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 CHAPTER I

 


She didn't
like him.

Didn't matter
what her sister-in-law had to say about him. She still didn't like
Matt Kratowski. The worst part of it was, it looked like she was
going to have to put up with him. Her dream depended on him — and
that other man. The other man was talking, the producer, Paul
Marshall. Smooth as churned butter. But Matt Kratowski said
nothing. Just listened. Watched.

Ted did that,
too. Listened and watched. But her brother's eyes didn't have that
look in them. Like he was snarling, way back in his mind. Oh, Ted
and Matt Kratowski both had noses that looked like a bronc had
stomped across them, and both had that slight turning up of the
lips in a faint smile and a bull-like set to their shoulders, but
that was all they had in common.

Matt Kratowski
reminded her of a coyote. No, she liked coyotes. Sometimes, on
lonely nights, she felt like they were her companions. The director
— writer — whatever he was — reminded her more of a wild dog. Get
thinking you could tame it, then all of a sudden like it'd turn on
you.

He did. Turn
on her, that was. Startled her so, she almost dropped her dessert
fork. At least, she hoped it was her dessert fork. She had watched
to see which one Anjanette picked up. Her sister-in-law always knew
the right thing to do.

Samantha
stared down the man. His lids were lazy, his mouth curled in that
forever half-smile — most likely due to the small, puckered scar
that disrupted the clean line of his upper lip. But it was the look
in the eyes that got her.

Reminded her in a way of the paseo at the Rio Grande Trading Post.

Come Saturday afternoon the whole territory would begin
sprucing up for the baile.
Cowboys and vaqueros, roughnecks and railroad men, miners and even
border patrolmen turned out for the dance. And, of course, ranching
families from all over that corner where Texas, New Mexico and old
Mexico came together. With scorn, she would watch the
paseo — that Hispanic tradition of scouting
out the opposite sex. The unattached young men ambled in one
direction around the battle-scarred adobe trading post, the young
women in the other. If any of them was given the eye and the
interest seemed to be mutual, on the next trip around a few words
might be exchanged. This could lead to a dance. Maybe even a date.
The sidelong glance was known in both Spanish and English as the
stolen look.

But there was
nothing secretive about the glance Matt Kratowski gave her. He
looked her over openly, the way a man does a filly he's think about
buying. Lids at half-mast to concentrate the glance on the subject
of interest. Painters did that. She'd watched Anjanette's daughter
sketch with eyes half closed.

Sam was used
to being stared at. Why not, as tall as she was? Always had been
tall and skinny. 'Cept at twenty-seven she had teats, and she sure
couldn't see what was so damned interesting in the things. Course,
if you were a calf, you'd have a hankering for them. But grown
men?

After that
first glance from a cowboy, she didn't have to fret herself about
being pestered again. It wasn't just that she was a Cooper, a fifth
generation ranching family and one of the most prominent in that
quarter of Texas as well as the Southwest. No, it was something
more. Mostly likely the macho idea that cowboys got in their heads
— that a woman who raises, breaks, and trains cutting horses has to
be half-butch to succeed in that field.

Anjanette had
been wide-eyed when she had used that term, but her sister-in-law
should have realized that from the time she was three, she had
grown up motherless and surrounded by male virility. Her father —
long dead, her brother Ted, her nephews — Cade and Brad, the old
Indian – Horse Man, the occasional convict working off a
service-duty program, and, of course, all the ranch hands who had
come and gone. Grumbling Orville was the only hired man left from
the old days who still rode the ninety-sections that comprised
Kingdom Come Cattle Company.

This male
preoccupation with sex amused her. It had taken all of the six
years that Anjanette and Ted had been married for Sam to lose her
scorn for the softer, feminine type of woman. Anjanette had made
her see that the female could be courageous, could be strong — just
in a different way. Still, the former actress was a strange breed
that Sam would never understand but fondly indulge.

What did put
off Sam was Matt Kratowski's prolonged stare. One glance from a cow
hand, and the man'd back off, dismiss her as if she were just one
of the boys. Which was fine by her. But this ornery man . . . his
gaze challenged hers, and he kept looking, as if he was trying to
figure out just what kind of critter she was.

When she first
met the man, out on the veranda, she'd been unimpressed, despite
his expensive suede jacket that was at odds with his faded jeans
and beat-up tennis shoes.

