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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    Late November 1879 
 
   S moke from the fire swirled into the air, ghostly fingers clawing at the clouds. Sparks—like tiny bullets—flew everywhere. Helpless and alone, Cynara watched her home burn to the ground. She smelled it. She heard it. She felt the burn of it in her heart.  
 
    No one rushed over with buckets of water to douse the flames. Cynara wanted to. But couldn't. Didn't dare. 
 
    Her house. Her house. Her pretty little house—gone.  
 
    Her gaze drifted to the long bundle lying on the ground.  
 
    Husband—gone.  
 
    Home—gone. 
 
    Everything—gone. 
 
    Except her baby. She rested her hands on her rounded tummy and felt the baby kick. Ward would never see his child who wouldn’t be born for two more months. That alone could have broken her heart, had it not already been shattered into a million pieces. 
 
    Her insides felt hollow and yet heavy, almost too heavy to move. She'd become a shell; not a real person anymore. One slight breeze and she would blow away, she had such little substance. She had become nothing, a wraith, useless, alone, homeless. Every day she prayed her lethargy would not affect the child growing inside her.  
 
    The child that was all she had left to live for.  
 
    "Cynara, are you all right?" Doc Willoughby appeared at her side, his thick mustache hiding his mouth.  
 
    She said nothing. What was there to say? Everything lay plainly in front of them, the burning house, the shrouded body. Within twenty-four hours, she had lost nearly everything.  
 
    "I'm sorry you had to lose your home, Cynara." He placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. "We had to keep the fever from spreading."  
 
    Inside the house, flames nibbled at the hems of the calico curtains she'd made with her own hands. Everything she and Ward had owned now smoldered inside that burning cabin. Her clothes, the family photograph her mother had given her the day she and Ward left Ohio to come west. His pocket watch. The crib Ward had lovingly constructed for the precious baby they'd waited months to finally see. 
 
    The tiny booties Cynara had knitted, the diapers she'd made, the yard-long blanket crocheted in blue, yellow and pink. The homemade doll her child would never touch.  
 
    She knew the baby would be a girl. Ward had laughed at her, but she knew. 
 
    Oh, Lord, will the pain ever end? 
 
    What kind of mother will I be with my heart so broken? 
 
    Near the body, two neighbors dug the grave Ward would occupy.  
 
    How she hated not having a black dress to wear. Had she owned one, it would be burning like everything else. She had no money for fabric to make one. To wear faded blue dishonored Ward's memory. But there were worse things. 
 
    "I'm killing my baby," she said in a calm, somber voice. 
 
    "What are you talking about?" Doc turned to face her, letting go of her shoulder.  
 
    She lifted a hand and let it fall helplessly. "I worked so hard seeing to Ward I didn't eat or rest much. The baby will suffer for it." 
 
    "Cynara, that child inside you is strong like your spirit. It will survive and be fine." 
 
    A tear slipped over the rim of her eyelid. She ignored it. "You sure, Doc?" 
 
    "Yes. Are you all right?" 
 
    "I… I will be. Thank you." 
 
    "Your body may be fine," he said. "I'm not so sure about your emotional well-being. Having your heart broken isn't an easy thing to recover from." 
 
    My heart? Not simply broken—yanked from my chest and crushed like berries.  
 
    Only yesterday Ward had been alive. Talking, eating, drinking. The smallpox had struck so suddenly, so unexpectedly.  
 
    Cynara felt her own will slipping away. What was the use of hanging on? She had lost everything, including her heart. 
 
    "You're young, Cynara." Like hers, Doc Willoughby's gaze switched back and forth between the flames and the gravediggers. "You're about to give life to the infant you carry. You have a lot of living yet to do. And you'll find happiness again. You can't give up." 
 
    Would she find happiness again? Right now, she couldn't imagine such a thing ever happening. Inside her womb, the baby kicked hard as if to remind her of its presence and how greatly it would need her. 
 
    Yes, Cynara would go on living. She had to. 
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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    April 1879, Cutthroat, Montana 
 
   T he figure approaching the house by way of the ranch road looked like a big box leading a horse. For the life of him, Barclay couldn't figure out who the visitor might be. Suppertime would come soon, which meant they'd have to feed him. No problem. They could afford to share their food. For Barclay, the problem was time.  
 
    The ranch dogs barked up a storm, meaning they didn't recognize the visitor. Overhead, dark clouds obscured the sun, dimming visibility. Thunder rumbled in the distance. 
 
    The last thing Barclay Givens needed today was company demanding his attention. He had papers to read, ledgers to balance, plans to make. 
 
    As the caller drew closer, Barclay realized the shape could be blamed on long skirts. A woman! He squinted, trying to see if it could be Annabelle whose parents owned the Double Z Ranch next door. She'd been chasing after him for years. Very soon now, she'd be old enough to marry and had made it clear she intended him to be her husband. Barclay had no time for women. Especially young, silly ones who sought marriage. The need to build up the ranch and verify his own worth drove him. To prove to himself if no one else. 
 
    The visitor wore a large shawl, or a blanket draped over the head and covering the entire body, arms hidden within the folds of fabric. His steps seemed wobbly, uncertain. Perhaps illness explained why he didn't ride his horse. 
 
    Tarnation, just what Barclay needed—an ill stranger requiring attention. He wished he dared to turn him away. But he could never do that. 
 
    When the person staggered, Barclay moved from his office into the great room and yelled to his brothers somewhere in the house. "Hey, Jared! Chase! Company coming. Maybe a woman and possibly ill or hurt. Help me get her inside." 
 
    Chase hustled out of the kitchen with a dab of jam at the corner of his mouth. At only eighteen, he never seemed to get enough food. "You, bringing a woman into the house? That's a first. Who is it?"  
 
    "I don't know." Barclay donned his hat, grabbed a raincoat, and reached for the brass knob on the front door. "Wipe that jam off your face and pretend to be grown up. I need you to have Slim send someone for the doc." 
 
    For once, Chase didn't argue. He grabbed his gutta percha rain poncho, pulling it on over his head. 
 
    "What's going on?" Jared clomped down the stairs from his room. "Did you say a woman's coming?" 
 
    "That's right." Barclay opened the door and shouted for the dogs to shut up while he donned his own raingear. Chase trotted across the ranch yard to where Slim stood with another hand by the bunkhouse. After the foreman hopped on his horse at the hitching rail, Chase ran back to the house.  
 
    The three brothers stood together on the broad porch that stretched the length of the big log house and around one corner. The dogs took up barking again until Barclay yelled at them. 
 
    "If that’s not a pregnant woman," Jared said, pulling his hat lower on his head, "I'm a one-eyed coyote." 
 
    "More like a blind wolf," Chase shot back with a grin. 
 
    Jared gave his young brother a shove. "Maybe, but I know a woman with a full belly when I see one." 
 
    "She's expecting, all right." Barclay saw it clearly now. He descended the steps, the wind slapping his coat against his legs. Had his irresponsible youngest brother gotten some poor girl in trouble? If so, Chase best prepare himself for a wedding and maybe a good thrashing. "You know anything about this, Chase?" 
 
    "Me?" The boy put a hand on his chest. "Why do you always blame me for everything?" 
 
    The reason for Barclay’s question already left his mind, his thoughts consumed by the visitor coming toward them. "Better get her in the house before she drops her load in the mud." 
 
    "Thunderation." Jared spat at a rock. A gust caused him to miss his target. "What're we going to do if she gives birth here?" 
 
    "Pray," Barclay answered. 
 
    Chase hung back. "I don't think I want anything to do with this. They say women giving birth scream and carry on so bad it can make a man avoid ever loving one again." 
 
    "I'm not asking you to deliver the baby," Barclay fired back.  
 
    "Gert's grief, little brother," Jared said, punching Chase's arm. "You haven't had enough loving to even know what it is yet." 
 
    "Who says?" Chase followed Jared and Barclay off the porch.  
 
    The woman stopped, bent over, hugging her belly, and let out a long, agonizing grunt. 
 
    "Hell," Jared muttered. "Do you think she could be in labor?" 
 
    "Reckon we’ll find out. Don’t worry. You’ve delivered calves and foals. You’ll do fine bringing this baby into the world. If there is one." 
 
    Jared snorted. "Not me. You can do it.” 
 
    Barclay didn't want to think about a strange woman giving birth in his house. He disliked having women here, except for family. Even then, sometimes, his mother—and his two sisters when they were in town—became more than he wanted to deal with. Women were trouble pure and simple. 
 
    When they reached their visitor, Barclay felt both alarm and surprise. He'd never seen a woman appear so ragged. And terrified. What he'd guessed to be a shawl proved to be a quilt that had seen better days. Under that, he glimpsed a plain, patched dress that might have once been a nice blue before seeing too many washings. 
 
    "Hello." He stopped short, not wanting to frighten her. "I'm Barclay Givens. My brothers and I own this ranch. Were you looking for one of us?"  
 
    She shook her head. Likely all she had strength for, judging from her pale, drawn face and the way her every movement was slow as if painful. If he had to guess, he'd say she'd been through some sort of hell recently, one that had left her with a black eye. 
 
    "You look about to drop, ma'am. How about I carry you to the house?" Barclay held out his arms, eager to get back inside before the storm broke. 
 
    Her eyes widened, and she backed up, holding a hand in a stop gesture.  
 
    "Here." Jared reached for the reins to her horse. "Let me take care of your mare." 
 
    Leave it to Jared to see to the small necessities. He was the get it done Givens brother, never hesitating to do what needed doing. Chase, on the other hand, would probably go start a game of draw in the bunkhouse.  
 
    She let go of the reins, allowing Jared to lead the horse toward the barn.  
 
    Barclay stood there, hands on his hips, feeling stupid. He knew nothing about dealing with women. As he'd noted before, she looked ready to collapse any second. "Where is your husband, ma'am? May we fetch him for you?" 
 
    She gave her head half a shake then gasped. Her face paled, then reddened. Breathe, Barclay wanted to say. Breathe.  
 
    She did. "No husband," she murmured softly as if ashamed. 
 
    Barclay glanced away. Had her man run out on her?  
 
    Thunder rumbled and lightning followed close, striking too close for Barclay’s comfort. Rain followed. Figuring things had gone on long enough, he scooped her up and took off as fast as he could. Despite the girl's protests and attempts to shove him away, he held on, getting her into the house safe and relatively dry. 
 
    Oysters stood inside the great room with an oversized spoon and a stupid look on his loveable old face. His bearded chin dropped when he saw Barclay with the woman. "Wadda you boys been up to now?" 
 
    At the sound of the aging man's voice, the girl stopped struggling and stared at him. 
 
    Chase burst in, huge raindrops chasing at his heels. "Hope Slim gets through the creek before it swells." 
 
    Barclay turned to him. "Run up and turn down the bed in the guest room so I can lay her down." 
 
    Chase climbed the stairs two at a time and disappeared down a hallway. 
 
    Before Barclay had moved an inch, about a gallon of liquid gushed down his front side. "What on earth?" 
 
    "S-Sorry. M-my water broke. Please don't get mad. I couldn't help it." The girl squirmed and pushed against his chest, as if desperate to be free.  
 
    Did she truly think he'd be angry with her? He knew what happened. It had taken him by surprise was all. He set her on her feet, slipping the quilt from her shoulders at the same time. She wobbled a little before getting her balance. A second later, she'd doubled over again, grunting and gritting her teeth. 
 
    "She's in labor," Oysters said uselessly. "Get her upstairs. Baby could come fast now. I'll mop the floor." 
 
    Barclay made a mental note to ask the aging bachelor how he knew anything about women in labor. Near as any of the brothers knew, the man had never married. But then, all sorts of unexpected events were taking place today. 
 
    "I don't think you have the strength to walk upstairs," Barclay told the girl. "Will you let me carry you?" 
 
    She shook her head and waddled toward the stairs. Before she made it to the third riser, another spasm gripped her.  
 
    Barclay plucked her into his arms with typical impatience. "I'm not going to hurt you. I just want to get you to a bed before you drop your baby on the floor." 
 
    She didn't argue, though plainly uncomfortable with the situation. Hell, so was he. When he reached the guest room, he found the blankets at the foot of the bed as requested. He hated putting her down with soaking wet skirts, but he couldn't hold her forever. The best he could do was keep her muddy boots off the bed coverings. With his arms free, he went to work trying to untie the rope holding on her shoes.  
 
    "Help me get these off, Chase." 
 
    "I think I'd better boil some water." Chase, the chicken, raced downstairs.  
 
    Thank goodness for Jared and his common sense. He entered and immediately set to helping out. The woman had the poorest excuse for footwear Barclay had ever seen. Brown ankle-high half-boots made for a working man, and already worn to the sole. Wads of paper fell out, newsprint she'd stuffed inside to make them fit. Rope held them on instead of laces. No stockings like women usually wore, which helped to explain the blister on the bottom of her foot where a hole showed. 
 
    "What's your name?" he asked. "I'm Barclay and this is my brother, Jared." 
 
    She didn't respond. 
 
    "Would you like some coffee or tea?" Jared asked. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    Setting her shoes on the floor, Barclay tried to pull the ratty quilt from under her. He could see how dirty it was. She resisted his efforts, so he gave up and drew the covers up to her chin instead. At least she’d be warm. He had no idea what to say. His impulse was to tell her how foolish she'd been and that she was paying for it now. He immediately heard his mother’s voice in his head bawling him out for being presumptuous and judgmental. 
 
    She closed her eyes, refusing to look at him or Jared. She couldn't be more than seventeen, just a girl with a dirty face, black eye, no man, and a child about to enter the world. He wished she did have a husband so they could leave him to tend to her and their baby. 
 
    Since she refused to speak and they could do nothing more, the two men sneaked out of the room, closing the door behind them. In the great room, Oysters stood rooted to the same spot as before, as if uncertain how to deal with the new goings-on in the house. He'd been the ranch cook for thirty years, working for the brothers' parents before their father died and their mother moved to town. 
 
    "She ain't gonna be emptying that belly 'o hers here, is she?" Oysters asked. 
 
    "Why don't you tell us?" Barclay walked into the kitchen, followed by the cook. Jared plopped down on the settee. "You seemed downright knowledgeable about the subject a few minutes ago." 
 
    The old cook set his jaw and Barclay knew it wouldn't do any good to question him now. "I sent Slim for Doc Willoughby. We'll see what he says when he gets here. Where's Chase? I thought he came down to boil some water." 
 
    "Ain't seen 'im." Oysters went to the stove. "He's inside somewheres, though." 
 
    While the cook stirred beans in a kettle, Barclay yanked another big pot out from under the work bench and filled it with water. He put the pot on the back burner, slapped on a lid and lit the flame. The smell of biscuits baking came from the oven. Barclay's stomach rumbled. It was suppertime, but he had other fish to fry. With luck, he could sneak in a few minutes in the office before the baby came. Better yet, Jared and Chase could take care of the birth and leave him out of it. 
 
    No. High Mountain Ranch was his obligation, just like everything else that happened here. His brothers owned equal shares to his, but being the eldest, the bulk of the responsibility fell to him. And he wanted it. While he might be tempted to run off and go fishing now and then, he stayed and saw to business. 
 
    Outside, the sky darkened, thunder rumbled in the distance, and the shower had become a deluge. 
 
    Jared entered the room. "Chase went up to check on the girl. I told him to leave her alone. He went anyway." 
 
    "No surprise there." Chase was nothing if not consistently contrary. "Did he say where he'd been?" 
 
    "Nope." 
 
     A scream from upstairs sent both brothers running.  
 
    "Good Lord," Barclay muttered, taking the steps two at a time. What had Chase done, scared her half to death? 
 
    They found her writhing on the bed, pain turning her face into a grotesque mask. Chase stood flattened against the wall with terror darkening his sky-blue eyes to the color of ink. Barclay motioned for him to leave, and he darted out. 
 
    Going to the girl, he tried to calm her. "Easy, there. You're all right. Doc will be here soon. We're only six miles from town." 
 
    As if his words had healed her pain, she lay back, panting, eyes closed, lips parted. Barclay glanced at Jared, standing beside the open door.  
 
    "I'll stay with her." Barclay pulled a chair over by the bed. "Go eat. And see if there's any sign of Doc arriving yet. Bring our lady here some water." 
 
    "Would you like anything else, ma'am?" Jared asked her. 
 
    She shook her head. "I'd likely just puke it up." 
 
    Barclay grimaced at that picture, and Jared seized on this chance to escape. Alone, Barclay watched her and wondered about her story. "Please tell me your name. Someone—husband, parents—will be worried about you. We should let them know where you are." 
 
