.

He was still there, still poised. If he wanted to, he could cover her again as swiftly and silently as he had before.

“You all right?” the man asked softly.

She nodded.

Then she wondered if the man would understand her silent communication now that he wasn’t close enough to feel her every heartbeat. It was as dark as the inside of a boot beneath the overhang of rock.

“Good girl,” he murmured.

He must have eyes like an eagle, Sarah thought. Lord, if only I had the wings of an eagle I would fly away.

The thought sent a shudder of pure longing through her.

“Now don’t go all contrary on me,” the stranger said softly. “We’re not out of this mess by a long sight.”

We? she asked silently. Last time I looked, I was alone and there wasn’t any mess at all!

Men’s voices, the creaking of saddle leather, and a horse’s impatient snort drifted up from the blackness at the base of the cliff.

In the night stillness of the red rock desert, sound carried a long, long way.

All right, she amended silently. I was alone and a mess was gathering around me.

Now I’m not alone. Danger is right within reach.

And it smells of apples.

Sarah struggled against a smile.

She lost.

Case Maxwell saw the flash of her smile. He wondered what the girl found worth smiling about in this unholy mess.

And despite the darkness, despite the heavy men’s clothes she wore, Case had no doubt that it was a female he was lying halfway across. She was soft, slender, and smelled of summer roses.

Must be Sarah Kennedy, he decided. Either that or Big Lola. They’re the only white women for several days’ ride.

Somehow he doubted that the girl he had discovered in the shallow cave was Big Lola. Word had it that Lola was man-sized, man-hard, and tough as any sporting gal who had ever ventured west of the Mississippi.

The slender waif who was trying not to smile didn’t have the attitude—or the smell—of a sporting gal.

Sarah Kennedy, he said to himself. Has to be.

As it had during the Civil War, his mind worked quickly, assembling the information he had on the subject of a girl called Sarah Kennedy.

Widow. Young. Avoids men, quiet as a shadow, and even harder to lasso.

A kid brother called Conner, an old outlaw known as Ute, and Big Lola live with her on Lost River Canyon ranch.

Wonder why nobody mentioned that Sarah smells of summer roses and has a smile quick as lightning?

Just what the hell is she smiling about, anyway?

He was opening his lips to ask when the sound of approaching horses came up to him from the black and silver land below. The horsemen were headed toward the foot of the cliff, which was barely thirty feet below the cave-like overhang Case was hiding in while he spied on Ab Culpepper and his savage kin.

Then Case had discovered that he wasn’t the only one who wanted to listen in on the uneasy negotiations between the Culpepper boys and the outfit known as Moody’s Breeds.

Hell of a place to find a girl who dresses like a man and smells like summer rain and roses, he thought.

Hell of a place for a girl, period.

Only a few inches beyond his head was the outer edge of a shallow cave that water had eaten from a solid stone cliff. The far end of the cave was barely ten feet behind his boots.

A tiny stream of water from the seep at the back of the overhang wound along the downward slanting rock just a few inches from his gun. From there the water spun over the lip of stone and out of sight into the night.

That little trickle wouldn’t cover the sound of a bird fart, Case thought grimly. Hope Sarah has as much sense and grit as she seems to.

Any rash move by either of them would give away their presence to the outlaws below.

At least she had sense enough not to scream, he consoled himself. We might get out of this yet with our hides intact.

On the other hand, he wasn’t counting on a happy outcome. War and its brutal aftermath had taught him not to expect any kind of luck but the kind that killed you and destroyed whatever you held dear.

Very slowly he lifted his right hand. He touched his index finger against Sarah’s lips in a command for silence. Though the touch was light, he felt her flinch away.

Sarah nodded to show she understood that she must be very quiet.

As she nodded, the brushing of her mouth against his supple glove disturbed Case. He would have sworn that he could feel the warmth of her living breath even through the leather.

It was like touching fire.

An elemental masculine heat shot through him, shocking him.

Bloody hell, as Elyssa would say, he thought. Of all the damned inconvenient times to get randy.

Never knew I liked the smell of roses so much.

“—dammit, doesn’t have a damned thing to do with it and you damned well know it, dammit.”

The voice from below floated up, taking his mind off his unexpected response to the female who lay lightly against him.

“That’s Joe Moody,” Case breathed against Sarah’s ear. “His men call him Dammit, but not to his face.”


Again, her smile gleamed swiftly.

“Too ugly to look at?” she suggested in a voice as low as his.

To Case the faint huskiness of her voice was like sipping whiskey. He took a slow, careful, very thorough breath. He told himself that he wasn’t doing it to savor the scent of roses and womanly warmth in the midst of desert winter.

The urgent quickening of his body told him that he lied.

“Dammit, that old buzzard found silver, dammit!” Moody said.

“Then why is his widow living no better than an Injun?” came the cold retort.

The tension that went through Case at the sound of the voice lasted only an instant, but Sarah felt it.

Just as she had felt the other change in his body.

“Ab Culpepper,” Case said against Sarah’s ear.

The quality of his voice sent a queasy chill through her. It was the same unemotional voice he had used when he first overwhelmed her. It was the voice of a man to whom nothing mattered—not heat, not chill, not pain, not pleasure.

Not even death.

“Dammit, how should I know why she ain’t living high on the hog on all that silver?” Moody asked in a high voice. “She’s a female, dammit!”

“Even the devil don’t know a female’s mind,” Ab agreed calmly. “Worthless sluts, all of them.”

Without realizing it Sarah made a low sound of protest and tensed even more. Her husband had sounded a lot like Moody. Half-drunk. All irritable. Unreasonable. Woman hater, except when lust was riding him.

Case felt the subtle return of tension to her body.

“Quiet,” he breathed.

She didn’t so much as nod her head, but he knew that she understood. She made no more sounds.

“Like I say, dammit!” Moody said triumphantly. “She could be a settin’ on all that silver like a broody hen.”

