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CHAPTER 1

Jim McHenry reined up his panting, sweating roan and shook his fist at the helicopter that clattered overhead, then turned his attention back to the herd of wild mustangs in the near distance that ebbed and flowed like some fluid shifting mass across the high Nevada plain.

Four riders charged after the herd, their faces lined with dust and their sweat-soaked shirts pasted to their backs as they tried to turn the rampaging horses. The lead rider was Skip McHenry, and Jim marveled at his sixteen-year-old son’s skill and daring as he outmaneuvered the older men. “Head ’em this way, Skip!” he yelled and waved his Stetson. “Keep ’em away from the fences.” 

Skip maneuvered alongside the scruffy gray stallion at the front of the herd and tried to force him in Jim’s direction. But the leader and the other mustangs fought off the attempt to turn them and Jim’s heart sank as they thundered toward a section of enclosed pastureland. Spurring his roan into action and waving his hat wildly, he dashed toward the stallion, intercepting him just in time to keep him from leading the herd into the fences. The thundering animals veered up a small incline and broke toward the open plain. The stallion paused at the top of the rise while the rest of the herd charged on, raising a billow of dust in their wake. He turned toward Jim, nostrils flaring and his ears pricked up, his dark eyes burning with a defiance bordering on hatred.

While Skip and the other riders drove off a few straggling mustangs, Jim reined up and, eyeing the stallion, swung down from his saddle. Man and beast stood staring at each other across a stretch of trampled grass, locked in a battle of wills. Now the stallion whinnied and reared, pawing the air with his forelegs; then just as quickly he turned and started after his herd while Skip and the other hands loped slowly back in Jim’s direction.

Shaking with anger, Jim went to the scabbard under his saddle and pulled out a Winchester rifle. The stallion stopped once more, looked back, and reared defiantly again as Jim levered a shell into the chamber, put the weapon to his shoulder, and aimed.

“No, Dad!” 

From not more than twenty yards away, Skip spurred his horse into a gallop and charged toward Jim, made a flying dismount in a swirl of dust, and knocked the rifle aside just as it discharged, sending the shell harmlessly into the air.

Jim glared at his son and pushed him backwards off balance into his horse. “Stay outta my way!”

“You can’t do this, Dad!” 

“Yeah? You just watch me.” Jim chambered another shell into the rifle and raised it to his shoulder again, but the mustangs had disappeared over the small hill. Slowly he lowered the weapon and, with hands trembling with anger, returned it to the scabbard. His shoulders sagged and he heaved a deep breath then turned toward his son.

“Thanks to that lousy BLM helicopter we almost had another section of fence wiped out.”

“They’re just trying to do their job,” Skip protested.

“What’s their job,” Jim growled, “scarin’ horses?”

“No. They’re trying to count the herds.”

“Well, no one asked them to do it around here. Besides, those four-legged devils are gonna ruin this government land, maybe cost us the ranch. And I’m tired of them tearin’ up our fences—and grazin’ the range down to the nub.” 

“So your answer’s just to shoot them?”

“You got any better ideas?” 

Still astride their horses, the other three wranglers sat in a small group a few yards off and examined their fingers and eyed each other awkwardly as they tried to ignore the family quarrel. Skip turned from his father and remounted his horse. “They been running free for years. That’s all they know.”

“Swell,” Jim snarled, “let ’em be free somewheres else. I want ’em off my land. If that means killin’ a few of ’em . . .” He shrugged and with a soft grunt climbed up onto the roan.

Skip eyed his father darkly, a frown creasing his sweaty brow. “You just want to get even,” he grumbled. “The accident was a long time ago, Dad. Let it go. Don’t blame the horses.”

Jim glared at his son. “That’s got nothin’ to do with it,” he protested as he struggled to block the painful images starting to crowd his memory. “It’s the government leases I’m worried about. We lose those we could lose the ranch.” Then he turned his attention to the wranglers fidgeting in their saddles. “Luke,” he said, pointing to the tallest of the three, “you take Will and Blackie and ride the south pasture for a mile or so and make sure none of that fence is tore up. Me and Skip will ride north. Should only take about an hour. We’ll see ya back at the ranch at supper time.”

Luke raised two fingers to his floppy hat and the three wranglers moved off at an easy lope. Jim touched his spurs lightly to the roan’s flanks, and after they had gone a few steps he reined up and looked back. Skip hadn’t moved. He sat stiffly in his saddle, his head hanging and his mouth set in a hard line.

