
Chapter One

			Late spring, 1868

			Northern Nevada

			 

			Caroline Bluebonnet Hutchings—Blue—rubbed her rawhide-gloved hand over the worn, bent wood of the wagon wheel, then kicked it with the toe of her boot. She sucked in a breath and stepped back. “Now what?” Two spokes were barely attached to the hub, and the felloe was split. “Another damned problem. I swear. It’s one mile forward and two miles back. This might do it for us.”

			The two-bow-top wagon cover had been patched three times. The back half had ripped again, and parts of it were so thin you could almost see clouds through it.

			Martha, positioned on a nearby boulder, brushed strands of her long chestnut-colored hair away from her face. She tucked them under her bonnet. Although almost ten years older than Blue, she was a trusted friend and had been since Blue’s youth.

			She leaned on her elbows and surveyed the wagon, as if she had nothing better to do in the searing Nevada sun. “We’ve got less than a hundred miles to go. We’ve come all this way from Texas. You going to give up when we’re almost there?”

			Bone-weary from travel, Blue had no patience for a frivolous conversation. She waved her hand, dismissing Martha’s question, but then thought better of it. The air draped over them so hot she almost lost her breath before she could get any words out. “Yes. I’m going to turn this beat-up wagon ’round and head back to Texas. Lord knows, it will endure.” She wanted to smile, but that took too much effort. She removed her sun-bleached, faded brown hat and wiped the sweat from her forehead. “It’s been a long trip, but I’m not about to quit. I suppose we’ll figure something out.” She kicked the wheel one last time, giving it a warning glare, then force-stepped to Martha and sat beside her.

			She slipped her hat on and pulled it low in the front, then took off her gloves and slapped them against her dungarees. The dusk swirled in the air like campfire smoke. After months of travel, her stiff, coarse blue pants had finally formed to her body and fit comfortably.

			“If we can reinforce the spokes, I think it’ll make do until we can get a proper repair.” Blue scanned the brush and gullies. The distant rims of mountains and the lush green of the pine and juniper were a welcome sight after endless travel. Faint shadows of the approaching evening were slipping over the mountain crest. “This journey has near kilt us. Are you still glad you made the trip?”

			Martha chuckled, then hiked her long, full skirt to her knees, letting the air waft in around them. “It’s killed, not kilt. You were taught the English language. Use it.” She opened the canteen and drank, then wiped her mouth. “By God, Blue. I wouldn’t change my mind for all the china teapots in Europe. There’s nothing in Texas for me. Not anymore. My future is there.” She pointed north, toward the mountains.

			Blue licked her parched, sunburned lips. The salt from her sweat seeped into the cracks and stung like sin. “All I know is I’ve got six thousand, four hundred acres with some type of frame house. I can make a go of it. Still, it galls me that Nate got Papa’s ranch and everything I was supposed to. He and his mother schemed from the day she got her hooks in Papa, and now they have it all. The ten-thousand-acre ranch, cattle, and all the money. Everything. He shouldn’t have done it, Martha. It was wrong of him to cheat me out of my inheritance and force me from the only home I knew.”

			Each time she thought of it her heart sank, weighing her down like she’d dragged a burlap sack of rocks all the way from Texas. The dark brooding and anger swelled. She didn’t like that it was there, but for now she wouldn’t fight it.

			Martha patted Blue’s thigh, the years of her own torment and pain etched in her face. “It was wrong, and someday he’ll get what he deserves.”

			“What he deserves? He took my property. My home. Papa wanted me to have it, not that poor excuse for a stepson, whose only ambition has ever been to get the property. And in the end, he did. Damned Nate Rawlings.” She forced back bitter tears, determined not to give in. Besides, she couldn’t afford to lose the moisture.

			She slapped her gloves against her leg once more, harder this time, trying to beat out the anger in her heart. “If Papa’s friend at the bank, Mr. Hathaway, hadn’t hidden the deed to the property in Nevada, I’d have nothing.”

			“No matter how much it hurts or how wrong it is, you can’t change it,” Martha said.

			She was right. No point thinking about it. “I telegraphed ahead to the Carson City surveyor’s office to let them know I’ll be claiming my property. I don’t want any more trouble.”

			“It’s probably best you did that,” Martha said.

			“I don’t know anything about the land, except what’s in the letter. Uncle Silas homesteaded it for only three years before he died. It’s been abandoned for four.”

			She unbuttoned her shirt and pulled out the documents she always kept with her. She opened the limp, black leather flap and retrieved the deed, unfolded it with care, and reviewed the words out loud. “Six thousand and four hundred acres, with water and good timber.” She tapped the paper. “This saved me.”

			“Read me the letter to your father again,” Martha said.

			Blue retrieved the tattered page from the pouch and began to read aloud.

			 

			July 23, 1857

			 

			To Rutherford M. Hutchings

			 

			Dear Ruthe,

			Enclosed is the six-thousand-four-hundred-acre deed. It has a small lake and a running water source, which is part of the Carson River. It is about eighteen miles from Lake Bonpland, and the northwest boundary is abundant with trees.

			 

			Blue paused. “Then it gives the longitude and latitude.” She continued to read.

			 

			The land was surveyed by me personally. I received your payment and look forward to our meeting once again when the opportunity presents itself.

			Your friend,

			Captain John C. Fremont

			 

			Blue carefully refolded the letter and deed and returned them to the leather protection, then pulled out the document from her father and read it silently.

			 

			January 6, 1861

			To: Caroline Bluebonnet Hutchings

			Daughter of Rutherford M. Hutchings and Rebecca Anne Bluebonnet-Hutchings

			 

			My Darling Caroline,

			 

			You are the light of my life. Be strong and have courage. No man could have a finer daughter than you. Upon my death, I bequeath to you and only you my acres of property and land located in the Nevada Territory. Enclosed are the details and deed. No matter what happens, know you are loved and cherished.