“Not with Ute and Big Lola around,” Ab said. “Parnell tells me the two of them used to rob banks. Ute won’t let no slip of a girl stand between him and a heap of Spanish silver.”

“Dammit, maybe he don’t know, dammit!”

A horse stamped impatiently. Or a mule.

Sarah couldn’t be certain. She only knew that the Culpeppers rode big sorrel mules that were faster than lightning and lean as mustangs.

“Moody,” Ab said impatiently, “a man can’t eat no silver.”

“Dammit, we ain’t gone hungry. My boys—”

“—rustle too close to home,” Ab interrupted. “Them beeves two of your boys just butchered back of camp are Circle A stock.”

“So?” Moody challenged.

“That’s only two days’ ride from Spring Canyon,” Ab said flatly. “I told you three days and no less.”

“’Twas three days, dammit!”

“What y’all riding?” a third voice asked sarcastically. “Two-legged possums?”

That comment was followed by loud voices and swearing between the Culpeppers and Moody’s men about the speed of horses versus mules.

Case listened intently, trying to sort out the voices.

Parnell Culpepper was easy to recognize. His voice was thin and grating. His cousin Quincy had a fuller voice, but no easier on the ears. Reginald Culpepper, who was both cousin and brother to the other two, hardly ever said anything.

Kester Culpepper wasn’t much more talkative, unless he was drunk. Then he didn’t shut up until he passed out or someone got sick of his rambling and knocked him senseless.

Moody’s men were harder for Case to sort out, because he had spent less time stalking them. There was one called Crip, whose left arm was withered. Word had it that he made up for the injury with the strength of his right arm and a sawed-off, lever-action rifle.

Another man was called Whiskey Jim. He drank. When he was sober, he was a good hand with dynamite, a useful skill for former bank robbers.

There were at least five others in the gang known as Moody’s Breeds, but Case hadn’t put names with the faces or voices yet. He had been too busy keeping track of Culpeppers.

This time he was going to be certain that not one of them escaped. The Culpeppers’ long history of raiding, rape, and murder was going to end here, in the wilderness of red stone.

No more men coming home to find their ranches ruined and their women tortured and killed, he thought.

No more broken children thrown away like whiskey bottles along the trail.

Case was going to see to it.

Personally.

Yet it wasn’t a hot, passionate need for vengeance that drove him. War had burned all emotion out of him, except for the bond with his older brother, Hunter—the brother Case had dragged off to join a futile war.

After the war the brothers went home to Texas, expecting to create a better life. They found nothing left of their home but the sickening wreckage of a Culpepper raid.

If Case felt anything at all these days, it was in his dreams, and he was careful not to remember them.

All that moved him was a cold sense of justice. The way he saw it, God had been too busy to take care of all His children during the war. The devil, however, had looked after his own.

Now Case was going to balance the scales.

“Shut up, all of you!”

Ab’s cold voice cut through the heckling like a knife, gutting the argument, leaving silence welling up as thick as blood.

Sarah fought against an urge to flee. At his very worst, Hal had sounded just like Ab. That was when she had grabbed Conner and escaped into the maze of red stone pillars and dry canyons. Only the birds of prey could find their way through the stone wilderness.

She had watched the wild birds, and she had learned. She and her younger brother had survived the grim times when her husband went crazy with drink.

But running right now will get you killed, she reminded herself fiercely. Then who would take care of Conner? Ute is loyal only to me and Lola is loyal only to Ute.

Conner would be on his own.

Just as Sarah had been on her own after her parents died in the flood. That was what had driven her at fourteen to marry a stranger three times her age.

Thank God Hal is dead, she thought, not for the first time.

Once she had felt guilty for being glad to be rid of her cruel husband. Once, but no more. She was simply grateful that she and her younger brother had survived Hal Kennedy.

“We agreed on no raiding close to Spring Canyon,” Ab said loudly. “Remember, Moody?”

“Dammit, I—”

“You remember or not?” Ab snarled.

Case saw the hints of movement below as members of the Moody bunch squared off against the Culpeppers.

Good, he thought. Maybe Moody will just kill the lot of them and spare me the trouble. Then I can get on with looking for a place to build a ranch of my own.

But Case didn’t really think he would get that lucky. Ab Culpepper was too wily to be killed by the likes of Moody.

“Dammit!” Moody said.


He repeated himself several times. There was more bluster than conviction in his voice.

“The Circle A is too close,” Ab said. “You want beef, you go farther. You want game, you hunt anywhere you please. Savvy?”

“Dammit, I still think—”

“You don’t think nothin’,” Ab interrupted impatiently. “That’s my job. If you was any good at thinking, you wouldn’t be dead broke in winter, chasing your own tail in this red hell.”

“You’re doin’ the same thing, dammit.”

“I got twenty Yankee dollars, saddlebags full of bullets, and I ain’t chasing nothing.”

“Dammit! We go all the way to New Mexico Territory for our beef and, dammit, we don’t have no time to look for Spanish silver, dammit.”

“You can look after we get the meat we need so we ain’t eating roots like Injuns come spring.”

“What about women, dammit?”

“What about them, dammit?” Ab mocked.

“A man can’t go all winter without a woman to warm his jeans and cook his beans.”

“Steal or buy some down in Mexico. Or get a Injun.”

“Dam—”

“Just be damned sure she ain’t no chief’s wife or daughter, savvy?” Ab said, talking right over Moody. “Some of them redskins are pure poison when they’re on the prod.”

If Case had been a smiling kind of man, the words would have made him smile. He knew just why Ab was so touchy on the subject of stealing the wrong Indian girl.

Over in the Ruby Mountains of Nevada, Ab and some of his kin had tangled with Indians over a stolen girl. Ab and Kester were the only Culpeppers who survived. They had faded out of the losing fight, mounted up, and gone to join their remaining kin in Utah Territory.

