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Chapter One
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Nowhere Wyoming, Late July 1875 

“I saw Skinner Robelard’s rig over to the stable,” said one of the yahoos at the bar, as Boyd Alvarez paused inside the front door of the saloon. He spotted his quarry at the far end of the bar then headed for an empty table near the man. He motioned to the barkeep, ordered one shot of Redeye neat, and settled with his back to the wall to watch Zachariah Jackson—the meanest, dirtiest claim jumper this side of the Snake River—whoop it up with some friends. Given some luck, Jackson would drink himself into a stupor, and Boyd could haul the man over to the sheriff’s office with little or no problem.

“Ain’t never see’d Robelard m’self,” Jackson said.

“Well y’can see ‘im now,” one of the friends remarked and tilted his head toward the door Boyd had passed through. “Just came in.”  

Jackson stood on his toes and craned his neck to see over the crowd. “Where? Man with as big a legend as Robelard oughta be big enough to see easy.”

The friend grinned. “He’s standing smack in the middle of the doorway. Ain’t Skinner’s size what got ‘im ‘is reputation; it’s ‘is luck. Why I hear'd tell that he's half rattler an' half eagle. He's faster'n lightning an' never misses.”

“Afternoon, fellas.” The voice was rusty as barbed wire, surprisingly deep and musical—like church bells—but with the rhythm of a mama rocking a baby. The combination was oddly soothing. 

Boyd supposed a man who coaxed critters to haul heavy loads over long distances would need such a voice. 

Booted tread followed the greeting, and the crowd of men around the bar made room. Boyd watched a scruffy figure ease through. Something besides the skinner’s voice struck Boyd as odd. He couldn’t decide exactly what. As he considered, Robelard stepped into a spot at the bar beside Jackson, right between Boyd and the claim jumper.

“Whisky, neat,” said the barbed wire croon.

Boyd was still mentally cursing the luck that put an innocent between him and a one-hundred-dollar bounty when he finally figured out what bothered him. How in Hades have all these men failed to notice that Skinner isn’t a man. 

Admittedly, dressed as she was, it was kinda hard to tell—so maybe it wasn’t so strange that most accepted her as a man—especially since Jackson’s friend called her one. But that walk was unmistakable. From whore to starched-up school marm, every woman known to man had that same hip-swaying, make a man’s cock ache, sashay. Some had it more’n others, but they all had it. Despite Boyd’s blue balls, that strut was a pure pleasure to watch. Purer than he’d seen in a long, long time.

This one had less sway than many. She had a stride that fit a man, aggressive and bold as brass, but she couldn’t completely hide that swing. Would’a been nice if she’d dressed like a woman ‘stead of a muleskinner. Would’a been even nicer if she’d cleaned up a bit and smelled like a woman. But she smelled the way she looked—trail-whacker through and through. Except for that sway. Trouble was certain, when one of the woman-starved men in this saloon finally noticed.

The gloves she threw on the bar, along with a very professional looking whip, had the creases and worn spots of an experienced wagon driver. The battered, broad brimmed hat that covered her hair and shaded her eyes was as dusty as that of any skinner he’d ever seen. And he’d seen a fair number before he'd left Pinkertons behind. The only thing missing was a lump in her cheek that indicated a chaw of tobacco. Which meant she probably still had all her teeth. 

He swallowed a sigh along with a swig of red-eye and watched. Hard as he tried, he could not determine hair color, eye color, or the shape of any of her features. He cast a quick glance around the room. Either the other men were too drunk to notice she was female or not drunk enough to have the cajones to approach a woman as tough as this one. 

He shifted his gaze back to the woman downing her whisky. So what if she drank like a muleskinner too. Nothing about her would put off any of the men smart enough to see past her disguise. Boyd would be first in line, if he didn’t have more pressing business. Although not one of those other men would ask nicely, probably not as nicely as he would. Not a man here would take no for an answer. He would, even if he didn’t want to. Forcing an unwilling woman wasn’t just a crime, it was simply wrong. He may not be a Pinkerton man any longer, but he would uphold the law and keep the peace. And the best way to keep the peace was to prevent law-breaking before it happened. Dang it, I have business to tend to. The last thing he needed was to tangle with anyone over some strange woman. If he were lucky, he could distract the whole crowd from the female long enough for her to finish her drink and skedaddle.