			 

			Your adoring father,

			Rutherford M. Hutchings

			 

			She slid the letter into its place and then tucked the holder inside her shirt, looking northwest as she buttoned her top. A flash of movement near a group of junipers about a quarter of a mile away caught her attention. “Now what?” She repositioned, straining to see.

			Martha stood and shaded her eyes, looking in the same direction. “I don’t see anything.”

			“There.” Blue pointed to a patch of dark brown just beyond the edge of trees. “I think it’s a horse.” It shifted, and a flash from something on its back caught her eye.

			“There’s lots of wild horses,” Martha said, shaking the dust from her skirt.

			“No. This one has a saddle. I’m going to go check. If you hear a gunshot, come a runnin’.”

			“You be careful. It could be a trap.”

			“I doubt someone’s waiting that far away to lure me there to do me harm.” Blue walked to her sorrel gelding tied to the wagon beside her prized black stud and grabbed the reins. Then, as an afterthought, she checked her handgun. She swung into the saddle and adjusted her seating. “Head toward it. But ease on over.” She reined Traveler and took off, leaving Martha standing there, still shading her eyes, looking concerned.

			She slowed as she neared the junipers. Whatever breed the horse, it had perfect form. Sleek. Well fed. It shifted nervously. It wasn’t a mustang, or any other kind of horse she’d seen recently. Then it dawned on her. It was Mexican. A criollo. Rich brown with black legs, mane, and tail. It was a sight to behold. The saddle had a larger horn, and the seat wasn’t as wide as a western saddle, confirming what she suspected. She stopped about twenty yards away and dismounted, taking Traveler’s reins and walking carefully toward the animal. A mare.

			She put her hand out. “Easy. Steady, girl.” She stopped midstep.

			A man lay on his side, just in front of the horse, his face pale, and his hair black as a Texas night. He appeared to be Mexican, but his skin was lighter so she wasn’t sure. His hat lay near his head. She immediately saw the blood on his forehead and the small gash. Had he fallen? Was he attacked? Thrown? If he’d been robbed, why hadn’t they taken the horse?

			The animal remained close by, its reins dragging the ground. It whinnied and pawed the dirt, clearly agitated and uneasy.

			Blue tied Traveler to a nearby branch and moved in.

			The criollo sidestepped, as if to let her get closer to the man. She patted the mare’s neck. “Thar now. Good job.” She knelt and inspected the stranger more closely, placing her hand on his slim shoulder. He was lean and long limbed. He struggled to breathe. The blood in the wound on his forehead had dried around the edges. His lips were chafed and cracked. He’d been there for some time. Should she move him? Turn him over?

			She couldn’t see any other injuries or evidence of blood. What had happened? She’d started to drag him closer to the shade of the junipers when he moaned, then coughed. She spied the canteen on the mare’s saddle, slipped it from around the horn, and offered it, holding the man’s head for support. His hand, graceful with long fingers, clasped her arm as she encouraged him to drink.

			He swallowed several times. “Thank you.”

			His voice startled Blue. It was soft, melodic, like the sound of the wind over water and sunshine. She inspected the slender figure more closely, the delicate facial features and long, dark eyelashes. This man who lay before her was no man—but a woman!

			Blue momentarily startled at the discovery, then offered more water.

			The woman held the canteen and drank with vigor.

			When Blue thought her thirst was quenched, she corked the canteen and laid it beside her, then eased her to a sitting position.

			The stranger moaned and touched her forehead. “Adelita?” she called.

			The horse came forward and snorted, then nudged the woman’s shoulder. She stroked its nose. “I’m all right,” she whispered, her eyes fixed on Blue. They were the color of liquid gold mixed with copper, and they took Blue’s breath away, stunned her, like she’d unexpectedly come upon a pool of clear water in the middle of a desert.

			“Thank you,” the woman repeated, but this time her voice sounded deeper, more pronounced. Was she trying to disguise it? She was dressed in men’s clothing and was alone. Had she ridden with others? Did she get separated from them? Why was she trying to pose as a man?

			It wasn’t uncommon. Women weren’t safe alone, not in this wild country. She and Martha had discussed if Blue should dress as a man for their travels but had decided it didn’t matter. They both were fair shots, and if any man bothered them, they wouldn’t hesitate to defend themselves. But this woman was alone.

			“Can you stand?”

			The woman nodded and reached for her hat, groaning when she tried to put it on.

			“Here. Let me hold that.” Blue grasped it and helped her to her feet.

			The woman bent over and moaned, then staggered and went to her knees.

			Blue guided her the rest of the way to the ground. “You may have gotten knocked senseless. Lie here. My friend will be along in a few minutes. She’s good at doctoring and such.”

			The woman held her side. “He kicked me.” If she was Mexican she had no accent. “I think my ribs are broken.”

			“Let me see,” Blue said.

			The woman shook her head. “No. I’ll be fine.”

			“You aren’t fine. Something’s wrong or you wouldn’t be on the ground. Don’t fuss. Let me take a look.”

			The woman became more addled. “No!”

			Blue grew frustrated. Why wouldn’t she let her help her? Blue had already discovered she was a woman. To her it was clear. No need to hide it. Should she tell her she knew or let her pretend? She didn’t know, but Martha would. She always knew the wherefores and how-tos when it came to people and the proper way of doing things.

			Blue patted the woman’s arm. “It’s all right. Just lie here. Help’s coming in the form of Martha Newberry. And Lord save you if you fight it.”

			The wagon’s wheels creaked as it inched closer.