    She jackknifed to a seated position but not due to pain this time. "No, don't tell anybody I'm here. Please. Don't let them find me." 
 
    She was working herself up to hysteria. He held up his hands. "I won't, I promise. I'll keep you and your baby safe, but I still wish you'd tell me who you are." 
 
    "I can't." She lay back down, and his pulse slowed to normal.  
 
    He didn't want her getting too excited. It might cause her to give birth sooner. Delivering calves and foals was one thing, this another. He knew little about babies and even less about birthing one, except that it was agonizing for the mother. He remembered that from when Jared and Chase came into the world. Even at the age of three, he'd known his new sibling caused the fuss. When he'd heard the girl upstairs yelling, he'd thought for sure they'd find the mother with a babe in arms. Being wrong proved disappointing. He would have preferred to have the ordeal over with. 
 
    Between her pains, his thoughts drifted to the work piling up in his office. They had a payment due at the bank in six weeks and didn't have the money. His brothers didn't know that yet. To improve their stock Barclay had taken a loan on the ranch when he took over. He'd bought a black stud horse and a young bull. If he lost the ranch, Jared and Chase might murder him, and his mother would help. 
 
    Half an hour later, the contractions came faster. Barclay knew Chase had returned to peek in from the hallway. He must be curious, childbirth being new to him. 
 
    At a gasp from the bed, Barclay leaped up and Chase stepped inside. The girl curled her fingers so tightly over the headboard they turned white. Sweat formed on her brow. When a bead rolled down her cheek, Chase surprised him by moving to gently wipe her face with the edge of the blanket. He whispered to her until she lay quiet again. 
 
    Her labor proceeded that way for three hours, the contractions coming at regular intervals. By then, sweat ran down Barclay's face, watching her suffer. Her pains came closer and closer until, now, no more than five minutes separated them. Chase did a good job keeping her calm while Barclay paced the hallway, a nervous wreck. 
 
    Where were Slim and Doc Willoughby? Caught in the storm? Wind howled in the eaves while branches from the cottonwood tree clawed at the windows. What if the storm flooded the creek, preventing Doc from getting here?  
 
    Barclay went back into the room. The girl kept her eyes closed, but he figured she had to be awake. No one could sleep through what she was experiencing. She simply didn't want to talk, except to Chase. 
 
    After the next cramp ended, she looked at the boy, panting a little. "My clothes." 
 
    Chase scratched his neck. "What about them? I know your skirt's wet. Reckon it must be uncomfortable."  
 
    Barclay cursed himself for not being more considerate. 
 
    "Need it off," she said. "Go away. Both of you." 
 
    "She's embarrassed," Chase said. "Let's go." 
 
    Guilt immediately stabbed Barclay. Of course, she needed privacy. "Can you handle it by yourself, ma'am?" 
 
    "I'll manage." 
 
    "All right." Gratefully, he followed Chase into the hallway, closing the door behind him. Thank goodness he didn't have to undress her. He was a man, she a girl. The entire situation boggled his mind. Never in the three years since his father died and his mother moved to town had he wished more fervently for her presence. 
 
    After several minutes of leaning against the wall and watching his little brother grow antsy, Barclay knocked on the door. "Everything okay?" 
 
    Hearing only a groan, he peeked in. She had managed to get rid of the quilt and remove her skirt before her latest contraction gripped her. Underneath her bodice, she wore a shabby shift which no amount of soap would ever get white again. The thin fabric stretched snuggly over an ample bosom and oversized belly.  
 
    "How can I help you?" Chase asked, raising his voice to be heard above the thunder outside. 
 
    "Get out," she gasped. 
 
    The girl— Barclay spun to face her. "Look, I'm tired of not knowing what to call you. We’re only trying to help you, you know. What’s your name?" 
 
    She glared as if hurt by the question.  
 
    "He's worried about you. We all are," Chase said. "We're your friends. Can't you tell that?"  
 
    "Call me Minnie," she spat out as if the words tasted vile. 
 
    "All right, Minnie.” Chase patted her hand. “How old are you?" 
 
    She paused as if deciding whether to answer. "Fifteen." 
 
    Barclay wanted to rant and tear at his hair. He knew girls married at fifteen, but this one must have been fourteen when she became pregnant. Too young, in his mind. "All right, Minnie. Tell us what to do."  
 
    "Just leave me alone. I don't want any men near me." 
 
    "I'd be glad to leave, but you're about to have a baby. Your first, I'm sure. You need someone with you, and we don't have any women on the ranch. Nor do we have any idea when Doc will show up. I suspect the storm is slowing him down." 
 
    "I don't care. Go away. I'll manage." 
 
    "I'm worried about you, Minnie," Chase said. "Can I stay?" 
 
    She didn't answer. Barclay backed out of the room and waited for Chase to follow. In the next instant, a shriek hurt his ears. He glanced inside. She had her legs up and her face scrunched with the effort to push the child out. Barclay felt helpless. Worse, stupid.  
 
    Jared pounded up the stairs, coming to a halt in front of his older brother. "I heard her scream. What's happening?" 
 
    "Chase is the only one she'll allow near her." Barclay twiddled with the pencil he kept behind his ear. Jared once accused him of sleeping with a pencil there. "I think the baby will be here any minute." 
 
    "Gert's grief!" Jared spat. "I was hoping that wouldn't happen. Not before Doc arrived. How are we supposed to deal with this? Neither of us has any idea what to do. Did you get her on clean, dry sheets?" 
 
    "They were dry when I put her there. Chase had drawn down the bedding, though I'm not sure how long they stayed dried, since her skirt was soaked." 
 
    "They aren't dry anymore then. We need to get her on clean sheets while Chase is here to help us." Jared pushed on the door and went in. Averting his gaze from the girl, he opened the trunk at the foot of the bed. "Ma kept sheets and extra quilts in here." 
 
    "All right." Barclay followed, taking a sheet from him. "Minnie, we're going to change that wet sheet under you. I'll lift you up, and Jared will switch them quick as he can." 
 
    He looked at Jared. "Maybe we should put a raincoat underneath too. It would keep the mattress dry through the birth." 
 
    "There's a piece of gutta percha on the rear porch," Chase said. "Want me to get it?" 
 
    At once, Minnie grabbed Chase's hand as if she couldn't bear for him to leave. 
 
    "I'll do it," Jared volunteered and ran down the stairs. 
 
    When he returned, he set the gutta percha tarp aside and moved next to the bed. "I'm ready." 
 
    "I don't like this." Minnie wore only her shift now, the wet muslin molded to her curves. "So what if I'm wet? I’ve been in worse situations." 
 
    Chase bent closer. "It’s okay, Minnie. I know you’re scared, but we're trying to help you. If you take a chill, you could die and the baby with you." 
 
    She gave a half-shrug, looking a little ashamed. “Ok. Please don't leave me." Her belligerence and defensiveness vanished, leaving tears glistening on her eyelashes as she gazed up at Chase. 
 
    Barclay took hold of Jared's arm and hauled him into the hallway. Even though the idea of his little brother delivering a baby made his stomach queasy, if that's what she wanted, he wouldn't argue with her. He wanted the whole thing over with, and without making the experience even worse for her.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
   L eaning against the wall, Barclay blew out a breath. "We need to keep her calm, or the situation could get worse."  
 
    Jared nodded, looking equally chagrinned, frustrated and uneasy. “Maybe if we give her some time. Leave her alone for maybe ten minutes or so.” 
 
    “Good idea. It will give me time to calm down too. This girl is so damned pathetic, it’s tearing me apart.” 
 
    “You’re too softhearted, Barclay. She can see it and it makes her more upset. I know we’re always getting on you to express yourself more, but this time, try to hide your feelings.” 
 
    Barclay nodded and they stayed silent the remainder of their ten minutes. "All right. Let's try this one more time." He went into the room, followed by Jared.  
 
    Minnie had her eyes shut, one hand grasping the headboard, the other Chase's hand while a contraction racked her small body. When it ended and she opened her eyes, she whined, "Why can't you leave me be?" Tears glistened in her eyes. 
 
    "We’ll be as gentle and quick as we can be, Minnie," Barclay said. "But we need to do this. You're lying on a wet sheet and when the baby comes, a lot of fluid will come with it. We need to protect the mattress. They don't come cheap around here." 
 
    "Please, Minnie," Chase said, "let them change the sheet and get some padding under you. All right?" 
 
    She closed her eyes, opening them after a moment. "Do you have to lift me up? Can't you put on the bottom sheet while I scrunch up here? Then I can move down there and they can finish with the top?" 
 
    Barclay sighed. What she asked would be a lot of trouble and take longer. What had happened to her before she showed up here that she would do almost anything to avoid being touched? Even after all their efforts to assure her she was safe, she cowered against the headboard. "All right. Sure, we can try that." 
 
    "Please, hurry," 
 
    Barclay started to toss the tarp to Chase, then stopped. Any quick moves might spook her. He handed it over instead. "Once the sheet is off, lay this on the mattress. I'll add a couple of quilts." 
 
    They lifted the wet sheet and Chase threw down the gutta percha. After Barclay laid out the quilts, Jared flung a fresh sheet into place. The brothers worked together to get everything done as swiftly as possible. 
 
    "All right, Minnie, you can move to the foot now," Barclay told her, moderating his voice to keep her calm. 
 
    She crawled to the footboard. When she got into position, the boys smoothed the sheet at the head of the bed and folded it under the mattress. Minnie hardly had time to relax and settled down before a new cramp claimed her. 
 
    Thunderation. How did women get through this ordeal? Barclay would never be able to see an expectant mother again without pitying her. He couldn't imagine why every woman on the planet allowed men near them knowing what the result might be. 
 
    Chase wiped perspiration from her forehead. With the dirt wiped off her face, she appeared rather pretty and more her real age. "Minnie, where are your parents? Don't you want your mother here?" 
 
    She gave her head a fierce shaking and let out a long groan. He wanted to tell her to put her legs down and stop pushing away the top sheet. It wasn't right for him and his brothers to see her so intimately. Of course, that would be impractical. She couldn't deliver a baby with her legs pressed together. "The baby will be here any minute. You realize we're going to have to help you, don't you? Cut the cord, things like that?" 
 
    "Talk to her gently," Chase chided. "I'll stay and keep her calm." 
 
    To Barclay's further surprise, she nodded, peering up at Chase in a way that stunned Barclay, like some sort of bond had developed between them. Maybe because Chase was closer to her age? 
 
    "All right," he said. "I've delivered about a hundred calves, Minnie, and it isn't much different from babies. Don't be afraid." 
 
    She studied Chase as if she trusted him to let her know what was true and what wasn't.  
 
    "We won't let anything happen to you," Chase told her. 
 
    Barclay turned away, rubbing at his eyes. Lord have mercy. What was it with this girl? What had happened to her to make her so afraid of men? He cleared his throat. "According to my watch, the contractions are five minutes apart. I don't know when you went into labor. Before you arrived here. That was about six o'clock. Three hours have passed since then. I'd say you're going to deliver soon." 
 
    "Thank goodness," she muttered and jackknifed with another pain. 
 
    Jared stepped inside and motioned for Barclay to follow him out into the hall. Chase stayed put, holding Minnie's hand. 
 
    "She didn't bring a thing with her," Jared said when they were out of earshot. "We have no clothes to put on that baby. No diaper. What do we do about that? This isn't a calf or a foal we're delivering here. It's more…serious." 
 
    That was certain. 
 
    He thought for a moment before taking several small towels from the linen chest. "We can use these for diapers and tie them on with cord and a slipknot. They're clean and about the right size. The baby will be swaddled in a blanket, so it won't need any other clothes for a while. With luck, she'll be gone before we reach that point." 
 
    "Have you ever seen a new baby?" Jared asked. "How do you know what size it will be?" 
 
    Glowering, Barclay spat back at him, "You want to take care of this? I'm guessing it will be a good deal smaller than a foal." 
 
    "No. You're doing fine." 
 
    Chase's voice came from the bedroom, speaking softly. The men glanced at each other, then stepped inside. Minnie lay quietly for a change, listening to him whisper. He pulled something from a pocket and gave it to her, a small polished-looking yellow stone. A rare Montana sapphire, if Barclay guessed right. 
 
    "It's a worry stone," Chase told her. "See how smooth it is? That's because I rub it when I'm nervous. Go ahead, try it. It will soothe you." 
 
    "Of all the dang ideas," Jared muttered and started toward Chase. Barclay held him back, watching Minnie and the expression on her face. She trusted Chase, felt safe with him. Barclay had no idea why but considered it a good thing.  
 
    Minnie continued to caress the rock, eyes closed.  
 
    "Looks to me like it's working," Barclay told Jared. 
 
    "How could a dang rock—?" 
 
    Chase broke into song, a tender melody. The boy had a good voice. Their ma used to say he sang like an angel. Barclay had no idea where he'd gotten that talent. None of the rest of them could get the notes right if they tried. 
 
    "Where do you think she came from?" Jared asked. "I can't figure how she came to be on our road. That horse of hers has a Diamond H brand on its rump. We might be sheltering a thief." 
 
    Normally, it was Barclay who had trouble trusting people. Should he listen to Jared? 
 
    Outside, thunder rumbled, and raindrops drummed on the window. Lightning shot crookedly across the sky. It was one heck of a night, and no wonder Doc hadn't arrived yet. Barclay hoped he and Slim were all right. "The Diamond H is over by Pony. That's fifty miles away. I can't believe she came that far in her condition." 
 
    "Maybe we ought to notify the marshal. That horse could be stolen." 
 
    "The baby's coming," Minnie cried. "I gotta push." 
 
    The men rushed into the room and, sure enough, the baby was coming. Gulping, Barclay glanced at Jared who simply shrugged. Barclay rubbed his eyes. It had grown late. As exhausted as he was, he couldn’t imagine how the girl kept going. Now, the birth seemed eminent. A sense of panic taunted him, the way it often did before one of his mares gave birth. Or some other important event he anticipated. 
 
    Like he did on those occasions, he straightened his shoulders and reminded himself that a Givens never shirked his duty or refused a soul in need.  
 
    Chase kept singing. He kept Minnie calm even during cramps. 
 
    Jared stalked around the room scratching his head and muttering. If the man ever married, Barclay figured Jared best forego having children. Barclay wasn't sure his brother would survive this one, and it would certainly be much worse with a wife of his own. 
 
    When it came right down to it, Barclay wasn't exactly sailing through this whole experience unscathed. The faces of dead calves he hadn't been able to save, and the foal he fell in love with the moment Mama had the afterbirth cleaned off him haunted him. The foal never even got enough strength to stand up. He died within half an hour of his birth.  
 
    What if that happened to Minnie's baby? He doubted he could handle losing another newborn—this one being human made it even more frightening. 
 
    Minnie spent most of her time praying softly and panting through pains. Her face screwed up and her mouth grimaced as she worked to push the baby from her. After a moment, she stopped for a breath and groaned. She looked exhausted. Barclay wondered if she'd have the strength to see this through. 
 
    "Push again, Minnie," he prompted. "It's almost here." 
 
    She said nothing, merely panted, grunted and groaned.  
 
    "It's almost out, Minnie," Barclay said, wondering if this baby would be born today or tomorrow. The clock said five to midnight. He ran to the linen closet, grabbed another towel, and ran back. "One more big push, Minnie."  
 
    He held the towel ready and caught the infant as it slid from its mother's body.  
 
    "A boy. It's a boy." Barclay gingerly wrapped the baby in the towel, wiping away the birth fluids. He knew to clean out the child's mouth from his experience with calves and foals. It began to howl. "Jared, get some twine to tie off the cord." 
 
    "Me?" He looked ready to flee. "You want me to cut the cord? What if I do it wrong?" 
 
    "Jared, you're better than any of us with ranch animals. Why does taking care of a human baby panic you? Get yourself together." 
 
    Jared glared at him. "There's some string in my room. I'll get it." 
 
    "Hurry." Jared studied the small creature in his hands. Birth, he decided, was a miracle. He'd never given it any thought before. Thinking about another human being growing inside the mother's womb boggled his mind. In twenty years, this little guy would be a grown man, like him or Jared or Chase. Hard to fathom. He felt a new feeling of warmth inside him. All due to a baby he probably wouldn't ever see again once his mother left the ranch. 
 
    The infant's nose fascinated him. So small and dainty. He tried to imagine it growing into a knob like Oysters housed on his face but couldn't. Could anyone as homely as Oysters have ever been a sweet, tiny child like this one? 
 
    For that matter, had he himself? He knew it had to be true, but still found it hard to accept. He took the baby to Minnie and held it out for her to take. For an instant, she smiled and craned her neck to see. Then she turned her head aside. 
 
