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Pike’s Run, Texas, 1891

Delilah Davis has all she could want—a loving family and freedom to do as she pleases. Nothing has ever disrupted her world. That is, not until a tall, dark and stand-offish wrangler is hired to work on her family’s ranch. Killian Blake irritates Delilah’s sunshine life, and she’s determined to show him that she’s more than capable of handling herself.

Detective Killian Blake of the Pinkerton Agency must go undercover on the Swinging A ranch to solve a thirteen-year-old murder. Once hired, he expected to be dealing with cowboys. He hadn’t counted on investigating a family with bonds thicker than frozen molasses. And to make matters worse, there’s a beautiful, wild and headstrong female dogging his steps, and cracking the ice around his heart. The closer he gets to Delilah Davis, the more he wants to keep the family secrets. But fate has other ideas...
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Chapter One
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Pike’s Run, Texas

February 5, 1891

Killian Blake trotted down Main Street early Tuesday morning, looking straight ahead, senses alert and aware of his surroundings. A variety of shops stood on either side of the road, along with the Royal Hotel that rose two stories and had an upper balcony. The shingle for the sheriff’s office swung in the chill breeze. Not many people strolled the walks, the colder temperature keeping them inside where fires burned, as evidenced by the smoke wisping out of chimneys.

A quiet place. A small town. Not even on his map. But here he was, on assignment. Who knew for how long, but hopefully the stint allowed him to rest for a few weeks. After chasing Sasha Parker, The Debonair Kid, and his gang of train robbers across five states for six months, Killian was ready for a breather. Even if that reprieve put him back in the corral.

But he’d handle it. After eight years, it might be good to work with horses again. Of course, he still had to get the job with the Swinging A ranch. If he didn’t, Detective Irwin wouldn’t be happy.

It didn’t take long for Killian to reach the end of the line of stores, and he continued on, heading to the cattle ranch located two miles outside of town that was run by the Davis and Lonnigan families. Killian was on the hunt for a position as a wrangler.

The solitary ride out to the ranch allowed him the chance to survey his surroundings even more. He went past pasture and forests of pine before a homestead came into view on his left. A sign proclaiming “J. Lonnigan, Veterinarian” stood at the gate. A one-story cabin about fifty feet in length sat on a gentle rise, while a variety of stables, paddocks, pens and corrals were on the side and behind the dwelling. Someone worked with a mule in one of the paddocks, and children darted around, some carrying out chores while others played.

Though the last name was the same as the owners of the ranch, Killian didn’t stop. He had the advertisement for the needed wrangler folded in his shirt pocket. It indicated that more information could be found at Callahan’s in Pike’s Run, Texas. The bartender at the saloon had told Killian to whom he should apply— J.T. Davis, Kyle Lonnigan or Deacon Tolbert—and that their spread was two miles south of town on the right. It shouldn’t be much farther and once he arrived, he just had to be hired.

When the gate to the Swinging A appeared, black iron against a chill, blue sky, he turned his horse down a path with deep wagon ruts going under the arched entrance. To his right rose a three-story, grand Victorian home, while a dog-run cabin stood to his left. About two hundred yards of freshly plowed land separated the dwellings. Probably for cotton, he surmised.

He trotted toward the cabin as the bartender had directed him to do, but when he knocked on the kitchen door, no one answered. Frowning, Killian headed out of the dog-run and scanned the field. A barn had been a little behind the cabin. Perhaps the owner of the home was inside. Leaving his horse tethered to the hitching post outside the house, Killian walked toward the larger structure.

As he did so, movement in a tall oak grabbed his attention. He slowed his steps as bits of yellow peeked through the branches that, despite the season, still held leaves. Someone was up in the tree.

He moved closer, ducking down to try to get a better view of who sat on one of the higher branches. Petticoats peeked out beneath a yellow linen dress. Struck, Killian barked, “What the hell?”

A feminine squeak and gasp accompanied a crash.

The bright yellow bundle tumbled down, and Killian’s heart flew up into his throat. He shot forward, stretching out his arms, and caught her just in time. He stumbled under the blow but kept his feet, jostling her close against his chest.

Breathing heavily, his pulse beating wildly, he gazed into the bluest eyes he’d ever seen. Auburn hair framed an angelic face that blinked in astonishment. Her full lips parted as she clutched the front of his shirt with one hand and held tight to his shoulders with the other arm.

Oh...what the hell...

He’d just caught a beauty.

* * * *
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DELILAH DAVIS STARED at her savior, dazed. Immense relief had her heart pounding, but so did the gorgeous face of the man who held her. Raven black hair shone in the sunlight. Eyes the color of a clear sky gazed back at her. His jawline, covered in a thin, black scruff, was strong and had a sharp angle.

Oh, my.

Her fingers curled against him.

He cleared his throat, shook his head then hastily set her on her feet. “I beg your pardon, ma’am.”