			“If the wagon doesn’t give out before she gets here, she’ll fix you up.”

			“I don’t need fixed up. I’m fine.”

			“Oh, sure you are, lying here in the dirt, blood all over your face. I can see how fine you are.” Blue didn’t need this aggravation, not after everything else she’d had to endure these last few months. She’d keep the woman’s secret for now, if that’s what she wanted. Martha would find out soon enough.

			The woman lay back, mumbling into the earth. “I don’t need help.”

			Martha eased to a stop. She grabbed her poke and clambered down from the seat. “What do we have here?”

			Blue stood. “He’s hurt his head and can’t stand. The bleeding’s mostly stopped.” She pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes, presenting Martha with her most concerned expression.

			“What?”

			Blue shook her head. Would Martha guess right away? What if she wanted to unbutton the woman’s shirt to see how badly she’d been hurt?

			Martha dropped beside the figure, inspecting the injury, then reached into the cloth bag and pulled out some items. “You’re going to need stitches, mister. I’ll do the best I can.” She handed Blue a clean rag. “Get me some fresh water from the barrel.”

			Blue hurried to the container and wet the cloth, wrung it out, and brought it back. What would the woman do when Martha started to touch her?

			Martha wiped the blood from the wound, her hand brushing the woman’s skin. She stopped abruptly. “Oh!”

			That didn’t take long!

			“You aren’t fooling me,” Martha said. “Anyone with a good eye can see you’re a woman. No sense pretending.”

			The woman moaned again. “Sí. Yes. My name is Isabel.”

			It’d gone better than Blue imagined. All that worry for nothing. Was it the presence of both of them, or did the woman have no fight left in her? Either way, it was over now. Blue knelt beside Martha. Isabel. A beautiful name. It danced on the air, like her voice.

			“Let’s move her and prop her up against the wagon,” Martha said.

			“She thinks some ribs are broken.”

			“I better look.” Martha began to unbutton Isabel’s shirt once they got her situated.

			Isabel lifted her hand and stopped her. “Don’t judge too harshly. I was trying to get through the territory to my uncle’s ranch in California.”

			Martha patted her arm. “Don’t you worry about that. I don’t judge a woman the way I do a man. Lord knows we have to do what we can to survive. You rest now and let me get to fixing you. Blue, help me.”

			Blue knelt on the other side of Isabel and assisted Martha as she removed her shirt, the extra clothing, and the binding around her breasts. Her laced undergarment was worn and frayed.

			Martha lifted it and gasped at the dark purple and red where she’d been kicked. And from the appearance of it, it’d been more than once or twice.

			“Most likely you do have some broken ribs,” Martha said. “The extra clothes and binding probably saved your life. I’m going to wash you up and apply some ointment, then wrap your ribs to ease the pain. Once I get you stitched, we’ll help you into the wagon. You’re coming with us. We’ll not leave you out here alone to fend for yourself, especially in your condition.”

			Isabel reached for Martha’s hand. “I can manage.”

			Martha gently patted Isabel’s shoulder. “I’ll hear none of it.”

			So now they’d care for a stranger. More weight in a wagon already falling apart. More chores. Blue chastened herself. What if it was her? What if she was the one who needed help? Why did she have such selfish thoughts? Why couldn’t she be more like Martha? Eager to help. Kindly in her ways. Sometimes the anger and misery of loneliness filled Blue’s heart so full there wasn’t room for anything else.

			Martha continued to dress Isabel’s wounds. “You may as well get used to the idea. No use in fighting a done deal.”

			Isabel nodded and brought her right knee up. “I hurt too badly to argue about it.”

			When Martha finished her doctoring, they helped Isabel into the wagon and made her as comfortable as they could. Martha gave her two fingers of whiskey for the pain, and Isabel went to sleep.

			Now only a sliver of the top of the sun was visible on the horizon. “We may as well camp here for the night,” Blue said. “There isn’t enough daylight left to bother about. I’ll unhitch the horses and get them settled.”

			Martha nodded. “It’ll only take a little while to fix supper once the fire’s going. Leftover stew and biscuits tonight.”

			“I love your cooking, Martha. You have a fine skill, among all your many talents. I’m blessed you came with me. I could have ended up like Isabel.”

			“We don’t know yet what got her in her predicament. I’m sure you would have managed without me.”

			Blue continued to unhitch the two-horse team, chiding herself as she worked. She should be more charitable, more caring for others. Sometimes her own concerns swelled inside her so fully, she had no room to think of others. But she did have feelings toward them. She just didn’t say it out loud.

			Martha expressed herself so well. “It’s not good to keep things inside all the time,” she’d told her. “Sometimes you need to let it out, so your soul can breathe.”

			Blue needed to do better, even though it was hard. Best to start now. She walked toward Martha. “I wouldn’t have been able to do this without you. I don’t think you know how important you are to me. After your husband Charlie was killed in that poker game, and you found out he’d gambled the dry goods store away and lost everything, I thought you were as bad off as me.” Was it proper to say that, or was it too personal? “But you can do anything you set your mind to. You’re good with people. You have your business skills, and you’re clever. All I have are my horses and my dreams.” There, Blue had told her how she felt. Good, bad, or indifferent. She took in a steadying breath.

			Martha stopped making the fire, went to Blue, and wrapped her arms around her. “Darlin’ Blue. I’ve known you since you were a little thing. I watched you grow to womanhood. When your mama died I saw your heart break in two, and when your papa passed, I saw it shatter into pieces. Don’t let disappointment and heartache break your spirit. Keep your dreams close and bright. You’re building a new life here in Nevada. You’re clever and smart, and determined. And those things are more powerful than dressmaking and meal-cooking could ever be. You’re your own woman. I admire you so for that.”