“What about them two white women over to Lost River Canyon?” asked a new voice. “They’re close. All they got guarding them is a kid and that old outlaw. Them’s good odds.”

“That girl is supposed to be right tasty, dammit,” Moody said eagerly.

Other men joined in with a chorus of rough comments about the girl they had seen only through their spyglasses.

Hearing the voices, Sarah fought against the nausea that was trying to wring her stomach like a washrag.

“Shut up,” Ab said flatly. “Get it through your noggins. Ain’t no raiding close to camp.”

“But—”

“Shut up.”

For a moment there was only the faint sound of water trickling down stone into darkness.

“Nothin’ riles the army like a white woman gettin’ raped by half-breeds,” Ab said coldly. “If I decide the Kennedy widow needs taking care of, I’ll do it personally and legally. I’ll marry it.”

There were faint grumblings from Moody and his men, but no real protest. When they first met, one of Moody’s gang had tested Ab’s temper. The man had died before his gun was even partway out of the holster.

Ab was as fast with a six-shooter as any man Moody’s Breeds had ever seen, and they thought they had seen them all.

Until Ab Culpepper.

“Be easier to winter at Lost River ranch, dammit,” Moody said.

“Easy ain’t always best. Time you learned that. We’re gonna do just what we planned.”

“Stay in Spring Canyon?” asked another voice. “Por Dios, the wind there, she is very cold.”

“If you and the rest of the breeds got the lead out of your butts,” Ab said, “camp would be snug as a tick in a hound’s ear.”

Someone swore in disgust but no one spoke up.


“I’ll kill the next man I see rustling Circle A beef,” Ab said.

No one said a word.

“Same for any man who messes with them white women,” he added.

“Even Big Lola?” Moody asked in disbelief.

“I hear she done give up the sporting life.”

“Sure, but dammit, she’s just an old whore, dammit!”

“Leave her be. We’re gonna do what them ’Paches do. Live quiet at home and raid far off.”

There were restless movements but no voice spoke against Ab Culpepper’s calm, ruthless orders.

“In a year or so,” Ab said, “we’ll have ourselves a thousand head of stock and enough women for a sultan’s palace. Anyone got trouble with that?”

Silence.

“All right. Get your tails back to camp. Kester and me will ride the back trail and see if any Circle A folks take a notion to come calling. You got any questions, talk to Parnell.”

Shod hooves clicked on stones. The unshod hooves of the mustangs Moody’s men rode made less noise.

The smell of dust rose up to the shallow cave where Sarah and Case lay motionless.

After it had been silent for several minutes, she started to get up. Instantly he was over her again, flattening her, silencing her with a hand across her mouth.

“Ab” was all Case whispered.

It was all he had to say. She became utterly still.

Long minutes went by.

“Told you,” Kester said.

“An’ I’m telling you,” Ab said, “that someone is out there.”

“Ghost.”

“Ghost,” Ab mocked. “Ain’t no ghosts, boy. How many times I have to tell you?”

“Seen ’em.”


“Only at the bottom of a bottle.”

“Seen ’em,” Kester repeated.

“Ain’t you the baby. Pa woulda kicked your sorry ass all the way round the holler.”

“Seen ’em.”

“Shee-it. Next you’ll be whining about them Texicans following us.”

“Ain’t seen ’em.”

“Shee-it.”

With that, Ab reined his mule around and trotted off into the darkness. Kester’s mule followed.

Case didn’t move.

Neither did Sarah, for the simple reason that she was still pinned beneath him.

Finally, slowly, he rolled aside. Before she could move to get up, he pressed a hand firmly between her shoulder blades.

Together, motionless, they listened to the immense silence of the land.

If she hadn’t been accustomed to hunting or simply watching wild animals, she would have grown impatient long before Case gave her any signal that it was all right to move.

But she had spent many years with a rifle or shotgun, providing food for her younger brother and her worthless, treasure-hunting husband. She endured the discomfort because there was no other sensible thing to do.

Her patience impressed Case as much as her absolute stillness. He had known few men and no women who could be motionless for long periods of time. Sooner or later, most men fidgeted.

Sooner or later, most men died.

Lord, but this girl smells good, he thought. Feels good, too. Soft, but not pudding soft. Like a rosebud, all springy and alive.

Wonder if she tastes like rain and heat and roses all mixed together?


With a silent curse at his unruly thoughts—and body—Case lifted his hand from Sarah’s back, freeing her.

“Keep your voice down,” he said softly. “Sound carries a long way down these stone draws.”

“I know.”

“You have a horse?”

“No.”

What she didn’t say was that a horse would have made too much noise, alerting Conner that she was going off alone into the night. She had done that more and more often lately, driven by a restlessness she didn’t understand. She only knew that she found peace in the clean, moonlit silence of the land.

“Can you ride, Mrs. Kennedy?” Case asked.

“Yes.”

“I’ll see you safely home.”

“That’s not necessary, Mr., er…”

“Just call me Case. My horse is in a grassy draw off to the south,” he said. “You know the place?”

“Yes.”

“Good. I’ll follow you.”

Sarah started to speak, shrugged, and turned away. There was no point in arguing. If he wanted to see her home, then he would do so whether she liked it or not.

Yet if he indeed was following her, he didn’t make any noise about it. After a few minutes her curiosity won out. She stopped and turned around to look for him.

He was right there.

The startled sound she made at seeing him looming so close behind her brought an even more startling reaction from him. One instant his hands were empty. The next instant a six-gun was gleaming in the moonlight, cocked and ready to fire.

Case took a gliding step, then another, not stopping until he was close enough to breathe a soft question into Sarah’s ear.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.


“I didn’t hear you, so I turned and you were right on my heels,” she whispered. “It surprised me, that’s all.”

The gun vanished into its holster with as little warning as it had appeared.

“Being noisy can get a man killed,” he said matter-of-factly. “Especially in a war.”