She set her palm against the wild beat of her heart. “I’m sorry, as well. You startled me, but I can usually keep my seat when I’m up there.”

His stare sharpened. “You climb trees often?”

She nodded. “Oh! My sketch pad!” She glanced around the area, hunting. White pages flapped against the roots of the oak. She hurried forward and scooped it up. As she carefully righted the papers, flattening the creases the fall had caused, he picked up his Stetson.

While her drawings had bent, she would still be able to transfer the sketch to canvas when it was time. No real harm had been done. She beamed at the stranger and waved her tablet at him. “No worse for the wear.”

“You draw?”

She nodded, her smile still affixed.

“In trees?”

She shrugged. “Sometimes. I like to get different viewpoints, especially for sunrises and sunsets.”

As he looked askance at her, he hooked his thumbs into the pockets of his denims. “Girls ought not to climb trees.”

Well. She let out a huff but didn’t argue with him, as his opinion carried little weight. “I’m Delilah Davis,” she offered, changing the subject.

He smirked. “Yeah?”

What was that look for? And why did he sound as if he didn’t believe her? She raised her chin. “Yes. And you are?”

“Killian Blake. I’m looking for J.T. Davis, Kyle Lonnigan or Deacon Tolbert. I wanted to talk with them about the position of wrangler.”

Huh. She refrained from assessing him with a dubious eye. “One of them might be in the stables.” She turned on a heel, intending to lead Mr. Blake, but he didn’t follow. She whipped around. “Are you coming, or aren’t you?”

He lifted his brow, and she knew it was in response to her rude tone, but he shouldn’t be telling her she ought not to do something.

With an exhale of irritation, as if she tried him, which she couldn’t imagine why she did, he started forward.

She spun around once more and strode to the creek and the bridge that connected the east side of the Swinging A with the main part of the ranch. He kept himself behind her, and she was glad, as she didn’t want him to walk next to her.

However, her heart still beat more strongly than it should. He was attractive. And when he’d held her against his chest, and she’d felt his strength...

She twitched her lips but kept herself from smiling in feminine pleasure.

When they reached the stables, she continued past the stalls, fifteen on either side, to the office tucked in the back right corner. She didn’t bother knocking, as the space belonged to her family, and her brothers, cousins and the other cowboys never demanded she do differently.

J.T. and Deacon were inside, and they both rose when she entered.

J.T., her brother, raised his brow at her in kind question and not in censure as Mr. Killian Blake might have done. She imagined since he didn’t think girls ought to climb trees, that he probably didn’t like her waltzing into an office.

Deacon, their foreman, grinned at her. “Hello, dynamite.”

He always called her that, and she adored him for it. She gestured at the fellow behind her. “This is Killian Blake. He wants to talk to y’all about Lonnie’s job.”

As the gorgeous man stepped inside, Delilah stepped out. However, she leaned forward, tightly gripping the iron knob and said, “And just so y’all know, he thinks girls shouldn’t climb trees.” Then without a goodbye, she slammed the door.

If J.T. and Deacon hired Mr. Blake, she wouldn’t be bothered by it. Besides, he had saved her from a dangerous fall, even though his exclamation had caused it. And...he was nice to look at.

She grinned to herself as she left the stables. It might be fun to have him around. For a little while.

* * * *
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DAMN IT, KILLIAN CURSED inwardly. He might have insulted the bosses of this operation when he’d admonished Delilah Davis. The minx was a tattler, but he supposed he shouldn’t expect anything different from a woman. Nothing to do but pretend her parting remark hadn’t happened. “Gentlemen,” he began. “Name’s Killian Blake. Saw the ad for a wrangler in the Dallas Tribune.”

“Deacon Tolbert,” the dark-skinned man said, standing up to shake Killian’s hand. “This is J.T. Davis.”

Davis also rose, and Killian stepped forward, reaching across the desk to grip the stockier man’s palm.

“Have a seat,” Davis offered. “Tell us about your experience with horses.”

Killian lowered himself to the ladder backed chair beside Tolbert. “I grew up in Kentucky. My grandparents started a quarter horse ranch, and eventually ran Thoroughbreds. My father helped fund the Kentucky Derby. We’ve trained horses for ranch work and races since my birth.”

Davis twitched his lips. “Why’re you down here and not there?”

Killian had prepared for this question. “I wanted to venture out on my own, learn from others. I’ve been gone from home for almost eighteen months. I know this job is temporary, as was the other I held in Wyoming with an outfit there.”

“How many horses does your family run?” Tolbert asked.

“We’re usually at five hundred head. We’ve got a little over two thousand acres.” Killian pictured his family’s operation in his mind’s eye and didn’t shove away the image as he usually did. He supposed the numbers could’ve changed in eight years, but he doubted it. Resentment coiled in his gut, and he had to work to keep his jaw from going rigid with fury.

“And how many horses do you train for ranch work in a day?” J.T. leaned back in his chair.