			Blue returned her hug. “Martha, you’re a wonder. Thank you.”

			Martha smiled. “Go on now and finish your chores, or we won’t eat till midnight.”

			Blue made the tie-line and tethered the team, separated her four breeding mares and the stud, then secured Isabel’s horse. She fed and watered them all. When she came to Isabel’s mare, she stroked her neck, admiring her sleek coat. “You’re a pretty thing, aren’t you.” Blue regarded her lines and confirmation more closely. Broad in the hips, good legs, and muscled up to go long distances. “You’re built for work, that’s for sure.” She checked her mouth and teeth and determined she was no more than five years old. “Adelita?” The horse dipped its head and blew, then nudged Blue’s shoulder. “I know enough Spanish to make out that your name means noble and kind. It fits you.” She stroked the horse’s neck once more, then made her way to the campfire and dished out a plate of stew. Sitting on a horse blanket and leaning back on her saddle, she started to eat a spoonful of the food but stopped. “Martha, how long do you suppose Isabel needs to stay with us?”

			“I imagine she’ll be with us a few days.”

			“I’m worried about the wagon.”

			“She won’t be much weight. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

			“Do you think she’ll want to stay a spell?” Blue slurped the stew.

			“Mind your manners.”

			“Sorry.” Blue wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, then continued to eat. “I don’t know what kind of woman she is, but she seems gentle enough. She acted like she wanted to be on her way. We could use the extra help with the horses and such. I imagine she’s a decent person.”

			“How can you say that? You don’t know anything about her,” Martha said.

			“I see her horse. How someone tends to their animals tells a lot about them. And that animal is well trained and properly cared for.”

			“Well, she’ll need at least a few days to recover.” Martha sopped a biscuit in the remainder of her stew.

			“She’s most likely a good person.” Blue finished her meal, laid her empty plate beside her, and picked up a pebble, rolling it around in the palm of her hand. Isabel’s eyes flashed in front of her. The look she’d given her penetrated her thoughts. She’d felt it go into her, like a shot of whiskey on a summer night. She breathed deeply. Isabel was on her way to her uncle’s ranch. Maybe she wouldn’t want to stay? But then again, maybe she would.

			The wariness seeped into Blue’s bones and then doubt crept in. Could she make a go of the ranch? If not, what would happen to Martha? To her? Where would she end up? Going back to Texas was out of the question, after what she’d been through.

			




Chapter Ten

			Blue and Etta left at sunup. By afternoon, the light easterly wind blew puffs of dark-gray clouds toward them.

			Etta inspected the sky. “Looks like rain.”

			“I imagine so,” Blue said. “We should get to the Wyman ranch soon.”

			Etta was more capable than she appeared, which had surprised Blue. She looked pale and weak, yet she drove the wagon with skilled hands. They stopped for lunch and ate the cornbread and dried beef jerky Martha had packed.

			“How many women do you think will come looking for work?” Etta asked.

			“I’m not sure. I hope at least a couple more. There’s a lot of work to be done.”

			“Are you a widow, Miss Blue?”

			Blue found her question disturbing. Did it imply she looked like a widow? Old? Worn out? At twenty-five she sometimes felt beyond what she reckoned a twenty-five-year-old female should feel. All she really knew were men’s perspectives. Her father’s. Businessmen who came to trade or buy. Other cattlemen. She’d rarely had contact with younger females growing up. She’d admired other women, found them beautiful and longed for their company, if for nothing more than to exchange ideas and thoughts. Isa was the first she’d taken a sure interest in. Their kiss. The thought of it appeared full force to center stage. The want and hunger to touch her and explore the unknown-yet-imagined pressed into her. She yearned for more, but all the work left no time or energy. She’d have to wait. The calm of a deep breath shoved the thoughts away. “No. I’ve never married. You?”

			Etta snorted. “I’ve had plenty of opportunities, but to tell the truth, the thought of being with a man, sharing a life with him, just never appealed to me.” She smiled. “I know what you’re thinkin’. If I don’t like men, why’d I do what I did?” She bent her knees and wrapped her arms around them, then rested her chin. “It just kind of slipped up on me. I was born in Ohio.” A pensive expression crossed her face. She surveyed the expanse above. “We had a good farm, and we had a good life. We laughed a lot and sang, but everything changed when the war started.” She drew her knees closer and scowled. “Like everyone else, we struggled to make ends meet. I had a little sister and brother, but they died of typhus. Then Pa was killed at Yorktown in the spring of ’62.

			“After the war, everywhere I looked, people were crying and angry. My ma remarried. But within a year he was drunk most of the time. One night he took a liking to me, and when he tried to force himself on me, my ma went after him. Her reward was a beating so bad she died the next day.” Etta’s voice filled with anger, and she stiffened. “There ain’t no justice for womenfolk. No one cared what he did. Once I realized it, I got on a locomotive and came west. I kept riding that train until I couldn’t go no further. Then I bought a ticket on a stagecoach and ended up in Carson City. I tried to find work. First as a seamstress, then as a maid in a boardinghouse. I finally gave up and went to Mrs. Victoria’s. She was glad to feed me, clothe me…and put me on my back.” Her countenance changed from anger to something else. Despair?

			“You didn’t give up, Etta. You did what you had to do to survive.”

			“You don’t think poorly of me, Miss Blue?”

			“I won’t judge you, Etta. I’m just glad you found your way to us.”

			Etta smiled. “Me too.”

			“How old are you?” Blue asked.

			Etta sighed. “Twenty.”

			So young to have had so many harsh experiences already. “We best move on,” Blue said. “We have some long days ahead of us.”

			They prepared to leave.

