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Donovan Family Saga

§

The Winds of Morning, Book A, The Prequel

A young woman's desperate attempt to save her family

during the Great Irish Potato Famine. 

§

Whispers in the Canyon, Book 1

A valiant young woman, haunted by abuse,

must learn to trust the man who killed her brother.

§

The Woodsman's Rose, Book 2

When a friendship is shattered,

can a fragile young woman with the gift of insight heal the rift?

§

Rainbow Man, Book 3

He’d follow her anywhere, regardless of danger,

but will her recklessness lead to their doom?

§

Without the Thunder, Book 4

An outcast Society belle falls in love with a Navajo man; 

can they defeat the woman who’s driven to destroy their happiness?
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For Jack & Janet,

a love story for the ages.
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The Donovan Clan

JOHN PATRICK DONOVAN, a rancher, married to Molly (née O’Brien) 

Their children:


Adam, a rancher, married to Jesse (née Travers)

Brian, Adam’s twin, a rancher

Conor, a ship’s Captain

Daniel, aka The Woodsman

Evelyn, married to Lowell Griffiths, a dairyman

Frank,  a farmer

Geordie, Frank’s twin, also a farmer

Henry, deceased

Irene, a minor

Jake, a minor


Rebecca Johnson, a lifelong friend of Jesse
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In the Village & Surrounding Areas

TOMMY TWELVES TREES, Navajo blacksmith; married to Elena (née Robles) (deceased); their son Alec, silversmith

Owen Griffiths, shopkeeper & widower; his son Lowell, dairy farmer; daughter Annie 

Theodore Barber, doctor 

John Riley, farmer; his son Tim, daughter Norah

William (Bill) Thatcher, the banker; married to Nellie; their son Ben

Raymond Benson, rancher & village constable; married to Mary

Eli Sykes, farmer & former slave

Wang Shen, shopkeeper; his son Lei, daughter Jenny

Sean Flaherty, farmer, married to Moira (née Sullivan); their sons Michael, Rory, daughters Patricia, Helen, Kathleen
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The Navajo

RUNNING WOLF, Chief

Left-Handed Bear, his lieutenant

Short Feather, his mate Small Cloud at Night, their son Blue Deer

Yellow Knife, outcast from another tribe
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Prologue

Spring, 1885
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IT WAS A DAY OF CELEBRATION. The eldest of the many Donovan siblings, Adam, had married Jesse Travers, and the community had joined them in a wedding supper at the Donovan homestead. The toast had been drunk, the gifts presented, music and dancing and food indulged in beyond all reason. But one person was feeling little joy.

Annie Griffiths’ heart had been broken. Since they were kids, Annie had worshiped Adam’s twin, Brian. And tonight it was obvious to all who knew him that Brian’s heart had followed Adam’s and now belonged entirely to Jesse.

As the first tear leaked from her eye, Brian’s younger brother Daniel took her hand and led her down the slope, away from the laughter and noise of the crowd. In the orchard, where benches were arranged among the trees, he sat beside her. She attempted to smile at him.

“Annie...”

“It’s hopeless. I know. I guess I’ve known all along.”

Suppressing a sigh, she stood to go, but Daniel stepped in front of her. “Annie, there is a man who loves you.”

“Daniel...”

“Yes. Daniel.”

She’d listened in growing confusion as he told her of his love. Of the years he’d stood aside, knowing his words would only bring her pain. She’d listened to the voice as rough as emery on slate, listened for the first time to the Irish lilt twined around the southern drawl. And heard a music she’d never heard before.

“Aroon, I love you.” He took her hands and kissed them with a tender passion she’d never dreamed him capable of. “Please give me a chance.”

Her tears fell then, and he groaned as he pulled her into his arms, the muscles rippling under his soft buckskin shirt. One part of her marveled at the way her head fit into the hollow between his shoulder and throat; another wondered at the tenderness of the hand that cradled her head, of the strong fingers that lost themselves in her long, fine hair. A third part of her protested her fickleness—she’d always wanted Brian. What was she doing now in his brother’s arms?

She stepped back and sat again on the bench, glanced up at him sideways, seeing him as if for the first time. The auburn hair worn long in the back, the flowing mustache, the eyes of so deep a blue as to be almost black. The scarf he tied tightly around his neck. His shirt, laced with rawhide thongs, fine copper-colored hairs showing between the laces. Her hand flicked toward them—she stilled it quickly as shame flooded through her body.

“Annie, I want no promise. All I ask is a chance. To show you how much I love you—to try to make you love me.”

“But, Daniel, can you make love happen?”

“I can try. If you’ll let me.” After a moment, he added, “Will you think about it?”

“Yes,” she whispered. “I will.”
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Chapter 1
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LATE SPRING, 1886

Breakfast was never a formal event in the Donovan home, but since four of the nine siblings had moved on, it sometimes seemed quite staid. Today though, as Daniel padded down the stairs from his room, the conversation emanating from the kitchen was more animated than usual. He pushed through the swinging doors and poured his first cup of coffee, listening to his youngest brother expound on the merits of his pony.

“Dad, she’s too small. She’s a kid’s horse!”

His father made no response as Daniel took his seat at the long table, across from his younger brothers. He murmured thanks to his mother as she set a plate of scrambled eggs before him, helped himself to ham and biscuits, then turned his attention back to Jake. The boy was sixteen, his school days over. Daniel agreed it was time to graduate from the pretty black filly Jake had raised as a pet, but he held his own counsel.

“If I’m gonna be a cowboy, I need a cow pony,” Jake continued. “Fancy’s too small for cutting steers. Besides, she’s scared of ’em. And on top of that, my legs are just too long for her now.”