Sarah took a shaky breath, turned around, and started walking again.

His horse was waiting at the narrow end of the draw. The only noise the big animal made was the quiet ripping of grass as he grazed in the little oasis. When the horse scented her, his head came up fast, ears pricked.

The shape of the horse’s head against the moonlight told her that this was no ordinary animal. The clean lines, straight nose, flaring nostrils, and widely spaced eyes shouted of good breeding.

“Stay back,” Case said to Sarah. Then, “Easy, Cricket. It’s just me.”

When he brushed past her, she realized why he was so soft on his feet. He was wearing knee-high fringed moccasins rather than the boots most white men wore.

With smooth, efficient motions, Case tightened the saddle cinch, picked up the reins, and led Cricket toward her.

The horse was huge.

“Biggest cricket I’ve ever seen,” she muttered. “Seventeen hands if he’s an inch.”

“He was cricket-sized when I named him.”

She doubted it, but kept her mouth shut.

“Let him get your scent,” Case said. “Don’t be afraid. He’s a stallion, but he’s a gentleman as long as I’m around.”

“Afraid of a horse?” she retorted. “Not on your life.”

Then her voice changed. It became low, soothing, almost singsong, as clear and unthreatening as the murmur of water in a creek.

Cricket was as pleased by the musical sounds as Case was. The stallion’s surprisingly delicate velvet muzzle snuffled over her hat, lipped at her long braids, and whuffled over her wool jacket. Then Cricket lowered his head and butted her chest in a naked request to be petted.

Sarah’s soft laughter licked over Case like fire. He watched without a word while she slipped off her gloves and rubbed Cricket’s head and ears. She slid her fingers under the bridle to the spots where leather itched on horsehide and only human hands could scratch.

Cricket sighed, nudged again, then leaned his head against her chest, as relaxed as a dog.

Case couldn’t help wondering how it would feel to have such sweetly knowing hands in his hair, on his body, and to hear her pleased laughter at his response.

Damnation, he swore silently. What’s wrong with me? I keep thinking like that and it’s going to be a long, uncomfortable ride.

“Need any help getting on?” he asked curtly.

“He’s your horse. Do I?”

Case moved so quickly that Sarah never knew what happened. One moment she was petting Cricket. The next instant she was in the saddle with the memory of Case lifting her as though she weighed no more than moonlight.

Before she could adjust to the change, he made another lightning move. Suddenly he was behind her, surrounding her.

She went rigid as old terror exploded in her.

Cricket sensed her fear and shied wildly.

“Easy,” Case said in a soft voice. Then, less gently, “I thought you said you could ride.”

“I can,” she said through her teeth.

“Then take the ramrod out of your spine. You’re making Cricket nervous.”

Sarah let out a long breath as she realized that he had been reaching for the reins, not for her.

“You’re a sudden sort of man,” she muttered.

“So I’m told.”


He reined the stallion around and headed out of the ravine.

Slowly she relaxed. Cricket’s walk was an easy, swinging sort of gait that covered a lot of ground without any fuss at all.

“Good horse,” she said after a time. “Really good.”

“He and Bugle Boy are the last of them.”

“Of what?”

“The horses my brother and I bred. War and raiders got the rest, including my brother’s family.”

His voice was calm, emotionless, as though he were describing something that had happened to a stranger.

“At least you had something left,” Sarah said. “All I had was a ragged dress, a young brother, and enough hunger to eat grass.”

“War?”

“Hurricane. Six years ago.”

Subtly Case shifted position, trying to get more comfortable. The fragrance and warmth and closeness of Sarah Kennedy were giving his body pure hell.

“Louisiana?” he asked, forcing himself to speak normally.

“East Texas.”

He took a breath. The scent of female warmth and roses made him wish he hadn’t.

“Six years?” he said. “You must have been a kid.”

“Thirteen going on fourteen. Old enough.”

“For what?”

“Marriage.”

The tone of her voice didn’t encourage any more questions.

That was all right with Case. The faintly husky, wholly feminine sound of her voice was doing nothing to settle the heavy running of his blood.

Cricket’s big strides ate up the few miles to Sarah’s home. She never gave directions. Case never asked.

He knew exactly where to go.


The realization sank into her as slowly and completely as the scent of apples, horse, and leather. Yet instead of being frightened that a stranger knew the precise location of her isolated home, she was intrigued.

Wonder what he’s doing here? she asked herself.

She didn’t voice her curiosity aloud. Even if she had been rude enough to ask Case what he was doing in the wilderness, she wasn’t a fool. Only outlaws, Indians, prospectors, cowboys, and crazy artists came to the remote stone desert that was her home.

She doubted that he was a cowhand. Cricket certainly wasn’t an ordinary cow pony. Nor was there any sign of prospecting gear tied on behind the saddle.

From what she could see of him, he didn’t look Indian. That left outlaw or crazy artist.

Whatever else Case was, he wasn’t crazy.

He reined in at the head of the steep trail that led down to Lost River Canyon’s wide, cottonwood-lined valley. Because the moon shone brilliantly between the flying clouds, he was careful to stay in shadows.

A few hundred feet below the lip of the plateau, a lantern shone through the cracks of an awkwardly built cabin. A pole corral with a woven willow shelter at one end served as a barn. There was an orderly kitchen garden, fruit trees bare-branched in winter, and meadow hay stacked behind the willow shelter. A wickiup and a small, low hut stood well off to one side.

“Who’s on guard?” Case asked.

“No one.”

His eyes narrowed. Instinct told him two things. The first was that she wasn’t lying.

The second was that someone was on guard.

With a swift movement he dismounted, keeping the bulk of Cricket between himself and the small ranch.

“No point in alarming your menfolk,” he said. “I’ll watch you to safety from here.”

Sarah wasn’t surprised to find herself lifted off the big stallion and lowered to the ground. What surprised her was that she was beginning to like the feel of Case’s strength as much as she liked the scent of apples on his breath.