			Would Etta judge her or Isa? They’d only kissed. Yet it wasn’t just a kiss. It was more like a declaration of their feelings for one another. Isa’s voice and the softness of her touch filled Blue as her thoughts drifted.

			The sun was a little past mid-sky by the time they reached the Wyman ranch. Mr. and Mrs. Wyman welcomed them. Their ranch was well established, with corrals, a barn, bunkhouse, and blacksmith shop. The ranch house was large, but not as large as Blue’s.

			They sat at the kitchen table, coffee cups in hand.

			“So, you’re Silas Hutchings’s niece?” Mr. Wyman asked.

			“Yes. I only met him once, years ago when he came to visit us in Texas.”

			“He was a good man. Kind and generous. It wasn’t right what happened. You watch yourself. Anderson will do whatever he wants. We all know it was him that did Silas wrong.”

			“Why hasn’t anyone held him responsible, Mr. Wyman?”

			“Call me Jacob,” he said. “You’ve got to understand these parts. Local law has barely taken hold. We were just made a state a few years ago. Up until then we were part of the Utah Territory. We have federal marshals, but it takes forever to get them here. Since the war ended, the country’s trying to find its balance again. And a strong local law and government are what’s going to steady us. Until that happens in these parts, those that can, do what they want.

			“It takes God-fearing, strong people to make a go of it,” Jacob said. “Anderson is bullheaded. He has money. And he’s mean. He’s got himself some men, and he thinks he can do whatever he wants. There’s a group of us ranchers who will stand together. We’d be pleased for you to join us, Blue.”

			“I’m in favor of what’s right and fair, and if that’s what all of you are trying to do, then I’ll stand with you.”

			“Good. That’s very good. Now, about your bunkhouse. I can’t spare any men. I only have three. One left not too long ago, a hard worker, but I don’t know where he went.”

			Blue knew he was talking about Isa.

			“Virgil Pettiman, about seven miles southwest of my spread, can probably help you. He has four strapping boys. You plan to range your horses?”

			“Yes. As soon as I can I’ll turn them out. Why?”

			“You best brand them. My guess is Anderson will run you out any way he can, and stealing your horses isn’t beneath him. Virgil also does metal work, and he can make you a brand if you need one.”

			“I brought my own brand from Texas. My father had it made for me a few years ago. Why does Anderson hate me so much?”

			“It started with your Uncle Silas. From what he told me, it has to do with the size of your property and what’s on it. You have the best water this side of the Truckee River, and the tributary runs right through your boundaries. Anderson threatened to dam up the creek, but he never went through with it.”

			Blue stood. “Thank you for your advice and friendship, Jacob.”

			“We’ll do what we can to help you, Blue, but I’m afraid most of the ranchers around these parts have troubles of their own right now. Watch your back. And if you get into a desperate situation, send someone, and we’ll come a-runnin’.” Jacob grinned and shook her hand.

			Blue and Etta made their way to the Pettiman ranch. Another fine spread with several buildings and a large ranch house.

			Etta stopped the wagon, and Blue dismounted Traveler.

			A stocky woman with strands of gray hair sticking out over her ears and a full smile on her face greeted them from the porch. She wiped her hands on a white cotton apron. “Afternoon. Don’t see many women traveling alone in these parts.”

			Blue introduced herself and Etta and asked to speak to Mr. Pettiman.

			“I’m Pearl, his wife. He’s out back in the shop.” She pointed.

			Two young girls, about six and eight, joined her on the porch.

			Blue said hello and introduced herself and Etta.

			The girls giggled.

			“These are my tads, Sabrina and Sally.” Pearl motioned to Blue. “I ’spect you have business with my husband. Etta, would you like to join us in the kitchen?”

			Etta nodded and went with Pearl, as Blue made her way to the shop.

			She heard hammering and then a man’s voice.

			“Not with that length, son. Wider and smoother.”

			She entered the building to find three boys and the man who Blue assumed was Virgil Pettiman.

			One of the boys, about fourteen, with a tuft of thick, brown hair, held a hammer in his hand and stopped working on a metal strip. The other boys, both taller in size, stood next to him.

			“It’s because he’s left-handed, Pa,” the older boy said. “He can’t get the angle.”

			The young man next to him laughed.

			“He’ll get it. He just has to adjust,” the man said. He glanced at Blue as she entered and motioned for the young man with the hammer to stop. “Howdy.”

			He seemed gentle and friendly. Blue liked him instantly. “Mr. Pettiman?”

			His smile grew wider. “Yep. Virgil. These are my boys—Sam, Ben, and Nate. Morgan’s out with the horses.” He beamed with evident pride in his sons by the way he introduced them. Each nodded and greeted her.

			“I’m Blue Hutchings. Jacob Wyman sent me. He said you might be able to build my bunkhouse.”

			“When do you need it done?” He took off his gloves and walked over to her.

			“As soon as you can.”

			He scratched his head. “How far away are you?”

			“Almost directly west, about half a day’s ride.”

			“Did you say Hutchings?”

			“Yes. I’m Silas Hutchings’s niece.”

			“Well, I’ll be derned. So, you’re at the Hutchings spread.”

			“Yes. My uncle homesteaded it for my father.”

			“Is your father there now?”

			“No. He passed a while ago. I’ve come to make a go of it.”

			“Well, good for you. Are there any menfolk about?”

			“No. Just me and a few other women. I tried to hire men, but no one will work for me. I’m hoping you can help. I’ll pay you a fair wage to put up the building.” Blue grew anxious. If he wouldn’t do it, she’d have to find a way herself, and she wasn’t experienced enough to take on that kind of job.