Anjanette
claimed that he was the best screen writer to hit Hollywood in
decades, that he was . . . how had she put it? Sort of like the
lodestar for some movement now that Hemmingway was dead. A maverick
writer.

He didn't look
much like a writer. Sam'd been expecting spectacles, stooped
shoulders, office-pale skin. His hair was like scorched gold,
longish and curling at a thick, muscular neck. That was another
thing, she had this idea of writers being . . .oh, scrawny and
bumbling. But this one was powerfully built, though he wasn't any
taller than her six feet.

With furtive
sidelong glances she assessed him from across the table. How could
anyone be so tough . . . and elegant at the same time? The
hen-scratch lines at the corners of his eyes said he had to be at
least past thirty.

He had a
broad, seasoned face with eyebrows that hitched up high at the
outer curve and then sloped sharply down. She reckoned most women
would call it a handsome face. Well, it wasn't hard to look at, but
it didn't fool her none.

It was the
amber eyes that persuaded her not to dismiss the hombre lightly.
Splinters of yellow-brown light, they gave her a shivery feeling,
like they could maybe look right inside her and pull the soul out
of her. Like he could read her thoughts, even the ones that weren't
so nice. Especially the ones that weren't so nice.

She shifted in
her chair. Mighty uncomfortable things, chairs, if you had to
straddle them for more than an hour.

Now a saddle,
'specially a deep Spanish saddle . . . .

". . . can
build a set on Kingdom Come's Dead Horse Draw section, and with El
Paso only thirty-eight miles away from the line shacks there,
you've got a hoard of non-union extras to draw from."

Anjanette was speaking softly, easily, but with an
authoritativeness that indicated she knew what she was talking
about. "Dream
Keeper's cast and
crew can either board in El Paso or here at the ranch headquarters.
Between the bunkhouses and the numerous rooms here in the main
house, we can accommodate up to two dozen people as well as offices
needed by the production staff during filming."

Paul Marshall
grunted noncommittally. He was a big, silver-haired man in what
looked like an expensive, hand-tailored suit. "What about food
services, Anjanette?" He went through the ritual of tapping his
pipe, then lighting it. Cat-and-mouse ritual, Sam called it. Or
hide-and-seek. The producer was delaying as long as possible
without revealing his position.

But Anjanette
was equal to him. Sam had to admit her sophisticated sister-in-law,
still beautiful at forty, achieved whatever she set her sights on,
using her femininity. Softly, subtly, wily. Sam had been used to
riding herd on all the men, and it had taken awhile for her to let
Anjanette lend help, hazing the men in the right direction in her
own distinctly feminine way.

"Several
catering companies out of El Paso can provide on-site prepared food
and beverages, Paul," Anjanette was saying. "Kingdom Come has its
own chef here to serve full-course dinners to our
guests."

Most of the
time, 'guests' were those weekend warriors, as Brad termed them —
arrowhead hunters, anthropologists, writers doing research,
treasure hunters, and other city slickers — guests limited to those
sections where the cattle weren't pastured. The income from the
guest ranch operations, Anjanette's idea, had put Kingdom Come
Cattle Company back into the black. She had rescued the big,
rambling stucco and tile house from its last stages of
disintegration and converted it into a gleaming showplace with
vases of fresh desert wildflowers scattered everywhere.

Acting as an
independent consultant/casting director she had managed to draw
several indies doing documentaries, but Marshall-Metro Productions
was the first mini-major outfit to show an interest.

"What about
livestock, Mr. Cooper?" Paul Marshall asked. "The script calls for
cattle, horses, chickens."

Ted settled
back in his chair and pulled a cigar from the pocket of his leather
vest. The husky man was content to let Anjanette run that end of
the business but would take cheerful pleasure in stomping in the
mud anyone who sought to cause her trouble. "Well now, that's my
sister's department. Sam'll ramrod the wranglers and
livestock."

"All but the
rogue horse." Matt's keen-eyed gaze lasered in on Sam. "I've found
the horse I want for the star role -- on the Craig Vaught
spread."

"Craig
Vaught?" Her lips curled downward. "The man's a killer."