    "Take it away." Minnie covered her eyes with her hands. Eyes wet with tears. "I don't want it." 
 
    "Minnie, he's your son." Barclay stared at her, stunned by her reaction. He carried it closer so she could see how beautiful he was.  
 
    She turned her head away. "I can’t. Don’t ask me to." 
 
    Something of mammoth proportion was wrong here. What in heaven could turn a woman against her own child? He didn't have time to figure it out. 
 
    Minnie grabbed the headboard again on a long groan as the afterbirth ejected itself. Barclay handed the baby to Chase and grabbed up another towel. 
 
    Chase stood staring down at the infant in his arms as if unsure whether to cuddle or toss it. His eyes held a sense of awe Barclay had never seen before.  
 
    "Look at these tiny hands," Chase murmured. "They look like a doll's. And they have teeny fingernails. He's perfect, Minnie. Ten toes and ten fingers. And the cutest little mouth I've ever seen. I don't think he weighs more than five pounds."  
 
    Barclay smiled with relief. The boy had more strength and courage than he'd expected from him. And he was right, the baby was perfect. But he couldn't think on that now. He had a mess to clean up.  
 
    With the baby sleeping in Chase's arms, the men allowed themselves to relax. Barclay began to wonder if they'd ever be able to get the little boy away from his youngest brother. Chase was smitten, no way around it—with the baby and, he suspected, with Minnie. Finally, he stood. "I better take care of these dirty towels."  
 
    A deep groan from the bed halted him. What now? 
 
    Jared jumped to his feet. "Why's she doing that? The baby's out and so is the afterbirth." 
 
    "Maybe it's twins." 
 
    Jared cried, "Oh, good hell." 
 
    Barclay had been joking about twins, but not for long. It soon became apparent Minnie was in labor again. Eighteen minutes later, another boy entered the world. Minnie refused to look at it, let alone hold it. Barclay cleaned its face, then handed him off to Jared to finish up. 
 
    "What are we going to do if she won't nurse these babes?" Jared whispered, wiping the baby with a damp cloth.  
 
    Barclay had no answer. "We'll hope the doc can take charge of them. If he can't, I have no idea." 
 
    He sat on the side of the bed and studied Minnie. She appeared understandably exhausted. "Are you all right?"  
 
    "I'm not sure I'll ever be all right again," she muttered, rubbing the stone Chase had given her. The despair in her eyes tore at his gut. He wanted to help her, but how when she continued to fight him? 
 
    "We need beds for these little ones," he said and glanced around the room. 
 
    Jared went to the dresser and pulled out a drawer. After padding it with a blanket, he placed the two boys inside and covered them with a quilt. 
 
    "Good idea," Barclay said. 
 
    He could see Minnie watching with great interest. When he looked at her, she turned aside. Her gaze settled on Chase, and her expression softened. A bad feeling invaded Barclay's stomach. They knew nothing about this girl except that she had a mighty rough time and didn't want her babies. If what he'd begun to suspect was true, the last thing he wanted was to see Chase become involved with her. 
 
    "Ooooooh," she groaned.  
 
    "What is it?" Barclay asked. 
 
    She raised her knees and grunted through what must be a new contraction. Barclay wasn't sure he wanted to know what was going on. The afterbirth from the second boy had already come out. It couldn't be another baby. He knew triplets existed, of course, but had never known anyone who had any.  
 
    Seconds later, the baby's head emerged. This one was in a hurry to explore the world. Barclay grabbed up a towel and waited for the tiny body to slide free. His hands were relaxed and ready, but nerves wracked the rest of him. He would never forget this day, that was certain. And he hoped he didn't have to endure another like it. When the newborn slid free, he shouted, "It's a girl." 
 
    Minnie buried her face in the pillow and whimpered until Chase stood by her side once more and held out his hand. She squeezed it, endured another spasm and relaxed. 
 
    "You'll need to nurse these babies, Minnie," Barclay said, trying to give her the little girl. "Otherwise, they might die." 
 
    "I can’t." She pushed the infant away. “I don’t want to hold it or look at it.” 
 
    "You can't mean that," Jared said. 
 
    Rather than answering, she burst into tears. 
 
    Downstairs, the front door slammed. 
 
    "Barclay? Doc's here." Slim had returned. 
 
    "What the heck kept you?" Barclay stepped out onto the landing. "Send him up here." 
 
    Slim tipped his hat and water ran off the back of the brim. "I'm going to wake Oysters and talk him into getting out the whiskey." 
 
    "You do that, Slim." Barclay waved him off. 
 
    Dr. Willoughby started up the stairs. He always reminded Barclay of a walrus with his rotund body and drooping mustache. He was a good man, a good doctor and, right now, a mightily muddy and wet one. He dropped his slicker inside the front door. After removing his shoes, he climbed the stairs. 
 
    Barclay fetched him a towel. He'd have to make a laundry run into town, as fast as they were going through their towel supply. 
 
    "What happened to delay you, Doc?" Barclay handed him the towel. 
 
    "Creek's flooded." Doc dried his head and hands. "The buggy got mired in the mud. We left it there so we could get here faster. That's a hell of a storm out there. Trees down and the creek's overflowing its banks." 
 
    "Just what we need," Barclay said. "More work. Come on in. We have a surprise." 
 
    Doc's eyes twinkled. "You do, huh? Slim said you had a woman here. Don't suppose she's expecting, is she?" 
 
    "You guessed it." Barclay hesitated. "Listen, she's in bad shape, been through something pretty rough, I think. And she says she doesn't want the babies." 
 
    "Hm," Dr. Willoughby ruffled his mustache with a finger. "That's bad news." 
 
    Doc blinked and his eyes widened. "Did you say babies? Plural?" 
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 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    
     "T 
 
   
 
    hat's right, Doc. Babies. Plural." Barclay smiled at the stunned expression on the doctor's face. "Three of them. Come and see." 
 
    Doc shook his head. "I can't believe you boys helped deliver triplets. What's this world coming to?" 
 
    When the two men stepped inside, Minnie recoiled at the sight of the new stranger. She pasted herself to the headboard as if trying to escape through the wall. 
 
    "Minnie," Barclay said, "this is Doctor Willoughby. He's going to take care of you and check the babies over to make sure everything is as it should be." 
 
    "He can keep them. Take them away." 
 
    "Now, young lady." Doc set his bag on a chair and stepped beside the bed. "After all you endured bringing them into the world, do you truly want to turn your back on your own flesh and blood?" 
 
    "They aren't mine. They belong to… them." 
 
    "Mind telling me who 'them' is?" Doc shot Barclay an inquisitive glance and got a shrug in exchange. 
 
    The closed expression on Minnie's face said she'd shut down.  
 
    "Well," Doc tried reasoning with her, "how about letting me examine you? Having three babies usually results in some tearing. I can stitch that up. Otherwise, it might fester, become infected, and you could die." 
 
    "Make the rest of them leave," Minnie said, glaring at the brothers until her gaze reached Chase. Then her face cleared. "Will you stay?" 
 
    "Of course. I'm not leaving you, Minnie." 
 
    Barclay, Jared and Doc exchanged amazed glances. Jared went downstairs, but Barclay had no intention of going beyond hearing distance. After all, he had something at stake in this matter and wanted to be there in case Doc convinced Minnie to talk. He positioned himself so he could peek inside.  
 
    Doc went about his job as if it were an everyday occurrence, which it almost was for him. The bed squeaked as Minnie stiffened in preparation for a new invasion of her body. Fear showed in her eyes. Chase resumed humming. Even so, Minnie winced with each stitch Doc took and Chase's hand whitened from the fierce way she gripped it. Her other hand held the worry stone. During it all, her oldest son fussed in the makeshift bed, batting the air with tiny fists. Baby boy two screamed. In her own drawer, the girl slept.  
 
    "Now, that's done." Doc straightened and put his suturing supplies in his bag. "Let me look at these brand-new people you've brought into the world. Well, two boys and a girl. I'm partial to girls; have to admit it. Bet you're glad you got one out of three, eh?  Most women want daughters." 
 
    "Doesn't matter to me," Minnie said, tears dripping down her pale face.  
 
    "Don't say that, Minnie," Chase said. 
 
    Doc gazed at her as if trying to read her mind to know how serious she might be. "Some women feel that way immediately after the pain of childbirth, but it doesn't usually last. Do you mean to put them up for adoption?" 
 
    Eager to hear her answer, Barclay leaned closer.  
 
    "I don't care what happens to them. I don't. I don't." Raw emotion made her voice harsh. She glanced over at the drawers holding her children and fresh tears ran down her face. To realize she cared more than she knew or wanted to admit surprised Barclay. 
 
    "Don't think about it now," Chase told her. "You have plenty of time to decide." 
 
    "What now?" she asked Doc. 
 
    "You should stay in bed for at least a week. Two would be better. You don’t want to do anything to tear the stitching or increase the bleeding and maybe hemorrhage." Doc put away the rest of his supplies. "Where will you go when you leave? You have family nearby?" 
 
    "No," she replied curtly. 
 
    Doc picked up the first boy, placed him on the bed and examined him. "Lungs and heart sound good. Let's check his brother." 
 
    He finished with the second boy and then the girl. "The babies are small. Too small, but that's no surprise. You'll need to keep them warm and feed them often."  
 
    Doc heaved a sigh. "I wish we had a hospital nearby. Barclay?" 
 
    He stepped into the room. "Yes?" 
 
    "Figured you'd be right outside. Get these babies close to a hot stove. Got to keep them warm. They joined the world sooner than they should have. Happens that way with multiple births."  
 
    Barclay nestled the two boys in a blanket-lined drawer and carried it to the door. "I'll send Jared up for the girl. You stay here, Chase."  
 
    Barclay hated leaving, afraid he'd miss something. They desperately needed to learn where the mother belonged, where she lived. Surely her parents would take in her and the babies. Does Minnie even know where she is? What town she's near? He suspected she must have been lost when she found their road. Wherever she'd been living, and where her babies were conceived, couldn't be very far away. He couldn't imagine her traveling a huge distance in her condition.  
 
    It tore him up to think of all she'd likely been through. Considering her attitude toward her babies, he feared she had been raped. The thought infuriated him. No man had the right to treat a woman that way. 
 
    "Jared?" he called when he reached the foot of the stairs. 
 
    "Yeah?" He emerged from the kitchen with a cup of coffee. 
 
    "Go up and bring down the baby girl, drawer and all. Doc says we need to keep them close to a fire. I'll tend to these two." 
 
    "On my way." Jared put down his cup and started up the stairs. 
 
    Barclay placed the drawer on the seats of two chairs facing each other near the fire. Both boys fell asleep. 
 
    Annoyance darkened Jared's eyes as he returned with a squalling baby girl. He gave Barclay a baleful look. "She started crying the minute I picked up the drawer. Never even touched her." 
 
    Barclay fixed two more chairs from the dining room to hold the second drawer. "I'll get a fire going." 
 
    "I'm going to see if Oysters has made fresh coffee. I could sure use a cup." Jared marched to the kitchen. 
 
    Barclay called out, "I want one too." 
 
    Chase descended the stairs, still humming as if all was right with the world and sat beside Barclay. "Doc wants Minnie to sleep for a while." 
 
    When the baby girl continued to cry, Chase gingerly lifted her in his arms.  
 
    "Watch out for the head," Barclay warned. "Her neck is weak." 
 
    Chase didn't answer, too busy trying to juggle the tiny squirming form. No sooner did he have her against his chest than she fell asleep. 
 
    "We need names for these little tykes." Barclay tossed a final log on the growing fire. "Can't just call them Boy One, Boy Two and Girl." 
 
    "The mother should choose those, shouldn't she?" Chase asked. 
 
    "You heard her. She wants nothing to do with them." 
 
    "She doesn't really mean that. She's scared." With a finger, Chase brushed the baby's light brown hair. "That's the softest hair I've ever felt. Hey, she has a dent in her head." 
 
    "Their skulls haven't closed up yet, so they a vulnerable soft spot there," Barclay explained. "A bad bump right there could kill them."  
 
    "I'm surprised you're letting me even hold her." Chase chuckled as the little girl tried to wrap her hand around his thumb. It didn't fit. "I appreciate the trust you're giving me." 
 
    Barclay withheld comment. It wasn't so much that he suddenly trusted Chase. He'd always trusted the boy to a certain degree. In certain ways. Seeing him now, taking responsibility for a baby, showed a new level of maturity in his little brother.  
 
    Jared returned with three cups and the coffee pot. He set them on a table in front of the settee before filling the cups and passing them out. "I've been wondering how we're going to feed them. We have the nipple bottle we use for calves, but it's way too big." 
 
    "Good question," Barclay said, sipping his coffee. One of the boys let out a wail. Barclay looked at Jared who shook his head. Glowering, Barclay put down his cup and went to see to the infant. He was pacing the floor with the little boy in his arms when Doc descended the stairs with his bag. 
 
    "Is she all right?" Barclay motioned with his head to the second floor and shifted the baby to his shoulder. 
 
    "Yes and no. Physically, she'll recover just fine. But I'm worried about her attitude toward these poor newborns. They'll need feeding and soon, and I don't feel any confidence in her taking on that chore." Doc rubbed his chin. "Something bad happened to that young lady. I assume you noticed her bruises?" 
 
    Barclay patted the baby's back. "Yes. On her face, arms and her thighs. I figure she's been raped." 
 
    "Raped?" Chase said. "She has other bruises besides the black eye? Who did it?" 
 
    "Some bastard who needs to be taught some manners," Jared said.  
 
    Doc ignored the bitter comment. "She won't say. I just hope she doesn't have injuries we can't see through her shift." 
 
    "What should we do, Doc?" Chase gently placed the little girl in her bed and walked around the room, hands fisted on his hips. "I want to know who did this to her." 
 
    "We may never find out, Chase, if she won't tell us," Barclay said. 
 
    Doc Willoughby stared into the fire several moments. "I'll tell you what. I can't be sure it will work out, but I have a patient in town who lost her child a few months ago. Since then, she's been nursing Mrs. Candless' baby. The mother died and, now, the baby's gone too. I think Cynara has enough milk left to nurse these little ones. Her husband died of smallpox. If you can have someone help get my wagon clear of the creek, I'll pay her a visit in the morning and see if I can talk her into coming here." 
 
    "Oh, the boys got your wagon free, Doc," Jared said. "Slim came and told Oysters. It's parked outside. And the creek is going down. It stopped raining not long after you got here." 
 
    It hit Barclay that he hadn't even noticed the absence of rain hitting the windows or the whine of the wind. Too much going on and too little energy. 
 
    "Good. I'll be on my way then." Doc headed for the door. "Don't fret none over seeing me out, boys. You got your hands full." 
 
    "Whoa, Doc." Barclay halted him. "Tell us what to do with these babies tonight. They don't sleep at the same time, and one's always fussing, if not all of them. We need to feed them but don't know how." 
 
    "Soak a bit of cloth in warm milk and let them suck on it. Be patient. It will take a while. Remember to burp them afterward. Sometimes, when they cry, it's because they have air in their tummies and need to belch." 
 
    "Burp them?" Chase scrunched up his face in confusion. "How do we do that?” 
 
    "Put them up to your shoulder and gently pat their backs like Barclay's doing now."  
 
    Chase's brows lifted but he looked uncertain. "I'll give it a try." 
 
    "Good. I'll be back as soon as I can, likely in the morning. Late morning."  
 
    "Be glad to come into town and bring the lady back here with me," Barclay said. "One of us has to go in anyway and see what we can find at the store to use for diapers. I'm sure there are other things we'll need for them too." 
 
    "I have to go see her first thing in the morning anyway." Doc looked at his watch tucked in the pocket on his vest. "In four hours." The door clicked shut behind the good doctor, and, minutes later, the squeak of wagon wheels announced his departure. 
 
    "I sure hope that woman will agree to come and nurture these poor tykes." Barclay shifted the position of the baby he held. Shoot. Babies were dang difficult to deal with. How did women do it?  
 
    The baby burped, and the boys chuckled, but the sound of their laughter revealed the depth of their exhaustion. Barclay returned the baby to its bed and lowered his large frame onto the settee. 
 
    Oysters came in with plates and a platter of sandwiches. "I woke up and heard you boys out here. Figured you could use some grub."  
 
    "Looks good." Barclay picked up his plate and bit into bread and ham. "Thanks." 
 
    Chase grabbed up a sandwich and took a bite. As if jealous, the little girl wailed. He set his meal aside and went to pick her up.  
 