John Patrick drew thoughtfully on his pipe. “And so?”

“So I need a horse I can work the cattle with. A big horse!” Jake’s voice cracked into an octave above its usual range; his glance darted around, daring them all to laugh.

Daniel stifled a chuckle. In spite of the absurd vocal movement, the boy’s argument was sound. A cowboy couldn’t ride a filly, no matter how pretty, if his stirrups couldn’t be properly lengthened.

His father’s silent gaze gave the youth no encouragement, but there was a twinkle in his eye those familiar with it might have noticed. The old man was nearing his seventh decade and looked much younger. His iron-gray hair was still abundant, the fingers that grasped his pipe still strong and straight. In times of stress they might tremble a little, but no one was ever brave—or foolhardy—enough to remark upon it.

Jake fidgeted in his chair and his face began to turn red, a sure sign of temper.

“Mustangs out in the canyon,” Daniel offered in a voice made gruff by a childhood accident, amusement hidden by his long mustache.

“Umm-hmm,” responded John Patrick.

“Whaa...? OH!” Comprehension bloomed on Jake’s face and left him speechless. His brothers had captured or foaled their own horses, and he’d have to do the same. He shot a grateful look at Daniel, turned to his father again.

“Can I go and get me one?”

“Umm-hmm.” John Patrick rapped his pipe lightly against the table and, in his thick Irish brogue, added, “You’ll need some help.”

“Will you help me, Daniel?” Jake’s request was almost a demand.

“Well... I’ve got a lot of work lined up out there.”

“I can help you with it. I’ll do half of what you’ve got to do if you help me catch a pony.”

“All right, kid,” Daniel said. “You be ready to leave right after chores. We’ll work for Adam and Brian awhile, then go take a look at those mustangs.”

The boy jumped up, knocking his chair over in the process. He skipped around in a circle, hooting his delight. Impetus drove him out the kitchen door, but he was soon back, sitting down to his half-finished bowl of oatmeal, not even reacting to the hilarity of his family.

* * *
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WITH THEIR MORNING chores complete, Daniel and Jake rode west to the canyon known as Rocking Chair Ranch. It was the family home of Jesse Travers, now Adam’s as well. Brian lived there, too.

As they rode, Daniel listened in bemused silence as Jake blathered on and on about the horse he hoped to catch, never once asking what work he’d volunteered for. By the time Daniel could turn the conversation, they’d arrived at the trail’s end to see a small white cabin set among the cottonwoods. Jesse jumped up from her seat on the porch swing, putting aside a bowl of half-shucked peas.

“There you are!” Her big green eyes flashed at them, and her tawny hair rippled in the breeze. “Hey, Jake, it’s good to see you.” Her soft voice was flavored with a deep Southern drawl.

“Came to help,” the boy said. “Then me and Daniel are gonna catch a mustang.”

“Oh, yeah?” Jesse tilted her head at Daniel. “How’d he rope you into that?”

“Volunteered. Dad wouldn’t let him go alone.”

“I should say not! Come in and have some coffee. Adam and Brian went into town, but they should be back any minute.”

Inside the cabin was spotless—the old wood stove recently blacked so it shone like obsidian, the red gingham curtains and tablecloth adding cheerful notes to the space that served as both kitchen and parlor. Daniel helped Jesse as she gathered settings for the table, for she was a tiny woman, coming barely to his chest. He studied her obliquely—his sister-in-law was physically fragile, and the miscarriage she’d suffered in the fall had been compounded by a serious illness. That tragedy, coupled with a past she rarely discussed, still haunted her at times. His heart rejoiced to see the sureness of her movements and the healthy glow in her cheeks. And her face, like the weather, was sunny today.

“Sure smells good in here,” Jake said.

“Rebecca made soap this morning,” Jesse told him. Rebecca Johnson, Jesse’s childhood Mammy, had moved back to the canyon from Prescott during Jesse’s illness, and was counted as part of the family now.

“Doesn’t smell like any soap I ever used!”

Jesse giggled. “It’s got lilac flowers in it, and honey. She always makes it for me.”

“Where is she, anyhow?”

“She went after some berries. But we made these before she left.” Jesse whisked the cloth off a plate piled high with corn muffins; Jake’s fingers snaked out to grab one before they even reached the table. “Help yourself! You, too, Daniel, if he’s leaving you any.”

Jake turned scarlet. He tried to talk but his mouth was already crammed full; he was still sputtering around the crumbs when Rebecca came in. Daniel poked him on the shoulder, so he swallowed hard and gulped some coffee. “’Scuse me. These muffins are real good.”

Rebecca gave him a smile that eased his embarrassment. Tall and spare, her graying hair smoothed into a bun, she stored her empty basket on a high shelf as Jake’s hand hovered over the plate once more. 

“Go ahead,” said Jesse, laughing. “That’s what they’re here for!”

“Strawberries aren’t quite ripe,” Rebecca said in a soft, cultured Southern voice. “Maybe next week.”

“Oh, foo! I was really in the mood for some strawberry pie.”

“We’ve still got some canned peaches, if you can make do with them.” Rebecca’s eyes, as deep a brown as her face, softened at Jesse’s bright smile.

“Is your pie as good as your muffins?” Jake asked.

“Who’s got muffins?” Brian’s voice boomed through the room as he filled up the door, his wild red hair identical to Jake’s.

“Better get one quick!” Daniel advised him. “Jake’s about eaten ’em all.”

Brian grabbed the plate of muffins and moved it to the far end of the table. “Don't you touch that,” he growled, wagging a finger. “I’ll break your arm right off.”

Daniel made a skeptical noise in his throat—violence was no part of his gigantic brother’s nature. He’d been known to catch spiders in the house and put them in the garden.