I wonder what he looks like beneath that wide-brimmed hat, she thought. His eyes seem light and his hair is dark, he hasn’t shaved in a week or two, but he’s clean otherwise.

Would he taste like apples warmed by the sun?

The idle thought shocked her more than anything else that had happened that night.

Case heard the broken breath she drew and saw the sudden widening of her eyes. He knew with primitive certainty that the same fire burning in him had touched her as well.

“Don’t go out alone again,” he said flatly. “Next time I might not be around to get you out of trouble.”

“I wasn’t in trouble until you flattened me beneath you like a shirt for ironing,” she retorted.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“You didn’t. You’re just…a lot of man.”

Again, the husky edge to her voice touched him like a whip of fire.

“Stop looking at me like that,” he said.

“Like what?”

“Like a girl with love on her mind. There’s no love left in me. All I have is this.”

He bent and caught her mouth beneath his. He meant the kiss to be hard and swift, a warning not to spin dreams around him.

Yet as he bent down, he drew in the scent of roses.

He found he could no more ravage her mouth than he would have shredded a rosebud. The tip of his tongue glided over her lips in a tender, searing caress.

Then Case was gone, leaving Sarah alone in the night with the taste of a stranger on her lips and the wonder of her first kiss shivering through her body.








2





The next morning Case was awake well before dawn. The desert night had been cold as a mountain creek, but that wasn’t why he was up and about early.

He hadn’t slept much. The taste of Sarah kept coming to him just as he drifted off to sleep. Then he would come awake in a rush that guaranteed he would stay awake until his blood cooled.

That was why he was up before the sun, sitting on his heels, talking to his horse.

“Well, Cricket. I was right. She tasted of roses and heat and just enough salt to tell a man that she’s all woman.”

The big bay stallion flicked an ear in Case’s direction, but didn’t otherwise interrupt his grazing.

“And I’m a damned fool for finding out.”

Cricket snorted, swept his muzzle across his foreleg, and resumed grazing.

“No need to rub it in.”

The horse ignored him.

“What Sarah doesn’t know is that Ab isn’t a patient man. Along about the first real snow, he’ll get tired of living in a brush wickiup. He’ll start thinking about that crooked little cabin and the warm girl inside it.”

Cricket lifted his head, pricked his ears, and looked beyond Case.


Even as he spun around and came to his feet, a six-gun appeared in his left hand. Calmly he waited for whatever the horse had already discovered.

From the crest of the ravine, a coyote’s yapping howl rose into a sky that was slowly being bleached of stars by a lemon-colored dawn.

After a moment Cricket returned to grazing.

“Just a lonely song dog, huh?”

He holstered his six-gun and went back to sitting on his heels. Since he wasn’t planning on stalking anyone at the moment, he was wearing riding boots instead of moccasins.

There was no fire to give warmth and comfort to the cold dawn. His breakfast was as spare as his camp—jerky, hard biscuits, and water from the seep where he had found Sarah Kennedy hiding.

Ab knows about her, Case thought uneasily. He knows where she is. He knows all she has to defend her is an old outlaw, a whore, and a boy.

“Maybe I should stop dogging Ab’s trail and waiting for a chance to get the Culpeppers all at once,” he said to Cricket.

Grass ripped off by strong white teeth was Cricket’s only comment.

“Maybe I should hang out in that rawhide little settlement over to the river. That’s where the boys let off steam. What do you think, Cricket?”

Whatever the stallion thought, he kept on grazing.

“I could take cards in another poker game,” Case said. “Sooner or later one of the Culpeppers will call me out, just like their kin Jeremiah and Ichabod did down near the Spanish Bottoms.”

He didn’t talk about the fact that Ichabod had been almost as fast on the draw as Case himself. He had come very close to dying that night.

It hadn’t mattered too much then.

Now it bothered him a bit. Not the thought of dying. The war had burned that emotion out of him along with the others.

But he couldn’t help feeling responsible for Sarah.

He knew with gut-wrenching certainty just how cruel Ab could be to women. Case had seen the results of Ab’s work, and that of his kin, scattered from Texas to Nevada. The more helpless the victim, the better the Culpeppers liked it.

Even children weren’t safe.

Ted and little Em, Case thought. They would still be alive if I hadn’t talked Hunter into going off to war to fight for honor and nobility and Rebel pride.

At fifteen I was all hellfire and brimstone, ready to kill Yankees from dawn to sundown to dawn.

At fifteen I was a real horse’s butt.

There was no heat in his thoughts, simply acceptance. He had taken Hunter away from family and off to war, leaving the little children in the hands of their mother, a woman who wasn’t fit to raise a pup, much less a child.

No one had been there when the Culpeppers descended on Ted and little Emily.

Water under the bridge, he told himself. Or it will be when I shovel dirt on the last Culpepper grave.

“Sooner I start, sooner I finish,” he said aloud. “Then I can stop burying garbage and get on with what’s important—finding the right place for a ranch.”

He swallowed the last of the water from his tin cup, hooked it onto his belt, and stood.

Dawn spilled over the land in a silent golden wave. Pillars, buttes, pinnacles, mesas, and plateaus of solid stone condensed out of the dawn in every shade of red and darkness.

As though summoned by daybreak, a long wind stirred. Clean, cold air curled around Case like a lover, ruffling his black hair and caressing his face. The air was scented with time and distance, stone and ancient sunrises.

The song dog called again.


The wind answered.

“I’ll build my ranch in a place like this,” he said softly. “These stone battlements were here long before Adam. They’ll be here long after the last man is nothing but the taste of ashes in God’s mouth.”

For a few moments longer he stood and watched the land being born from the womb of the night. Something close to peace softened the hard line of his mouth.

“The land abides,” he said. “No matter how foolish or evil men are, the land is born clean again each day.”