			He looked her over for a long time. “It takes a lot of grit to do what you’re doing without any menfolk. I imagine you’ve got your hands full.” He turned to his boys. “You gents finish up here and then go help your brother with the horses. Supper should be ready soon.”

			The air filled with the words, “Yes, Pa.”

			Virgil walked Blue to the house.

			She and Etta were invited for supper and to spend the night. Virgil and Blue agreed on a price to build the bunkhouse. He said they’d leave for her ranch the next morning. She paid him half the agreed-upon price and told him she’d give him the final payment when the job was completed. He complimented her on her business sense.

			On the way to Carson City the following day, she and Etta stopped at the campsite she’d stayed at on the way to the ranch. Two other wagons were already camped. They said their pleasantries and passed the night without incident.

			When they arrived at Carson City the next afternoon, it was a different matter.

			She’d managed to order the supplies they needed. Etta had pulled the wagon to the back for loading. Halfway through the job, Frank Anderson rode in. A big man, strong arms, a full head of dark hair, jet-black eyes. And he wasn’t alone. Two of the three men who’d accosted Isa and Blue by the river were with him. And they recognized her.

			“She’s the one,” said Travis McCoy, the man with the nicked ear.

			Bill Evans rode beside him.

			Where was the third man? Yates? The one she’d shot.

			Mr. Morris checked off Blue’s order list as she and his hired assistant, Thomas, continued to load the items.

			Anderson moved his horse closer to Blue’s wagon where Etta was seated. “Morris, I thought you and I had an understanding.”

			All activity stopped.

			“And I thought I made it clear that I will sell to the public, no matter who they are,” Morris said.

			So, not everyone yielded to Anderson’s demands. Blue straightened and faced him. They were at eye level, she on the dock, he on his horse.

			“You’ve got your uncle in you,” Anderson said. He moved his mount closer to Etta and tipped his hat “Well, look at you, pretty pants. Didn’t expect to see you here. Why don’t you run on along to Victoria’s and take those men’s clothes off? I’ll be there shortly to show you what a real man can do.” He grabbed himself and laughed.

			Evans and McCoy howled.

			“Go to hell,” Etta spit out.

			They were in it now. If Blue gave even an inch, Anderson would have the advantage.

			He raised his hand to strike Etta.

			Without thinking, Blue drew her pistol and aimed at him. “Mister, you either back away or I’ll shoot you dead.”

			Evans and McCoy drew their weapons and aimed at Blue.

			Mr. Morris and Thomas froze.

			“Well, what are you going to do now?” Anderson said, a smug expression on his face. “Three to one isn’t very good odds.”

			“They’re better than you think,” Etta said. She sat rigid, the pistol in her hand pointed at Anderson’s manhood.

			The blood surged through Blue. She didn’t know Etta well, but she knew her enough to know she had a short fuse. If Etta pulled the trigger she’d be hung for murder, because no gun was pointed at her. All Anderson had done was gesture to slap her.

			Blue, on the other hand, faced two guns. And Anderson was sure to draw his. She could fire at any time but wouldn’t be able to hit all three men without being shot or without Etta getting shot.

			Etta aimed the gun surer, then cocked the trigger. “I’d say the chances of you dying today, Frank, are pretty good.”

			“You crazy whore.” Anderson sat motionless, the sweat beading on his forehead.

			Did he think Etta would do more than just talk?

			Blue saw an opening and went for it. “Back your horse away and ride on. We don’t want any trouble.”

			“Oh, you’ve got trouble.” Anderson motioned for his men to leave. He backed his horse, and before he turned, he gave Blue a steely eye. “I want you off that property.”

			“The hell I’ll leave. It’s mine, legal and proper. And not you or anyone else can take it from me.”

			Anderson pointed at her. “I’ll give you a fair price.”

			“It’s not for sale.”

			“I’ll give you more than anyone would offer.”

			“It’s not for sale. Ever.”

			“So be it.” He jerked the reins and kicked his horse into a dead run.

			Blue slipped the pistol back into the holster. Etta laid her gun in her lap.

			Mr. Morris sighed and put his hand on Blue’s shoulder. “Oh, my dear, what have you done?”

			What had she done?

			Etta stared at her.

			All Blue could think about was putting the supplies in the wagon as fast as she could and getting home.

			“You won’t be safe on the trail after dark. Spend the night here with us,” Mr. Morris said. “If you leave early in the morning and push, you can make it home not long after sunset.”

			Blue nodded. It was the best plan. But what about Isa and Martha? Would they be safe? Would Anderson and his men ride there before she could get home?

			Was this all worth the risk?

			He’d offered her more than the property’s value. She could settle somewhere else with that kind of money. Far away from here. But it was her home. A piece of her family. And now a piece of her. Her father had purchased it years ago. It was all she had left. But was it worth dying over? Or worth someone else getting killed because she wanted to hang on to a dream?

			She turned to Etta. “You should go if you want. There’s going to be trouble.”

			




Chapter Eleven

			Isa led Etta’s horse from the stall, fastened his lead to the rail, and began to groom him. His ears perked, and when she curried him, he lowered his head and blew. All signs he had a gentle nature. She removed his shoes and trimmed his hooves. After four days of extra feed, his coat had brightened, but his ribs were still showing. He was a typical American saddle horse, probably a mix of the Narragansett Pacer and a Thoroughbred. He was tall and graceful, and appeared to have an easy gait. The abuse he’d suffered from overwork and poor diet had disguised his better qualities. But now that he’d somewhat improved, she could see he’d make a fine riding horse. Not a cutter or built for stamina, but he’d be useful. “You’ll be ready to earn your keep in no time.” She reapplied the liniment to his front legs and rewrapped his knees. The swelling had gone down, and he walked without tenderness.