“Depends on the animal, and I don’t push it.” The only thing worth loving in this hellish world was a horse. They were loyal, gentle creatures, and Killian hated that his parents had caused him not to be able to do what he’d always loved. Now, here he was, about to get back into the work, but not because he wanted to. Because he had a murderer to find. “The shortest time it’s ever taken for cutting and herding was two days. But that horse was already broke. Usually, I give it about five days once the animal is saddle ready. I like to run about fifty out on the pasture, but I can hold up to seventy-five myself.”

Davis nodded, watching him thoughtfully, while Tolbert said, “Same as Lonnie.”

Having no idea if that was good, Killian asked, “Why is this a temporary position?”

Letting out a breath, J.T. leaned forward, putting his elbows on the desk. “Lonnie Davis, my brother, broke his leg a week or so ago, and Greg Kramer, our other wrangler is snowed in in Tennessee. Won’t probably get home for a couple weeks, maybe even a month. We’re not sure if we’re gonna be ready for the spring drive. Depends on them.”

Killian doubted the ranch could skip a drive, but perhaps a late start would be better than nothing. If the current wranglers weren’t able to go, Killian supposed he could, as long as it allowed him to continue his investigation. If he hadn’t already solved the crime by that point.

“What we need right now is someone to look after the remuda and take care of the injured stock we’ve got. Lonnie finds damaged horses and heals them. We’ve got nine in the stables right now.”

The information caused Killian to have respect for Lonnie Davis. Of course, he might be a murderer, but usually, a man who could heal a horse didn’t go around killing people. “I’m used to this work. I grew up in the saddle. I’ve slept in stalls more than a bed. My first memory was on the back of a horse.” Which was the heartbreaking truth. It was where he should be, but life changed. Holes ripped, big ones, in futures, and Killian had given up on repairing them.

Davis shared a look with Tolbert, then asked Killian, “Can you step out for a second?”

With a nod, Killian rose then exited the small space. While the cowboys talked, Killian wandered over to one of the stalls. A gray blinked at him, and Killian easily read the wariness. He could see scars along the animal’s flanks. Lash marks.

Anger surged in Killian’s gut. Those who could hurt a horse were no better than snakes and deserved a good whipping themselves. A clipboard hung on one of the posts. He hunkered down so he could read the information.

The gray’s name was Peachy. Killian chuckled lightly. Then he saw that the woman, Delilah Davis, had named her. Reading further, he was able to learn that Lonnie Davis had found the animal five weeks ago, and it had weighed only five hundred pounds. She had last been weighed eight days ago and was a good eight hundred and seventeen pounds. Her diet consisted of alfalfa, oats and green apples. Green had been underlined three times. Why was she named Peachy?

Scratching his head over it, Killian walked to the next stall and found a palomino that had only been with the Swinging A for seventeen days. His weight was at six seventy, and he’d been discovered tied to a tree with no way of getting to water or food. Hell.

Reigning in a healthy amount of anger and frustration, Killian checked the name. Patch. He smiled, liking it. Again, the woman had named him.

As he went down the line, he found seven others with similar issues and needs, and all of them had been named by the female who climbed trees. To draw sunsets.

When the door opened, Killian turned and jogged back to the office, finding Tolbert there. The man smiled at him. “Checking out the stock?”

Killian nodded. “You’ve got a nice set-up here.” He pointed at the ceiling. “I like how you’ve got a sling on casters. Makes medical check-ups easier.”

“That was Lonnie’s idea, and he and Alex rigged it. Jo, she’s our veterinarian, was really impressed with what they’d done.” Deacon leaned against the door frame, his thumbs hooked in his pockets.

They had a female for a vet? The Swinging A was certainly proving to be interesting. “Did I pass her place on the way out here?”

Tolbert nodded. “She runs an organized operation and has got clients from all over bringing their stock to her.”

Killian nodded, realizing there might be a lot to learn about the outfit and the family.

“So, we’d like to try you out, if that’s all right. First, we’ll take you to meet Lonnie. He’ll probably ask you more questions.”

Lifting a hand, Killian said, “Wouldn’t expect anything else. Not after seeing how he runs his stables.” And Killian did respect what the wrangler was doing. It wasn’t easy to heal nine horses. While Killian sensed that each ailing animal had been sensitive to his presence, none had reared, shied away or snuffled their displeasure. A promising sign that the care they were receiving was working.

“Good. I’ll take you over. We’ll have to ride out there. Where’s your horse?”

“Hitched to a post in front of a dog-run cabin.”

Tolbert pushed away from the frame. “That’s where J.T.’s parents live. John takes care of the cotton we grow. You probably saw the fields.”

“I did.” Killian fell into step with the foreman. As the man told him a little about the Davis family, he listened intently. Nothing in the demeanor of the cowboy spoke of a man who might murder someone. But the Swinging A was a large operation. And the killing was thirteen years old. Was Tolbert even around when it had happened?