“Where’s your twin?” Daniel asked.

“Puttin’ up the hosses. Why’d ya bring the kid?”

“Paying his debt in advance.” Daniel told him of the hunt they planned, then had to explain it once more when Adam came in.

As different from Brian as a panther is from a sequoia, Adam had the lean build of a range rider and the quiet, dangerous grace of a prowling cat. His black hair hung down over his collar and his bright blue eyes strayed often to his wife as coffee and muffins were passed around along with the conversation. The topic turned finally to the weather and the possibility of drought; after an early winter full of sleet and ice, snow had barely fallen and the spring rains had been light.

“Dad said to tell you he’s planning to run more cattle in here if it doesn’t rain soon,” Daniel said.

“Plenty of room out by the lake,” Adam answered, “and with good water, they don’t need as much feed.” He scraped his chair back, then stood behind Jesse and dropped a kiss on her head.

“Guess we better get t’ work,” Brian said. “Corral ain’t gonna build itself.”

* * *
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AS THE SUN BEGAN TO dip behind the cabin, Daniel and Jake walked to the western end of the canyon. Two miles on, a beaver dam had created a lake where wild mustangs would come down to water every morning and evening.

After climbing a terrace beside the brook that fed the lake, they watched the horses in silence for several moments. The lake itself measured about ten acres in a natural oval bowl. Hundreds of cattle dotted the fields on each side, a few of them mixing with the horses as they drank.

“Sure is pretty,” Jake said.

Daniel didn’t reply. The glory of nature was something he never took for granted and here, where high white clouds scudded across a sky as blue as the water, where the deep green of the firs contrasted with the glossy leaves of tipu and the feathery fingers of ferns, where the striated canyon walls were a symphony of rust and brown―here, his soul was always at peace.

As they stood together, the difference between the brothers was almost startling. Daniel had broad shoulders and the lean body of an athlete, the powerful thighs of a runner. He wore buckskin from head to foot, a red bandanna tied tight around his neck to hide the scar from the accident that had affected his voice. His auburn hair was thick and sleek, and his mustache hid a sensitive mouth. He carried a rifle in his left hand; in his right boot a long knife lay against his leg.

As broad of shoulder as Daniel, Jake had exceptionally long arms and legs. His body seemed to consist of many angles, all at odds with one another. Where his brother stood with a silent compact grace, Jake was constantly in motion, and he moved like a fractious colt. The bright red hair he’d inherited from his mother was ruffled by the breeze. His eyes were light blue and ginger freckles dotted his face and hands. The boy was already tall, and was shooting up so rapidly Daniel was sure his own six-foot-two-inch height would be surpassed before the summer’s end. Yet their faces were alike―broad brow, strong straight nose, squared chin. Different as they were, they both looked remarkably like their father.

Jake focused on the huge white stallion that was the herd’s leader, but Daniel was quick to set him straight. “That old man has been free for too many years. You might catch him, though I doubt it. Even if you did, you’d never tame him. You don’t want a horse you have to fight every time you put a saddle on him.

“Besides, Jake, he’s earned his freedom. See those scars on his flanks and chest? He won that herd. He fought for them and won them, and he’ll hold on to them until he’s too old to fight any more. Then some young stallion’ll come along and beat him, and he’ll slink away and die. If he doesn’t die fighting.

“No, little brother, if you want him, you’ll have to catch him yourself. I won’t dethrone a king.”

So Jake picked out a frisky young black with three white feet and a diamond-shaped blaze ending at his nose.

“A lot of horse,” Daniel commented. “See that sorrel mare he sticks with?”

“Yeah.” The boy answered without enthusiasm.

“She may be his dam. Alec likes to work them in pairs. If we catch them both, you can give the mare to him as payment for his help.”

“Won’t he be coming with us?”

“Not the way things stand right now. He’s angry and it doesn’t look like he’ll ever get over it.”

“Can’t you just tell him?” the boy asked. Alec had told everyone, it seemed, that Daniel knew who had killed his mother the previous spring. “Wouldn’t everything be okay then?”

“No, Jake. In the first place, I have no proof and the man who killed Elena’s gone. There’s nothing we could do to him. But he has kin who’d be shamed by finding out―people who are innocent and don’t deserve to be hurt.” Daniel sighed deep inside. Alec Twelve Trees―his friend, his brother in spirit―was so intractable, so unable to see the harm he might cause. “And in the second place, there’s such a thing as honor. If I knew something that you’re ashamed of, would you want me to tell Alec? Just because he’s my friend and he wants to know?”

“No. I wouldn’t think you were much of a man if you did that.”

“Exactly. So I have to weigh my conscience against what Alec wants. I just wish he could understand.”

Jake reached for his shoulder. Daniel covered the boy’s hand with his in silent acceptance of the sympathy offered, then shook off his gloom and said, “We need a plan. First we’ll have to find out how they get into the canyon. Then we’ll figure out how to make a trap to keep them here. But before we do any scouting around out there, you’ll need a new pair of boots.”

“These are new.” Jake displayed one of the high-heeled black boots he’d tucked his denim pants into. With the fancy stitching that was the local bootmaker’s trademark, they were his most prized possession.

“They’re also loud.” Daniel slapped his own knee-high buckskins. “You’ll get a lot closer to them in these.”

“Where do we get ’em?”

“You don’t get them. You make them.”

“What! I wanna be a cowboy, not a bootmaker.”

On the other side of the lake, the white stallion pricked up his ears, but Daniel only shrugged. “You wanna be a wild horse hunter and you gotta have the gear.”

“Can’t I just borrow a pair of yours?”

“Jake... come put your foot over here.”