    After taking a big bite, Barclay put his meal down, placed a fresh sandwich on a second plate and said, "I can't eat this knowing that woman up there might be hungry." 
 
    "Let me take it to her," Chase said, returning the baby to her bed. "Minnie seems to tolerate me better than you big ugly lugs." 
 
    "Smart thinking. Thanks." Barclay handed him the plate and Chase started up the stairs. The fact that he didn't come right back down boded well. It meant the girl must feel well enough to eat. But curiosity and worry banished his appetite. "I'm going to sneak upstairs and see how things are going." 
 
    "Good idea." Jared continued to eat. 
 
    Upstairs, Barclay stood just outside the bedroom door.  
 
    "Why hadn't you eaten for two days?" Chase was asking Minnie. "Is that how long you were on the road before reaching here?" 
 
    "No, I've been riding and walking more'n a week. Kept getting lost. Two days ago, I came on a cabin where a nice woman fed me and let me sleep in her bed. She tried to get me to stay, but I didn't dare. After that, it was too uncomfortable to ride anymore." Her muffled words indicated she chewed while she spoke. 
 
    "Why not?" Chase asked. "Is someone after you, Minnie?" 
 
    Several moments passed before she replied, "I don't want to talk about it." 
 
    "If you're in danger—if someone is after you—we need to know so we can be prepared to defend the ranch and all of us, including you. Tell me." 
 
    She appeared to cogitate on that before shaking her head no. "It's too dangerous. How do I know I can trust you?" 
 
    "Minnie," Chase said, "we took you in, a total stranger, and helped you through the birth of three babies. Does that sound like you have reason to fear us?" 
 
    "No," she said. "Even so, I'm afraid to tell you. Might be safer for you if you don't know." 
 
    Barclay's concern escalated. He found it difficult not to storm in there and demand answers. If she weren't in such a fragile state, he might have given in to the urge.  
 
    "Please, Chase, let me eat in peace," she said. 
 
    "All right. Yell if you need anything. We'll be downstairs. We have the babies in their drawers in front of the fire and—" 
 
    "I don't care." She ground out, "I do not care. I don't want to hear anything about them."  
 
    Chase gave her a long, pitying stare. 
 
    Barclay swallowed hard, realizing her feelings about the babies were not wavering. He made it downstairs just ahead of Chase and fetched a jug of milk from the ice box. He removed the lid and set it inside a small kettle of water over a lit burner. "Let's try feeding them like Doc suggested."  
 
    Each brother dipped a cloth into the warmed liquid and attempted to get the babies to suck on them. The girl caught on quickly. Barclay thought his little boy would never figure it out. When the trio finished their poor meal, the men burped them. Barclay's spit up on him and he grumbled the whole time he cleaned it up.  
 
    The brothers decided one of them should stay downstairs on the settee to watch over the infants during the night and keep the fire going. Drawing straws seemed the fair thing to do. Jared got the short one, so he would take the first watch.  
 
    "Goodnight," Barclay called as he and Chase climbed the stairs. 
 
    "Night ended three hours ago," Chase said. 
 
    "True enough." 
 
    During what was left of what would have been normal sleep-time, Barclay woke now and then to hear the distant wail of a newborn, a strange sound in this house that hadn't seen a small child in decades. He thought of his mother tending to him when he was small and realized for the first time the magnitude of raising a child and what a good job his parents had done. The next time he saw his mother, he needed to tell her how grateful he felt.  
 
    In that moment, he decided to call his tiny charge Caleb after his grandfather. He’d always liked his grandparents’ old-fashioned names. Maybe he could talk Chase into naming his little girl Mercy after their grandmother. 
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 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
   "B arclay?" a voice whispered. 
 
    A hand shook his shoulder while a familiar voice growled in his ear. 
 
    "Blast it, man, wake up and tell me where Minnie is." Despite the intensity of the message, the words came in an undertone.  
 
    Barclay's eyes snapped open and he sat up, groggy but awake. For an instant, he wasn't sure where he was. Then he remembered being woke up so he could take his shift with the babies. Outside, the light indicated he'd missed dawn by three hours. He spotted Jared in the shadows by the drawers, then rose to check on Connor and the others. "What are you talking about, Jared? Minnie is in her room." 
 
    The babies slept. Barclay yanked on his pants and boots.  
 
    "You think I didn't look there first?" Jared spat. "Her room's empty and there's no sign of her anywhere. Her horse is gone too." 
 
    "That can't be right." He stomped upstairs to her room. "She has to be here somewhere. Did you check the outhouse?" 
 
    "Of course. I'm no dunce, Barc. I've got the men searching for her on foot and on horseback. She was careful not to leave any tracks. Kept to the grass." 
 
    The door stood open and the room proved empty, all right. Except for the half-full glass of water on the bedside table, nothing hinted at the recent guest who'd stayed there and given birth to triplets. Even the worry stone was gone. 
 
    "Good hell." Barclay rubbed his eyes. "What could she have been thinking to take off so soon? She's weak and helpless. Where could she possibly be planning to go?"  
 
    "She didn't consult me." Jared leaned against the doorjamb, arms crossed over his broad chest. "I'd say she didn't tell us everything. She took one of our quilts with her. If I were you, I'd check the house funds."  
 
    Barclay headed downstairs. "Where's Chase?" 
 
    "What does he have to do with it?" 
 
    "Open your eyes now and then and you'll know." 
 
    "What do you mean, Barc?"  
 
    Barclay stopped and pinned Jared to the wall with his glare. "Haven't you noticed the bond that's developed between her and Chase? If anyone knows where she is, he will." 
 
    "Well, I'll be…" Jared trailed Barclay into the office. 
 
    Sure enough, the house funds, around fifty dollars, were missing. "Well, she's not stupid," Barclay said, shutting the drawer. "She knew she wouldn't get far without cash. How did she saddle her mare?" 
 
    "None of the men did it for her. How she managed it, I sure don't know." 
 
    They went into the kitchen where Barclay poured a cup of coffee and downed it in a gulp. "She's got more guts and gumption than I credited her with. Let's go see where the men have looked."  
 
    Oysters looked up from the fresh biscuits he'd taken from the oven. "You want I should bag these so you can take them with you, boss?" 
 
    "That would be helpful. Can you watch the babies while we go hunt for their mother?" 
 
    Oysters shifted his weight, frowning at the floor. "I reckon, if you're not gone too long." 
 
    "Shouldn't be more than an hour at the most." Barclay lied. He figured it could take all morning, unless they got lucky. 
 
    Oysters nodded, and the men went outside, taking the biscuits with them. 
 
    Several of the ranch hands waited on horseback surrounded by a bevy of ranch dogs eager to run. Slim, the ramrod, sat in the middle of the melee, mounted and ready.  
 
    Big Hank, the wrangler, held out the reins to Barclay's sorrel gelding, Coyote.  
 
    "Thanks." Barclay swung into the saddle. From that vantage point, he eyed his ranch hands. "Anyone seen Chase today?" 
 
    Darn kid should be at the house keeping an eye on the baby girl. Barclay didn't understand how people could ignore responsibility and simply go off somewhere. 
 
    "I sent him to fix a section of corral the storm blew down," Slim answered. "He weren't too happy about it." 
 
    The foreman, a big man in his early thirties with hands like frypans, had been the first man Barclay hired after taking over the spread eighteen months ago. Most of the hands had been hired by his father and stayed on after George Givens' death. Barclay had liked Slim right off, and they'd become close. "All right," Barclay said. "Send someone to fetch Chase and then follow our trail." 
 
    Slim pointed to one of the riders. "Red, you go."  
 
    With a nod, Barclay acknowledged Slim's choice. Red, a trusty old timer, rode off. 
 
    "Any suggestions where to start this hunt?" Barclay asked his foreman. 
 
    Slim spat tobacco juice and wiped his beard with his glove while squinting at the horizon at the far end of the ranch road. Adjusting his hat, he said, "Reckon she'd take the easiest route. Should be able to track her with all this mud." 
 
    "Jared, fetch that old quilt she brought with her. I threw it out back in the trash pile. The dogs might get her scent from it and lead the way." 
 
    Mounted on his chestnut gelding, Jared rode off. When he came back with the quilt, he tossed it to the dogs. They gathered around it like it might be edible and began barking in excitement. They'd gotten the scent and, at a word from Slim, took off at a run. 
 
    "Okay. Let's go." Barclay nudged Coyote and the horse aimed for the gate a hundred yards away, following the dogs. They generally only closed off the road when they expected trouble, which wasn't often, so it stood open. 
 
    Barclay kept his gaze on the muddy track, watching for fresh hoofprints. By the time they reached the gate, he knew Minnie hadn't travelled this direction. The dogs had stopped and were milling about, sniffing. Old Rufus, the lead dog, ran up onto the hill that bordered the road. 
 
    "She must have planned to catch a ride on the coach road," Slim said.  
 
    "That's what I was thinking," Barclay answered. They might not look anything alike, with him being dark and Slim blond, but their brains tended to work the same way. 
 
    Coyote trotted after the dogs as if he knew where his owner intended to go. Barclay found it eerie how often the horse guessed right. He patted the gelding's neck. "All right, boy, where is she?" 
 
    Jared rode up alongside. "I questioned the men. They said they hadn't seen much of Chase since the woman showed up. He wasn't happy about being sent so far from the house this morning." 
 
    "I can imagine," Barclay answered. "I told you I suspected the boy of having a soft spot for Minnie." 
 
    "Heck, he has a soft spot in his head, like those babes. You don't suppose he took Minnie somewhere, do you?" 
 
    "Like where?" 
 
    Jared shrugged. "He was fretting last night that whoever roughed her up and filled her belly might be on her trail." 
 
    "Possible." 
 
    Jared spat and wiped his mustache with a finger. "Possible he was fretting or possible some man might be after her?" 
 
    "Both." 
 
    "You're just a mountain of information, aren't you? How about letting your brother in on whatever it is you think you know?" 
 
    "It isn't so much what I know as what I'm guessing, Jared." They followed a slight trail made by men angling across the hill to the coach road. Sort of a shortcut. Barclay clucked his tongue at Coyote to pick up his pace. "She didn't want to tell us where she'd come from or what happened to her. Said it might be safer for us if we didn't know." 
 
    "That doesn't sound good." 
 
    "Nope. I figure some scoundrel kept her somewhere, and she was afraid to leave until now. Maybe she was more terrified of having her baby there than she was of him catching her. I don't know." Barclay glanced up at a hawk flying high overhead.  
 
    "You think he kept her a prisoner?" 
 
    "Yep, if not physically, then by making her so scared to leave he didn't have to tie her up. Bruises and old scars from tearing indicated she'd been raped multiple times and roughly." 
 
    Slim rode up beside them, gnawing on a fresh chaw of tobacco. "The rate these dogs are going, boss, we might have hope of catching her." 
 
    "If we get to the coach road before the stage comes and picks her up," Barclay said. "There's one always comes through on Thursday mornings. This is Thursday." 
 
    "Yeah, I know. Old Billy Hinkle drives that route and you never can quite figure when he'll show. Depends on how soon the barman kicks him out at the stage stop over Cooke Hill way." 
 
    "That's what I'm counting on, that he'll be late enough for us to reach the girl before he does." 
 
    Up ahead, the trees on the hill were thinning, the ground sloping downward, which meant they were on the downhill run and would reach the stage line soon, probably twenty minutes. The dogs, out of sight now, yipped up a storm. Barclay hoped they didn't scare Minnie half to death. 
 
    Within ten minutes, he knew they'd lost her. The main road, visible through the trees down below, stood empty. No sign of a woman. Barclay examined the ground when they reached it and concluded that she had waited in the saddle until the coach drew up. Probably in too much pain to get down by herself. Footprints indicated the driver tied her mare to the boot before helping her inside.  
 
    Barclay cursed like a teamster. Not so much at the girl as at himself. Holy hell. He couldn't believe this had happened. Why hadn't he realized she might pull a stunt like this? What would they do now? How would a houseful of bachelors deal with three babies they had no idea how to take care of?  
 
    Although he figured the chances of her staying in Cutthroat, the next stop, seemed too slim to bother checking into, he sent one of the men to town with instructions to bring her back if he found her. She had children to take care of, like it or not.  
 
    Exhaustion set in on the trip home. Lack of sleep, worry and all that had gone on the previous day had taken its toll on Barclay. He yearned to crawl into bed and sleep the rest of the day. He couldn't easily ignore the books he needed to update, the bills waiting to be paid, the records he'd meant to study.  
 
    High Mountain Ranch raised about five hundred steers, thirty cows and a herd of forty horses. The work never ended. Barclay took care of the business end while Jared and Chase saw to the physical running of the ranch. 
 
    When they reached the lane to the house in late mid-morning, Barclay spotted Doc's buggy parked outside and groaned. There went the nap he'd hoped for.  
 
    Doc surely didn't know yet about Minnie being gone. Could he have brought that woman he talked about? Having a wet-nurse for the babies would be a blessing. He supposed they'd have to decide soon regarding their fate. To keep the tykes would be ridiculous. They should search for someone to adopt them.  
 
    The thought saddened him. 
 
    The men drew up by the stables and Big Hank came out to take charge of the horses. Not all of them. The hands unsaddled and brushed down their own steeds. Big Hank saw to the oats and hay and took care of Coyote when Barclay didn't have time to do it himself, like now. 
 
    "I have some chores to see to," Jared said as they walked toward the house. “Can you take care of the babies yourself?” 
 
    "Yes," Barclay said. "Doc's here. Go do what you need to do.”  
 
    "All right."  
 
    The brothers split up. Jared aimed for the bunkhouse and Barclay entering the house. 
 
    As soon as he stepped inside the boot room, he knew something had changed. The soft, soothing voice of a woman came to him instead of the wail of unhappy babies. Doc must have brought her here. 
 
    Barclay couldn't say why he didn't simply march into the house proper. Some sense he couldn't name, some hint that things weren't normal, caused him to hesitate and peek in first. 
 
    He didn't see Doc, but a strange woman sat on the settee with one of the babes held to her breast. Mesmerized by the sight, Barclay stared.  
 
    The woman, a few years younger than himself, had reddish hair drawn up on her head in loose curls. As she watched the baby suckle, her face held a softness, a reverence that socked him in the gut. She was beautiful. She and the infant together were about the most stunning thing he'd ever seen.  
 
    "So beautiful," she whispered and stroked the baby's head. 
 
    A tear trailed down her face and her mouth quivered. Barclay had to ignore the impulse to rush in and ask why. The memory of what Doc had told him about her losing her husband and then her baby hit him then. How tragic to have to nurse someone else's child after losing her own. But she wouldn't be here if she didn't want to be, and they needed her desperately. 
 
    He continued to hang back, not wanting to intrude on her grief. He must have made a noise because she looked up, and their gazes met across the distance. For a long moment they stared at each other before she snatched up a small blanket and covered herself, breaking the spell. 
 
    "Sorry," Barclay said and hurried into the kitchen.  
 
    Doc sat at the table drinking coffee and eating Oysters’ oatmeal cookies.  
 
    "Hey, boss," the cook said. "You want coffee?" 
 
    "Yeah, I do." He sat down, putting his hands into his lap to hide the way they shook. "Hello, Doc." 
 
    Doc smiled. "I can tell by your expression that you met Cynara. Lovely woman. I was worried what taking care of your young’uns might do to her under the circumstances. After watching her with them, I think I made a good decision. They're going to heal her, and she'll save their lives." 
 
    "I didn't exactly meet her." Barclay brushed a hair off his face. He'd forgotten to shave that morning and his jaw bristled with a fresh growth of beard. "We just sort of saw each other from across the room. I didn't want to disturb her, so I came in here." 
 
    Doc laughed. "You're a bit shaken, aren't you? Get used to it. Cynara will be staying until you decide what to do with the little darlings in your charge. Have you made any decisions in that direction?" 
 
    "Hell, no, Doc. I've barely had time to breathe. We spent all morning searching for Minnie." 
 
    Oysters set a cup of coffee in front of Barclay and pushed the plate of cookies toward him. Without thinking, Barclay sipped the brew and took a bite. The burst of sweetness from the cookie seemed to wake him, or maybe knock him alert. "I have no idea what to do with the youngsters. You know anyone who might want to adopt them?" 
 
    "Not offhand, but I'll let you know if I hear of anyone." 
 
    Barclay took another bite and washed it down with Oysters’ strong Arbuckle's coffee. "We can't keep them, I realize that." 
 
    "But you'll miss them," Doc said with a grin. "Won't you?"  
 