Killian had a lot to determine, and somehow he had to do it without giving away why he was really here. This was his seventh undercover assignment for the Pinkerton Detective Agency, and he always got his man.
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Chapter Two
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Delilah scrubbed the charcoal off her fingers in the rain barrel. The frigid water invigorated her senses. She loved life, adored nature, people and the promise that each day brought. She smiled to herself, anticipating her visit with her sister-in-law, Angelique. She was going to help Delilah choose what to paint for the commission she’d received.

Before Delilah could duck into the dog-run of the home she shared with her parents, the lope of a pair of horses reached her ears. She waited to see who was riding past, and excitement leapt in her chest when she recognized Deacon and Killian Blake.

Mr. Blake, the exasperating fellow, caught sight of her, and with a needling grin, she curtsied to him.

He gaped then whipped back around, facing the direction the animals went in.

She chuckled softly to herself at his reaction but was also pleased because she knew the men were on their way to see Lonnie. Which meant Killian Blake was probably going to get the job.

She hurried into the dog-run, then darted into the kitchen where her mother worked.

“Where’s your coat?” her mother asked, eyeing her.

Delilah shrugged. “I’m just going to Angelique’s. It’ll take five minutes to get there.”

Her mother sighed, then turned back to the bread she kneaded.

After a quick kiss to the woman’s cheek, Delilah scooped up her sketch pad and left the warm space. She strode quickly down the path that ran alongside the furrows. She crossed the bridge, went by the stables and bunkhouse to the two-story home in blue. The dwelling had a chimney on either side, and a wide porch with a swing.

Delilah entered without knocking, finding her sister-in-law on the settee with a basket of mending at her feet.

The blonde breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank God. I’m tired of sewing. When the children are home, I don’t have time to do it. Which I appreciate.”

Delilah’s nephews and nieces were in school but would be home in a few hours, walking the two miles just as Delilah and her brothers and cousins had done in the past. “You’ve always hated that chore.”

With an irritated expression, Angelique tossed the boy’s shirt into the basket, then rose. “It’s the worst.” She let out a breath, then said, “Let’s have a look. How many do you have to paint?”

“Seven.” Delilah set her sketch pad on the long, pine table situated behind the seating area near the entrance to the kitchen. “I’ve made ten sketches, and I have my favorites.”

As Angelique perused the choices, she pointed to one of Lonnie and Peachy. “This one is perfect. The way he’s bent toward her, how his hand is reaching for her. It’s a good way to show the relationship between man and horse.”

Delilah agreed. “Yes. And then the one with Greg and Two Socks here.” She flipped through to that drawing. “See how the horse is turned toward him?”

With a soft smile, Angelique said, “Yes. That’s a good one as well.”

After a few moments of quiet where they each studied her work, Delilah said, “I still can’t believe Mr. Ricci has commissioned me to paint seven original pieces. And that I’ll get to show them in his villa.”

“It was lucky that he saw your work in the hotel, and it’s a lovely piece, Delilah. You’re so talented.” Angelique gave her shoulders a light squeeze.

Delilah had painted a cattle drive moving through a lightning storm, and Mr. Taylor, the owner of the Royal Hotel, had bought it. Then a few months later, Mr. Taylor and Mr. Ricci had shown up at her home and Mr. Ricci had asked, in broken English, if she would do some work for him. He was building a grand house, which he called a villa, in Galveston, and needed art. He’d allowed her to choose the subject, and she’d chosen to do a series of man and horse.

She adored horses and had always wanted a white one but had never been gifted one. Maybe someday...

She let out a sigh then brightened with the news she had. “I think they’ve found someone to handle the remuda.”

Angelique lifted her brows. “Oh? Did you meet him?”

“You could say that.”

Now the older woman’s eyes narrowed. “What’s that secret look for?”

Delilah chuckled. “Nothing, but he doesn’t like it when girls climb trees. I think it’ll be fun to bother him.”

Angelique shook her head and returned to the settee. “If he’s going to be working with horses, you need to leave him be.”

“But how can I do that when I need more sketches?” Delilah closed her pad. “Besides, he would make quite the subject.”

“Oh, really?” Angelique leaned down and picked up the shirt she’d been mending.

“Oh, yes. He’s gorgeous. He’s tall like Lonnie and has got wide shoulders like Lonnie. He’s got black hair like Alex and blue eyes like...well...his are light. Like a clear sky.”

“Hmm.” Angelique nipped thread between her teeth. “And what’s his name?”

“Killian Blake.” Delilah sank onto the bench at the table. “Quite delicious. Sounds like an outlaw. Or a poet.”

“You hardly know him, and you’re gushing over him already.”

“Why not? It’s just harmless. I think he’s going to be too grumpy and too bossy.”

“And how would you already know that?”

“Because he looked at me like I was stupid for climbing a tree to draw the sunrise, and he told me I ought not to be doing it.” The prior remark irked her, but she still looked forward to aggravating him. At least, she hoped she was able to bother him.