“Huh. Guess I’d have to cut my toes off first, like those girls in the Cinderella story.”

“Don’t let anyone ever tell you you’re slow, kid!”

* * *
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IT TOOK THREE EVENINGS to make the boots, and they spent their days working on the corral. At one point, Daniel’s quick ears caught the boy voicing a complaint to Adam, whom Jake held in an admiration that was close to worship. 

Leaning against his shovel, Adam focused bright blue eyes on the boy. “Before you ask for a man’s advice, you have to assume he knows more than you do. So when he decides to help you out, it only makes sense to go along with what he says. If there’s anyone around here who knows tracking, it’s Daniel. You know what the Navajo call him?”

“The Woodsman.” In sudden curiosity, Jake asked, “Did you have to make boots, too?”

“Nope.” Adam’s left eyebrow curled up at the middle as he grinned. “Apples was born on the ranch. Right in the corral. I just had to help his dam foal him.” He slapped his brother’s shoulder. “Looks like you picked the hard way. But stick it out. And listen to your brother―he knows what he’s doing. It’ll be worth it in the long run.”

“Knowin’ Daniel,” Brian put in, “I think you got off real easy. Be thankful he didn’ make you catch the deer first!”

Jake laughed and went back to his tasks more cheerfully. Three days later, the boots were done.
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Chapter 2
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THE EVENING BEFORE the mustang hunt, Daniel rode into town on his buckskin mare and knocked on the Griffiths’ cottage door.

“Hello.” Annie’s voice was sweet and soft. Her dress of green calico hugged her tall, slender figure. Flaxen hair hung down her back in a single braid, and a few tendrils had escaped to frame her face.

He tucked one strand behind her ear, and asked, “Got a few minutes?”

When she nodded, he took her hand, drew her outside, and strolled down the wide main street of the village. White’s Station was usually quiet on a weekday evening, with most of the shops closed. Down the side street Joe’s Cafe was brightly lit, and tinkling notes from a piano floated out from the saloon where a few men congregated.

As they walked, Daniel told her of his plans to help Jake. “We’re leaving tomorrow. I’m not quite sure how long we’ll be—a week if we’re really lucky, up to three if we’re not.” He took both her hands in his, ran a thumb over the ring she’d accepted with his proposal. “I’ll miss you.”

Annie cast her eyes down, but he saw the blush rising to her cheek, the curving of her lips. It was enough for him.

As he turned to lead her back home, she asked, “Is he going to work with Alec?”

“I hope so. I hope Alec understands he shouldn’t hold anything against Jake—that the trouble between us has nothing to do with anyone else. But if not, I’ll work with Jake. I’m not as good at taming horses as Alec, but I can get it done.”

They walked hand in hand back to her home and sat together on the bench on her front porch. After a few moments, his arm stole around her and she rested her head on his shoulder. Annie had a soothing way about her, and he felt at peace with the silence between them. Together, they watched a sliver of moon rise and peek through the scattered clouds.

“I’d best be going, aroon. Have to get an early start tomorrow.” Daniel stood and pulled her up into his arms, kissed her cheek, then swung up into his saddle.

“Daniel...” When he looked down Annie said, “I’ll miss you, too.”

The grin he gave her split his face in two.

* * *
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SETTING OFF AT DAYLIGHT, Jake and Daniel took to the rocky trails in the canyon, searching for the mustangs’ entrance.

They set up a permanent camp in a grove of pines near the lake. On the first day, the brothers observed the herd from the opposite shore. They seemed to be entering the canyon through some concealed gap in the wall, coming down the ledges where the cattle couldn’t climb out.

As they sat by the campfire after dinner, Daniel explained his plan to Jake. “We’ll climb up to the canyon’s rim a few miles west of here and work back along the ledges to find the gap in the wall.”

“Why don’t we just follow them?” Jake asked.

“That might only give us one chance at them. If we follow them out in the morning, we’d be leaving our scent on their trail. If we didn’t manage to catch them before evening, they’d turn around for sure as soon as they caught wind of us.

“That old king’s pretty crafty,” the woodsman continued, “or he’d never have lived this long. He’d either find another way in or he’d take his herd off the range completely. Either way, it wouldn’t help us.”

“OK. But once we find the entrance, how’re we gonna catch ’em?”

“I can’t tell you that until I see where they come in. If we’re lucky, there’ll be some kind of natural barrier we can use. Maybe this canyon will lead into another canyon we can turn into a trap. Maybe we’ll have to track them all over creation.

“Or maybe,” Daniel added, “we won't be able to catch this herd at all. If there’s a wide open range on the other side of that rim, they can run forever.”

“There won't be,” Jake said. “I feel it in my bones.”

“I hope your bones are right!”

They sat quietly for a while, then Jake spoke up hesitantly. “You gettin’ married, Daniel?”

“Sure am. As soon as Annie’s ready.”

“What’s she waiting for?”

Daniel’s pipe had gone out and he tapped the ashes into the fire before answering. “Gran told me once that a woman’s like a little bird―she’ll know when she’s ready to build her nest. I can’t tell you more than that; Annie’s not ready, and I’m just going to wait until she is.”

Another silence enveloped them, and again it was Jake who broke it. “Do you miss her?”

“Sure, but it’s only for a little while.”

“I meant Gran,” Jake murmured.

“I sure do. Especially when I need advice. Though I’ll tell you something...” Daniel let out a short chuckle. “I think some of those ‘old Irish proverbs’ were stuff she just made up.”

“Sometimes I dream about her.”

“I know. I think we all do.” Daniel lit his pipe and gave his brother a nudge with his foot. “You better get to bed now. Mornin’ comes early these days. And remember―tomorrow night, you make the biscuits!”

