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CHAPTER 1
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It was the year of our Lord 1887 in the territory known as Wyoming. The territory was as wild and free as the good folks who ventured west to make a new life for themselves and their families—folks who journeyed by wagon train through grueling months to reach their promised land.

Judge Henry Hamilton was one of those men. He had come west with his wife and two children. Henry had set his heart on a career in law when the war broke out. Like many fine young men, he signed up for the Union Army. General Grant assigned him to Washington as an aide to Attorney General James Speed.

During that time, Henry was sent to the White House with papers for the president to review. He became friendly with the president, who enjoyed the young man’s conversations. Though the entire country was deeply saddened by the president’s death, Henry felt not only the loss of a president but also the loss of a friend.

A year later, Henry and his wife, Nora, had their first child. They named him Thomas “Tad” Daniel Hamilton after the president’s son. Three years later, Henry and Nora had a daughter, whom they named Kathleen “Kick” Hamilton.

Around that time, Henry returned to school and earned his law degree. With help from contacts he had made while working for the Attorney General’s office, he secured a good position with a local Washington, D.C., law firm. The job offered an excellent chance for advancement and possibly even a partnership.

He spoke about the opportunity with Nora. She listened and agreed that it was a wonderful offer, but she knew her husband. Henry was not telling her these things to gain her approval. He was trying to convince himself to accept the job.

Henry and Nora had come to Washington because of his work, but they had often spoken of returning home to Boston and the life they had known before the war. Now, with this new opportunity before him, Henry still felt drawn west.

“It’s a brand-new world out there,” he would tell Nora. “Think of what it could mean for the children.”

But the person Henry was truly trying to convince was himself. He knew Nora and the children would support whatever decision he made, but first, he had to believe in it.

At last, Henry made his choice. He gave up the position with the law firm, sold their house and furniture in Boston, and signed on with Tyler Hicks’s wagon train bound for the Wyoming Territory and a new life.

Their seven months of battling the elements were only the beginning. When they reached Fort Kent, they quickly realized that civilization outside the fort’s wooden walls was practically nonexistent. Colonel William Smith warned the settlers that they would be better off continuing to California, where there was at least some civilization.

Needless to say, his words fell on deaf ears.

The Hamiltons, along with the other settlers, ventured onward across the dirt and prairie in search of their dreams.

That had been ten years ago last May.

Henry had done well for himself. He owned a fine ranch with prize cattle and maintained a successful law practice in town. He had even been appointed a territorial judge after pulling a few strings in Washington with old friends.

All in all, coming west had been a good and profitable decision. New settlers arrived in the territory every week, and many sought sound advice from the man everyone called Judge Henry.

The judge’s children had adjusted well to the wind and rugged territory. Tad helped run the ranch, which pleased his father.

Kick was another matter.

Kick was a tomboy who could ride as well as any ranch hand, even her brother. She had a hard time understanding that a young lady was not supposed to roam the countryside in her brother’s hand-me-down clothes. Her mother tried to explain it, but Kick had a mind of her own.

That was how she met Brodie.

It had begun as an ordinary day. Kick passed her brother and the ranch hands as they prepared to brand the calves. Her attention was drawn to a beautiful stallion standing on the mountain across the range.

There was no mistaking it. The animal was magnificent.

His golden coat gleamed in the sunlight, and his mane and tail were as white as the clouds floating above him. The sight stopped Kick in her tracks. She was determined to take another look and, if possible, get closer.

It seemed she was not the only one who had noticed the fine-looking horse. Brodie Hunter and two other Circle C ranch hands had been chasing the stallion and his harem of fillies for two weeks. Each time, he had managed to escape them.

Brodie figured that if they caught the stallion, it would be easy to bring in the rest of the herd.

What he had not planned on was Kick Hamilton.

Brodie and the boys were preparing to surround the stallion when Kick came charging toward them from out of nowhere. Before Brodie could get clear, she leaped from her horse and knocked both of them into the stream beside the trail.

Brodie stood and grabbed the stranger, thinking at first that it was a young man. Then he noticed the long, dark, curly hair.

There was no mistaking it. This was no boy.

He immediately helped her to her feet and apologized.

“Sorry, ma’am. I hope you didn’t get hurt.”

Kick glared at him.

“Sorry? What gives you the right to be on this land? And what do you plan on doing with that horse?”

Brodie smiled. He had to admit she was a pretty little filly.

“Well, ma’am, my name is Brodie Hunter, and these two are my friends, Andy Chisom and Will Abrams. We’re hands at the Circle C Ranch. Mr. Conklin sent us out here to find some cattle that may have strayed into the high country.”

Kick climbed out of the stream and headed toward her horse. She stopped and turned.

“Just so you know, any cattle on this range are Double H stock, and my pa, the judge, doesn’t take kindly to strangers coming onto his land without permission.”