    Barclay rubbed his neck. "Hard to believe, but I reckon I will. Can't speak for Chase or Jared. Chase was pretty taken with the girl, I think. I've no idea what Jared feels. You know how he keeps his thoughts to himself." 
 
    "I do at that." Pushing his plate aside, Doc stood. "You ready to officially meet Cynara?" 
 
    Barclay wasn't at all sure. He still had that first image of her with the baby in his head and dreaded giving it up to reality. He wondered if he'd built up her beauty in his mind and would find her less attractive than that previous glimpse. At least, then, he could be more relaxed with her. Looking at her made him feel tongue-tied. Drawing in a deep breath, he stood. "Let's go." 
 
    They entered the great room as Cynara lay one of the babies back in its bed. She straightened, turned and saw them.  
 
    Nope, she looked as good now as she had the first time. 
 
    "Cynara Stratton," Doc said, "meet Barclay Givens. He's the oldest of the brothers and maybe the smartest." 
 
    She smiled but it held no warmth. "I'm glad to meet you, Mr. Givens." 
 
     Belatedly, Barclay snatched his hat off his head. Her beauty didn't explain why he felt like he'd been punched in the chest. "Please, call me Barclay. If you're going to be staying here a while, we may as well do away with formalities." Warmth filled him at the knowledge that the babies weren't being taken away.  
 
    "Very well. You may call me Cynara. The babies are all fed and changed. Is there something else I can do?" 
 
    Barclay glanced around, not sure what to say. Did she mean to do housework for them? That would sure please Oysters. "No. I don't expect anything from you except taking care of the little ones. Would you like to see your room?" 
 
    "Yes, I suppose so, although I thought perhaps, I could simply sleep on the couch to be close to the babies."  
 
    She folded her small, graceful hands in front of her, and he hoped she wasn't one of those women who believed in keeping matters with men formal and distant. "That does make sense, but you'll need somewhere to keep your things and dress and so forth." 
 
    "That would be good. Lead the way." 
 
    Barclay took her upstairs. Doc stayed behind watching the babies. At the door to the spare room, he paused. "This is the guest room. It's also where the babies were born."  
 
    "I see." She opened the door and moved inside. "It's very nice." 
 
    Following, Barclay said, "I hope you'll be content here. If there's anything you need, anything at all, let me know. Oysters goes into town once a month to stock up on supplies and there's always a hand going in for some reason. I know they'd be glad to pick up something for you. We have a list posted in the kitchen where we note things to buy." 
 
    "Thank you. I'll keep that in mind." 
 
    Remembering his hat, he plopped it on his head, then snatched it back off again. Shoot. He wasn't used to having women around. He'd have to warn Jared and Chase to watch their manners and language. 
 
    "I'll, uh, leave you in peace then. Perhaps you'd like a nap." 
 
    "I believe I would. Thank you again, Mr.—" 
 
    He gave her a stern look. 
 
    "Barclay. I'll be fine here." 
 
    He backed out of the room and shut the door.  
 
    Doc waited for him downstairs, standing over the triplets. "So, tell me about Minnie. Do you have any idea where she might have gone?" 
 
    "Only that she made it to the coach road and caught the stage. I sent a man into Cutthroat to look for her, but I don't expect him to find her." 
 
    "I reckon we shouldn't be surprised by what she did," Doc said. "She'd made it clear she wanted nothing to do with her babies. Even so, I hadn't expected her to light out so soon. She must be mighty frightened of something or someone to leave in her condition. She has to be in a lot of pain. What do you think of Cynara?" 
 
    Barclay hesitated before answering. "She has an unusual given name. How does she spell it?" 
 
    "With a C, like Sinara. She told me she was named after her Greek grandmother."  
 
    Doc approached the front door and Barclay almost begged him not to go. The idea of being alone with Cynara terrified him. "Are you sure she wants to stay here?" 
 
    Appearing surprised, Doc said, "Where else would she go? The babies are here. She'll stay until she's no longer needed. If that's what you want. She was boarding with the Widow Betts, who I suspect is not easy to live with. When I told Cynara about your situation, she asked me to bring her right out here." He took his tobacco pouch from his coat hanging on the wall. 
 
    "That's fine, Doc. Excellent. We'll take good care of her and treat her with respect, I promise. I can't tell you how grateful I am." He gave a weary-sounding chuckle, which matched how he felt. "We've sort of become attached to these little ones already. I'd hate to see them taken away." 
 
    "I'm glad." Doc sat on the arm of a chair and rolled a cigarette. "I was more worried how you boys would handle this situation than I was about the reception Cynara would get. I knew she'd be treated well here, but I'll warn you, she's been through more than a body should have to endure."  
 
    Barclay leaned over a drawer and played with the little girl's tiny hand. She curled her fingers around his thumb and made a cooing noise in her sleep. "I gathered that from what you told me about her losing her husband, home and daughter one after the other. Does she plan to rebuild on their land?" 
 
    "No. She has no money, and the bank repossessed the land." One of the boys woke and Doc picked him up. "Her husband was a good man, and I suspect she loved him, though he wasn't keen on having children. To watch a strong man like him wither away because of a fever is a wrenching thing to see. And then to lose the baby…" 
 
    Doc shook his head. "I can't say how she's managed. What she needs now more than anything is kindness, nurturing food to build up her strength, and peace to heal her soul. I know you and your brothers, Barclay. I'm sure I can count on you to give her that." 
 
    "Of course. We'll take good care of her. Did she bring her things with her or should we send someone to town for them?" 
 
    "No, she has everything, or, at least, what was left after the house and contents were burned to keep the fever from spreading. The truth is that she could use a few things. She has the clothes on her back and little else." 
 
    Barclay blanched. "Tarnation. I feel mighty sorry for her. I'll see to it she gets some things to replace what she lost."  
 
    "Good." Doc got to his feet. "What matters is that she has something vital to do now other than sitting around feeling sorry for herself.  Not that she was wallowing in self-pity like a lot of women would be. She's strong-willed." 
 
    The two men exchanged sheepish looks when they saw Cynara coming down the stairs. Had she heard what they'd said? The baby Doc held began putting up a good fuss. She must have heard that, if not the men's words.  
 
    "Give him to me, Doc." She reached for the infant and Doc let her take it. Sitting on the settee, she tossed a shawl over her and opened her dress underneath to feed the baby. "Are you getting ready to leave? 
 
    "Yes," Doc said, putting out his smoke. "But I'll be back tomorrow to see how everyone's doing. Send for me if you feel the need." 
 
    "Goodbye, Doctor. Thank you for everything." She gave him a smile so wan, Barclay's heart wrenched. 
 
    Weak as it was, the smile added to her beauty. Barclay wondered how she must have looked before disaster destroyed her world—happy, free of pain. A sudden need struck him to see her like that again. 
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    Later, in her room, Cynara gazed out the window at the large Givens spread and thought about her strange day in this household of men. The warm tiny bodies of those babies with darling scrunched-up faces, button noses and greedy mouths. She'd almost laughed at how hard the second boy worked at her breast as if he feared he'd never be granted another meal.  
 
    Sitting there nursing one infant after another gave her a calm contentment nothing else ever had. For the first time since she lost Ward and her own babe, she'd been able to truly relax. She thought maybe she could raise babies forever, so long as she didn't keep losing them. She'd spent the last three months nursing another woman's child, only to watch him die.  
 
    What if something happened to one of these? What if she harmed them somehow? Doc said her baby dying wasn't her fault. She found that difficult to believe. That young life had been inside her body for months. Maybe she'd done something wrong that took her daughter's life. And what about Tommy Candless—the first baby she'd wet-nursed? A crib death, Doc said. Common and inexplicable. She couldn't accept that. Tommy had seemed so healthy. 
 
    Spinning around, she stalked across the room, wringing her hands. She shouldn't be responsible for infants. Yet, what would happen to them if she didn't stay and feed them? No one else in town could do it. She seemed to have an unending amount of milk. Would God have given her so much if he hadn't intended her to use it to nurture a child? Or three? 
 
    The good Lord had created her with the main purpose in mind of rearing offspring. That's what women were for. Although her mother said it was nonsense, her father had told her that a million times, especially when she whined about having so much to do helping Mother take care of all their babies. Twelve of them, with Cynara being the eldest. Back in Ohio, she had a brother only two years older than the Givens triplets. 
 
    Not that they truly belonged to the Givens brothers. They were only here because the mother had given birth and run away. No one else wanted them. 
 
    But she'd take them. She already cared about them. 
 
    Dear Lord, what have I done? 
 
    When no longer needed here, where would she go? What would she do? Could she find someone else who needed her help? No matter what happened with these babies, she would have to leave someday.  
 
    The Givens brothers would need a woman's helping hand for some time, though, if they kept the little ones. Would they let her stay? With all the money they must have, they could afford to feed her. She didn't eat much. 
 
    Barclay struck Cynara as a good man. And handsome. She couldn't believe no woman had claimed him. The females in Cutthroat must need spectacles. Or maybe the brothers didn't consider the local girls good enough. After all, they must be the richest family in the county.   
 
    Barclay wasn't arrogant or selfish. She liked his manners. His mother had taught him well. Were his brothers as attractive and polite as him?  
 
    The huge house had been well-constructed. Far nicer than the one Ward had built for her. She felt disloyal, thinking such a thing. She had been happy in that little cabin. It wasn't Ward's fault he couldn't afford better. 
 
    Would she at least be content here? To have a baby—three babies—to nurse and care for felt like heaven and yet hell too. It reminded her of what she'd lost. Thinking of that caused her chest to close and a lump to form in her throat. How would she get through the days here if she couldn't keep the tears from her eyes? 
 
    Oh, but it had felt so nice holding those tiny wriggling bodies. She'd been shocked at their small size. Premature, Doc said. What if they didn't develop right because they didn't spend the time in the womb they should have?  
 
    Doc had examined them and declared them healthy. He should know. 
 
    She needed to rest. She'd be up much of the night with the babies. Lying on the bed, she drew a quilt over her and closed her eyes. A knock on the door woke her. 
 
    "Mrs. Stratton?" a voice called from the hallway. Barclay, she suspected. He had a deep melodic voice that made her wish she could hear him sing. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "Two of the babies are crying." 
 
    She rubbed her eyes. "Perhaps they need their nappies changed. Did you check?" 
 
    "Nappies?"  
 
    "Diapers." 
 
    "Oh. No, I didn't check. Isn't that…?" 
 
    Yes, of course, that was part of her duties. "I'll be right there." 
 
    "Thank you."  
 
    She yawned and glanced at the wall clock. 9:30 p.m. She'd missed supper. As quiet as the house sounded, the other members of the family must have already gone to bed. How nice of them to let her rest until the babies needed her. Smoothing wrinkles from her skirt, she opened the door. Barclay stood outside. 
 
    "Is everything all right?" he asked. "I reckon you were exhausted." 
 
    "Yes. I apologize for missing supper. Is everyone else abed?" 
 
    "Yes. Oysters kept a plate for you at the back of the stove." Barclay led the way down the stairs. He had broad shoulders, very tempting for a woman to lean on. Why hadn't he married? He was certainly old enough, around twenty-five. He seemed terribly serious all the time. She had yet to see him smile.  
 
    Downstairs, the babies lay in their drawers by the fire. One of the boys slept. The other boy and the girl cried and pummeled the air with their fists. Both needed changing. She glanced around for clean diapers. 
 
    "Oysters rinsed out the dirty ones." Barclay picked up the last two clean towels and handed them to her. "He hung the ones he washed over the backs of the chairs." 
 
    Cynara took the diapers from Barclay and untied the cord holding the boy's dirty one on him. When she finished, she'd check to see how dry the other cloths were. "Have you no safety pins? What about petroleum jelly, do you have any of that? Their bottoms are irritated." 
 
    He shifted his feet as if the question discomfited him. "No pins, I'm afraid. I'm not sure about the jelly. One of the boys in the bunkhouse might have some." 
 
    "When will you be going to town?" 
 
    "First thing tomorrow." He watched carefully as she removed the soiled diaper and used a clean corner to wipe the baby. "I'd appreciate it if you'd make a list of what you'll need for them and for yourself as well." 
 
    "I'll do that when I finish here." The moment the wet cloth had been removed the boy ceased crying. "Did they wake you? Is that why you came to get me?" 
 
    "No, we were afraid to leave them unattended, so we been taking turns watching them. You'll meet Jared and Chase in the morning." 
 
    "Thank you." She held out the wet cloth for him to take. 
 
    Barclay stared at it as if it might bite him but took it from her. "What should I do with it? We've been tossing them in the laundry basket on the back porch."  
 
    "That will be fine." She slid a clean cloth under the baby. "It would be handy to have the basket near the triplets though. I need to feed them. You go on to bed. I'll be fine on my own." 
 
    "How often will you need to feed them?" 
 
    "About every two hours." 
 
    "Thunderation." He looked at her aghast. "You'll never get any sleep." 
 
    She couldn't help smiling. "Women have been doing this for centuries, Mr. Givens." 
 
    "Of course." He ran a hand through his thick dark hair, leaving furrows behind. It made her want to smooth them out. "I reckon none of this ever occurred to me before." 
 
    "I doubt it's occurred to most men." She tied the diaper in place and laid the baby back in his bed. Next, she picked up the girl. "Are you going to name them?" 
 
    "We talked about it but weren't sure what would be proper. It's awkward though, calling them Boy One and Boy Two."  
 
    "Why don't we give them temporary names then. ? Whoever adopts them can rename them." 
 
    "Sure. My brothers might want to help choose the names. Chase, anyway. He’s quite taken with the girl.” 
 
    In Cynara’s experience, men didn’t usually care about the names of their children. When she’d asked Ward what he wanted to name their baby, he’d said for her to decide, that it didn’t matter to him. She would have much preferred him to have been like the Givens brothers. 
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 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
   B arclay jumped up from his chair at the table when Cynara entered the kitchen the next morning. She'd been asleep on the couch when he and his brothers passed through the great room. With her face clear of grief, she had appeared even prettier in sleep. Her skin had taken on a rosier hue and the worry-creases between her eyes had faded.  
 
    When he stood, Jared and Chase looked at him strangely until they saw Cynara in the doorway. Then they too got to their feet.   
 
    "Cynara, meet my brothers. Jared is the middle child, and Chase, the baby of the family." 
 
    Chase glared. He hated being called that. 
 
    Jared gave Cynara a nod. "Glad to meet you. We sure needed the help. Why don't you sit here?" He pulled out the chair next to him.  
 
    Barclay eyed him suspiciously, wondering if his brother planned to flirt with Cynara. If he did, Barclay would straighten him out. Cynara had been through enough and had come to help. She didn't need men trying to win her favor. Besides, they were about the same age. Jared needed a younger woman, one innocent enough or naïve enough to put up with his temper. 
 
    Oysters came through the rear door, halting abruptly at the sight of Cynara. Noticing, Barclay said, “Did you meet Mrs. Stratton last night, Oysters?" 
 
    "No. I stayed in the kitchen." 
 
    "And I stayed in with the babies," Cynara said. "Glad to meet you, Oysters." 
 
    "How-do, ma'am?" 
 
    "Very well, thank you." He seemed an odd fellow, but she liked him, probably because he was different. 
 
    "I'll get your breakfast for you." He fetched a plate from the back of the stove, took off the cloth covering and set it in front of her. "I hope it's not cold." 
 
    "I'm sure it will be fine," she said, picking up her fork. "Thank you, Oysters, and call me Cynara, please." 
 
    The grizzled cook nodded. "Yes, ma'am." 
 
    Barclay claimed a chair. "We'll let you eat in peace for a bit before we discuss naming the babies." 
 
    "It won't bother me to talk while I eat. The biscuits look wonderful." 
 
    Oysters grinned. "Thank ye." 
 
    She scooped up some potatoes covered with flour gravy. "Barclay said you'd want to pick a name for the baby you're in charge of," she said to the younger brothers. 
 
    "Hell… I mean, heck. Sorry, ma'am." Chase's face flushed. "I haven't a notion what to name my little girl." 
 
    Barclay stifled a chuckle. He liked hearing his youngest brother say, "my little girl". It sounded domestic, the very opposite of Chase. Barclay hoped it meant the boy intended to take his responsibility seriously. 
 
    "You don't have any favorite names?" Cynara buttered a biscuit. "Maybe a girlfriend's name or a cousin's?" 
 
    "We don't have any cousins." Jared sipped his coffee. "At least none we know. There must be some back in Illinois." 
 
    "Is that where you're from originally?" Cynara asked.  
 
    "Our parents migrated west after they married," Barclay said. "We boys were born here on the ranch.  
 
    Cynara cut into her beefsteak. "Where are your parents now?"  
 