He chugged the last of his redeye, plunked the glass down on the pinewood, and stood. Looking at the barkeep, he put his two bits beside the glass and turned toward his quarry.

At the same moment, Jackson put his hand on the woman’s arm. “Yer a might scrawny fer a mule-skinnin’ legend, friend.”

Skinner shrugged, slipping away from the claim jumper's touch then stepped back. Posture balanced and relaxed, she looked Jackson up and down then sneered. 

“Keep yer hands to yerself. I don’t know you, so you ain’t no friend.” The bells tolled a warning. She moved as if to walk around Jackson, but the bigger man stepped into her path.

“That was a mistake, mister.” The barbed wire muttered.

Damn, I waited too long. Boyd reached out to tap Jackson’s shoulder to draw his attention.

“Sez you, pipsqueak. Whatcha gonna do ....”

Before he could finish speaking, Jackson lay moaning on the floor. The woman muleskinner had her foot planted square in his back. His gun arm was pulled straight out behind him, held in a solid single-handed grip, while she bent to slip the pearl-handled colt from his belt holster. Boyd pushed his Texas rain bucket off his forehead.

How the hell had she managed that? He opened his mouth to ask, when she extended her arm, cocked the trigger, and sighted down the colt’s barrel. She swept her arm in an arc, letting every man know that any threatening move would be met with gunfire.

The room went silent. Along with the few men who hadn’t already hugged the walls or left, Boyd raised his hands and backed up, at the same time trying to edge out of the line of fire.

“Any you fellas this yahoo’s friend?” Her threat was serious, low pitched and easy, but audible to every man.

The silence suggested that Jackson didn’t have any real friends among the group. At least none brave enough to admit it with a pistol pointed in their general direction. 

“Fine.” Without taking her gaze off Boyd and the others she lowered the pistol pointing it at Jackson’s head. “Any of you object to me shootin’ this cuss for bein’ stupid?”

The silence was deafening. What she proposed was murder, and Boyd couldn’t allow that.  

“Sorry, but I mind.” He lowered his hands letting them hang loose near the pair of Colt Navy revolvers he wore—one holstered on each thigh.

“Then you come and take care of him for me. I got a schedule to keep.”

“Sure thing, ah, Mis . . ."

“Robelard. Mister Robelard. M’ friends call me Skinner, but you can call me Mister Robelard.”

Really? She honestly thinks she fools all these men? Boyd risked a quick glance around the room, but no one seemed surprised at the lady claiming to be a man. Now that’s just damned funny. Why would I call that shemale a lady?

Jackson chose that moment to try breaking free. 

She twisted the arm she held and stomped hard on his back.

“Awrgh. Y’r hurtin’ me.”

“Ain’t nothin’ you don’t deserve.” Her gaze was still locked on her audience.

“If you’ll un-cock the pistol, I’ll come take that man from you.” Boyd relaxed his posture, keeping his hands away from his guns. The last thing he wanted was to look like a threat. 

“Sure thing. Soon as you have this critter hog tied. Barkeep, get this man some rope.”

Within seconds Boyd had rope in hand and knelt to secure Jackson’s arms. The female trail-whacker eased off the pistol’s hammer and moved away, picking up her whip and gloves with her empty hand. By the time Boyd had Jackson on his feet, the woman was out the door and moving down the street. Boyd had a couple dozen questions circling in his brain, but he had to turn Jackson over to the law first. Before he cleared the door, shoving Jackson before him, she'd vanished.

***
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Elise Van Demer stuffed the pearl-handled pistol into her large lower right pocket. The oversized coat was more like a buffalo robe with sleeves and a dozen pockets inside and out. It had been a gift from a Lakota family she'd helped one winter. The item was treasured not simply for the memories of how she gained it but because the bison that once roamed the plains from northern Canada to Texas were all but gone.