“Come on, Skip,” Jim said, trying to make his voice sound more cheerful. “It ain’t that bad. I just got a little hot, that’s all. Things’ll work out.” 

Skip didn’t answer, and his cold stare burned Jim like a branding iron. 

 CHAPTER 2



The McHenry ranch house was a neat, well-maintained building with clapboard siding and asbestos shingles. Wooden steps led up to a front porch that was surrounded by a railing and decorated with a couple of well-worn rocking chairs and a few scraggly, badly neglected potted plants. 

A bunkhouse and large combination stable and cattle barn sat a few yards back of the house next to a small corral that held a half dozen horses grazing aimlessly at the scrubby patches of grass. Jim and his son unsaddled their horses, slung the saddles over the top rail of the corral, and put their animals in with the others. 

The ride in from the pasture had been painfully silent at the start, but Jim had tried to make conversation and his bits of small talk had gradually coaxed Skip out of his angry mood, at least partially. Now they headed to the barn and went to a cast iron sink next to the horse-washing stall. “The fences were all OK, Dad,” Skip said as he and his father peeled off their shirts and began to splash their faces and torsos with water from one of the spigots. “I told you it wasn’t as bad as you thought.”

“Well, maybe, maybe not,” Jim conceded reluctantly. “Let’s wait till we hear what Luke and the boys have to say before we get feelin’ too cocky.”

“Here they are now,” Skip said and motioned to beyond the open barn door where the ranch hands were unsaddling their horses at the corral. 

“How’d you guys make out?” Jim said as he and Skip joined the other men.

“Everything’s in good shape far as we could tell,” said Will, the youngest of the three hands, and he turned his horse into the corral. “Want me to feed these guys now, Jim, or can I wait till after supper?”  

“After supper’ll do. I expect you’re all hungry.”

“Hungry!” chimed in Luke. “I could eat the tail off a skunk.”

“We had that last night,” said Blackie, with a smirk on a face mostly hidden under a full black beard that accounted for his nickname. The other hands chuckled and Skip smiled.

“You guys better quit makin’ jokes about the food,” Jim said as he led the group up the steps and in through the kitchen entrance. “Mrs. Allen’s gettin’ a mite touchy about what you say about her cookin’.”

“Did I hear my name mentioned?” said the stout, pleasant-faced but scowling woman standing with her hands on her hips next to a large cast-iron stove and oven that dominated one side of the country kitchen while much of the other side was taken up by a heavy, rough-hewn table set with napkins and silverware. Mrs. Allen brushed a wisp of hair from her damp forehead and wiped her hands on her apron. “For your information, Mr. McHenry, things might work better in this kitchen if you and your men got to your meals on time. I can’t keep food hot for five men, not to mention a teenage girl and a dog, when I don’t know what time you’re gonna set down to eat.” 

The several pots, pans, and griddles on the stovetop were laden with either sizzling steaks, frying potatoes, or bubbling baked beans; and a giant coffeepot on a back burner hissed contentedly. Jim and the other men went directly to their places at the table while Mrs. Allen began serving them heaping plates of food.

“Can I help?” asked Jenny, Jim’s daughter, and she scooted Buffy out of Mrs. Allen’s way. The big shaggy golden retriever barked and eyed the steak-laden plates hungrily. 

“Yes,” Mrs. Allen snapped. “Keep that dog from underfoot. “

“How ’bout some more spuds?” Luke demanded, before Mrs. Allen had even served the rest of the men.

“Hold your horses, I only got one pair o’ hands.”

“Any coffee there, darlin’?” Will asked as she finished distributing the plates.

“I ain’t your darlin’,” Mrs. Allen scolded. “And get your own coffee.”

“Can I help?” Jenny volunteered again and reached for the gurgling pot only to pull back her hand with a yelp and stuck two fingers in her mouth.

“You could help by settin’ down,” Mrs. Allen chided as Buffy nudged her with his wet nose and wagged his tail vigorously in anticipation of a chance morsel of food. 

“Did you feed Buffy yet, Mrs. Allen?” Skip said around a mouthful of potatoes. 

“This steak’s tougher’n my boot,” Blackie interrupted. “Don’t cook that next one so long, will ya?”