“You’re too much like my husband.” Angelique heaved a sigh. “Mischief is going to get you into trouble.”

Delilah waggled her eyebrows. “I’m always careful. Don’t you fret.” She jumped to her feet. “I’ll see you later. I’ve got to get started on some of the paintings if I want to be ready by May. They’ll need to be dry before I pack them for the transfer.” She paused. “You know, I’ve given away much of my work, but everyone who has a piece lives here. I can always go see my art if I miss it. But Mr. Ricci’s villa won’t be within walking distance. It’ll be harder to say goodbye.”

Angelique cocked her head. “Well, maybe as you paint them, keep in your mind that they don’t belong to you, and perhaps that will help?”

With a nod, Delilah said, “I’ll try.” She let a beat pass, considering the suggestion, then brightened. “I’m off. Got to get my fingers dirty.”

Angelique’s chuckle followed Delilah out.

As she hurried down the path, Delilah planned out how many paintings she’d need to complete each week in order to be ready. The commission made her a little nervous, but she tried to look at it as an opportunity. And she was going to be paid. She was excited about the freedom it might give her as she’d always wanted a studio. Perhaps this was a way to get one. Although where she’d have it built, she had no idea.

With the job she had before her, she felt as if she stood at a new road, as if something life-altering was coming. Her heart pounded in equal parts fear and excitement.

* * * *
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“THIS HERE IS WHERE you’ll sleep.” Deacon led Killian into a small space off of the tack room. It was clean, had a cot, washstand, small dresser and a side table. Several quilts lay folded neatly at the foot of the bed. “You can take your meals in the bunkhouse. Bones sets up breakfast at seven and cleans up at eight. Dinner is noon to one, and supper is six to seven. You don’t show, you’re on your own.

“Mrs. Davis and her daughter, Delilah, will do your laundry if you ask. That’s on Wednesdays. You don’t ask, you do it yourself. The ranch supplies all tools for repairs to your saddle and other tack. You’re responsible for your own clothing, boots and weapons.”

It all sounded fair to Killian. He hadn’t expected to be fed three meals a day, though. And having the tree-climbing artist wash his clothes stuck wrong in his gut. He couldn’t picture her doing chores, and his reaction to her beauty had been irritating. The last thing he wanted was her tending to his needs and making him soft inside. He was done with all that.

As Killian set his bags on the ground and looked the space over, Tolbert continued, “The family often has gatherings that you’re welcome to attend. Up to you. You visited the saloon earlier, and we don’t mind you partaking as long as you’re never drunk on the job. And that’s your warning. You show up in your cups now and you’re gone.”

Also fair. “I don’t drink much.” Never, in fact, but Killian kept that truth to himself. It might make Tolbert wonder, and Killian couldn’t afford questions.

“Good. My wife and I live on the northwest side of the range. J.T. and his family are the house just beyond the bunkhouse and stables. Kyle and Emma are in the Victorian, and John and Bonnie are in the dog-run. You saw Lonnie and Willa’s place, but not James’ and Liza’s. They’re farther south, and on the same side as Lonnie.”

“Big family,” Killian commented, resting his thumbs in his belt loops. And somehow, he would have to figure out who’d lived here thirteen years ago, and who was also capable of committing murder.

“You have no idea. There’s more in town.” Tolbert grinned, his smile bright against his dark skin. “But don’t worry. We don’t expect you to learn everybody. Just take care of the remuda so we can head out at least by the end of March.”

“I can do that, not a problem.” Killian offered a nod and a quick upturn of his lips.

“Good. Get acquainted with the stock in the stables, then head on out to where the remuda is gathered. We give ‘em the southeast side. It’s about five hundred acres. Should be eighty-four horses.”

That was a lot of animals to get to know, and the beasts would have to learn Killian, as well. And somehow, while wrangling, he’d have to catch a murderer. He wouldn’t miss a meal, because that would be his most consistent form of contact.

Tolbert left after reminding Killian that supper would be served in three hours.

Once alone, Killian set about unpacking, which took only a few minutes. He left his badge in the bottom of the front pocket of his pack, then headed into the stables. He relieved Slim, whom he’d met earlier, from the duties he’d taken over while the ranch had waited to hire their temporary wrangler. The lanky, older cowboy was thankful and dashed out.

Killian ventured into the heart of the stables to spend time with the healing animals. He approached Peachy, the gray with the watchful gaze. As he studied the horse over the paddock wall, leaning lightly against it, he let the familiar surroundings wash through him.

Stables. Hay. Straw. Oats. Horse.

At one time, he’d been immersed in all of it. Planning. Hopeful. Sweating. The work had meant the damned world to him. Every second had had purpose, and each step had been a promise to his dead grandfather.

When he’d left Kentucky, he’d vowed he wouldn’t care for horses ever again. The pain had been too great. Still was.