    "Pa died over a year ago of apoplexy." Barclay watched her struggle to cut the meat with a butter knife and handed her a sharper one. "Ma wanted to live in town where she could visit friends, attend church and go to social functions, so we bought her a little house." 
 
    She nodded her thanks for the utensil. "I see. Chase, what about the name, Elizabeth?" 
 
    Chase made a face. "Too common. There must be a million women with that name. I'd prefer something pretty but unusual. You know, like a flower. Not Daisy though. I don't care for Daisy." 
 
    "What about Lily or Amaryllis?" Cynara asked. 
 
    Chase perked up. "Amaryllis is pretty. Kind of a mouthful, though, for such a tiny mite." 
 
    "Then go with Lily or Mary." Barclay refilled his coffee and, while he was up, fetched a glass of water for Cynara. They were going to have to beef up their manners with her around. She deserved to be treated like the lady she was. 
 
    "No." Chase shook his head. "Those names remind me of the girls at the—" 
 
    Barclay cleared his throat. When his little brother glanced at him, he shook his head. Chase should know better than to mention whores in front of a lady. "I'm going to name my little guy Connor, after Mother's father. Always considered that a nice name." 
 
    "Very good. We're getting somewhere." Cynara smiled and even though it lacked humor, Barclay loved seeing it. He felt a curious urge to kiss her. Dang. Where had that come from? He'd better get his libido on the right track. He had a few years yet before he could even consider courting a woman. Getting the ranch in the black and proving he could successfully run the place came first.  
 
    "I'll call my boy Gage," Jared said. "Short and simple, after our oldest brother." 
 
    Typical of Jared. He was always saying that—short and simple—then he'd turn around and be picky as an old lady about how chores were done. Thorough and efficient; that was Jared. But to honor their brother Gage was typical of Jared too. He had always favored Gage. So much so Barclay had always worried Jared would run away too and leave the family to wonder where he was, if he was dead or alive, the way Gage had done.   
 
    "You have another brother?" Cynara asked. 
 
    Jared chuckled. "We have a brother and two sisters you haven't met. Gage, Charissa and Dena." 
 
    "Oh, my. I didn't know." 
 
    "Gage left a long time ago," Barclay said. "We don't know where he is. Charissa is twenty. She teaches school in Helena and lives with an aunt. Dena is in school in Chicago." 
 
    "She'll be home soon, though," Jared added. "You'll get along with her real well." 
 
    Cynara's gaze darted away and she looked uncertain. Would she still be here when Dena came home? Barclay hoped so. "Chase. I thought maybe you could name the girl after Ma's mother, Mercy." 
 
    He laughed. "That's a terrible name. No girl would want to be named Mercy." 
 
    "What about Iris? Poppy?" Cynara asked. "Or Aster? Those are pretty names." 
 
    "Iris is kind of nice." He glanced at his brother. "A lot better than Rose, which is what I expected Jared to come up with." 
 
    Jared stared at him. "Now, what's wrong with Rose? It's a pretty name." 
 
    Chase crossed his arms over his chest, a sign that he was about to get stubborn. "No, thanks." 
 
    "I've always liked Marigold," Cynara said. "You could call her Mary or Goldie for short." 
 
    "I don't like nicknames, especially Mary," Chase said. "But I like Marigold. Kinda matches the color of her hair." 
 
    "You saying that baby has orange hair?" Jared asked.  
 
    "Her hair does have a reddish tinge," Cynara said.  
 
    Barclay appreciated her trying to avoid a fight. "Some marigolds are yellowish. Or golden. How about Peony, Violet?" 
 
    Chase straightened. "Violet's pretty." 
 
    "Why don't you name her after Pa's mother?" Jared asked. "Her name was Vella. I always figured if I had a daughter someday, I'd give her Grandma's name."  
 
    "Vella." Chase sounded it out as if tasting it. "I like that a lot." 
 
    "Very good," Cynara said. "We have names for all three babies. Connor, Gage and Vella. It will be a relief not to have to keep calling them Boy One, Boy Two and Girl." 
 
    Barclay laughed, causing her to look at him with surprise in her hazel eyes. Hazel. He hadn't noticed before. Fact was, he rarely noticed anyone's eye color. Hers reminded him of a forest meadow, all green with hints of brown. Why had she seemed surprised to hear him laugh? Thinking back, he guessed there hadn't been much occasion for jocularity since she arrived. Minnie had put an end to the usual cheerfulness of the household.   
 
    "You finished, ma'am?" Oysters asked. "I can get that out of your way." 
 
    "Oh, yes." She handed him her plate, the utensils on top. "Thank you." 
 
    "I'll be leaving for town as soon as Cynara can write me up a list," Barclay said. 
 
    She glanced around, probably for a piece of paper. Barclay yanked out a drawer in the sideboard and, taking out paper and a pencil, he handed them to her. She went to work immediately, her head bent over the list. The first thing she wrote was mail. 
 
    Chase stood. "I have to go check on that fence I left Bobby Boy to finish."  
 
    At Cynara's look of curiosity, Barclay explained, "Bobby Boy is one of the hands. Oysters stuck him with that moniker the first day he came here." 
 
    "Bobby because his name is Robert?" she asked. 
 
    "No," Oysters said. "His name’s Glendennon Ferguson." 
 
    Looking confused, she said, "But… Why Bobby?" 
 
    "Every boy deserves a good American name," Oysters replied. "Something folks can pronounce and remember.” 
 
    "Oh." She blinked, gave her head a slight shake and returned her attention to her list. Chase headed for the back door.  
 
    Barclay halted him. "Chase? Your chair?" 
 
    Scowling and muttering under his breath, Chase returned and pushed his chair under the table, a rule their mother had enforced, but the youngest Givens brother always seemed to forget. 
 
    Barclay took his hat from the wall-rack. "I'll be outside hitching up the buckboard." 
 
    "I'll find you when I finish this," Cynara said, adding another item to her list. 
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    All the way into town, Barclay kept an eye out for any sign of Minnie. It still amazed him she'd been able to leave the way she had, with no apparent concern for her babies. She'd taken the fifty dollars of his, as well as a bottle of laudanum he'd had on his dresser. Doc had given it to him for headaches last spring when he was battling for water rights with Beauford Hodson who owned the spread next to High Mountain. Thank heaven that ended satisfactorily.  
 
    Before his death, George Givens had been friends with Beau, but after George's death, all traces of friendship vanished. It soon became apparent Beau wanted High Mountain added to his own holdings. 
 
    Barclay found the usual street traffic in Cutthroat. He waved to several friends as he maneuvered the buckboard up the road to the general store. With a population of only five hundred, stores weren't abundant. Jeffers' General Store met most needs. The majority of businesses served alcohol and, sometimes, women. Luckily, he managed to claim a good place out front to park and load his goods. 
 
    Half a dozen townsfolk and a few strangers milled about inside, clogging the aisles and jabbering. Tom Jeffers' waved and Barclay returned the salute. 
 
    "Howdy, Tom," he said when he reached the counter at the back of the store. He never could figure out why anyone would put their counter at the rear when it made it easier for thieves to get away with goods out the front door. But it was Tom's store. 
 
    "Barclay. How is it out at High Mountain? The ranch doing okay?" Jeffers brushed a finger over his mustache as he spoke. The man was right proud of that row of hair.  
 
    "Doing fine, Tom." He debated how much to tell him about the special needs that had brought him to town. "Right now, we have a guest staying with us." 
 
    "Barclay!" Boots McKinney appeared beside him, so close they could almost rub noses.  
 
    Barclay stepped back. He'd never cared for the man. Boots had shown up, skinny as a rail, about a year ago and managed to get Beau Hodson to hire him at the Double Z. Barclay figured Boots fit in with Hodson's bunch perfectly. All were hell raisers. "Hello, Boots." 
 
    "I hear tell you boys got a little surprise out to your place. Or should I say three surprises, eh?" Boots evidently found that quite humorous. Barclay felt certain the man's bellow of laughter had reached clear outside. "And the mother skedaddled?" 
 
    Appalled at the man's loud tone and how much he knew, Barclay scanned the store to see who else might be listening. A stranger at the far end of the counter examining a pocketknife stared back at him. The customer quickly returned his attention to the knife, but Barclay feared he'd heard everything. When he returned to the ranch, he'd drill his men to learn who'd opened his dang mouth. Unable to deny Boots' words, he ignored them instead. "How are you, Boots? Things going well out at the Double Z?" 
 
    "Fine. Fine. Just came in for a can of peaches while I'm waiting for the blacksmith to finish fixing a wheel." He set a can on the counter.  
 
    With a jerk of his head, Barclay signaled Tom to take care of Boots first and waited to finish his own business until after the gasbag left. Boots gossiped more than the church biddies on Sunday morning. No way would Barclay tell him anything. 
 
    "Now," Tom said, once McKinney had left, "what can I get for you, Barclay?" 
 
    He leaned closer. "Baby stuff, if you can believe it. Do you have any diapers?" 
 
    Barclay had to give the store owner his due; the man kept his surprise and curiosity in check. Barclay handed him Cynara's list. 
 
    "Can't get diapers ready-made." Tom glanced it over. "I'll cut some flannel for you." 
 
    "Thanks," Barclay said, looking at some tobacco. 
 
    While the proprietor measured the fabric, his wife helped gather the smaller items on the list. Leaning close, Barclay said, "Beth, what do you know about the recent goings-on at the ranch?" 
 
    She cast a furtive look around and whispered, "You know how news gets around a small town. It's a shocking story. How can I help you today, Barclay?"  
 
    "Cynara doesn't seem to have anything other than the clothes on her back. You're a woman. You know what kind of basics she needs. Add them to the pile but discreetly. All right?" 
 
    "Bless you, Barclay. This is very kind of you and generous too. One thing I think she'd want most is black fabric for a dress to honor her dead husband and child. Everything she owned burned when they set fire to the house to keep the smallpox contained." 
 
    He nodded. "Of course. Add whatever she'll need for sewing it and any personal items you think she could use like a comb or brush. Maybe a couple of ribbons for her hair? Whatever you think. We owe her a great deal for what she's doing for us. I want to pay her back however I can." 
 
    "How sweet,” Beth gushed. “You've always been one of the more thoughtful young men in town. No doubt part of the reason so many of our single girls have taken a shine to you, other than your good looks."  
 
    “You’re embarrassing me, Beth.” 
 
    “Sorry. By the way—” She lowered her voice. “—your mother was in here earlier same time as Amy and overheard the talk. She didn't say anything—you know her—but I could tell she was hurt you hadn't been over to tell her yourself. I imagine the storm kept her in town last night, and it's still muddy as a hog wallow out. Otherwise, she'd likely have been out there first thing this morning." 
 
    "I'm sure you're right. I'll go see Ma before I leave town. I appreciate you letting me know about Ma being upset." He watched her store the last of the smaller supplies in a crate. When she reached for the box that held the dresser set, he said, "Why don't you wrap Cynara's things separate from the household goods. No need for everybody to see them." 
 
    Beth nodded and went to work. After loading everything in the wagon, Barclay drove to the far end of town. He parked in front of the small, tidy white house his mother now occupied and jumped down. Before he made it to the porch, she burst from the house.  
 
    "Barclay! It's about time you came. What is this I hear everyone palavering about? Babies and disappearing mothers? What have you been up to? And who's the father?" Her voice grew sterner with each sentence. 
 
    He held up his hands. "I haven't been up to anything, Ma, and I'm not the father. Neither is Jared or Chase. The mother simply showed up at the house in labor and we took her in. She was only fifteen and I suspect she'd been raped." 
 
    "Oh, that poor girl." Julia Givens ushered her son into the house and sat him at the table while she poured coffee. "Barclay, son, I'm so glad to see you. I was going to go down to the livery to arrange for a buggy tomorrow morning. I was even going to bring popcorn balls." 
 
    Barclay and his brothers loved the corn his mother popped, poured boiling syrup over and formed into balls. It was a common treat at parties and festivals, but Julia liked it so much she made it almost anytime company came. Doc blamed it for Ma's bad teeth. 
 
    "That would've been nice, Ma. You've no call to fret over us, though. Everything's fine at the ranch."  
 
    "Even so, I want to see those babies before some relative comes to claim them or the mother comes back." She shook her head. "Just can't believe she would simply go off like that and leave them." 
 
    "I think she was too young to deal with a situation of that magnitude," Barclay said. "She rode her horse over to the stage road, waited for the coach to come along and caught a ride." 
 
    "Why, that would have stopped here." Ma bustled about, fixing a quick batch of biscuits and gravy. "I haven't seen any strangers in town." 
 
    "You're at the far end, away from the depot, Ma. It's not likely you would see any strangers from here. Anyway, I doubt she would've gotten off the stage." Barclay drank his coffee. "She'd have been afraid of being seen and taken back to the ranch. I suspect she thought someone would be after her from wherever she'd been before. She seemed terrified of being found." 
 
    "Gracious, the goings-on these days. Did you hear about the bank robbery over in Pine Bluff?" 
 
    Barclay shook his head. 
 
    "Happened two weeks ago Tuesday. Marshal Henshaw got suspicious when he noticed a man with some horses watching the bank. Marshal rounded up his deputies and caught them when they came out of the bank. Trial was yesterday. They'll be toted off to the prison any day now. You think this girl might have had something to do with that gang?" 
 
    "Don't know, Ma. Anything's possible. Don't go to a lot of trouble with the vittles. I need to get back to the ranch. Cynara's going to be needing more diapers. Those little tykes go through them the way a lamp gobbles kerosene." 
 
    "Poor things." Ma lifted the hot skillet off the stove, brought it to the table and began pouring gravy over the biscuits on his plate. "You eat up. Need your strength to deal with all you have on those big shoulders of yours." 
 
    "Thanks, Ma." He forced himself to eat as much as he could, even though he wasn't hungry. He knew better than to refuse food from his mother. "I'd better get back." 
 
    Standing, he hugged her. 
 
    "I'll come out real soon, son," Ma said. "I'd go back with you right now if it wasn't tatting day. I'm in the middle of teaching some of the younger women. But I'll get out there soon. Probably tomorrow." 
 
    "You do that, Ma. I'm sure Cynara would appreciate the help and some female company." 
 
    He hugged his mother, who fussed over a loose button on his shirt. He barely escaped getting stripped so she could secure the button better. As he climbed aboard the wagon, the stranger he'd seen earlier in the store strolled up to him. 
 
    "Hello. You Barclay Givens?" 
 
    "Yes. Who's asking?" 
 
    The man, a tall ordinary looking fellow in his twenties, with straight, white teeth and shiny brown hair, removed his hat and held out a hand. "Name's Dirk Shindler. Worked at the Crooked J Spread east of the Big Horns until the old man died and the son decided to look for a buyer. Heard you might have room in your bullpen for another man." 
 
    Barclay studied him. He was presentable and muscular enough to indicate he worked hard. He also looked Barclay straight in the eye. His pa always considered that a sign of forthrightness. "Bunkhouse is kind of empty right now. Most of my men are out on the range counting steers. You willing to ride the range and wrestle steers out of mudholes?" 
 
    "Goes with the job, doesn't it?" Shindler answered. 
 
    "That it does. I'm heading back to the ranch now. Why don't you come along, and you can talk with my brother, Jared? He interviews the ranch hands, then we make the decisions together. " 
 
    "I'll fetch my horse." Dirk jabbed a thumb over his shoulder at a chestnut gelding in front of the saloon. 
 
    "I'll wait here. Tie it on at the back and ride with me if you want." 
 
    Dirk backed toward the horse. "You go ahead. I'll keep up." 
 
    Barclay watched him turn and lope over to the hitching rail, untie the reins and swing into the saddle. The man moved easily and without wasting time. Barclay liked the way he patted his gelding's neck after mounting. Proved Dirk respected his animals. Barclay couldn't abide a man who mistreated them. 
 
    True to his word, Dirk kept pace with the wagon, riding to the side a bit to avoid the dust. Barclay wondered if he'd chosen to ride his horse rather than join him on the wagon so he wouldn't have to talk much. Some men were like that, keeping to themselves. Barclay preferred men willing to fit in with the other hands. One who stayed separate and didn't talk much made him nervous. Never knew what to expect from a man like that. 
 
    As they left town behind, Barclay saw Boots McKinney waving him over from the Last Sip Saloon. In no mood to drink or talk gossip, Barclay pretended not to see him. Everyone knew Boots loved to cause trouble. Being of a like age with Chase, he often tried to rope Chase into his shenanigans. 
 