The coyote sang once more, then was silent.

“Amen, brother. Amen.”

His mind made up, he turned away from the haunting beauty of the dawn. With an economy of motion that spoke of long practice living out of saddlebags, he rolled his bedding in a tarpaulin, tied it, and set it aside.

The saddle was upside down over a rock so that the sheepskin lining could dry out. So was the saddle blanket, which doubled as extra bedding for Case when the weather was bitter.

As soon as he reached for the saddle, Cricket started grazing faster. The stallion knew they would be on the trail soon. Grass in the stone desert wasn’t easy to come by.

The horse didn’t pause in his eating while Case gave him a quick grooming, cleaned his hooves, and cinched the saddle up tight.

As always, Case checked his repeating rifle and shotgun before he mounted. As always, he found them in battle-ready condition. He slid them into their individual saddle sheaths.

He didn’t need to check his six-gun. He had done that the instant he awakened.

Quickly he tied on the saddlebags and the bedroll, picked up Cricket’s bridle, and looked around for anything that he might have forgotten.


The ground was bare of everything except tracks. Case wasn’t a forgetting kind of man.

As he approached Cricket, bridle in hand, the stallion ripped grass, chewed, and swallowed with impressive speed.

“You just love slobbering up that bit with green stuff, don’t you?”

The stallion lifted his head to receive the bit. Ropes of green drool hung down either side of his elegant muzzle.

Case made a disgusted sound. “I know you’re laughing at me, you spoiled devil.”

Despite his words, he was gentle as he bridled Cricket. He had been raised to value good horseflesh in the same way a smart man valued a good weapon. Take care of them and they would take care of you in turn.

Too bad people aren’t like horses and guns, he thought. Be fewer wars that way.

And no Culpeppers at all.

He swung into the saddle with a swift, easy movement. Cricket didn’t flatten his ears or hump his back like many Western horses first thing in the morning. He accepted being ridden the same way he accepted dawn, just a normal part of life.

“C’mon, Cricket. Let’s you and me check out that raggedy-ass wickiup saloon. We’ll see if that one-eyed padre is marking the cards any smarter this time.”

 

It was late afternoon before Case reached the place that was mockingly referred to by one and all as Spanish Church.

The name partly came from the fact that the huge rock formation that was the rear wall of the building looked like a Spanish church if the man doing the looking was too drunk to focus very well. The rest of the name owed its origins to the original owner of the saloon, Pader Gunther. Pader was quickly corrupted into “padre.” Since then, whoever ran the bar was called the padre.


The nickname Spanish Church stuck to the place like a bad reputation. The bad reputation, at least, was earned.

The settlement was hardly more than a handful of rough shacks strewn along Cottonwood River. Most of the time the “river” was a creek small enough to spit across, but it ran year-round, which was rare in this part of the West. The creek’s source was in a cluster of distant mountains, where spring runoff raced down from snowy peaks through dry slickrock country, and from there into a maze of stone canyons no white man had penetrated.

Spanish Church had no real street, no building worthy of the name, and no stable. The watering trough was the same muddy pool that supplied drinking water for the humans whose thirst wasn’t quenched by the local rotgut.

From the top of the nearby rise, Case watched Spanish Church through his spyglass. He could see eight riding animals tied or hobbled along the creek.

Two of them were sorrel mules.

No matter how carefully he studied the mules, he couldn’t tell which Culpepper was inside the brush and canvas structure that passed for a saloon.

“Good thing you spent most of the night filling your belly,” he said to Cricket. “It’s mighty thin pickings down there for man and beast alike.”

Too many animals had been left along the creek to forage for themselves while their riders drank away the days and nights until their money or their stomachs gave out.

“Maybe Ab rode one of those mules,” Case said softly. “Maybe I’ll just cut off the snake’s head and let the rest of the body thrash around until it dies of its own accord.”

Maybe…

His mouth flattened into a grim line beneath his black beard stubble.

But not damned likely, he thought. Ab might have been the one who personally savaged Ted and Em before he sold them to the Comancheros, but the rest of his kith and kin didn’t raise a finger to stop him.

For a few minutes longer Case weighed the advantages and dangers of riding into the settlement.

If Ab was there, Case would be recognized, but not as one of the “Texicans” who was following the Culpeppers with a saddlebag full of “Wanted Dead or Alive” posters.

Ab would see him as a gunhand hired in Nevada’s Ruby Mountains by the recently deceased Gaylord Culpepper. The Culpeppers had tried to get a good hideout the easy way—an outright grab of the B Bar and Ladder S ranches from their legal owners.

The grab had failed, but it had been touch and go for a while.

What Case didn’t know was whether anyone had figured out that he had been working against the Culpeppers in Nevada.

If Ab knew, he would shoot Case on sight.

Only one way to find out, he decided.

Absently he drew his six-gun, spun the cylinder to check the load once more, holstered the gun, and secured the revolver with a rawhide thong. He pulled a second cylinder from his jacket pocket, saw that it was fully loaded, and put it away once more.

It would be nice to have Hunter at my back when I ride down there, he thought.

Then he thought of Elyssa, who loved Hunter as few men were ever privileged to be loved by a woman.

Better for Hunter to stay in the Rubys. If I don’t come back, no woman will hang crêpe and no kids will go hungry.

He mounted Cricket with the same economy of movement that he did everything. Until people saw Case standing next to other men, his size wasn’t noticeable. He was just another quiet, easy-moving man who was thoroughly at home on a horse.

As always, he inspected the enemy territory close up in addition to his earlier study at a distance. He chose a path down the long rise that would circle the settlement.

He wasn’t particularly expecting guards or an ambush. On the other hand, it wouldn’t have surprised him. Spanish Church was no place for choirboys.

The first man he saw was facedown near a huge clump of rabbit brush. He was either dead drunk or dead, period. It was hard to say from a hundred feet away, and that was as close as Case planned on coming.