She left the boardwalk fronting the saloon and dashed between buildings to the beaten path that ran behind the line of buildings and separated Nowhere from the prairie. Keeping to the stingy shadows of early afternoon, she hurried to the stable—the last building on this end of town. She stopped to catch her breath at the rear door and listened. She heard nothing but the nicker of horses and the sigh of a breeze through prairie grass. 

Boyd Alvarez was the last person she expected to see in that worn-down saloon. Yes, he hunts lawbreakers and goes where they are, but I don't generally mix with them. Regardless of what brought him here, she'd had to work hard at not breaking into a smile at the sight of his long rangy form behind the idiot who tried to bully her. He was one of the few pleasant memories from the worst time in her life. He was always nice to me. 

She frowned, She'd known him from the days when her father was jailed on her say so and she was cast off her own ranch to live or die alone. A time she chose to remember as motivation to keep her going through all the subsequent hard years. Years when she'd never seen Boyd, although she'd thought of him more often than she cared to admit. I didn't miss him and don't need him or any other man. In fact, his being here is a blamed nuisance. His experience as a Pinkerton makes him a trained observer and more likely than others to see through my disguise.

Dang it. 

Thanks to the man who saved my life and lent me his name, I've got everyone in the territory believing that I'm Skinner Robelard. I don’t need anyone remembering Elise Van Demer 'til I’m ready. That would take one more year hauling freight to the distant ranches, mines and outposts off the track of the proposed Cheyenne and Black Hills stage line.

She waited a moment longer, studying the sky where gray clouds loomed in the west. Hopefully, they were far enough off that she’d be long gone before the weather in them reached Nowhere. Better stop lollygagging. She eased open the stable’s back door just enough to slip inside then paused to let her vision adjust to the dim light.

The click of a pistol beside her left ear made her go still.

“State your name and your biz’ness,” ordered a whisper.

“Dang it, Tom Trotter, it’s me.”

“Skinner?”

She heard the release of the pistol’s hammer and the slide of the metal into Tom’s holster.

“Yes. I need you to help me get my team hitched up. I gotta get clear of Nowhere quick.”

“I ain’t had time to clean and regrease the undercarriage of your Mitchell for you. You drive on dirty joints you might lose a wheel or worse.”

“I don't have any choice. I’ll have to tend to it when I get to Glory, before I make the long haul to Prairie Town.”

She could see well enough now to watch Trotter shrug and turn away to the tack room. 

“Don’t blame me if you break down ‘fore you ever get to Glory.”

She followed him, helping to haul the heavy harnesses out of the stable and toward the corral. “I wouldn’t risk it if staying here weren’t more dangerous.”

Trotter halted at the corral gate and studied her. “Someone recognize you?”

Elise nodded. “Prob'ly. I’m too close to achieving everything to risk being recognized.” She didn’t bother reminding him to keep her secret. Before coming to Nowhere, Tom had been Skinner Robelard. He'd saved her life and taught her mule whacking. He was one of the few people who knew her true identity, and as a former Skinner Robelard, he had almost more reason than she did for keeping the secret. They didn’t need to discuss it.

All the same, he grunted his disapproval as he entered the corral and brought out the two huge, sturdy mules that served as wheelers. 

“I know you think I’m crazy not to let the law handle it," she said. "I tried that. My daddy may be in prison for murder, but he still managed to steal the Flying V from me. In fact, the law helped him do it. If I want what belongs to me, I’ll have to get it myself."

As frightened as she'd been when she’d been forced from her ranch, she was even more angry. No one cheated Elise Van Demer. She didn’t care if it took her two lifetimes; she’d have what should be hers. She made damn good and sure that everyone thought sweet little Elise had high-tailed it back east leaving a river of tears so wide it rivaled the Snake in size. Having everyone believe she was gone was essential to her plans. 

“You and I have had this conversation too often for me to think you’d see sense now,” Tom said.

“You’re right there," She agreed. "Let’s get to work.”