    The sun hovered over the horizon by the time they drove up to the house. A few hands came from the barn to greet Barclay, get their mail, and help unload the wagon. Big Hank set about unhitching the team while Slim nudged Barclay aside and asked about the newcomer. 
 
    "He's looking for a job. Told him we'd give him a try, if Jared approves." Barclay took a crate from the wagon and set it on the porch for Oysters to take care of. 
 
    "What do you know about him?" Slim asked.  
 
    "Only that he worked the Crooked J until the old man died. The son is looking to sell." 
 
    Slim nodded and glanced over at the new hire. "Looks strong enough. Just the way he moves tells me he's used to hard work and time in the saddle." 
 
    "That's what I thought too. Name's Dirk Shindler. Figured we'd see what he can do. When one of us gets back to town, we can wire the foreman at the Crooked J and see what we can learn." 
 
    "All right, boss. I'll go talk to him, introduce him to the boys at the bunkhouse and get him settled in. Seems like you have plenty of help here." Slim turned to the bunkhouse. 
 
    "Wait." Barclay motioned him back. "You have any idea who might have told Boots McKenney about the babies? Who's been in town lately?" 
 
    A furrow formed on the foreman's forehead as he considered the question. "Don't know who could have talked about the triplets. Bobby Boy went in to buy some tobacco yesterday." 
 
    "All right." Barclay spotted his brothers approaching from the house. "Will you talk to him for me? Tell him what happens on High Mountain stays on High Mountain." 
 
    "Sure thing, boss." Slim tipped his hat and sauntered off, good ranch dirt showing between his bowed legs. 
 
    Jared and Chase had come from the house, along with Oysters, and begun unloading. Barclay went over to Jared. "How is everything here? Any problems?" 
 
    "Nope. Cynara is wonderful with the babies. She'd make a good mother." Jared jerked his head toward their youngest brother. "Chase has been a bit picky with her over how she handles Vella. Thinks he's the only one who knows how to hold her or get her to stop crying." 
 
    With a chuckle, Barclay took out his cigarette makings. "That's the most entertaining thing I've heard all day. She should let him change all the baby's diapers and see if he still wants to be in charge." 
 
    "Good idea." Jared winked. "Oh, by the way, you had a visitor while you were gone. Annabelle Hodson. Slim managed to stop her from storming into the house." 
 
    "Storming? She have a problem?" 
 
    "She wanted to talk with you. Said you two had important issues to discuss, like your wedding date." Jared grinned. "Is there anything you'd like to tell me, big brother?" 
 
    Barclay had just taken a puff from his cigarette and choked on the smoke. Coughing, he gasped, "Wedding date?" 
 
    "Yeah. She didn't say anything else, and Slim figured it wasn't his place to ask questions. He told her you'd be gone all day and got her to go home, but she said she'd be back tomorrow." 
 
    "Tarnation. What next?" Barclay tossed away his cigarette and separated a few packages from the rest. "Where is Cynara?" 
 
    "In the great room with a baby at each breast." 
 
    Barclay's brows rose. "Each breast?" 
 
    "That's what I said." Jared went to help with a few hundred-pound bags of feed, and Barclay headed into the house feeling like he'd been struck in the solar plexus. Annabelle Hodson thought he planned to marry her? Where in the devil would she get an idea like that? When she showed up tomorrow, he'd make sure he disabused her of that notion. 
 
    As Jared had said, Cynara sat on the settee, a shawl thrown over her as she nursed. Barclay couldn't tell if there were two babies under there or one, so he checked the drawers. Only the girl lay there. As contented as Vella looked, Barclay figured Cynara must have fed her first. The baby had kicked off her diaper. 
 
    "How's everything going?" he asked and laid the packages beside her on the settee. 
 
    She glanced at them, then at him. "Right as rain, Barclay. Were you able to get all you needed from the store?" 
 
    "That and more. I brought a few things for you." He indicated the bundles. 
 
    "How thoughtful. Thank you." Her face changed from surprise to gratitude before returning to her usual blank expression. She held up a baby. "Can you take him?" 
 
    "Sure." Barclay accepted the boy without looking to see which one it was. 
 
    “Did I receive any mail? I was hoping for a letter from my sister, Healy. She’s the one next in age to me.” Cynara put the second boy to her shoulder and patted his back.  
 
    “No. Sorry. No mail for you.” Barclay held the baby slightly away from his body because of the wet diaper it wore. A sharp kick from the baby caused his inadequate towel-diaper to slide down his legs and hang on Barclay's wrist. Next thing he knew, a fountain of pee soaked his shirt front. 
 
    He peeked at Cynara whose mouth revealed her humorous reaction to the situation. "Does this mean he's accepted me or something?" he asked dryly. 
 
    "I think he's baptized you." She'd almost smiled. That made him feel good. He'd like to see her enjoy herself. But he understood she wasn't ready to feel pleasure at anything yet.  
 
    Jared and Chase came in then, their arms full of goods. 
 
    "What happened to you?" Jared asked, eyeing his brother's wet shirt. 
 
    "Nothing," Barclay answered quickly after glancing at Cynara. She kept quiet. 
 
    "Doesn't look like nothing to me," Chase said. "What happened?" 
 
    "Someone get rid of that stuff, come back and take charge of this boy." Barclay lifted the baby to study his face. "I think this one's yours, Jared." 
 
    Jared laughed. "You mean Little Gage? They look exactly alike. How do you tell them apart?" 
 
    "This one needs a dry diaper." Barclay dropped the diaper to the floor as he handed Gage off to his brother. 
 
    "Appears to me that diaper fell down a moment too soon," Jared said, grinning. "That what happened?" 
 
    "Go put away the goods," Barclay growled. 
 
    His brothers laughed all the way into the kitchen. A moment later, Oysters' distinctive cackle reached them. 
 
    "Go ahead and open your packages," Barclay told Cynara. "I'm going to change." 
 
    He tromped up the stairs, leaving her to investigate her gifts alone. 
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    With the men gone, Cynara relaxed. She almost smiled, remembering the expression on Barclay's handsome face when Little Gage wet on him. His brothers missed seeing the accident but had guessed what happened. They'd never let him forget it. 
 
    She burped Connor and put him in his bed. Jared had told her she could find sewing supplies in the small room where his mother had plied her needle. At this stage, the tiny boys looked so much alike, she worried about getting them mixed up. After finding a ball each of blue and green yarn, she'd cut off pieces large enough to tie around the two boys' ankles. Blue for Connor, green for Gage.   
 
    She thought about the booties she had crocheted for her own baby. Mere ashes now. Newborns needed something warm on their feet, but she didn't feel capable of making more without falling apart.  
 
    With the infants down for their naps, she returned to the settee and began opening parcels. Barclay had done well. The first package held several yards of white cotton as well as flannel suitable for diapers and baby clothes. Petroleum jelly. An assortment of rattles and toys. A box of safety pins. Two expensive, wonderful bars of Pears soap. She removed the wrapper from one of them and let its distinctive spicy scent tickle her nostrils. The jelly and mild soap would help prevent diaper rash. 
 
    Her next find had her mouth hanging open. Inside a box lay a lovely dresser set including a comb, brush, hand mirror, hair receiver, and pin holder. A box of hair pins had been included. Barclay's thoughtfulness amazed her. He'd even included a black ribbon for her hair. Her husband, fine as he'd been, had never purchased her a gift of any kind. Of course, Barclay could better afford such luxuries.  
 
    She lifted the last, heavy package, expecting to find baby blankets. Instead, she took out several lengths of black wool. Why would he choose such a dark color for infants?  
 
    No! Not for the babies. This was for her. Cynara couldn't believe it. How did he know how badly she wanted this?  She fingered the soft wool and a knot formed in her throat. Her heart ached with joy and sadness. She'd been afraid to ask him for it. Barclay Givens had to be the most perceptive, kindest man ever.  
 
    Had he appeared at that moment, she might well have thrown herself into his arms, which would be horribly embarrassing. If she lived to a hundred, she'd never forget his generosity. 
 
    But he didn't appear, which she appreciated because her chest ached with a tornado of emotions. Taking her new possessions with her, she went to her room, shut the door, lay on the bed and let the tears flow.  
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 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
   E xhausted from the first good cry she'd allowed herself since losing her husband and baby, Cynara felt a need for fresh air and solitude. She loved the broad porch that wrapped around the house, giving lovely views of the green countryside. Wicker chairs sat scattered along with a small table now and again. She chose a padded chair at the corner and sat down. 
 
    Two mottled brown ranch dogs slept against the wall. They lifted their eyelids, giving her a onceover before slipping again into slumber. In the large cottonwood tree at the corner of the house, birds chattered and flitted about while a barn cat sat at the base of the trunk, looking up hungrily. The branches, bearing the bright green of new leaves, swayed in the wind. A stream flowed through the ranch, bisecting a large grassy area about two-hundred-yards wide between the house and outbuildings.  
 
    She could imagine the triplets playing in that gurgling water someday, the boys pushing each other under and Vella trying to keep up with them. Beautiful, well-mannered children, if she had anything to do with their raising. 
 
    Of course, she wouldn't. Once they no longer needed her milk, she would be gone. It hurt to think of not seeing them grow up. But, not as much as not as missing the sight of her own daughter playing, laughing, being happy. Oddly enough, of the triplets, she'd miss Connor the most. He had the biggest eyes she'd ever seen on an infant and seemed able to focus better than his siblings. Cynara believed him to be smarter and quicker in development. She carefully avoided sharing her thoughts with the Givens brothers to avoid creating controversy. Her mother always said diplomacy was one of her best character traits. 
 
    High Mountain Ranch would be a wonderful place to grow up. Barclay and his brothers made fine examples, having been born and raised here. Cynara wished she knew their mother. Did Julia Givens miss her old home as much as Cynara did hers?  
 
    Since Cynara and Ward had lived seven miles from town, they'd had little chance to meet and get to know many of the residents. Cynara had rarely regretted that. Neither she nor Ward had needed a lot of company. They'd been content in their isolated cabin on Blackbird Hill. Even so, Cynara would have enjoyed having a woman friend to visit now and then, someone with whom to talk and commiserate. There had been barn dances on occasion and holiday festivals Ward hadn't cared to attend. He disliked crowds. She had understood and never complained.  
 
    In Ohio, before her marriage, she and her parents had gone to special events—weddings, baptisms, birthdays, Christmas—but she truly hadn't missed attending such social get-togethers here in Montana. She'd wished Ward enjoyed playing games like canasta or checkers, but for the most part being with him had been enough.  
 
    A man came out of a long building across the way. He leaned against the wall and rolled a cigarette, his gaze weighing heavily on Cynara's nerves. She didn't like being watched. The distance between them made it impossible to assess his appearance and, since his looks didn't matter to her, she gave him her back and tried to ignore him.  
 
    When he pushed away from the building and ambled toward her, unease drove her inside. Something about the intensity of his stare made her anxious. The babies would wake up soon and want to nurse anyway. 
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    Dirk Shindler knew why the woman had run off. No ordinary ranch hand for her. Not good enough. Her attitude angered him. Maybe he’d teach this stuck up bitch a lesson. Not yet though. He needed to lay low and play good boy until the right time came.   
 
    The last time he'd run into this back home—when he went to see the girl, he thought belonged to him and found her with another man—he'd ended up joining the Hugh Grossman gang.  
 
    A month later, he'd returned under cover of night and waited for an opportunity to teach Miss Uppity a lesson. And he had, too. 
 
    When he finally came to after Minnie and Juanita had sneaked up and rendered him unconscious at the hideout, he'd searched for them for days. In Hawkville, he saw notices everywhere of a girl being kidnapped and an offer of a five-hundred-dollar reward. He’d learned then her name was Jessamine, and the posters had given an address for returning her to. 
 
    He meant to collect that reward. All he had to do was find her. 
 
    His next stop was Cutthroat where he happened to overhear a man ask Barclay Givens about a baby at his house whose mother had run away. Of course, he'd known Minnie was knocked up. Her belly stuck out further than if she had a watermelon in her drawers. He'd never expected her to attack him. Juanita probably put her up to it. Dirk found the Mex girl with no trouble and dished out her punishment. Minnie had provided more challenge.  
 
    Learning of the baby had birthed the idea of trading it to the grandparents for more cash. A thousand, maybe. 
 
    He'd reconnoitered the grandparents' house forty miles from Cutthroat, hoping Minnie would be there by then, but neighbors said the family was away. For three days, he'd watched the fancy mansion. When they didn't return, he'd decided to use the time to do more searching and ended up in Cutthroat.  
 
    Dirk needed money. Grossman and the boys being in prison meant he didn't get his share of the take from the bank robbery. But, between the reward for Minnie and ransom for the kid, he'd be set up for life. He'd buy a little spread, raise horses—like Givens here—and live like a king. 
 
    He liked High Mountain Ranch. Good, sound buildings, acres of green grass, and a stream running right through the middle of it. He doubted he could find a better spot. Maybe he'd figure out a way to take this one for himself. 
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    Barclay found Cynara in the sewing room with a stack of cloth cut in square yards lying on a table. Her head, bent over her work, blocked his view of what she might be doing. But he didn't care. His gaze had snagged on her slender, white, gently arched neck with a loose wisp of hair curling down its length. He wanted to touch her, to find out if her skin was as warm and soft as it appeared. His mouth went dry and he swallowed.  
 
    To distract himself, he turned toward the window next to the doorway. Out on the grass of the ranch yard, Chase meandered aimlessly, talking to a tiny baby in his arms.  
 
    Caught off-guard by the unexpected sight, he blurted, "Did you know Chase has taken Vella outdoors?" 
 
    "No. Of course not. Wouldn't you have panicked a little, though, if you'd gone in to see the babies and found one gone?" 
 
    For a long instant, she stared into his eyes as if reading his thoughts. Not a flicker of a smile showed on her lovely face. Barclay glanced away first. 
 
    "Yes. I will speak to him, Barclay." 
 
    "Good." He marched from the room and sequestered himself in his office. For the next hour, Barclay labored over his books and papers. When his head began to ache, he stretched his arms, rotated his neck, and rolled his shoulders to ease out the kinks. Rising, he walked to the window. Oysters would be ringing the supper bell soon.  
 
    Wondering where his brothers were, he stepped to the window. Outside, Cynara, holding two small bundles in blankets, stepped out of the back porch to join Chase. He put Vella on a blanket spread on the grass, took one of the boys from her, and helped her sit down. It seemed that, instead of taking the youngest Givens brother to task for removing Vella from the house without her knowledge, she'd decided to follow his example, taking the boys with her.  
 
    The sight annoyed Barclay. He had no idea why, other than that he'd expected her to obey him right away. Having his instructions ignored irritated him. He stalked through the kitchen and out the back door.  
 
    On the way, he caught what Cynara was saying to Chase, "It's simply that it frightened me to see one of the babies missing. I need to know where they are and that they're all right." 
 
    "I understand," Chase said. "Next time I'll let you know. And I'll be sure to keep Vella's head covered while she's out here. Hey, Barclay, taking a break from your ledgers?" 
 
    Barclay halted, feeling stupid and embarrassed. Why hadn't he trusted Cynara? True, they didn't know each other well yet, but he should have given her the benefit of a doubt. Besides, what right did he have to expect her to obey him? She wasn't a hired maid. She'd volunteered her time to stay there and take care of the babies, although he had every intention of paying her. Ma and his brothers complained frequently that he was too bossy. Pa had constantly told him he expected too much from people.  
 
    Just because you insist on perfection from yourself doesn't mean being perfect matters to everyone else. Pa had said that often enough. Hell, but he missed the old man.  
 
    Even as a boy, he'd always been straightening things in the house, putting Ma's sewing supplies in order and lining them up on the shelf. Ma tried to tell him it wasn't normal to worry so much about having everything "just so." Or to have your day meticulously planned out. She also scolded him for making assumptions about things and people without knowing the truth. 
 
    Cynara certainly couldn't plan her day in a strict regimen. She couldn't predict when a baby would awaken or need changing. Connor, Little Gage and Vella ruled her day. Barclay had to remember the woman had no need to answer to him for anything. He made a silent promise to stop making assumptions about her. 
 
    Now that he'd calmed himself, he managed a smile. "Figured I could use some fresh air." He knelt beside Connor's drawer and held out his finger to the little boy, who immediately grabbed on. "Look at that. He knows who I am. Smart kid." 
 
    Chase laughed. "They do that to anything that gets close enough." 
 
    "How would you know?" Barclay asked. 
 
    "Cynara explained it to me before you came out."  
 