			As she stabled him in a fresh bed of straw, she heard Martha greet someone.

			When she left the barn, she saw a young girl, no more than ten or eleven, standing by the porch. She was dressed in tattered pants and shirt and covered in dust. Isa couldn’t tell if her face was tanned or just dirty. Her horse, an ebony mare with two white legs, appeared as travel worn as she did.

			Isa approached.

			“How far have you come?” Martha asked.

			“Four days’ ride, ma’am. Is Miss Blue about? I’m in need of work.”

			“That’s a long way for a job prospect,” Martha said. “I ’spect you’re plumb wore out.”

			“It weren’t too much trouble. Mostly I been in a powerful hurry to get here. Hope the job’s still open.”

			“Blue isn’t here right now, but we expect her back anytime,” Martha said.

			The girl crossed her feet, took her hat off, and looked down. “Oh!” she said, her disappointment evident.

			“Hello! I’m Isa. Blue’s partner. Why don’t you come in, and we’ll talk?”

			“I’m Gertrude Tuttle. Gertie. That’d be fine, ma’am.” She tied her horse to the rail and placed her well-used hat on the saddle horn.

			Gertie’s stomach grumbled as Isa guided her onto the porch.

			“This is Martha,” Isa said.

			Martha smiled and led the way into the house. “Come in and get something to eat.”

			Gertie nodded eagerly. “I’d be mighty obliged.”

			Martha pointed to one of the benches.

			Gertie slipped onto it.

			Isa poured herself a cup of coffee and sat on the opposite side of Gertie, while Martha fixed her a plate of potatoes, green beans, and ham, then set it and a cup of coffee in front of her.

			“Thank you, ma’am. That’s awfully kind.”

			“Please call me Martha.” She looked at Isa and tilted her head toward Gertie.

			Martha must have been just as taken with this young girl as Isa was.

			She was thin as a starving calf. Her dark hair, partially tied back with a red bandanna, clung to the sides of her head. Her dirt-smudged face contrasted with her deep-blue eyes. Her shirt, two sizes too big and ripped at one shoulder, was tied together with string where the buttons had once been.

			Gertie picked up her fork and began to eat with vigor.

			Isa tried not to smile as she watched her barely come up for air.

			Martha handed her a napkin.

			After Gertie had devoured the last morsel, she wiped her mouth, then her face. She carefully laid the soiled napkin near her empty plate and picked up the cup of coffee. She had a strong odor of sweat and horse, and she’d certainly been in her clothes for more than one barn dance.

			She ducked her head when she found Isa watching her. “I’m sorry. I ain’t et in a while.”

			Martha cringed. “How long has it been?”

			“Two days. I had a few coins, but I used them to buy feed for my horse. I figured I better arrive with a good mount.”

			Isa felt an immediate bond to Gertie. She’d sacrificed her own needs for her animal and was concerned about being able to perform her work. And she was just a kid.

			She asked the pressing question she knew Martha wanted to know. “How old are you?”

			Gertie’s eyes darted from Martha to Isa. “I’m fourteen.”

			Martha frowned. “Honesty is important on this ranch.”

			Gertie hung her head, then fixed her gaze on Martha. “Sorry. I’m going on twelve before fall comes. But I can handle any work and won’t stop till the job gets done.”

			Martha slid onto the bench beside her. “You’re awfully young to be on your own.”

			“It don’t matter none. I’ve been fending for myself since I was knee-high to a grasshopper. My pa got kilt in the war. Then my ma got discouraged and run off with some damned banjo-playin’ sonofabitch.”

			Martha put her hand to her mouth and turned her head.

			Isa bit her lip and tried not to laugh. It wasn’t meant to be funny, but the way Gertie had said it made it sound like it’d been an everyday occurrence that had caused her a considerable amount of annoyance.

			Martha cleared her throat. “Where are you from?”

			“Other side of the big lake.”

			“The big lake?” Martha asked.

			Gertie pointed northwest. “Yes, ma’am. Lake Bigler or Tahoe, or whatever they’re calling it. I heard it called different names. No one can seem to agree. Don’t matter to me. I call it Lake Tahoe. I like the way it feels in my mouth when you say it. Kind of sings, don’t you think?”

			Martha nodded. “Yes. It does. You’re absolutely right.”

			“I like the way you talk, Martha. If Miss Blue hires me, and I stick around these parts, would you teach me proper words? Ma taught me some learnin,’ but it weren’t much.”

			Martha smiled. “I’d be happy to, Gertie.”

			This young girl, who seemed to have been robbed of her childhood, was a curious mixture of youth and experience—much too young to have gone through what many others didn’t experience by the time they were twenty, let alone twelve. Yet here she sat in Blue’s kitchen.

			“How did you hear about this job?” Isa asked.

			“I passed through Carson City, and the dry goods store owner’s wife told me about it when I asked her if there was any work about. And I come a-runnin’. I got a good horse. She’s strong and sure on the trail.”

			“What’s her name?” Isa asked.

			“Name? Don’t have a name. Never saw a need to name her.”

			“Where’d you get her?” Martha asked.

			Gertie stiffened and stretched her neck. “There’s a fine story in that question.”

			Martha leaned forward, closer to Gertie. “You didn’t steal that mare, did you?”

			“Well. No. Not exactly.”

			Isa’s stomach soured. They couldn’t hire a horse thief, no matter how young.

			“I sort of claimed her,” Gertie said. “There’s a wild herd that passes through every now and again near where we had our cabin…Shack.” She took a breath and her face muscles tensed. She might have acted like she didn’t care about her mother, but she obviously did. “One afternoon I followed their trail to see if I could find where they went. They were bunched in a canyon, and I managed to trap three of them. Two escaped, but that one,” she pointed toward the door, “hung out near the back of the canyon wall. I threw my rope around her, and that was that.”