Paul Marshall
chuckled. "I don't care if he's Jack the Ripper, if he has the —
"

"That's not
what Sam means," Cade said. Maybe it was his Indian blood, that
half Apache strain, but her nephew Cade Kahze didn't often
volunteer speech. She wondered how he managed to pass his freshman
year at UTEP, the University of Texas at El Paso – what with being
so tight lipped and all. "A killer is a man who attends the horse
auctions," he explained. "Buys up cheap what's unsold. Then sells
it to the dog food factory."

"A dirty job,"
Paul said, drawing on his pipe, "but someone has to do
it."

"Not the way
he does!" Timothia's outburst surprised Sam as much as the rest of
the Cooper family gathered at the long table. Anjanette's
fifteen-year-old daughter from a former marriage usually fit Cade's
nickname for her — Timid. The girl turned wide, pleading dark brown
eyes on Sam. Sam never had been able to resist the kid. Buffalo
Gal, she called her, what with that unruly mop of moonlight hair.
Always felt like they were both outcasts of a sort.

"What Timothia
is saying," she told the Marshall dude and Matt Kratowski in a curt
tone, "is a killer goes about his business mean-like. Often there's
more horses than buyers, and lots of beautiful colts get left. The
killer doesn't care what condition they're in. He gets paid by the
load. Maybe fifty or more horses crammed in a double-deck,
semi-truck built with low ceilings for cattle. Colts, stallions,
mares — it doesn't matter. In boarding, they stumble all over each
other, screaming. Then the killer rams his cattle prods and hot
shots between the railings. Not a damned thing the horses can
do."

"That's a
touching story," Paul Marshall said, dabbing at his mouth with his
linen napkin, "but we're hiring the horse to work for us, not the
man."

"Humane
Society laws require owner or guardian to be on the set with the
animal," Anjanette said, her fingers steepled. How could anyone so
dainty be all business-like, Sam wondered. "As much as Kingdom Come
Cattle Company would like to go to contract with Maxwell-Metro
Productions, Paul, I'd have to have your guarantee that Craig
Vaught would have restraint put on him while on the
ranch."

Which would be
like guaranteeing it'd rain in July, Sam thought. Craig had long
held a grudge against the Coopers. Years before Ted bought up part
of the Vaught ranch that had gone on the auction block because of
poor management. But with his brother Kirk now the county sheriff,
Vaught had become a foe with dangerous clout.

"I'll take
care of Vaught," Matt Kratowski said, rising. "Now, I'd like to see
the Dead Horse Draw site."


 


Matt could
have ridden in Marshall's rented Lincoln limo, along with Anjanette
and Ted. Probably Matt should have. He had admired the lovely
actress with her film élan — and her work — for years. As far back
as twenty years ago when she was just a starlet. And he was just a
punk kid sneaking in off the snow-whipped streets of Pittsburgh's
decaying neighborhood of Hill District to keep warm in its shabby
movie houses. Later on, as a young raw sailor off duty, he'd escape
through the movies when his world was closing in on him.

So, why had he
chosen to ride out to the Dead Horse Draw site in a battered,
mud-splattered Dodge pickup instead? And one that carried a
Winchester 30-30 on the rifle rack above the back seat? Maybe, it
was because he was tired of talking movie business. Maybe, it was
because he knew the young woman driving wouldn't be hoping he'd
make a pass. She was a no-nonsense type who he suspected didn't
have the slightest intimation about her sexuality.

At first sight
of her, in that plaid woolen jacket over shapeless bibbed jeans,
the wide-brim slouch hat, and heavy dusty boots, he had mistaken
her for a man. Exceptionally tall, rawboned, she nevertheless moved
with an untutored grace. Her brother's light hazel eyes with their
direct scrutiny looked out of a face with prominent cheekbones and
jawline. On her brother, the features were powerful. On her they
seemed rigid lines of hauteur, made more so by the dark brown hair
pulled stringently back by a rawhide strip into a single braid that
hung almost to her waist.

Initially, her
voice had seemed unpleasant — clipped, commanding, colored by
colloquialisms — but it fell into perspective with the rest of her,
which made it natural and expected. She was, after all, a princess
of her own domain, on lands ruled by generations of her family,
doing what she loved. She had a regal air about her, the straight,
firm line of her mouth and almost belligerent thrust of her cleft
chin reflecting pride and self-confidence. Her bone structure was
like a magnificent cathedral.

He watched her
flick on the pickup's heater. Despite the desert-like landscape and
blinding sunlight, the late March afternoon was blustery cold. She
obviously spent a lot of time in the sun. Her skin had a smooth,
toasted sheen. Her hands were scarred, though, from hard work; the
nails bitten short.