Cricket cocked an ear in the man’s direction, snorted, and chose a wide path around him.

“Don’t blame you, boy,” Case said. “I’ve smelled sweeter skunks left out in the sun to dry.”

Before he went into the saloon, he reined Cricket in a circle around the other grazing animals, checking brands.

Circle A. Rocking M.

He recognized the brands instantly. Both were from ranches that were close to Sarah Kennedy’s home. Not very close, however. Calling them neighbors would be stretching the truth thin enough to read newsprint through.

The owners of the Circle A and Rocking M had settled in the water-rich high country. It was a hard two days’ ride from the stone desert where Hal Kennedy had staked his claim.

The remaining horses wore brands that were either botched too badly to read or had been deliberately doctored to change the original brand.

The mules’ shiny sorrel hides weren’t branded at all.

There were three more horses back up a shady draw, standing three-legged and swatting flies with their long tails. One horse was saddled. The others wore packs full of supplies. The packs were tied off with neat diamond hitches.

The horses were mustangs, but they had good clean legs, reasonably deep chests, and muscular rumps. Though obviously well cared for, the animals weren’t shod. They didn’t need to be. Any mustang that got sore feet from running over stony ground didn’t last long enough to grow up in the first place.

Pick of the litter, Case thought, looking at the three mustangs. Somebody around here knows horseflesh.

When he went closer, he saw that all of the mustangs wore the same brand: S-C.

S-C Connected, he thought. Sarah Kennedy’s brand.

Wonder if she knows that three of her horses have wandered off to this outlaw’s nest?

When he closed in on the three horses, he saw that there was a small seep at the head of the ravine. There had been enough rain in autumn and early winter so that the seep was running even after summer’s natural drought.

Though the hooves of the other horses had cut deeply into the red soil around the seep, the water was still clear. He let Cricket drink, but not enough to make the stallion logy if they had to leave the settlement at a hard run.

“Sorry, boy,” he said as he reined Cricket away from the water. “You’re going to stay on duty for a time.”

True to his word, Case left the saddle cinched up tight when he tied Cricket to a bush on the sunny side of the “church.” The spot he chose was close to the front door of the saloon—if a stained, tattered canvas flap could be called a front door.

He knew that his greatest moment of danger would come when he ducked under the tarp and went from bright sun to smoke-filled gloom in the space of a breath. He didn’t hesitate. He simply slipped the thong that secured his six-gun in its holster as he bent and entered the saloon.

A fast glance told him there were fewer men in the room than there were horses outside. He didn’t like that, but there was nothing he could do about it.

Maybe they’re sleeping off their toot somewhere in the brush, he told himself.

But he didn’t count on it. He chose a place at the bar that would give him a clear view of the dingy room and the only door.


No one came to wait on him.

No one was asleep in the narrow room that had been dug out of rock behind the bar.

He turned his back on the empty bar and looked over the rest of the saloon.

Four men were playing cards. Two were Culpeppers, but Ab wasn’t one of them. Though there was little physical difference between Culpeppers—they ran to lean, squinty, straw-blond, and mean—Case had been chasing his enemies long enough to tell them apart.

Quincy, Reginald, and no Ab, he thought in disgust. Damnation. That old boy never is around when dying time comes.

He cooled the flick of irritation by reminding himself that Quincy and Reginald weren’t exactly wide-eyed virgins. Their names were on most of the “Wanted” posters in Cricket’s saddlebags. They were reputed to be gun handy and ready to draw at a sideways look. Though they were fast with their belt guns, it was whispered both men preferred to ambush their prey.

Reginald and Quincy were infamous for gut-shooting anyone who displeased them and then betting on how long the unlucky man would live. One of their victims had lasted three weeks. At the end, the bets were on how often he would scream before he finally packed it in.

A fifth man was sprawled near the fire, snoring. A thin, mangy dog was stretched out next to him.

Case began sizing up the room itself. It was little more than a natural overhang walled off on three sides by brush and covered by canvas that had been old about the time Lazarus was raised from the dead.

There was no chimney for the fire that burned inside a ragged circle of red rocks. Smoke just drifted through the room, joined by streams curling up from cigarettes and cheroots. If the wind blew hard enough, the air cleared a bit. It also got cold enough to hang meat.

Spanish Church wasn’t a lounging around kind of place with a cherrywood bar, brass foot rails, mirrors, and fancy spittoons. The bar was made of whiskey barrels with planks stretched across their tops. The tables were the same, except for the one that had come from the bottom of Pader Gunther’s original wagon.

Whiskey barrels cut in half and turned upside down served as chairs. Other chairs were made of mismatched cottonwood branches with cowhide stretched across for a seat. Wherever men hadn’t sat, hair in shades of red and brindle and white still clung to the stiff hides.

There were many brands on the cowhides. Spanish Church had been a trading place for outlaws and rustlers for as long as the settlement had been crouched along a source of good water in a dry wilderness.

“Anyone seen the padre?” Case asked easily.

“Don’t boil your kettle,” Quincy said without looking up from his tattered cards. “He’s a-getting his beauty sleep.”

Case glanced at the bartender and the dog. “That his wife?”

One of the men snickered. He wore his gray-streaked hair Indian style, cut off at the shoulders with a knife and held away from his eyes by a band across his forehead. The headband wasn’t made of a rag or a length of rawhide. It was woven with a bold design that was neither Indian nor European.

Though the man was a half-breed, he wasn’t a member of Moody’s gang.

That’s the old outlaw they call Ute, Case thought. He must be here to get supplies for Sarah.

Or himself. He wouldn’t be the first man to steal from a widow and kid.

Ute looked at the sleeping man and dog, snickered again, and glanced at Case. Abruptly the old outlaw’s eyes narrowed, as though he somehow recognized Case.

If so, Ute neither said nor did anything to draw attention to him.