In short order they’d hitched up the entire team with her gray gelding tied on to the wagon's back rail. From her seat on the wagon bench, she gave a loud H’yaw and set the team in motion at a bone rattling trot. Elise barely noticed the jolting. After five years, she was used to just about any gait. Normally, she wouldn’t have hurried, but she wanted as much daylight between her and Boyd Alvarez as she could manage. He was a fair tracker—hadn’t he helped his friend Quinn Everett find Kiera Alden, when she was suspected of murder? Still, Wyoming was a big place, and with no clue as to her direction, Alvarez wouldn’t know where to start. Her worry eased a bit and the thought of fooling the man made her smile.

***
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Boyd opened the door to the local Sheriff’s office, shoved Jackson inside, then followed him. The local law was nowhere in sight. Boyd escorted the claim jumper to the only other door, hoping it led to the jail. Odds were good he was right, as the door was made of metal and secured by a crossbar. He lifted the bar, grabbed a set of keys from a peg by the door and opened it. 

He waited in the office more than three hours but left a hundred dollars richer, Boyd aimed himself down the street in the direction he hoped the mule-skinning female had taken. She’d made arresting Jackson easy, so she’d earned a good half of the reward. The late afternoon sun glinted off something in the distance as he approached the stable on the outskirts of town. The corral held eight mules and five horses, but he could see no sign of a wagon or the woman. Boyd continued into the building and called out, “Hello.”

“In the tack room.” The voice came from the rear of the stable.

A few horses whickered as Boyd paced between the stalls. Looking in at the door to the tack room, he saw a dark-haired man mending harness.

“Can I help you?” The man’s voice sounded like gravel falling off a cliff.

“I’m looking for the muleskinner.”

“Ain’t no ‘skinner here.”

“Sh . . . but he was headed in this direction, and there’s a mule team in your corral.” No sense giving the woman's secret away without more information.

“Mules yes. Driver, no. Like I said, ain’t one ‘round here.” The man began to close up for the evening.

“Can you tell me who those mules belong to?” Pacing beside the stableman as he checked stall gates and locked doors, Boyd hoped Robelard owned them.

“B’long t’ me. Why? You innerested in buyin’?”

“No.” Boyd scratched at his left temple.

The other man frowned. “You got business here, or you just wastin’ my time?”

The man’s lies were as clear as the message that Boyd would get nothing from him. He eyed the stable owner then left. Dusk was beginning to fall. Boyd stared out to where the street ended and the prairie began. He didn’t like the idea of a woman alone in the wilderness. He didn’t like knowing he owed her money. Heck, he didn’t like owing anyone.

But what am I supposed to do? Run circles in the dark trying to find a woman who doesn't want to be found? His eyes fell to the ground where he saw the deep tracks of a heavy wagon overlaying a large number of shod hoofmarks. Well slap me upside the head, I’m an idiot. As a man who made his living tracking other men, he should have figured a woman who didn’t want to be recognized wouldn’t linger anywhere. At least he knew which direction she’d gone. Good thing she was headed toward Glory, where he believed he would find his next outlaw.

***
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Boyd Alvarez showin' up has to be the devil's doin'. Elise was two days and many miles from Nowhere and should feel easier, but her back still itched. The smooth-talking Texian still gave her nervous belly flutters. In five years, she hadn't managed to completely forget him, his laughing green eyes, black hair, lop-sided grin, or the piney scent of the talcum he wore. She sure hoped he'd forgotten her. The man would be nothing but trouble, especially if he still worked for Pinkertons. 

She pulled her team over to a stand of cottonwood and made camp. She was losing the light, so there’d be no hunting for meat tonight. She’d have to make do with beans and fat-back. I like a rattler bite better'n I like beans. Someday, when the Flying V belonged to her once more, she’d ban beans from her table. Her hired hands could eat them if they wanted, but she’d dine on steak and asparagus with pie for dessert every night. What was Alvarez's favorite meal? And why in blue blazes should I care?