* * *
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AS JAKE SNORED SOFTLY, Daniel lay awake listening to the familiar sounds of the nighthawk and owl, the coyote in the distance. A small animal, probably a grasshopper mouse, was ferreting through Jake’s belongings, but the food he wanted had been bound in a blanket and tied in a tree.

Bats swooshed overhead. There must be a cave nearby, in the walls of the canyons. This complex network of canyons and mesas was the only part of the Arizona Territory he hadn’t fully explored.

He was at home with nature, felt a serenity of spirit in the remote recesses where few men ventured. The occasional crackling of the fire, the scent of the pines, the eternal brightness of the stars―all were balm to his soul. He breathed the night air deeply, content in the knowledge that he was at peace with the earth. Believing in his Navajo friends’ prayer that ended “All is well.”

After a while, he set his mind on the days to come. The most important thing he’d have to teach Jake was patience. A smile crept under his mustache―his brother was full of life, full of energy, and it was going to be difficult for him to even stand still, let alone accept the time it would take to catch and break these horses. But I have learned patience, and Jake will, too. There are just some things worth waiting for.

Like Annie. 

He cast his mind back to the previous spring and the day of Adam and Jesse’s wedding supper. He’d begun then to woo her gently, tenderly, unwaveringly. Until she confessed that the affection she’d felt for Brian was dwarfed by these new emotions—feelings that ran so deep, she could hardly name them. 

Her face floated before him now, with her elfin smile and hair the color of a wheat field in the sun. So soft, so fine in its long braid. And her eyes... 

It had taken him years to find the words to describe her eyes―green and blue and gray at once, ringed around with deep navy―the color of the wild sea. Her eyes made him believe that she was fey.

Her eyes could see into his heart, into all their hearts. And a gift, inherited from her mother, allowed her to see glimpses of the future.

He wished her good-night and the vision faded, but not before he caught a little wink. He’d be patient. Yet sometimes his patience warred with his heart. How much time would they have together? How much before Annie succumbed to the tortuous headaches she suffered more and more frequently? He watched the stars on their slow journey and offered a prayer to the ancient gods.

Let her accept me. Let us live together and be happy. Even for a little while. And all will be well.
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TWO DAYS LATER, THE brothers were looking down from the rim of the canyon wall as the mustangs disappeared around the bend.

“The gods must smile on you,” Daniel said. “I just can’t believe it!”

The trail used by the herd was some thirty feet wide below them and a quarter mile long, but at each end there were narrow gaps in the canyon rim permitting no more than three horses abreast.

“What we need to do is block off that north entrance with a fence. We can build it today and put it up tonight after they come through. Then we need another gate we can swing shut behind them when they come back from watering.”

“They’ll be trapped in this place.” Jake eyes were alight with glee. “We can catch them all!”

“We don’t need them all. And we don’t have the time or the manpower we’d need to catch them all. No, we’ll stick to the two we picked out. But it’s sure gonna be a lot easier than I expected.

“Come on, brother, I saw a stand of young birch a ways back―they’re just what we need for the fences.”

They cut the trees into poles. For the north fence, they built two portable units, both high and strong, and covered them with branches to make it look like a natural barrier. They pulled the sections close to the gap―as close as Daniel thought they could get without warning the herd. Then they cut more poles for a simple post-and-rail fence for the narrower southern entrance.

That evening, the mustangs came through the northern gap without hesitation and as soon as the last few disappeared along the trail, Daniel and Jake began to drag their fences into place. They had less than an hour to situate them and lash them together with the long, tough rawhide strips Daniel produced from his pockets. Rawhide would hold up better than vine, he told his brother, and nails or barbed wire were out of the question. He was careful to explain that the barriers they built would cause no harm to the mustangs and that, if hysteria infected the herd, they’d have to set them free before any injuries occurred.

The moment the barrier was complete, the brothers retreated, climbed to the canyon wall and made their way to the southern gap, being certain to stay downwind of the herd. After drinking, the mustangs came back through and approached the branch-built wall curiously. Then the old king caught the scent of man. He snorted and turned, reared up and whistled a challenge. But Daniel and Jake were already blocking off the southern exit, sliding the rails into their makeshift fence, the posts of which leaned in against the canyon walls. The white stallion pawed the ground but didn’t approach them.

The Donovan brothers made their beds on the other side of the post and rail fence. The mustangs congregated at the opposite end of the trap, and followed the white stallion in restless circles until the dawn broke.

Just after sunrise, Jake helped his brother reinforce the southern gate. They found a crevice in the canyon wall they used as additional support for the right side. On the left, they moved several boulders in to support the posts. Daniel tested it against his weight.

“All right, Jake,” he commanded, “you watch me. I’m going after the mare. You sit there on the post―if any of them come near you, flap your hat at them. Don’t scare them, just wave them away. Here we go.”

With his lariat held low, Daniel jogged noiselessly toward the herd. They milled and turned but he ignored their activity, concentrating instead on the sorrel mare. Fear filled her eyes as she realized she was his prey. Though she was tired from the night’s relentless movement, she pranced away, but he ran straight at her and when she reared, he threw the lasso high and wide. It came down over her head and one leg, and he tightened it with a deft flick of his wrist. She snorted and whistled when she realized she was caught.

The herd scrambled away. Daniel dug in his heels as she strained against the rope. He pulled himself closer to her hand over hand, until he was less than ten feet from her. Then he addressed her silently.

Little sister, you have no need to fear me. You will not be hurt. You will be changed, but you will not be hurt. Little sister, I have come to ask your help. I need your help for my friend, my brother. You will be changed but you will not be hurt.