"You don't
like to talk much, do you?" he asked.

She didn't
look at him. "Not till I've got something to say.”

He grunted. He
should have driven out in his Ferrari. "How do you feel about all
the strangers coming and going on the ranch?"

She glanced
pointedly at him. "I feel fenced in. Too many people with too much
to say."

He could tell
she didn't think much of him. "Don't you ever desire to see more of
the world than this?" His hand swept the colorless, bleak
landscape. He was reminded of Georgia O’Keefe’s paintings. Stark
brooding crosses. Stones, weathered and smooth. Bleached bones and
vibrant desert flowers. Paintings symbolizing life, death,
eternity, and, of course, sex.

"Why should I?
Everything that is beautiful to me is right here at Kingdom
Come."

"Beautiful?"
Derisively, his gaze swept the arroyo-scarred land with its warty
blemishes of creosote bush.

"Once you've
seen all of Kingdom Come," she said confidently, "it'll itch you
the rest of your life. The distance sort of gets into your soul and
makes you feel you're too big inside."

He raised a
brow. Obviously, there were two different points of view here. To
him, the land was barren and so full of silence there was no room
for sound.

And the
people? He reflected on the ones gathered around the family dinner
table this afternoon. Anjanette was the only one who could be
called beautiful. And perhaps her daughter, but in a lost,
waif-like way. The others had seen plenty of wear and tear. Hard
bitten and as tough as old boot leather. And the old Indian, Horse
Man, a true relic consumed by the white man's firewater.

Ahead, a dust
devil skipped across the caliche road to whirl silently over the
desert floor, and she said firmly, "I mean to be like that dust
devil. Free and unfettered to roam the land I love."

He had a
feeling she could be a whirling dervish when she wanted, but he
kept this observation to himself. Out of habit, when he was weary
or had something to resolve, he rubbed the bridge of his nose,
broken more times than he could count. "That must be a peaceful
feeling, to know where you belong."

She looked
askew at him. "You don't have yourself a place?"

"Not a
permanent one," he said, "but if I ever feel the insane need to put
down roots, it's certainly not here in this God-forsaken outpost
without a glimmer of intellectual stimulation."

Of course,
he'd been raised in a big city that didn't have much in the way of
intellectual stimulation, at least, not in his ghetto. Then, there
had come a day when he couldn't get enough book learning. When the
Navy offered freedom and a paid education. He had been a young man
dying of thirst and suddenly crawling over the next dune to
confront an oasis of shimmering water. "When I die and go to hell,
this place is going to look awfully familiar."

He could tell
she resented his words, but he'd long ago stopped mumbling empty
phrases. "You look tired-out," she said flatly, tugging her hat
lower over her eyes. Apparently, she didn't mumble empty phrases
either.

"I burn my
candle at both ends." When he saw that she didn't catch his
allusion, he said. "Too much time on the road." And he still had to
haul the cast and crew to Mexico in mid-production to shoot around
Rand McDaniel's two-week absence for an already committed
television special.

The ranch
woman directed a puzzled glance at his battered hands. "Don't push
the pen around much, do you?"

He chuckled.
"The Academy would presumably agree with you."


"Academy?"

"Of Motion
Picture Arts and Sciences. Sort of a club like 4-H or Future
Farmers. They look upon me as an upstart. A renegade."

She eyed him
speculatively. "That the same as a wild dog?"

It was hard to
follow her line of thinking. He didn't bother. He was wiped out
with jet lag. The flight from Orly had been a rough one. Instead,
he said, "That's some hat you're sporting there."

He hadn't
meant it as a compliment, but she astonished him by sliding him a
grin from beneath its brim. Almost coquettish, except he was
certain she didn't know how to be that, much less what the word
meant. It was more of a sassy, saucy grin.

"Come summer,
if you don't have a hat, you'll be able to fry your brain on a
barn. This here hat," her work-scarred hands touched the brim, "is
sort of special. It belonged to Grandma Nellie. She was a strong
woman. Settled this here ranch and ran it when grandpa up and died.
I don't mean to dishonor this hat none."

He couldn't
imagine her doing anything so heinous that it'd dishonor a hat.
Quaint girl. "I suppose the vulture feather stuck in the snake band
is symbolic of something?"