To distract herself while she waited for the beans and coffee to heat, she pulled out the pearl-handled colt she’d taken off the hombre in the saloon. It was a fine weapon, a sight finer than the rusty old Colt army hogleg she carried just to convince folks she was dangerous. She was, but she wouldn’t feel the need to make it obvious if not for her size—very short for the man she wanted people to think she was. Maybe she could use the colt instead? Nah, a gun like this one would draw too much attention. She had more attention than she could ever need masquerading as a famous trail-whacker. Hiding inside the legend of Skinner Robelard was all well and good. People rarely looked beyond what they expected to see. But if she started flashing shiny gunmetal around—which Skinner had never done—she’d get more notice than was wise to encourage.

I owe Tom Trotter everything. My life, my disguise, even the name I use.

She twirled the big gun around her trigger finger, admiring the flash of reflected firelight on the barrel and the gleam of the mother of pearl inlays on the handle.Might be nice to own a piece like this. Someday. Someday soon, I’ll make my dreams come true. She sighed. The sale of this pistol would put a sizable amount of cash in her bank account. I might be able to stop mule skinning after my first run next spring ‘stead of waiting ‘til the following year. 

A twig snapped in the trees behind her. She’d built her fire low, but still most critters wouldn’t approach with her sitting this close to the flames. She drew a rag from her coat pocket and casually ran it over the pistol, as if polishing the already bright metal were her only concern in the world.

The scent of pine filtered through the musty smell of the cottonwoods. No, it can't be. Lots of men wore pine-scented talcum. That and a slight stirring in the air told her the man—it could be a woman, but a man was more likely—had emerged from the trees and probably stood about three feet from her. “Don’t come any closer.” She spoke as she stood and turned with the pistol raised. Aim wasn’t important. At this distance she couldn’t miss.

“Don’t shoot. I was just hoping to share your fire.” The man kept his voice low and raised his hands.

She recognized the liquid silver tones, and the tingle of her nerves in response was just as familiar. However, she had to act as if she didn't know him. Skinner and Alavarez had never met. “No, you weren’t.” 

Reins were pressed between the middle and index fingers of his left hand. Elise could see the shadowy bulk of a horse behind him, but she could not, didn't need to, discern his features beneath the brim of his low-crowned hat.

“Honest,” he claimed.

“Liar. If you only wanted to keep warm, you would have announced yourself six yards back. You followed me. What for?”

“I wasn’t certain you were in here. Wouldn’t want to announce myself to the wrong person. Plenty of road agents in this area, with all the gold coming down out of the Black Hills.” His voice remained liquid and low.

“Bad men roam all over. I suggest you get back on your horse. I don’t care for company tonight.” She had no intention of telling him she’d nearly lost her life because of an outlaw. She wanted revenge personally for what her father’s hired gun had done.

“That’s not very hospitable, Miss Van Demer.” He dropped the reins, but his horse remained in place.

She blinked. “Wha...?”

He was on her before she could get the question out. She was strong for a woman, but no match for a man’s surprise attack. Her greatest strength lay in avoiding physical contact in the first place. The pistol was knocked from her hand. His hat blew off, he moved so fast. He had her pinned to the ground in a blink, his big body pressed her down, and his hard hands anchored her wrists. The prickles and shivers I'm feeling must be from him knocking the breath out of me. That has to be the reason I can't get air in my lungs.

“Boyd Alvarez," she huffed.

No point now in denying she recognized him. She gave him her best glare while he traced her mouth with his eyes, prompting quivers in a region definitely south of her lungs. Then she was free. He stood over her; the pearl handled colt pointed in her general direction.

“Nice to know you remember me, Miss Van Demer. Allow me to help you up.” He extended his empty hand.

Ignoring his offer of help, she scrambled to her feet. “I want my pistol back, please.”

Amazingly, he reversed his hold on the colt and handed it to her, grip first then bent to retrieve his hat. 

“You're right. I followed you, but I truly do hope to share your fire and only your fire tonight.”

“Why?” A drop of disappointment settled in her belly. Though what was disappointing about him wanting to share her fire she couldn't say. She didn't want him here, let alone sharing anything more than her fire. Anger and frustration made more sense than disappointment.

“Well, to stay warm. It’s mighty cold for late July. Could get some snow.”

She issued an impatient snarl. “Why’d you follow me?”

“Oh that. I have some business with you, and we’re headed in roughly the same direction. Thought you’d like some company on the trail.”