For the better part of an hour, he stood eye to eye with her. Finally she quieted and he backed away. Reluctantly she followed his lead, though her body still shivered with fear. He led her to a tall tree at the side of the trap, tying the lasso around it, giving her little room to move.

Daniel turned to his brother and asked, “Want to try it?”

“Oh, yeah!” Jake grabbed his rope and built the noose. Like Adam, he was left-handed, and it made him seem awkward at times. But the natural skill was there.

“Concentrate on the one horse,” Daniel said, “and ignore all the others. Let him know you’re after him. And wait ’til he rears before you throw. Try to get the rope over a foreleg, too, so we don’t have to choke him to bring him down.”

Eager as he was, Jake couldn’t concentrate on the single horse. His first two attempts at roping the colt had failed, and Daniel could see his frustration building, but before he could speak, Jake threw his lariat again. He was off balance and fell backward even as the rope caught the ears of a bay mare. She reared, pawing the air as he tried to scramble away. Her hoof crashed down on his left boot, pinning him there. As the mare rose up again, Daniel ran to his brother, grabbed his collar and yanked him back. Jake started to thrash and moan.

“Keep still!” Daniel’s whisper was adamant as he crouched down beside him. “Be quiet. The herd’s riled up. Don’t do anything more to upset them.”

They waited, not moving from that spot. Almost an hour later by Daniel’s reckoning, the mustangs finally quieted.

“How bad you hurt?” he asked Jake.

“I’m OK. She caught the side of my leg more than the front, then kind of slid off. It hurt like hell at first, but it’s way better now.”

“Let’s see.”

Jake pulled his pant leg up and scrunched the soft leather boot down. A purple bruise shaped like a half moon stood out against his white skin. He poked at it gingerly.

“Ouch,” Daniel commented. “Think you can walk?”

“Pretty sure.”

Daniel helped Jake to his feet, watched him take a few tentative steps, and shake his leg out. He limped a bit, but it seemed no real damage had been done.

“All right, boy-o, watch and learn.” Again the studied approach, the intelligent response, the perfect throw. And another hour spent in soothing and calming the colt while the herd milled restlessly.

Daniel tied the trembling pony next to his dam, watched their silent commiseration, and motioned to his brother. “Stay here and watch them while I take down the barrier.”

As Daniel skirted the trap, the herd pranced away from him. The barrier wasn’t as sturdy as it appeared; he dismantled it quickly. He climbed on a rock to watch the king trotting back and forth, his tail high, his mane almost sweeping the ground, his nostrils blowing out the scent of man. Finally the stallion reared, trumpeted a warning blast at Daniel, and leaped out at a gallop, whistling for his band to follow. By twos and threes they crowded out of the gap in the canyon wall, ignoring the man who sat and watched and marveled at their beauty. They ran after their king and didn’t stop until they were many miles away.

“A good day’s work,” Daniel said as he came back to Jake and the captured horses. His brother was staring at his boots. “What’s the matter?”

“I’m no damn good at this, am I?”

“You just need some experience. It’s not as easy to do something as it is to watch. You think I’m good at it, but it’s only because I’ve been doing it for eight years or so. How do you think I felt the first time I went out with Alec?”

“How?”

As he fashioned hackamores for the captives, Daniel answered, “Pretty damn stupid. There I was, with this kid who was fifteen years old―and I was a big man of twenty. I chased a roan mare all over creation, and never once came close to catching her. Then Alec made me sit down and he caught her without even raising a sweat! But I learned, Jake. The same way you will. The hardest thing is to ignore the other horses, to stop worrying about what they’re doing behind you. And the next hardest thing’s learning the patience it takes to gentle them. But you take these two to Alec and he’ll show you how it’s done. And maybe he’ll take you out with him this summer.

“Now let’s get these two back to the corral and stop in to see Adam and Jesse for a few minutes.” Daniel grabbed his rifle and gathered the hackamores, gently urging the captives to follow in his wake. His brother walked beside him, matching the woodsman’s strides with his own.
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Chapter 4
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THE CLEARING WHERE the cabin stood seemed deserted. Handing Jake the mustangs’ leads and signaling for him to wait, Daniel stepped silently onto the porch and crossed to the open door. He saw Adam sitting in the rocking chair by the hearth with Jesse on his lap, her tawny hair disheveled, a tear lingering on her cheek. But she was asleep now, her hand caught in the bandanna at Adam’s neck, her face soft and sweet in repose. As quietly as he’d entered, he backed out again.

He put his finger to his lips as Jake began to speak. Taking one of the youth’s arms, Daniel guided him away from the porch.

“Jesse’s sleeping,” he whispered. “I’ll get our horses and meet you down the lane.” Jake nodded and, taking up the captives’ leads, moved the mustangs down around the cottonwood grove and onto the trail that would lead them home.

Daniel took his time saddling their horses, working slowly and calmly, remembering the first time he’d seen his sister-in-law. “Little Jesse Travers” she’d been called then, and she’d had a reputation in town as a drunkard, a tramp, and a killer.

His skill as a tracker was known far and wide, and a prospector had asked Daniel if he could determine who had assaulted and robbed him. He’d tracked bootprints and then hoofprints to the canyon where Russell Travers lived with Jesse and their crippled father. Not finding his quarry, Daniel instead had spied Jesse stumbling from a grove of sycamores near the stream that ran through the canyon. He’d been surprised at the smallness, the delicacy of her—she was nineteen, but could pass as a child of ten or twelve. She staggered again and he’d thought she was drunk. Then he saw that her face had been beaten savagely, her clothes half torn off her body, her hand clutching the remnants of her blouse over her bosom. The marks of human teeth had raised a purple welt upon her neck.