She was about to mount when Brodie stopped her.

“Uh, ma’am, does that mean only the cattle belong to your pa? You didn’t mention that horse we just saw standing on the rock.”

Kick mounted her horse and looked down at him.

“Especially that horse.”

With that, she galloped away.

Andy, the oldest of the group, walked over to Brodie, who was still standing in the stream and staring in the direction Kick had ridden.

“Hey, Brodie, are you going to get out of the stream?”

Without moving his gaze, Brodie answered, “Stream? What stream?”

Andy pointed toward the water, which reached Brodie’s knees.

“That stream.”

“Oh! Hey, why didn’t you tell me?”

“I just did. If you weren’t so interested in that gal, you would have noticed it yourself.”

Andy offered his hand and helped Brodie onto solid ground.

Brodie looked at his friend. “She sure is a pretty one, ain’t she?”

“Boy, are you deaf or something? That gal ain’t got no interest in you. Let’s just head back to the ranch.”

Later that afternoon, the three ranch hands returned to the Circle C. Josh Conklin and his wife, Harriet, were sitting on the porch when they saw the boys heading toward the corral.

Josh smiled and remembered the first time he had met Brodie Hunter. The boy had been sixteen years old and looked as though he had not eaten in days.

Harriet had taken one look at the boy walking slowly toward the front porch. He staggered and fell.

“Josh!” she cried. “Hurry!”

Josh rushed outside, helped the boy to his feet, and ended up carrying him up the porch steps and into the house.

“Take him upstairs,” Harriet said. “I’ll get some water.”

Josh looked at her. “Better get some food, too. This boy hasn’t eaten in a while.”

Harriet nodded and hurried to the kitchen as Josh slowly carried Brodie upstairs.

In the kitchen, Harriet pumped water and put some on to heat. Upstairs, Josh laid the boy on the bed. Brodie stirred slightly.

“It’s all right, son,” Josh said. “I’m just putting you in bed. You look like you could use some rest.”

Brodie looked up at him. “I’m sorry, sir. I was just coming up the walk to see if you could use—”

He stopped talking when Harriet entered with a pan of hot water, towels, and a cup of drinking water. Brodie tried to sit up, but Josh gently eased him back onto the bed.

“Now, just hold on,” Josh said. “This is my wife, Harriet, and I’m Josh Conklin. What’s your name?”

Brodie looked from Josh to Harriet. Her smile reminded him of his mother, a woman he had not seen in three years.

“Hunter, sir. Brodie Hunter.”

Harriet smiled. “Well, Mr. Hunter, welcome to the Circle C Ranch. Where are you from, Brodie?”

“I’ve been in lots of places, ma’am. My pa was in the Civil War. He joined the Union Army in Missouri under General Halleck.”

A sense of pride came over Brodie’s face when he spoke of his father.

“After the war, he stayed in the Army and signed up with General Custer’s Seventh Cavalry. That’s when he sent for me and my ma to come out here.”

Sadness entered his voice.

“Well, you know what happened at...”

His voice trailed off.

Harriet looked at Josh and then back at the boy.

“Where is your ma?”

Brodie lowered his eyes. “She got married three years ago to a storekeeper from the East. He didn’t want me around. He said I was part of my mama’s past and that she needed to start a new life with him. So, she left me in an orphanage and went back East with him.”

Harriet was shocked and nearly in tears. How could any woman put her child in an orphanage?

“You mean to tell me you’ve been...”

Brodie looked at her. “Ma’am, you won’t have them come and get me, will you? Besides, they probably won’t want me after all this time.”

“How long have you been gone, Brodie?”

“Two years, ma’am.”

“You’ve been gone for two years?” Harriet turned to her husband. “Josh, we can’t send this boy back. We just can’t!”

Josh looked at her. “Now, Harriet, I never said we would send him back. Why, he can stay here on the ranch if he wants.”

Harriet looked at Brodie. “Would you like that?”

The boy looked up at them. “But I don’t know much about ranching. We only had two cows and a plow horse back in Missouri.”

Josh smiled and patted his shoulder.

“Don’t you worry. You’ll learn, son.”

Harriet smiled. “I’ll go downstairs and get you something to eat. You must be starved.”

It was hard to believe that had been nine years ago.

Harriet smiled as Brodie made his way up the porch steps.

“Afternoon, Miz Harriet,” he said.

“You must be hungry. Supper is almost ready.”

A smile crossed Brodie’s face. “Sounds good. Tell Josh we checked the north side, and all the cattle seemed to be accounted for.”

Josh looked at him. “And?”

“Well, we ran across this fine-looking stallion. I believe he’s one of the prettiest horses I’ve ever seen, and...”

Brodie had not noticed Andy and Will approaching from behind. They smiled at Josh and Harriet.

“Why don’t you tell them about the other pretty thing you saw?” Andy asked.

Josh looked at
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