“My team is all the company I need. Don’t know what kind of business you think you have with me but say your say. You can share the fire’s heat from the other side when you’re done.”

“I owe you some money.” 

To one way of thinking—for the help she gave him five years ago—he owed her a great deal more than money, but she refused to be dependent on a man’s good graces ever again. She narrowed her gaze; he was up to something. White men always had hidden agendas and those agendas were always to their advantage. “I don’t recall doing you any favors or working for you, so you can’t owe me anything.”

“But you did do me a favor.”

“What?” She blinked.

“Back in Nowhere" Hat in one hand, he gestured with the opposite thumb over his shoulder in the direction he'd come. That man you took down in the saloon was Zachariah Jackson, wanted for claim jumping and robbery. I was on his trail and intended to arrest him then collect the bounty. You made that much easier to do. To my way of figuring, I owe you at least half of the hundred-dollar reward for his capture.”

Fifty dollars! “What kind of bounty hunter are you? Giving away half your take to me simply for defending myself?”

“Guess I'm not the sort of bounty hunter you've encountered before. Doesn't matter to me why you took Jackson down. You did it, so you deserve some reward.”

So, he wasn't still with Pinkertons and hadn't been sent out to find her. That meant her disguise still held. Alvarez could be trouble; she'd love to be shed of him. However, fifty dollars would see her through the winter and more. She could keep the pistol—which she truly wanted—then do her last run in the spring. “Fine. Set the money on my bedroll beneath the wagon over there. Then take care of your pony and skedaddle to the far side of that fire before I decide to use this pistol.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He placed his Texas water pail on his head, tipped the brim, and moved with careful ease to leave a small pouch on her bedroll.”

When he and his horse disappeared into the trees, she holstered the pistol and hurried to put the money in a secret compartment beneath one of the wagon floorboards. By the time Boyd returned carrying his rifle, saddle and camp gear, she was finishing her beans and draining her tin mug.

“There’s fatback and beans in the pan and coffee in the pot. I’m going to check on my team then I’m bedding down.” I ain't gonna tell him I'll be up before the sun and on my way at first light. She hoped he’d sleep through the noise of her leaving. He's only important as a memory, and no memory of mine is gonna spoil everything I've worked for. He's sure to call me ma’am or—worse—Miss Van Demer, at just the wrong moment. She’d better warn him that Elise Van Demer had supposedly run back east after her father went to prison then disowned her. Alvarez would ask questions she didn't want to answer. She'd handle those when they came. For now, she had to be certain he'd treat her like a man in public.

She should have been glad to be disowned by a man who robbed, cheated, and murdered to build the biggest spread in Wyoming. Especially since he had forged a copy of her mother’s will that left the spread to him. The truth was, Elise had owned it all, and he had only been her trustee for the five years remaining until she turned twenty-one. 

But convicted criminal or not, legal disownment or not, Big Si was her father. Part of her still wept that she’d turned her only family over to the law for murder. She buried that part of her as deeply as she could and reminded herself that she was better off without a father who treated a daughter as merchandise to be sold. 

She was rinsing her dish, spoon, and mug in the creek when Boyd squatted a few feet away to do the same with his utensils. She stood and walked over to him. He looked up at her, his hands occupied with the dishes he washed.

Short as she was, having a man at her feet was novel, especially this one. The corner of his mouth kicked up, and his eyes warmed. That doesn't mean anything. She shook off the odd flutters in her belly

“You need to call me Mister Robelard. I’ve gone to a lot of trouble to erase Elise Van Demer from folks’ memories around here, and I don’t need you or anyone spoiling my plans or risking my life by announcing to the world I’m her.” 

He studied her for a long while in the dim light of the stars. “All right, but why?”

“None of your business.” She turned to walk away.

“If you’re in trouble, maybe I could help.”

She pretended not to hear and pushed through the cottonwood branches toward the campsite. His kind of help might get her killed. Besides, he was a man, and she didn't really know him. He wasn't one of the very few men who'd proven trustworthy enough to know her truth. No way was she going to risk her neck by confiding in him. I don't give a good goldurn how pretty his green eyes are.
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Chapter Two
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Elise came awake in a rush to the sound of braying and cussing. 