She looked
away from him, her lips pressed together. "Nope. I just like
it."

She didn't say
another word after that. Had she thought he was making fun of her?
He hoped not. If he had to be stuck out here for three months, he'd
much rather converse with her than the pompous Marshall or one of
the airhead starlets he'd be directing. Sam Cooper was unorthodox,
to say the least.

"Well, there
it is over yonder."

She stopped
the pickup and pointed toward a long, low mesa. At its base was a
line shack, an abandoned baked adobe shell. The mesquite fencing
that looked ready to collapse at the first hint of a blue
northerner, the tumble weed piled around pockmarked, stucco walls .
. . to him the place resembled a pigsty. Clustered around it were
ramshackle corrals that had been assaulted by the wind and sand and
sun.

Beyond, in the
distance, lay the purple shadows of a spur of the
Rockies.

"Perfect," he
breathed. He was glad they'd reached the film site ahead of the
Lincoln, before Marshall and his numbers could spoil the setting.
The crystal air of the desert, its mountains looming with sharp
outlines and clear detail, would serve as a foil for the film's
brooding overtone.

"Ain't
nothing," she said, leaning forward on the steering wheel. "My
place has —”

"Your
place?"

"I have thirty
sections of my own." She flashed him a defiant look. "But no one
goes there excepting me and mine."

A curious
statement, but she held up a silencing hand before he could comment
on it. Across the windshield's view wandered half a dozen antelope.
Stately. Graceful. They froze, heads posed high. Then, further on,
he spotted three coyote, tails down, circling the antelope. Were
the coyotes trying to lure one away from the rest?

Beside him Sam
Cooper quietly plucked the rifle from its rack and slid out of the
pickup. He did the same. The southwest wind freeze-dried his skin.
He walked around the front of the Dodge to join the ranch girl as
she moved stealthily closer for a better shot. She raised the
Winchester to her shoulder, aimed at the nearest coyote . . .
waited . . . then lowered the rifle.

He'd seen that
happen in Navy combat training. Buck fever, they'd labeled it.
Unable to shoot when the moment came. Not him. A streetwise kid
he'd been or he'd never have survived. With a grunt, he took the
rifle from her slack hands and brought it up to his
shoulder.

Before he
could pull the trigger, she shoved his shoulder, crying,
"No!"

Her thrust was
powerful, and he staggered. Without thinking, he swung round on
her, grabbed her upper arm with his free hand and shook her. "That
was damned stupid. Don't ever do that. Not when someone's holding a
rifle."

She jerked her
arm from his grip and glared at him. Beyond her, the antelope had
bounded away and the coyotes had trotted off, bent on other
business. "That there was a bitch coyote," she snapped. "Maybe
carrying a young one. Coyotes don't usually attack healthy
animals," she gritted. "Don't you ever shoot one on Kingdom Come
Property, you hear -- or I'll take the gun to you!"

He stared down
at her, amazed. He was good at words, and he said what was on his
mind. "You're not much for being a woman, are you?"

Any other
female would have presumably tried to slap him or maybe pouted or
even cried, but she laughed. A scorching peal of laughter. "This is
a man's world in case you hadn't heard, mister. Now why would I
want to live like a woman and have to toady to a man?" She swerved
from him and stalked toward the approaching Lincoln that plumed
dust caught by the wind and whirled away.

"Well, I'll be
damned," he muttered.




 


Sam lay in her bed. Except for the occasional creak of
smoke-darkened vigas, the
big two-story, territorial-style house was silent. Probably one of
the last times it would be for a while. Come May, those movie
people would be arriving. She thought of Matt Kratowski, sleeping
in one of the rooms down the hall.

Outside, there
was an Indian Moon — the desert kind that fills the horizon. Had to
be almost two o'clock. Nearby, in the South Pasture, several
coyotes howled. It was the tail-end of their mating season. Their
wailing made her shiver. A cresendoing sound, it was primitive and
unrestrained. Yet she delighted in it. She had somehow always felt
a kinship with the coyotes. Had never feared them.

But she did
Matt Kratowski.




 


 CHAPTER II

 


The first time
Sam had mounted Lola's wide back, she understood what she had been
longing for. Sam had always loved horses. Dear old fat Lola had
been her first one, purchased especially for her by her
father.