Yet, here he was breaking that promise. But it had been eight years, and he could do this job without caring. He would carry out his duties without recalling a second of his past or dwelling on the anger that still simmered in his gut.

With a slow exhale, he relaxed an arm, letting it fall lazily over the paddock wall, and waited for Peachy to come to him.

* * * *
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“BONES!” DELILAH CALLED, increasing her pace. “Did you enter?”

Bones Haggerty squinted at her in the approaching sunset, holding his tobacco against the inside of his bottom lip. He spat once. “Sure did.”

Happy for him, she hugged him close when she reached him. “You’re going to win, I’m sure of it.”

“I don’t know why I let you talk me into it.” He patted her on the back.

She let go of him then stepped toward the serving counter of the chuck wagon. “You’re the best ranch cook in the state and probably the country. You’ll see.” Her stomach grumbled as she got in line behind Whitt, the man’s tall, broad form hiding the meal Bones had prepared from view. She picked up a tin plate from the stack.

“You entered the Caney Creek Cook Off?” Whitt asked over his shoulder.

Bones let out a grunt as he cleaned up the tailgate where he had prepared the meal of beans, greens, fried potatoes and fried chicken.

“Guess that’s a yes,” Whitt answered.

“He’s gonna win.” Delilah had all the confidence in the world in the wiry, silent man.

The bunkhouse door opened, and Sheppard and Booker, two cowboys who’d already eaten, stepped out. They brought their plates to the washtub.

“I suspect he will,” Slim answered from behind Delilah. “He’s the reason I’ve stayed with the Swinging A for so many years.”

Another grunt came from Bones, but Delilah could tell he was pleased with the compliment. She’d known Bones Haggerty, and all the other cowboys, for most of her life. Her oldest brother had started the ranch when she was six, and the men he’d hired then still worked the Swinging A. After she finished filling her plate, she bypassed Whitt, who spooned a mound of potatoes onto his dish, and headed to the bunkhouse where it was warmer.

Before she could duck inside, Smitty and the new hire, Killian Blake, appeared. Smitty was jabbering away as usual, and Mr. Blake seemed as if he were paying attention. However, Delilah caught Mr. Blake’s eye, and an arrested expression came over his face.

She grinned and winked at him.

He set his jaw and whipped around.

As she went inside, she smothered a chuckle at his discomfiture. He probably hadn’t expected a woman to eat with a bunch of crass cowboys, but she shared meals with them all the time. They were family, and she was hungry. She sank down onto the bench next to Hank who was as broad as a barn. Ike ate across from her, shoveling the food into his mouth as if it were his last meal.

“Evening, little-bit,” Hank said before biting into succulent fried chicken.

“Hello, Hank.” She picked up her fork and scooped up some beans.

“You did some drawing today?”

“Yep.”

“Of what?”

“Horses and the sunrise.”

He nodded slowly, munching.

She’d just missed Mr. Blake when she’d gone into the stables to sketch Ladybug, an Appaloosa, that had beautiful, blue eyes. He’d been riding away, his back to her, probably on his way out to where the remuda grazed.

“When are you gonna paint the one I asked for?” Ike asked, scraping the last of his greens onto his fork.

“It’s halfway done.” A month ago, Ike had given her a photo of a house in south Texas. He’d grown up there and had wanted a small remembrance of it to hang beside his cot in the bunkhouse.

He beamed at her, his light gray eyes twinkling in happiness. “Who’d’a thought our little-bit would grow up to be so talented.”

“And now someone wants to pay her for her work.” Hank made a noise of satisfaction. “Won’t be too much longer and she’ll be married and gone from us.”

Delilah scrunched up her nose. “I doubt that. There’s nobody in town who has my fancy, and it’s not likely I’m going to meet anyone.” At that moment, the door opened, and Smitty sauntered in with his plate, still yapping. Mr. Blake followed him and when he caught sight of her, she saw him draw in a breath.

Disapproval shone in his gorgeous eyes, and she grinned with relish. Here was someone new. Someone who did make her pulse skip, but his quiet admonishment was irritating, so she doubted her heart would ever be engaged. “Hello, Smitty, Mr. Blake.”

“Little-bit,” Smitty acknowledged as he slid in beside Ike. Mr. Blake took the spot on the other side of Ike and across from Hank. “You meet the new fellow?”

“I did,” she sing-songed. “How’s your first day?”

“Fine,” he replied before picking up a chicken leg.

“I’m tellin’ him about all the horses.” Smitty removed his Stetson and tossed it on the cot behind him.

Delilah listened as the cowboys conversed with Mr. Blake, who paid careful attention as he ate. Mr. Blake was only the second new hand they’d hired in thirteen years. Smitty and Slim kept saying they were going to quit, but they hadn’t. What the old codgers would do with themselves when they did, Delilah didn’t know.