“Maybe you should get to your meals on time,” Mrs. Allen said, turning over the steaks frying on the stove. Then she pointed a finger at Skip. “And I got news for you, young man. I hired on here as cook and housekeeper—not to run a kennel.” Then she trained the menacing finger on Jim. “And I got news for you.” He acknowledged her scowl with a small expectant grin.

“I quit.”

The men around the table burst out laughing. Even Jenny smiled as she took her place at the table and coaxed Buffy to sit next to her. “Glad all of you find it so funny,” Mrs. Allen went on. “You’ll soon be laughin’ out the other side of your face.”

Jim’s smile vanished and he suddenly grew somber. “Hey, wait. You’re not serious?”

“Oh, no? I’m givin’ ya seven days’ notice. That’s about six days more than ya deserve.” Mrs. Allen took a platter of steaks from the stovetop and slammed it down on the table in front of Blackie. “This time next week you can cook your own miserable steak any way ya want it.” 

The room fell suddenly quiet. Will got up with his cup and went to the stove. He reached for the coffee pot just as Mrs. Allen turned with a bowl of potatoes in her hands. The bowl spun out of her grip and she just managed to catch it in time to keep it from crashing to the floor. She froze Will with a merciless stare and put the bowl back on the stove while he slunk back to the table, minus his coffee.

Jim felt a minor twinge of panic rising in his chest. “But wait,” he said, getting slowly to his feet. “Wait, you can’t—”

“Oh, yes I can,” Mrs. Allen replied. She took the coffee pot to the table, filled the men’s cups, and left the pot. As she turned away Jim took her gently by the arm.

“But what’ll we do without—”

She jerked free of Jim’s grasp and stood facing him, a dark scowl furrowing her brow. “Probably starve.”

“Where am I gonna find another housekeeper . . . or a cook . . . or a . . . ?”

Mrs. Allen stripped off her apron. “Good question. No one else is dumb enough to take this job.” As she started from the table she tripped over Buffy. He barked and wagged his tail with enthusiasm, obviously still in hopes of some chance handout. “Oh, get out of my way!” she growled and balled up the apron and threw it at him, then stomped out of the room.

Again a deep quiet settled over the kitchen. No one spoke. Will poured himself another cup of coffee. Blackie stabbed a steak from the platter and flopped it on his plate. “Might as well enjoy it while ya can,” he said to no one in particular, as he cut into the meat. “Even if they are a little tough.”

“She never did get me any more spuds,” Luke moaned, his whiskered face twisted into a childlike pout. 

Jim was crestfallen, unable to think. As if the mustangs weren’t enough to worry about—now this.

“Hey!” Jenny said. “I got an idea,” and she bounced up from the table with a big smile on her pretty face. “I can cook!”

“Yeah,” said Skip glumly, and gave her a dark look. “About as good as you play the guitar.”

“What’s that got to do with anything?” she shot back.

“You’re thirteen years old.”

“So what?”

“There’s things thirteen-year-olds can do and things they can’t. Like cookin’—and playin’ the guitar.”

“I can play as good as you.”

Skip ignored her and turned to his father. “What’re we gonna do, Dad?”

“Yeah, Boss,” Luke said. “What’re ya gonna do?” All eyes were on Jim. Even Buffy cocked his head to one side and peered at his master as if waiting for an answer.

Jim stooped to pick up the discarded apron, rolled it into a ball again, and walked across the kitchen and threw it in the sink. “I don’t know about the rest of ya. But it’s Saturday night and I’m goin’ into town.” Then while the hired hands and the other McHenrys exchanged silent, questioning looks, he strode from the room.

* * * * *

Jim sat behind the wheel of his dusty Ford pickup, not really listening to the country-western music playing softly on the radio, unaware of the passage of time and lost in sober thought. What was he going to do about the mustangs? And about Skip? Maybe that was the same question. It pained him to think that his son disagreed with him so violently on the question of the wild horses. But the boy didn’t understand the seriousness of what could happen if Jim couldn’t get them under control somehow. And that wasn’t their only dispute. It would only be about a year until Skip was ready to graduate from high school, and he was determined he was going to be a professional rodeo calf roper. And Jim was just as determined that he was going to college. And now this thing with Mrs. Allen.