Then, after
her father died, her brother decided that Lola was too old for a
girl of ten. So Ted bought Dancer, a quarter horse only two years
old and full of fire. The filly had a fine little muzzle and an
arch to her neck and rangy legs that pranced higher than any
dancehall girl's. Ted had left Dancer in the barn until he had time
to break the rebel horse. But Sam would slip into the barn and talk
to Dancer and pet her. Then, as the days passed and Dancer settled
down, Sam would take the horse out into the corral and lead it
around. Not that Dancer had been too pleased with the
process.

Sam sort of
felt like Ted suspected what she was doing all along, but all he
said when he caught her was, "Run the frisk out of her, Sam. It's a
damn site easier on both you and the horse if she runs instead of
bucks."

After all
these years, Sam still believed that a riding a horse beat driving
a car any day. Even the red convertible Ferrari Matt Kratowski had
arrived in. A car merely zoomed on, but with a horse, she became a
part of the animal. Since childhood, she'd known that there was
nothing else she'd rather do than ride.

She loped
Bella down the length of the corral, past the stallion barn, while
Cade, acting as a herd holder, got the other six head of cows out
of the way. She never had to move the reins. Bella, wearing the
double CC brand of the Kingdom Come Coopers, ducked and dived,
lowered its head and went into the herd to drive the calf
out.

"Good girl,"
Sam said.

With the late
May sun beating down on her, she walked the steaming horse over to
where Cade stood watching. He said, "The mare'll take that
fifteen-thousand dollar cutting horse purse in Abilene next
year."

"She better,"
she said, feeling the desolation settle over her like early morning
fog. She had barrel raced in rodeos, and she had been good. But any
hope of earning prize money in that field had ebbed with her
teenage years as she had continued to grow taller and taller and
taller. Tall girls normally didn't do well in barrel
racing.

It had taken
her more than a year to train Bella for cutting. A cutting horse
was considered the Cadillac of horses for fluid motion, and Bella's
pedigree papers through its dame, as long as the Bible's begats,
showed nothing but a cow horse. Bella was top and bottom a King,
the foundation stud of King Ranch and the father of
cutting.

With Ted
owning three-fourths of Kingdom Come Cattle Company and herself the
other fourth, she often felt she wasn't doing her share; felt that
her brother had to shoulder too much of a load — making a working
cattle spread out of both his portion and hers. So far, her cutting
horse operation had brought in only nickels and dimes. Cutting was
a rich man's game.

Desperately,
she needed her own business — and even more, her own place. She had
been irrationally jealous when Anjanette first arrived six years
ago as a convict-parolee. But as much as she adored Ted's wife, two
women in the same house, regardless of how big the
headquarters-house was, could make for strained relationships at
times. It was especially difficult for Sam, who was accustomed to
running the menfolk.


And now this
latest enterprise of Anjanette's — opening the ranch house to those
movie folks coming and going. For the past six weeks, electricians,
painters, carpenters, and plumbers had been building an Old West
town facade out at Dead Horse Draw along with that of an adobe
ranch house, reconstructing the line shack as portions of it.
Lately, interior decorators had been working inside those sets
where scenes would be shot. Sam's dark eyebrows, stubbornly flaring
at the outer corners, pulled down in a frown. She'd have to put up
with the movie people, if she wanted to achieve her
dream.

Her dream of
establishing a quarter horse ranch where she'd both board and train
her horses as well as other peoples' — the kind of operation that
would eventually produce a World Champion Cutting Horse — would
need a lot of work and a lot of money. With the banks strung out on
defaulting loans, she didn't have a chance of obtaining the
sizeable kind of loan she'd need.

She felt like
she had sold her soul to the devil when she agreed to hire out her
horses and her expertise as stockwoman and stunt girl to the film
company. Probably a damned fool thing to do, but at least she'd
earn extra money that would go toward covering the cost of breeding
Bella with a prize-winning registered cutting stallion.

"Looks like
you got your work cut out for you, Sam."

"What – ?" She
turned in the direction her nephew was staring. Cade always seemed
to pick up on things before anyone else in the Cooper family did.
In the distance, a line of dust smoked the trail of the caliche
road. More than one car or truck. Most likely, many of
both.

Grimly, she
watched the caravan of vehicles draw nearer. As the vans rumbled
past the corral, the names on their sides filled her with
undefinable uneasiness. DuBose Studio Service, The Shotmaker,
American Costume Company, Three-Unit Star Hauler.