But even if the tired cowboys did hang up their hats, Mr. Blake’s position was only temporary. The ranch didn’t need three wranglers. She bit her lip as Mr. Blake’s deep timbre filled the room with his responses to Whitt’s questions about Kentucky.

Thrills raced along her skin at the sound of his rich voice, a Kentucky drawl that vibrated inside her. She bet he could sing. She also bet that if he wanted to, he could turn on all kinds of charm and convince a woman to do just about anything. He had an aura that called to Delilah.

She would definitely sketch him before he left. Just him. He was a gorgeous subject and a perfect specimen of what a man ought to be.
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Chapter Three
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Killian used the moon as his guide as he walked toward town. It was midnight, and he’d left a quiet stable on the Swinging A to meet with the head detective on the case, Jeb Irwin. Killian had never worked with the man before. The newcomer was assigned to the Norfolk branch of the Pinkerton Detective Agency, while Killian worked out of the one in Dallas. Irwin had been investigating the disappearance of Pratt Redmon for a few years.

The older fellow would probably stay in the hotel, while Killian went undercover. Detective Irwin had been unable to apply for the job as wrangler as he wasn’t qualified. This had led the man to seek out Killian because Killian had a good reputation as a horseman.

Before reaching the shops on Main Street, Killian heard the signal—the call of a whippoorwill—and slipped into the brush at the right. The black stripes of a forest rose beyond the expanse of shrubs and waist high weeds. Detective Irwin waited there, also on foot.

“When’d you get to Pike’s Run?” Killian asked. They’d left Dallas at different times. Killian had ridden out on Sunday afternoon, while Irwin had bought a train ticket for Tuesday morning.

“This afternoon.” Irwin removed his hat and scraped his fingers through his hair. “The town is too small for me to stay.”

Killian frowned. “You don’t need to stay. You don’t know me well, I realize that, but this is my seventh undercover job. I’ll get the needed information.”

Irwin sighed and tapped his hat against his thigh. “I’ve been on this case for years. I’m anxious for the end.”

The statement didn’t need a reply. “I was hired on,” Killian told him. “One of their wranglers is up in Tennessee right now with his family, visiting his mother. They’re snowed in. There’s no telling when he’ll get back. The other has a broken leg. Could have four weeks, maybe as much as six.”

“You think it’ll take that long?” Irwin’s posture went rigid in the silver glow.

Killian shrugged. “I’ve found the magpie in the mix, but he’s a cowboy, not a wrangler. I might see him at meals, and it won’t take much to get him talking if I do, but it’s not a guarantee he’ll eat at the same time as I do.” His first day of work had been informative, but nothing had led him to the truth.

As he rubbed the back of his neck, Irwin bit out a curse. “Just do the best you can.”

“Of course, I will. If there was a murder that’s been covered up, and they’ve got a large, successful operation they would want to protect, I’m going to find out and bring the bastard to justice.”

Irwin nodded. “Pratt Redmon was the oldest son and the man of the house. When he never returned home, the family suffered a whole helluva lot. The youngest two got sick and died. The mother wasted away. Sad story.”

The steel edging Irwin’s tone didn’t surprise Killian. The man had been with the case for a while and had probably made it personal. “Why didn’t the paternal grandfather help them?”

Irwin shrugged. “I didn’t ask. Not my place.”

Probably wasn’t, Killian surmised. “Let me make sure I’ve got it all straight. Pratt Redmon left Virginia in ’76 for Texas to purchase better farmland. He was the oldest son of six and was taking care of his family after his father’s death. The family never heard from him again.”

“That’s correct. Three years ago, the grandfather heard that his grandson had possibly been killed, and he contracted with us to figure it out. I talked to the drifter who shared that news, but beyond the tale of Redmon getting shot in Texas, he didn’t know anything else. If the description hadn’t included the scar over Redmon’s eye, the grandfather would’ve left it alone.”

Killian couldn’t blame the man for wanting to learn what had happened to his grandchild. “What happened to the remaining siblings? Girls, correct?”

Irwin nodded abruptly. “Got married to their best options. One died in childbirth.” He let out an exhale. “The grandfather doesn’t believe Redmon got caught up with a gang, and neither do I. He thinks his grandson found a place but was killed while trying to occupy it. Then the land was stolen from him.”

How Irwin had come to that conclusion, Killian wasn’t sure, but he’d only been on the case for a few days. Irwin had been living with it for three years. “Are you gonna go back to Dallas?”

“I guess. Don’t think I can blend in here. While I was walking around town, I bumped into the sheriff and both of his deputies. The sheriff is a Lonnigan and so is one of the deputies.”

Stunned, Killian lifted his brow. “Well, hell. Then it would’ve been easy for the family to cover up a killing. But if this involves the law, we’re gonna need support from the Marshall’s office.”

“I’ll handle that if it comes to it.”

The hoot of an owl lifted over Killian’s head. “I should get back, but I don’t think we should communicate through telegraph.”

“You’re right. I’ll check out other towns around here. Dallas is too far. Maybe I should go to Houston instead. The city’s big enough and close.”