“Damnitall, you have no call to kick a man whose just tryin’ to get you into harness.”

She rolled from under the wagon to see Boyd picking up the heavy harness and approach one of her big wheelers. So much for leaving before Alvarez wakes up. 

She cast a look at the setting moon and decided it was past time for her to get up anyway. Still in her bedroll, she pulled on her boots and jacket, then rose to the sound of more cussing. If the man wasn’t careful, Hellion was gonna bite him. The big sorrel mule was cantankerous at the best of times. After waking from a good night’s sleep Hellion always lived up to the name he’d earned. Until he saw a feedbag in her hand and smelled his daily ration of grain. That always calmed him down. So she mostly fed the big galoot then harnessed him while he was busy.

She wrapped up her bedroll, stowed it in the back of her wagon, and reached for the sack of grain she habitually brought with her on the trail. She loaded three handfuls into a feed bag, then strolled over to where Boyd Alvarez played tag with the mule and harness. The tether mattered little to Hellion. Big as he was, he could sidle and backstep with the best of ‘em. Any unfamiliar person—meaning anyone other than Elise herself—attempting to harness Hellion would find himself exhausted or bit right quick.

“Ow!!”

“Did he break any skin?” she asked and ambled past Alvarez to greet Hellion. “Hey there little pony. Did the nasty ol’ man forget to feed you?”

Hellion had his muzzle in the feedbag before she could loop the strap over his ears. While the mule munched, she turned to Alvarez and craned her neck to get a good look at where he was rubbing. It was a pretty nice butt as male hind ends went. The girl she'd been five years ago would be shocked at the thought. But she was no longer a prim and proper miss. If she wished to admire a man's backside, she darn well would. Not that she'd cared to before that she could recall. “Didn’t even rip your pants. It’ll bruise some, but you’ll be okay.”

She took the harness dangling from his other hand, hauled it over to Hellion and strapped it on. Then she brought up the other wheeler, Vermillion, a honey-colored jenny with a red tail and mane, and a nature as contrary as her coloring. Elise patted the mule, crooning nonsense as she buckled on the harness. Hellion was still searching for grain at the bottom of the feedbag when Elise led the pair to the wagon tongue and positioned one on either side of the long wooden rod. Then she buckled the straps connecting harness to tongue, praising the mules for their good behavior this morning. She took the feedbag from Hellion’s nose and turned to find Alvarez gape-mouthed and staring at her.

She frowned. “What the devil you starin’ at?”

“Those mules are monsters. Never seen any so big." His gaze lingered on her body. 

She knew darn well he was staring at her as if he could see beneath her clothes. Wasn't nothin' to see; Skinner's clothes were too baggy and shapeless. So the shivers in my belly are just from bein' hungry. Yep that's it, I'm hungry. If he wanted to pretend differently, she'd let him. "My critters need to be big. I carry tons of freight over very rough country with only eight mules. Ordinary freighters might use as many as sixteen or twenty smaller critters to do the same job, but fewer mules means better maneuverability and less time taken to harness and care for the team. Also has the advantage of letting me use only four lines to control the team instead of eight or more."

Boyd shook his head then squinted from the mules to her. "They must be nineteen hands high and weigh a ton each, yet you handle them like small ponies. Are you sure you’re Elise Van Demer?”

“Hmpf. Name's Skinner Robelard.” She walked past him to get the next pair of mules, Scallion and Pinion, then led them back to the wagon. “If you want to imagine a person can’t change in the space of five years, you go right on thinking that. I got better things to do with my time than explain life to you.” 

He finally shut his mouth before turning on his heel. 

She finished hitching the mules and went back for the next pair, Tarnation and Bunion, only to find Alvarez there before her. ‘Cept he's taking the wrong pair. 

“Gol darn it, you're worse'n a New York greenhorn.” Elise snatched the halter leads from his hands. “Can’t you tell a swing pair from a pair of leaders? Action and Union here are the lead rank. Need to harness up the third and second ranks first. Tarnation and Bunion over there are second. Scallion and Pinion are third rank. Now git out my way, so I can harness my team together right.”