While the
vans, SUV’s, and trucks drove into the graveled yard, circling like
covered wagons at the end of a day's travel, it came to her just
what was bothering her — the same feeling she had experienced when
Anjanette had first arrived at Kingdom Come. Lovely, feminine,
delicate, Anjanette. Sam had felt like she had suddenly stepped
into a stream over her head and fought desperately to reach the
oxygen-rich surface again.

She hadn't
known how to cope — had known only the fear of being ousted from
what she was familiar with and understood and loved.

All these
people arriving from far-flung places.

Polished
people like that Paul Marshall. Beautiful people like the film's
two female stars, Maven Ranier and Elyssa Wyatt. And people like
Matt Kratowski with his hypnotical way of speaking. So different
from ornery Orville, with his voice that rasped like a blender full
of rusty nails. Matt Kratowski was as good with words as she was
with her quirt. As good at figuring out people as she did horses.
With him, she felt exposed. Somehow, she'd have to manage to stay
away from him as much as possible.

Ten weeks.
That's how long Paul Marshall said it'd take to complete the
filming here at Kingdom Come, counting the two-week break midway
through for shooting at some Mexico location. Surely, she could
make it that long. She had to if she wanted to collect her three
thousand in wages.


 


Pouring the
rest of the tea from the pot into the ceramic pitcher, Timothia
pushed back errant curls from her flushed face. She had tried
braiding her unruly hair as Sam did, but wisps of hair straggled
free. Timothia supposed she would just have to accept that her hair
was determined to have its own way and there was nothing she could
about it. Her mother's natural flaming red hair was just as
riotous, but on her mother the effect was exotic.

"Horse Man!
Put that bottle of vanilla back!"

Timothia
turned to see Horse Man standing in the pantry doorway. The old
hootch-hound, as Sam affectionately called the Kingdom Come Apache
Indian, grinned at Heather. Beneath that hooked nose, his teeth,
gleaming like the silver buttons on his green velveteen shirt,
could gleefully bite the neck off a beer bottle.

Heather eyed
him unmercifully. Anjanette had hired her out of U.C.L.A. for
summer credits as chef for the Kingdom Come ranch and its guest
ranch enterprises. The auburn-haired young woman, working on a
degree in restaurant management, could quite capably handle feeding
a multitude, could handle old Horse Man's legendary penchant for
drink, and seemed to be able to handle the infectious smiles and
amorous glances bestowed by the auburn-haired Brad Cooper. She
simply ignored him.

Timothia could
sympathize with Brad. Cade ignored her. He hadn't always. He had
been her best friend since the day she arrived six years earlier,
when she was nine. Brad had been her best friend, also, but somehow
she felt closer to Cade Kahze.

He hadn't
teased her when her breasts started developing as had Brad —
although Brad had done it with a good-natured bantering.
"Hunchback," he would joke, after she had taken to rounding her
shoulders.

Cade had said
nothing, but he had to have noticed the physical change in her.
After he went off to Tech last year, whenever he came home for
holidays, he had appeared distant, unapproachable. He always had
been — to everyone else but her. She'd hoped that once he returned
for the summer, they'd settle into their familiar, comfortable
relationship that rarely needed words.

Heather
frowned like a thwarted leprechaun at the fierce old Indian. "Why
don't you crumble the fried bacon? That'll do us more good than
your belting vanilla."

He ambled back
to the tiled counter, his dark countenance expressing his
discontent. "This one has too much sand!" he muttered. "Damnfine
shame!"

Heather
glanced at Timothia and grinned. The freckles scattered across the
young woman's pert nose seemed almost to twinkle. She reminded
Timothia of a pixie. "Just what does that mumbo-jumbo mean?" she
asked Timothia. "Was that a thinly-veiled threat? Is he going to
stage a massacre or something?"

"That's a
compliment," she said beneath her breath. "Sand is grit.
Courage."

Rolling her
eyes, Heather wiped her hands on her apron and went back to basting
the plucked quail hens. Timothia picked up a stack of stoneware
plates and entered the dining room to set the table. After school
and during the holidays she helped out in the large, remodeled
kitchen. As much as she enjoyed working with Horse Man and Heather,
she yearned to be outside now that Cade was back home for the
summer, wrangling livestock for Sam.

"Do be a dear
and hook me up."
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