Killian nodded. “That’s probably the best idea. Give me a week, and we’ll meet here again next Wednesday, same time.”

Irwin reached out a hand, and they shook on the plan. They parted ways on the road, Irwin heading back to town, and Killian going south toward the ranch. The wind cut through him, and he shoved his hands into his coat pockets and hunched his shoulders against the cold.

He mused over the task ahead of him. It was a sad story, and anyone involved needed to be brought to justice. If Redmon had met his end on the Swinging A, as Irwin believed from the trail he’d managed to find, then the man who’d killed him owed a debt and would pay it. It wouldn’t matter who it might be, Killian would do his job.

It was all he had, anyway. For eight years he’d dedicated his life to hunting down outlaws in places the law couldn’t go, and in ways the law couldn’t do. Some agents could be just as foul as the men they hunted, but not Killian. He wouldn’t abandon what was right for any amount of money or fame.

And he would do it alone. No need for family or friends. Even the agents with whom he was familiar he kept at a distance, and they honored that. He had no wish to create close bonds as it only ended in pain and betrayal.

The Lonnigan and Davis families appeared to function differently. Not only that, they allowed a female to run around the spread without much supervision. And she climbed trees. And ate in the bunkhouse. Which was no place for a lady.

Killian shook his head. Women. Always doing what they wanted, when they wanted, without shame. They were selfish and heartless.

And Delilah Davis probably wasn’t any different. Killian grunted in derision, thinking her name fit her well.

* * * *
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EARLY WEDNESDAY MORNING, Delilah set up her easel outside. She’d bundled into her coat but wore no gloves so she could paint more easily. She needed a studio. However, she couldn’t find the courage to ask her father as it would mean spending money on lumber and glass. She would need many windows in order to have enough light.

With paint on her palette, she applied strokes to the home Ike loved so dearly. It was a sod house with a thatched roof and had cactus surrounding it. Delilah smiled as she worked, her heart squeezing. She understood the attachment he had. The dog-run cabin behind her meant the world to her, and she was loathe to leave it.

She needed to, though. She needed her own life, even though she adored the one she had. With a sigh, she pushed aside the disconcerting thoughts and concentrated on her work. As she blended colors, she allowed the golden hues she created to carry her away. The beauty washed through her, and the roof of the home, though simple, sparkled in the light.

The sound of a loping horse caught her attention, and she looked up. Mr. Blake was on the opposite side of the creek, riding toward the remuda. Her breath caught at the strong, powerful figure he made atop his mount.

She froze as she watched him, and when he rode past her, she jumped into action. Setting down her palette on the table she’d carried out, she picked up her sketchpad and hurried around her easel for a better look. His back was to her now, but it didn’t matter. Using a pencil, she quickly drew the lines of his body as he moved as one with the horse.

She’d never seen a man more born to the saddle. Her throat went dry, and for the first time since her school-girl crush on Colin Edgeworth, her heart raced wildly. She bit her lip as Mr. Blake grew smaller, and she had to stop drawing and just watch.

Oh, dear. The new wrangler was going to be more exasperating than she’d initially thought. Longing gripped her, and she wanted nothing more than to follow him. Which she needed to do, but not because of the heated desire she now felt. The remuda, where Mr. Blake would be working, would be the best place to get more sketches of horses. But now...

She swallowed and slowly closed her tablet. Her fingers trembled as she laid the pad on the table. Well...

Unsettled, she sank to her stool. She hadn’t expected her feelings to increase and overwhelm her so much. Attraction wasn’t something she was used to, and now she was a little frightened. And curious.

She fiddled with the collar of her coat and stared off into the distance. Oaks dotted her vision but did nothing to divert her attention. She recalled falling into his arms, the moment embarrassing but also thrilling. Until he’d ruined it with his censure.

However, until he’d spoken, gazing into his eyes had been quite similar to the breath-stealing tumble she’d experienced. Her earlier thought had been to needle him, but now she doubted she could be so bold with these strange feelings coursing through her.

Oh! She’d winked at him at supper yesterday!

Heat flooded her cheeks, and she pressed her cool palms to her face. What had she been thinking? She’d been riding her irritation, that’s what. Angelique had cautioned her about making mischief, and now Delilah had gone and winked at a fellow she found attractive. The next time she was in close proximity to him, would he expect her to flirt?

The emotions and feelings racing hither and thither through her were new, intriguing and quite scary. She slid her gaze to where he’d disappeared, hoping to catch another glimpse. But that was wishful thinking, as the scattered oaks had swallowed him up.

Again, she swallowed, trying to get her bearings and gather her composure. So odd. So thrilling. So...frightening.

She had to see him.

Quickly she cleaned up her supplies, taking two trips, carrying them up the stairs in the dog-run, then into what had been her room for the last twenty-one years. Whitewashed walls and floor greeted her, along with pink accents
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