“Old man, ya gonna ante up or pass gas?” Reginald snarled at Ute.

The tone of his voice said that he was on the losing end of the card game.

Ute scooped a handful of silver coins from the table and dropped them in his pocket. Then he gave Reginald a gap-toothed smile and said in Spanish that his mother was a whore and his sister walked on all fours.

The man to Reginald’s left smiled thinly, but neither Culpepper knew enough Spanish to realize the insult.

“Hey, you ain’t gonna take my money without giving me no chance to win it back!” Reginald said.

“Come here at the new moon,” Ute said.

“But—”

Whatever else Reginald wanted to say was cut off when Ute kicked over the table and shot to his feet with a speed surprising in a man his age.

By the time the other players recovered, Ute was standing up, waiting for whatever came. A double-barreled shotgun was in his hands. Both hammers were eared back and ready to go. One of his thick, scarred fingers was across the triggers.

“New moon,” Ute said.

Case was careful not to move. He also kept both hands in sight, a courtesy that didn’t pass unnoticed.

Ute gave him a gap-toothed grin and backed out of the room before either Culpepper could stop him.

“I’m gonna gut-shoot that son of a bitch,” Reginald said bitterly.

“Not today you ain’t,” Quincy said. “Today we’re playing cards. Deal, Beaver.”

The man called Beaver picked up the cards and dealt.

The padre snored.

Case sauntered over to the fire and gave the padre’s rump a brisk nudge with the toe of his boot.

The padre kept right on snoring.


“Man enjoys his own bug juice,” Case said to no one in particular.

“I’m flat as a flea,” Reginald said. “Gimme the ante, Quincy.”

“You ain’t paid me from the last time.”

“Shee-it. I’m your brother!”

“Half-brother.”

“Shee-it.”

Reginald turned his back on the table in disgust. He focused on the first thing that came into view.

Case.

“Ain’t I seen you?” Reginald asked.

“I’ve been here and there.”

“Where you been lately?” he demanded.

Beaver cast a worried look over his cards. Asking a man where he was from was not only rude, it could be dangerous. Reginald might be too irritable to miss the stranger’s quiet self-confidence, but Beaver wasn’t.

Instinctively Beaver began looking for a place to go when the lead started flying. He had no intention of helping Reginald out. As far as he was concerned, there were too many Culpeppers hanging around as it was. One more or less wouldn’t be missed.

“There,” Case said.

“Huh?” Reginald asked.

“You asked me where I’ve been,” he said calmly. “I told you.”

Reginald came to his feet in a rush. “There?” he repeated. “Shee-it, what kinda answer is that?”

“The only kind you’re going to get.”

Quincy leaped to his feet.

Beaver dove for what he hoped would be a quiet corner of the saloon.

“You’re outnumbered, boy,” Quincy said, “or can’t you count that high?”

“I can count, but I don’t count fleas.”

“Are you calling us fleas?” Reginald demanded.


“Not me,” Case said. “I have no call to insult fleas.”

With the speed of striking snakes, the Culpeppers went for their belt guns.

Damn, those boys are fast!

Even as the thought flashed through his mind, Case drew and fired in a relentless roll of thunder that didn’t stop until there were no more bullets in his six-gun. Without a wasted motion he swapped the empty cylinder for the full one in his pocket.

When he walked forward, there was a hesitation in his gait that hadn’t been there before.

“I ain’t part of this,” Beaver said from the corner.

“Keep it that way.”

“Yessir.”

The padre sat up, blinked, and looked around.

“What’s that racket?” he said hoarsely.

“Go back to sleep,” Case said.

“Smells like gunfire,” the padre said. “Anyone kilt?”

“Fleas, that’s all. Just fleas.”

“Hell. Waste of good powder, shootin’ fleas. Just crunch ’em ’tween your thumbnails.”

With that, the padre flopped back again. His second breath was a deep snore.

Ignoring the blood running down his leg, Case circled the fallen Culpeppers. He kicked the guns away from their limp fingers before he bent over to check on the men.

Both Culpeppers were still alive, but not very happy about it. As time wore on they would be less happy. All of their wounds were below the belt.

“Sorry, boys,” he said. “If you hadn’t been so damned fast on the draw, I’d have made a clean end of it for you. Those first bullets I took knocked me off my stride.”

Slowly he stood. He stripped off his bandanna, wrapped it around his right thigh, and tied it tight.

Blood welled up relentlessly. More blood welled from a wound on his right arm.

“You’re in a bad way, hombre,” Beaver said.


Ignoring him, Case dug inside his shirt, pulled out a “Wanted Dead or Alive” poster, and unrolled it against his body. Using his own blood as ink, he drew lines through the names of Quincy and Reginald Culpepper. There were other, older lines drawn. Other dead Culpeppers.

There were names that had no line through them.

Too many.

“Better get a move on,” Beaver said. “Them boys have kin. They’ll track you down and toast your brains over a slow fire same as ’Paches do.”

Case dropped the poster between the two Culpeppers. Then he threw down a handful of coins.

“Here’s the ante,” he said to Reginald. “Now you and Quincy can bet on who dies first.”

Slowly Case backed toward the door. He watched Beaver every step of the way. Case might have been wounded, but the six-gun in his left hand never wavered from the other man’s chest.

Beaver was very careful not to so much as blink.

Once Case reached the door, he gave a high, oddly musical whistle, like the sound of a hawk calling from an empty sky.

Hurry, he silently urged his horse. I’ve got to go to ground before I pass out.

Brush rattled and canvas flapped as Cricket tore free and trotted toward his rider. Case reached for the saddle horn and hauled himself aboard.

With each heartbeat, waves of pain and nausea washed over him. He set his teeth and tied himself to the saddle. His hands were frighteningly clumsy.

Got to get home, he thought dizzily.

But he had no home.

With the last of his strength, he sent Cricket toward the stone wilderness at a dead run.
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