All at once he was aware of an increase in traffic. Streets lined with bright lights roused him from his somber reverie and, as was often the case, surprised him at how quickly the time had flown by on the long trip into town. In a few minutes he passed along the street under an archway festooned with a glowing sign proclaiming that he was in Reno, the Biggest Little City in the World. And the glaring, pulsating neon that lined both sides of the street promised all sorts of earthly pleasures. 

But right now Jim was willing to settle for a beer. He drove a few more blocks then turned down a side street, and continued for several minutes away from the center of town. The traffic thinned out again and there were noticeably fewer lights, and the signs were less garish. He pulled into the parking lot of a softly lighted nightclub and found a space not far from the front door. The brightest lights on the property came from a billboard proclaiming that it was Billy Wilson’s Wagon Wheel Bar and Lounge. A little lower on the sign was another announcement: Now Appearing . . . Laura Carter, Everyone’s Country Sweetheart.

Jim parked and made his way up to the imitation wagon wheel on the front door and entered a noisy, dimly lit room. Cigarette smoke hung from the ceiling like a gauze curtain, and the whir of slot machines that lined the walls competed with the clink of glasses and the buzz of conversation from the bar, mixed with an occasional hoot of laughter. The bar stools were mostly filled with a mixture of obvious tourist types mingled with real cowboys with work-hardened hands and sunburned faces topped with sweat-stained Stetsons, and cowboy wannabes sporting broad-brimmed hats and pearl button shirts; and a few lone women. Everybody seemed happy.

In an adjoining room, accessible through a wide doorway, a few couples occupied a postage stamp–sized dance floor that was surrounded by small tables, only about half of them filled. A pretty woman, probably in her late twenties, dressed in a cowgirl shirt and fancy jeans and backed up by a three-piece country-western band, was doing her best—singing her heart out really—to hold the attention of the thin crowd over the noise from the bar. That must be everyone’s country sweetheart, Jim thought as he headed for an empty stool, nodding to a couple of rancher types he recognized on the way. He stood for a minute admiring the singer. He liked her voice. As soon as he sat down the bartender approached. He was a big man, in his mid-forties, with husky shoulders and muscular arms extending from under his rolled up sleeves. “Hey, Jim,” he said, with a wide grin on his face, “long time no see.”

“Hey, Chuck. Yeah, been keepin’ pretty busy. You know the cattle business.” 

“What can I get ya?” the barman inquired, wiping his hands on his apron. “The usual?” 

Jim nodded and Chuck reached into the cooler for a longneck beer and snapped the cap off. Jim waved away a glass, slapped down some bills, then turned his back to the bar and took a long drink. 

Chuck smiled as he watched Jim tapping his fingers to the music and appraising the singer. “I see you got an eye for talent.”

“Oh, I just kinda like her looks.”

“Spoken like a true music lover.” Chuck’s smile widened. “How about her singin’?”

“That too,” Jim replied. “I like her style. She sort of reminds me of Patsy Cline.”

“You’re goin’ back a ways.”

“Yeah, I know,” Jim admitted. “But I liked the music better back in those days. This new stuff . . . I don’t know.”

Chuck left to attend to other patrons and Jim sat quietly for several minutes watching the singer, trying to keep his mind from wandering back to his problems.

Movement along the bar caught his eye and he turned to see a woman several stools away leave the man she was sitting with and start in his direction. She appeared to be in her late thirties, had a trim figure, and was attractive—but with some hard edges. 

“Hello, Jim,” she said in a soft, sultry voice.

She looked familiar, though Jim couldn’t identify her for a moment. Then he recognized her. “Well, I’ll be . . . I don’t believe it! Sybil. Sybil Trent. Is that you? I’ll be a dirty bird!”

She smiled coyly and stared at him for a long time before she said, “I wondered if you’d remember.”

He stood up and pulled out a stool for her. “C’mon, it ain’t been that long since you left Reno—has it?” 

As he motioned her to the empty stool Jim was surprised when she said, “Nearly ten years.”

He hesitated for a few seconds. “I guess . . . I guess I sort of lost track,” he muttered finally then added, “And got married, right?” Sybil nodded, and Jim looked along the bar in the direction she had come from. “He here with ya?” 

“He better not be. We were divorced over a year ago.”

“Sorry.”

“I’m not.” She smiled mysteriously. “The parting was—generous.”

Now Jim saw the man Sybil had been sitting with get off his stool and start their way. He
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