He stood still, a fist on each hip.

She glared at him, trying to get him to move.

He opened his mouth then closed it without speaking and pointed himself toward the camp. He muttered under his breath as he left. “That mule isn’t the only Hellion in camp this morning.”

Maybe she could needle him into leaving; sure as heck being pleasant or silent wasn’t gonna work. She smiled at the thought. She’d much prefer the quiet company of her team to the constant babble Mr. Boyd Alvarez maintained. The quiet allowed her to plan, deciding on the best way to go about ousting the lawless men Si had hired at the Flying V. The noise Alvarez kept up was entirely too distracting. And that wasn't the only attention grabbing thing about the man. Better for her ability to focus on her driving, if she could get rid of him. Otherwise, she’d just have to learn to ignore him. The safety of her team was more important than ogling a man's body. For all his talk, it’s not as if anything he said was important. Not to me.

***
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Boyd shook his head as he poured a cup of coffee and set to making breakfast. What in Hades is wrong with the woman. The Elise Van Demer he’d known five years ago had been a spoiled child, who’d never had to lift a finger for herself and whose biggest worry had been which frock to wear. At least she’d been that way until she saw her father murder a man and had to decide whether or not to force him to justice. She’d done the right thing, but it couldn’t have been easy. Boyd knew something about family and betrayal. However, he didn’t dwell on it.

Is that what happened to Elise? Had being responsible for her father’s imprisonment soured her outlook? Why the heck had she gone to so much trouble to hide her identity? How had she learned the mule-skinning trade and why? Heck, where had she acquired the strength and dexterity to handle an eight-mule team—and these were huge mules, at that! Quinn-bred, unless he missed his guess. 

He didn’t recall her as having especially large hands or strong arms. Those reins got heavy after a while. She didn’t seem inclined to explain. However, he wasn’t willing to give up. There were too many questions surrounding her, and he was curious by nature. 

He was halfway through a plate of fatback and beans when Elise stomped over to the campfire. He waited while she poured a cup of the thick brew she called coffee, dunked a piece of trail bread that looked to be rock hard into the liquid, and tore a chunk off with sharp white teeth. He watched her as she chewed. The layers of baggy, shapeless clothing probably kept her warm, but they did nothing for her figure, which he had to recall from memory. He supposed that’s what she wanted. 

Shame though. She’d been a taking little thing when he’d first seen her, all soft-skinned, blonde, doe-eyed and pretty, and her situation had gained his sympathy. Now, however... 

“What you starin’ at?” Belligerence filled her tone. She gulped down her coffee then threw the dregs in the fire.

“Just trying to remember what you used to look like.”

“Why bother? That prissy missy don't exist.”

“No,” he said quietly. He wasn’t hiding his identity, but neither was he the boy he’d once been, full of hopes and dreams. He’d lost those along with his family. “I don’t suppose she does. What happened to her? Why'd you leave the Flying V?”

She stared into space for a moment. "Left 'cause I wanted to."

"But it was your home?"

She shrugged. "You ain't livin' in Texas, and I'm certain as sundown that was your home. Why'd you leave?"

"Don't got a home there now. But you had the Flying V, a good solid ranch, yet you up and left."

"I left because I wasn't safe there, and that's all I got to say." Her mouth twisted. “Look, I need to be on my way. Got a schedule to keep. You mind putting out the fire and cleaning camp?”

He shook his head moving toward the creek. “Ain’t like that wagon’s gonna travel so far I can’t catch up.”

She shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

As he stood to begin the chore, he watched her walk away. That hip-swing was still there. Maybe he should tell her. He couldn’t be the only man with sense enough to know a woman when he saw one. No matter how she was dressed, or how she smelled. 

Boyd stared after the wagon's dust trail. She’d changed a lot. Odd that he’d never thought of the pretty child as a woman, yet the mule-skinner had caught the interest of his cajones. She was tough as rawhide and skittish as a mustang. But the hurt in those big brown eyes drew him as much as the challenge in her stance and jutted jaw
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