			“Wait,” Isa said. “You’re saying you caught her from the herd, broke her, and then trained her?” She couldn’t have done that. She was too small, too young, and too inexperienced.

			Gertie stiffened and locked eyes with Isa. “’Twern’t nothing. She gentled up right fast. All I had to do was take a firm hand. Once I got her settled, I thought about going after more of the herd and selling them to the locals, but I was too dern scared of my own shadow back then to do it.”

			“How long ago was that?” Martha asked.

			“Last summer sometime.”

			“You were ten when you did it?” Isa asked in disbelief.

			“Yeah, about that.”

			“How long have you been on your own?” Isa asked.

			“Two summers, maybe three. It’s hard to recall.”

			Martha pressed her lips together, and her eyes grew moist.

			It was hard not to be astonished at what was coming out of Gertie’s mouth. You knew it was truth just by the way she’d said it.

			“You’ll stay here with us,” Martha said. “And when Blue gets back, she can decide about you working here or not.”

			Isa stood. “Come on. Let’s get you settled.”

			Gertie nodded.

			Martha reached for her arm. “When’s the last time you had a bath?”

			“To be honest, ma’am, I don’t recall.”

			“I’ll fill the tub this evening, and you’ll take one. And we’ll burn those clothes you have on. We’ll find something else for you to wear.”

			“I don’t want no dress. I can’t wear dresses. They make me itch, and my legs feel all scared from the wind. And I can’t work in that attire. Do you know most catastrophes are caused from a woman’s dress?”

			Isa could no longer hold back a laugh. This young sprout was going to be a very interesting addition to their group.

			The next morning, the day after Blue had left, Gertie was almost unrecognizable from the night before. Martha had managed to fit her with not-so-baggy pants and a shirt. Gertie had protested for an hour when Martha tried to get the knots out of her hair. She’d ended up cutting parts of it and then trimmed the rest the best she could.

			There’d even been freckles under all that dirt. And today she looked her age.

			They had a good start on the second corral and were working on repairing the other stalls in the barn when Isa heard a wagon and horses.

			A man and two young boys on horseback, and two even younger boys in a wagon, stopped in front of the barn.

			Isa and Gertie greeted them.

			“Howdy! I’m Virgil Pettiman, and these are my lads. Miss Hutchings hired us to build your bunkhouse.”

			Blue had worked fast. “I’m glad you’re here,” Isa said.

			Gertie moved slightly behind her. Was she afraid of them or just shy?

			Isa introduced herself and Gertie, and then she showed Mr. Pettiman where Blue wanted the bunkhouse.

			Virgil surveyed the area, and he and his boys got right to work.

			Gertie whispered in her ear. “Does that mean they’ll be staying a while?”

			Isa nodded. “A couple days at least. You’ll sleep in the loft with me until they’re done.”

			Virgil and his boys worked until dark, then had their supper and spent the night in the barn.

			They were up early the next morning. Pleasant and efficient, they made fast progress.

			Martha insisted Gertie help her with the meals. Gertie pouted, but in between her chores, she assisted Isa with the horses.

			She had a natural way with the animals and worked hard. She had confidence and seemed to sense the horses’ needs. But she was so young.

			On the fifth day since Blue and Etta had left, Isa grew more concerned. They should have been back the evening before. The day waned and still no sign of them. Isa grew restless and unable to focus.

			She decided to ride the area where she and Blue had determined to release the horses. Evidence of several recent riders caught her attention. One set of tracks left a deeper indentation than the others. The hoofprints weren’t extraordinarily large, so it had to have been the weight of its rider that had caused the impression in the ground. Could it have been McCoy and his friends? She followed the tracks southeast back to about a quarter of a mile from the ranch house, and then the trail led east. The riders had dismounted and walked in the area. What were they up to? From this vantage point, she could clearly see the ranch and the Pettiman family working on the frame of the bunkhouse. Her concern grew.

			The sun had slipped over the peak of the western mountain range by the time she returned. She marveled at how much of the building Virgil and his sons had completed while she’d been away.

			“You’re making fast work of it,” she said.

			Virgil nodded. “We should be done tomorrow evening. Would you like the bunks made? We can get them completed by the time we’re finished with the walls.”

			Isa was sure Blue would approve. “Yes. That would be fine. Six, please.”

			Virgil nodded. “I’ll have two of my boys do it while the rest of us finish. We’ll put the stove in after we finish this third wall.”

			She stabled Adelita next to Etta’s horse and then went to the house, noticing Gertie’s horse wasn’t in the corral.

			“I’ve been wondering when you’d get back,” Martha said. “You’ve been gone a long time.” She dipped the stew onto a plate and set it and a slice of bread on the table in front of Isa. “Virgil and his boys, and Gertie and I, had supper a couple of hours ago. They sure work hard.”

			Isa agreed as she began to eat. “He said they’d probably be done by tomorrow evening. I imagine they’ll be on their way as soon as they finish. Where’s Gertie?”

			“She’s out somewhere on her horse. Said she wanted to go for a ride. It’s hard not to treat her like the child she is. She’s been on her own for so long she doesn’t think or act like an eleven-year-old.” Martha sat opposite Isa, a cup of coffee in her hand. “I’m worried about Blue and Etta. They should have been home by now.” She took a sip of her drink.

			Isa placed her fork on her plate and wiped her mouth with a napkin. “If they aren’t here by morning, I’ll ride toward Carson City. I can’t stand this waiting.”

			“I don’t imagine neither one of us will get much sleep tonight.” Martha patted Isa’s arm.

			Gertie arrived a short time later.

			Under a full moon
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