The blood froze in his veins as Daniel realized the only other tracks leading to the cabin belonged to her brother. But before he could move, before he could help her, the doctor arrived to treat her father. He’d haunted the clearing for most of a month, hoping to keep her safe, but Russell Travers found another outlet for his violence, and had attacked Elena Twelve Trees in the village, in her own yard.

Daniel recognized the bootprints of Elena’s attacker—the slightly turned-out left foot, the slice of leather missing from the sole—and he’d seen the purpling bite upon her neck. He blotted the tracks out, sure that Alec would do murder if he realized who had killed his mother. In spite of Alec’s threats and demands, Daniel wouldn’t identify the killer without more proof. He’d hoped to find evidence he could pass on to the town’s constable, but only days later it was too late for justice: Adam shot and killed Travers as he robbed the town’s only bank.

Over the past year, most in the village realized all of the filthy rumors about Jesse had been perpetrated by her brother to keep her away from the town. To keep the town from knowing the truth about him. But there were still those few who clung to the old gossip.

From that first time he saw Jesse, Daniel had sworn to protect her. He was one of the few who knew that the baby she lost the previous year had been her brother’s. That she’d agreed to marry Adam to spare her child shame; that they hadn’t lived as man and wife for more than a full year after their marriage. And he was sure Jesse was unaware of the extent of his knowledge.

Now, after an arduous ordeal, and only with Adam’s help, Jesse had almost regained her trust. Had almost found a safe place to live. She was secure in the love of his large family, but the outside world could still batter her with fear.

Daniel closed his eyes for a moment, then pulled himself back to the task at hand. He needed to keep their horses calm as they met the new captives. His mare was a bit skittish, obviously scenting the newcomers on his clothes, but the black filly Fancy ignored it, and Bucky settled down when Daniel mounted her.

As he and Jake started toward home, Daniel was satisfied to see that, in spite of the tension in the sorrel mare’s gait, the young stallion was in synch with Fancy, stepping out with his head held high and taking an occasional playful head-butt at his dam’s side.

“Jesse’s okay now, isn’t she?” Jake asked.

Daniel’s head whipped around—but the look of concern on his brother’s broad face made him temper his remarks. “She’s better, and I think that’s all we can expect right now.

“Listen, Jake, let’s not forget it’s only a year since her father died. It would take us longer than that to get over Dad’s death. And Jesse was as close to Gran as any of us, so she’s got that to deal with as well.”

“Gee, I didn’t think about that.”

“Other things have happened, too―her baby was born dead and her brother got killed.”

“Bu-but...” Jake sputtered. “Why does her brother matter? He was nothing but bad.”

“Maybe so, but she told me when they were kids in Texas―before her mother got sick―her brother would sometimes play hide and seek with her, and swing her from a tree in the yard.”

“Hard to imagine,” Jake said.

Daniel grunted. That the man who beat his sister on a regular basis and finally raped her could have been a happy child was impossible for him to believe. Yet he wouldn’t discount Jesse’s memories.

“Do you think she wanted the baby?”

“Why would you ask that, Jake? What possible difference would it make? You and I can’t know what a woman feels. I sometimes think of having a baby with Annie and, man, the love I can feel for that child already―I can’t describe it. More than I’ve ever felt before in my life.”

Daniel’s face tightened and his voice became as rough as sand on a whetstone. “A woman has that baby growing right there in her womb. That baby was forced on Jesse, but it was still there growing, then one day it just died inside of her.

“You’re too young to remember Henry. He was born back in Abilene and when he died―he was only two―Mother was shattered. She cried all the time. It has to be horrible to lose a child, no matter what.

“So I don’t know what Jesse felt,” Daniel added. “I just know it was terribly hard for her. And it’s one more thing her brother’s paying for in hell.”

Though it wasn’t a concept Daniel held with, he knew Jake believed wholeheartedly in hell. He pulled his mare up when he realized Jake had stopped. He looked back to see the youth staring at the hands he clenched on his pummel. The woodsman was about to speak when Jake looked up with accusation in his eyes.

“You think her brother killed Elena.”

Daniel turned his head away and nodded.

“Why won't you tell Alec? He deserves to know!”

Biting back an oath, Daniel answered in a voice that brooked no dissent. “He doesn’t. He’s too upset. He’s already gone off the rails at me a couple of times, and I don’t know what will happen if he knows there’s nothing he can do―no revenge he can take. If he tells everyone...

“Family, Jake. That’s what’s most important in this world, even before friends. Even before neighbors. And Jesse is family now. We have to protect her.” Seeing an argument on the boy’s face, Daniel repeated, “We have to. Whether she knows it or not, she’s depending on us to do just that.”

Jake stared at him for a long minute before he nodded. His father’s primary tenet could be summed up in one sentence: a man has nothing if he has no family, and he is nothing if he’s not a good neighbor. It was a doctrine they’d all learned from the cradle.

“Family comes first,” Daniel added. “What do you think would happen to Jesse if the whole town finds out? If Sarah Taylor and Jane Barber start in on her again? You know they were behind the rumors that made her out a drunk, the ones that said she was involved with Tommy since she was a kid. You’ve heard what they say about her living with Adam and Brian both.”

One look at his brother’s crimson face told Daniel his harsh words had hit home. Still the youth protested, “But that’s stupid stuff.”

“People believe stupid stuff every day, Jake. Every damn day. What will those two women say if they find out Russell killed Elena? They’ll somehow make it Jesse’s fault, and start over with the stories about her and Tommy. And who knows what else they’ll make up so they can feel important. Do you think Jesse deserves that? Don’t you think she’s had enough hardship?”

“No. I mean, yeah.” Jake scrubbed at his face. “You’re right.”

“Jake, I can’t let you work with Alec unless you promise you won't tell him.”

“Okay.”

“I want your promise.”

“I promise.”

Daniel nodded curtly as Jake raised his eyes. “Daniel, what made him do it?”

“I don’t know, Jake. I don’t understand it. Tommy says some folks are born ornery―I don’t know if anyone will ever understand more than that.”

They began to ride again, and for a moment, Daniel wondered how he could feel so deeply for Jesse when his whole heart was given to Annie. And he regretted that his responsibility had cost him his closest friendship.

I thought it would help when I told Alec the man who did it is gone. But it hasn’t made any difference at all. He’s so angry—no, furious. Yet what can I do? I know Jesse isn’t strong enough to bear the shame. Even after all that Adam has done for her—after all the family’s done—she wouldn’t be able to endure it. She’s still so fragile, so delicately balanced between our love and her fears.

I cannot tell him. I couldn't bear to be the one who hurts her one more time.
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SUMMER CAME IN HOT and dry. Occasional storms threatened on the horizon, but the rains didn't come. Drought had hit the Arizona Territory several years before, resulting in the loss of most of the stock and produce which the Donovan ranch and farm supported. Since then they’d irrigated their fields with water from the mountain streams, which were snow-fed and never ran dry. Early in the summer they drove a thousand head of cattle into Jesse’s canyon to let them water at the spring-fed lake.

Daniel had scouted out the location of their diverse herds, but he took no pleasure in the drive. Neither farmer nor cowboy, he didn’t work the land he loved, yet he lived closer to it than any of his family. And unlike his brothers, who rode the range or managed the farm, he was always busiest in fall and winter. After the round-up and the harvest, in which everyone participated, Daniel would set out hunting for their winter stores. In a good year, he’d finish before Christmas. In the lean years, he hunted all winter. In the spring he made new clothes for the coming year, then helped with the planting and the tending of the orchard. And because of his agile, logical mind, he was often asked to help solve the practical problems the family faced―whether planning irrigation for new fields or installing the indoor plumbing that his father had ordered from New York.

But in the summer, when his brothers plowed and weeded and rode herd, Daniel was free to do what he wished. For the past several summers, he’d set out on the trail of the wild mustangs ranging north of the Donovan holdings. Up to the mesas he’d go with Alec Twelve Trees. For weeks they’d be gone, to return with a small string of choice horses. They’d spend many additional weeks gentling the ponies, using a method devised by Alec that resulted in work-horses that were high-spirited but not wild, tame but not broken. Daniel loved these trips to the mountains, considering them food for his soul. He was fascinated by Alec’s way with horses, could watch for hours as his friend persuaded a pony to accept a saddle or bit.

But now Alec was working with Jake, and Daniel could only be thankful the rift hadn’t affected his relationship with Alec’s father, who ran the livery stable and was an accomplished ironsmith.

The livery stood on the north end of town, spreading across the wide dusty street and backing up to the eastern fork of the river. At the opposite end of White’s Station stood the Trading Post; across from it a small chapel nestled among the sycamores. Between were several houses and smaller shops, as well as the Town Hall, the bank, a boardinghouse and the inevitable saloon.

As he approached the livery on a sunny Saturday afternoon, Daniel was amused to hear Tommy cussing.

“Ah, hell!” A Navajo with broad shoulders, narrow hips, and arms as strong as the iron he worked, Tommy had begun to use the expression in missionary school because it angered his teachers, and now the habit was ingrained. He repeated it viciously and threw down his hammer with a clang.

“Got a problem?” Daniel asked, stepping through the open doors. It was rare for the blacksmith to be out of sorts, his cheerful disposition usually shining through the angular bronze mask of his face.

“Hey, Dan’l! Boy, am I glad t’ see you. I could really use your help with this.” Tommy moved with a dancer’s grace as he approached and shoved a piece of paper under Daniel’s nose.

“What’s this?”

“A leg.”

“A what?” Daniel knew his friend wasn’t one to talk in riddles, but the drawings bore scant resemblance to a horse’s leg. Not that a horse would accept one, for that matter. “Wh―? Why don’t you explain this to me.”

“You know li’l Blue Deer? That sickly boy in the tribe? Well, Doc had t’ cut off his leg the other day, and he’s really, really down in the mouth. An’ Doc said mebbe it could keep ’im from gettin’ better, bein’ so blue. So I thought if I made ’im a new leg...”

“Yeah, I see.” Daniel pulled on the ends of his mustache and studied the drawing again, picturing Blue Deer in his mind. “He’s pretty small, isn’t he? If you make it out of iron, won't it be too heavy?”

“Yeah, mebbe so.” The blacksmith scratched at his chin. “I jus’ wanna do somethin’ for the kid. He’s a healer, did ya know? It’s gotta be real tough on ’im, not bein’ able to heal hisself. I dunno...”

“What if we made it out of wood? It’d be a lot lighter. I’m not sure how we’d attach it...”

“Doc said there should be a cup for the leg to fit in, with somethin’ like India rubber to cushion it. Then there’s a harness thet holds it on. Since the boy’s still growin’, he thought it should be easy to adjust.”

“Hmm... Does he still have the knee joint?”

“Yeah. The infection didn’ get up too much higher than ’is ankle.”

“So he could probably use a foot, too. I could carve it easily―could you make a flat hinge for each side so it moves a little better? Can’t have too much play, maybe twenty or thirty degrees. Enough to flex it just a bit.”

“Sure, I see what you mean.” Tommy pushed one set of his fingers up slightly with the other. “Don't want it floppin’ all aroun’, but jus’ a li’l give so he can walk natural.”

“How long should it be?” Daniel asked.

“I got everything right here. Doc measured ’is other leg. This is how long it has to
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