    To Barclay's surprise, the corner of Cynara's mouth curled up slightly, vanishing when she spotted Dirk over by the bunkhouse. Her body tensed, her eyes darkened, and she picked up little Connor as if to protect the baby. She apparently disliked or distrusted Dirk. Or both. But why?  
 
    "You know the new ranch hand, Cynara?" he asked. 
 
    "No, but… he looks mean," she answered. 
 
    Once Schindler had disappeared inside, she rose, the baby still in her arms. "I'd best get the little ones back into the house. Will you help me carry them?" 
 
    Whether she meant him or Chase, Barclay didn't know. Chase picked up Vella and Barclay carried Gage in and laid him in the drawer. "We need to get them something better to sleep in." 
 
    "Want me to run into town and ask Jeb Stokes to make cribs?" Chase asked. 
 
    Barclay arched his brows. Jeb Stokes was the local carpenter who provided caskets when needed and did other odd jobs when folks asked. "That's not a bad idea. Too late to go tonight, though. How about first thing tomorrow morning?"  
 
    Chase adjusted the blanket that covered the little girl. "Sounds fine to me." 
 
    Oysters held open the porch door for them. "Saw ya comin'. Was about to ring the bell." 
 
    Barclay entered last. "Is Jared here?" 
 
    The cook nodded. "At the table, waiting." 
 
    "Right where I'm supposed to be," Jared called from the kitchen. 
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    The next few days went as expected, with Cynara caring for the babies and the men doing ranch work. Barclay found his mind wandering often to Cynara. He wondered what she was doing and if she noticed his absence. His mother had promised to come out for a longer visit but hadn't showed up yet, and the men hadn't had time to go to town. 
 
    All three of the Givens brothers became tied up in counting stock. High Mountain consisted of a thousand acres, about a quarter of which were wooded. It would take weeks for the men to ferret out all the steers and count them. 
 
    On the sixth day after the triplets joined the family, so to speak, the men were able to take a break and relax. 
 
    Barclay couldn't keep his eyes off Cynara. She looked more rested and relaxed and seemed to grow prettier by the day. He noted the good care she gave the babies and how much she enjoyed it. He hoped she didn't end up with a broken heart when the triplets found new parents and left. 
 
    Did Barclay want to see the babies gone? His answer surprised him. He would have thought he would be glad to have his freedom and peace and quiet back. Instead, he feared he would be bored. He would miss the soft little noises they made and even their boisterous, hungry cries. He wouldn't, however, miss having the men tromping through the house at all hours. 
 
    The hands found enumerable excuses to visit the house so they could see the babies. That they drank their fill of Cynara as well annoyed Barclay. 
 
    "Look at those tiny toes," Canada said, leaning over the drawer. His long reddish hair nearly hid his face. "Hey, they have toenails. Did you know that? They're so little you can hardly see them, but they're there." 
 
    "You joke." Big Hank, the wrangler, rushed over to see for himself. Even young Roy, Slim’s fourteen-year-old boy, joined them, all gushing and cooing baby talk to the triplets until Barclay had to leave the room to keep from laughing. More than once he caught Cynara with a hint of a smile on her lips.  
 
    The house had acquired new life, along with dirty diapers, baby tears and a mounting collection of toys the babies had no idea what to do with yet. He liked it. What he didn't like was the way Jared and Chase monopolized Cynara's time. He wanted her to himself. 
 
    After supper, Jared and Chase kept up a constant conversation, asking Cynara questions as usual. To get her alone, Barclay invited her on a walking tour of the ranch. When his brothers tried to horn in, he gave them "the look" he only used when he meant to knock them silly if they didn't obey. It had worked well when they were small and did so again now. Darkness had already fallen, and he expected her to decline. She surprised him.  
 
    "I'd love to. Let me get my shawl." She fetched the garment from the back of the settee and joined him at the front door. 
 
    They strolled the length of the porch, then descended to the yard by way of the wooden steps.  
 
    "Pa built the old back porch about the time Jared was born," Barclay told her. "The next year he screened it in so Ma could churn her milk there without the bother of flies." 
 
    "I understood you built the wraparound veranda." Cynara took the arm he held out for her. 
 
    "Yes. Saw one in Helena and decided I wanted one. After Pa died and Ma moved to town, I started on it." He chuckled. "When Ma saw it, she said she sure wished Pa had such good ideas." 
 
    "I don't blame her. It's lovely. Perfect for enjoying a sunset." 
 
    "My thought exactly." He pointed to the long, single-level building across the yard. Lights shone in the windows and laughter came from inside. "That's the bunkhouse where the hired hands live, otherwise known as the bullpen. Probably a good idea to stay away from there so you don't accidentally hear some unpleasant language." 
 
    "I'll do that," she said. "What's the small building built across the creek?"  
 
    "The icehouse where we hang meat. The creek helps keep it cool. We have a cellar where we store ice blocks in the winter. The big building, of course, is the barn."  
 
    "Truly? I never would have guessed."  
 
    He stared at her, speechless. At first, he thought she'd made her comment in sarcasm. Then he noticed the light dancing in her eyes and those tiny curves at the corners of her mouth that came as close to a smile as he'd seen so far. Realizing she'd been joking, he bellowed in laughter. "You cracked a joke! I love it."  
 
    Her cheeks flushed, but her smile widened and became genuine. He felt as if he'd ascended to the tip of Granite Peak, one of Montana's tallest mountains. Maybe he'd win her over yet. 
 
    Was that what he wanted—to win her over? For what purpose? Had he already become enamored with her? Good hell! 
 
    Her hand tightened on his arm as they crossed the two wide boards that served as a bridge across the stream. He slowed his steps to allow her to set her own pace, so she didn't stumble, despite his distraction as he tried to interpret his own emotions. When they reached the other side, he pointed out the rest of the structures. "The lean-to next to the barn is our tack room. The small structure on the other side is where we keep newly born calves when it's cold, and the building that looks like a shack made by two-year-olds is the hen house. It doubles as shelter for the hogs with a wall in between." 
 
    "Clever," she commented. "You conserve on wood that way. My father had pigs. I detested the vicious things. You were lucky to keep your hand when you dumped the slop in the trough."  
 
    He chuckled. "I know what you mean. Never want to get between a hog and its feed." 
 
    Silence fell as they continued to amble along the stream. The sun sank and painted the sky with oranges and pinks. The number of insects ballooned.  
 
    Barclay paused, still shaken by the direction his thoughts had taken minutes before. In the pale pinkish light of the sunset, Cynara appeared ethereal and beautiful. Had he noticed before that her hair held a touch of red? Now, tinted by the pink and orange sky, it looked on fire. Her head reached the lobe of his ear, the perfect height for him.  
 
    "It's a lovely evening," she said, watching the streaks of color fade. Soon it would be fully dark and difficult to see.  
 
    "Yes, it is." Almost as lovely as her face. He swallowed and glanced away. "Guess we'd better head back so we can still see our way and aren't eaten alive by the skeeters." 
 
    "I'm ready. Never liked mosquitos." 
 
    "Don't think anyone does." With trembling hands, Barclay adjusted her shawl around her shoulders to keep the chill off her. 
 
    "Do you know, Barclay," she said after a time, "how lucky you are to have such a beautiful home? I thought our little farm was nice, but it couldn't compare to High Mountain—even before the buildings were burned." 
 
    "That must have been hard," he said. 
 
    "Hard is a very small word." 
 
    He thought about that, knowing what she meant. Many of the words that affected them most in life were contrarily short: hard, bad, grief, death, even love. Of course, other words existed with the same meanings, but they didn't see as much use. He wanted to tell her how sorry he was for all she'd been through, but the sadness of the subject would steal the pleasure from their walk.  
 
    And he had found their time together tonight exceedingly agreeable. He loved the feel of her hand on his arm, her warmth at his side, the rustle of her skirts brushing his legs, and the sweet scent of her hair drifting on the breeze. 
 
    When they reached the house, he hesitated at the foot of the steps, reluctant to let her go. She turned to him. "I enjoyed the walk, Barclay. Thank you." 
 
    Pivoting, she started up the steps, then paused, glancing over her shoulder at him. "I'm glad Doc brought me. It's peaceful here, and I already love the babies. Goodnight." 
 
    "Goodnight, Cynara." 
 
    Standing alone, he watched her turn the corner of the house and disappear. I'm glad Doc brought you too.  
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 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
   D irk stabbed the shovel into the pile of horse manure he and Roy, Slim's teenaged son, had cleared out of the stable and leaned against the rough-hewn wall. Tonight, would be the night. He saw no sense or need for waiting. The only thing left was deciding whether to take the woman too. 
 
    He scratched his stubbled jaw as he considered the matter. He could rent a wagon in town and just abandon it once he'd finished with it. He sure wouldn't come back to Cutthroat. 
 
    'Course, if he had the woman to deal with after getting rid of the brat, the situation would be a lot more complicated. Cynara was a somber little thing. Slim had mentioned that she'd recently lost her husband and a child. Didn't sound like she'd be much fun to spend time with. Wouldn't interfere in the fun he'd have bedding her, though.  
 
    Aw, hell, what did he need with the hassle of a woman? He could handle a pint-sized kid long enough to get it to the grandparents' house.  
 
    "That's it, Dirk," Roy called out. "We're done." 
 
    "Fine with me." Dirk followed the younger man to the tack room and stowed his shovel away.  
 
    "You headin' for bed?" Roy asked, pulling off his grimy gloves and whacking them against a post to knock off loose manure and hay. He had bright red hair and the start of a patchy mustache. Being only fourteen, his beard hadn't filled in yet. 
 
    "Naw. I'm gonna go visit my horse for a minute first, then go downstream and clean up in the creek." Dirk would also do what he could to clean his sturdy leather gloves. 
 
    "All right." Roy waved a hand at him and ambled toward the bunkhouse.  
 
    It had taken them all evening and into the night to finish cleaning the stable. The carrot-topped kid was the new stable boy. The old one had been fired for letting matters go to hell. He'd done more sleeping in the hay than cleaning. 
 
    Dirk rolled a cigarette and leaned against the barn for a bit, smoking, while he watched the house. When the last light went out, he followed the stream to the men's favorite bathing hole, stripped down and scrubbed his body. He hated being dirty, especially when the dirt he'd been wallowing in was three/quarters horse manure. After drying off as well as he could with his shirt, he dressed and returned to his post by the stable where he had a good view of the whole yard. He couldn’t see a light anywhere. Everyone must be asleep. 
 
    He went into the stable and saddled his horse. He wouldn't have a moment to waste once he grabbed the brat. The sooner he could get rid of it, the better. 
 
    Taking his time, he slithered over to the house, going around rather than crossing the yard where anyone from the bunkhouse could see him. When he reached the rear porch, he tested the screen door and found it unlocked. No surprise there. Few folks bothered locking doors out in the countryside. Not even in small towns like Cutthroat. 
 
    The knob moved easily under his hand and he slipped noiselessly into the kitchen. He heard snoring from behind the cook's door. Dirk made his way through the house using what moonlight came through the windows to see where he was going. The baby, Slim had told him, was being kept in the great room by the fireplace because of an early birth that required plenty of warmth.   
 
    He stopped dead in the center of the room when he saw three drawers set on chairs in front of the hearth. Why three? A bad feeling snaked its way into his gut as he crept closer.  
 
    Hell-damn! There were three babies, not one. Which was Minnie's? Did the other two belong to the wet-nurse? 
 
    Well, dog mites. This was a flaw in his plan. Why hadn't he noticed three brats when he saw the girl, Barclay and Chase in the yard. Cynara had been holding a baby, but he hadn't seen any others. He'd never thought to ask how many babies there were and no one at the bullpen had said anything. A couple of times he thought he heard the boys refer to babies in the plural, but he hadn't taken it seriously. He needed to rethink his plan and get a tad more information. 
 
    Quiet as a flea, he backed from the room, turned and left the same way he'd come in. 
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    A breeze wafted across Cynara's face. She stirred on the settee where she'd bedded down for the night. Had someone opened a window. Sleepily, she opened her eyes, lifted her head and glanced toward the drawers. No sound came from her little charges.  
 
    The fire crackled and the faint sound of Oysters snoring were the only noises. The moon shining in through windows and the blazing fire provided the only light. 
 
    Nothing. Perhaps she'd been dreaming.  
 
    Out the corner of her eye, a movement near the dining area caught her attention. She turned her head in time to see someone go into the kitchen. A man. Barclay? Oysters? 
 
    Not Oysters. She still heard him snoring. 
 
    Didn't matter. Whoever she'd glimpsed must belong here. No one had any reason to be sneaking around. Her eyelids refused to stay open. Rolling over, she went back to sleep. 
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    The next morning, Barclay found Cynara on the settee, hemming a diaper, with a babe at her breast under a blanket. 
 
    "Good morning," he said. "Did you sleep all right on that couch?" 
 
    "It wasn't the most comfortable bed I've lain in, but I slept well enough. How are you this morning?" 
 
    "Good. Will you be able to join us for breakfast?" 
 
    Before she could answer, Chase clomped down the stairs. He went straight to Vella's bed. Bending, he picked her up. "'Mornin', little sweetheart. How are you?" 
 
    The baby yawned. She curled her hand around his finger. Chase chuckled. "You got a hell of a grip on you, Vella." 
 
    "Hey," Barclay said, "watch your language in front of that young lady. And in front of this one over here too." 
 
    Chase straightened and glanced over at Cynara. "Sorry. Didn't mean to offend anyone." 
 
    "I forgive you," she said in her usual soft voice. 
 
    "Wow, I'm hungry." Chase returned Vella to her bed and aimed for the kitchen, rubbing his rumbling belly.  
 
    "I better get in there while there's anything left," Barclay told Cynara. "I'll make sure Oysters saves you a plate." 
 
    "Thank you, Barclay. You're very kind. You've all been considerate since I came." 
 
    "Well, you're doing us a big favor." 
 
    "May I ask if you plan to put the triplets up for adoption?" 
 
    He scratched his chin. "I really don't know. I sent wires to the marshals in nearby towns to see if they can identify Minnie. She's the mother. If we can't find her, we'll look for her parents. Hopefully, they'll be willing to take charge of their grandchildren." 
 
    She put Gage to her shoulder and patted his back until he burped. "Won't you miss them? I'm afraid I will." 
 
    He looked down at Connor. "Yeah, I think I will. They're a lot of trouble, but they also bring a lot of life to the place." 
 
    "I know what you mean. I'm not sure I'll be able to live without having children around after this. I enjoyed people coming and going." Gage burped again and she put him to bed. 
 
    "Ready to eat?" he asked. 
 
    "Yes." She straightened her bodice. "I'm hungry too." 
 
    "Good. Your appetite is returning. We could hardly get you to eat anything yesterday." 
 
    She smiled, though it held no warmth. "Yes, I believe maybe I do feel better. The pain is still there, but I'm more able to deal with it. I think it's the babies." 
 
    "I’m glad." He led the way into the kitchen where Jared and Chase sat already with full plates of food in front of them. 
 
    The boys stood immediately, which pleased Barclay. They'd learned some manners. He pulled out a chair for Cynara and she sat down. "You'll have to excuse the lack of decorum here. Meals are sort of a first come, first served event at High Mountain." 
 
    "I don't mind." She unfolded a napkin and spread it on her lap. "You men have a long, hard day of work ahead of you. You need your food." 
 
    Oysters placed a cup of coffee in front of her. "Dig in, ma'am." 
 
    Silence fell over the room as they ate.  
 
    "Anybody leave the house last night by the back porch?" Oysters asked after a time. 
 
    "Not me," Chase said. 
 
    "Me neither." Jared drank his coffee. 
 
    Oysters looked at Barclay who shook his head. 
 
    "I coulda sworn I heard someone go past my room before I'd completely conked out." Oysters helped himself to coffee and sat down.   
 
    Cynara gasped and set her fork down on her plate with a clank. "Oh, my." 
 
    "What is it, Cynara?" Barclay asked. 
 
    "I'd forgotten. Something woke me last night, and when I looked up, I saw a man go into the kitchen. I assumed it was one of you." Her hand went to her chest and she appeared shaken. 
 
    Barclay didn't like what he heard. Who would sneak into the house and why?  
 
    "You sure it was a man?" Chase asked. "Maybe Minnie came back to see her babies." 
 
    "It certainly looked like a man. He wore pants and boots," Cynara said. 
 
    Barclay rose. "Before anyone goes outside tromping up the ground, I'm going to look around and see if I can find any strange tracks." 
 
    "I'll come with you." Jared put his napkin on the table and shoved back his chair. 
 
    "Let's go out the front and come around," Barclay said. "I want to be sure what tracks we find weren't made by us this morning." 
 
    Barclay took a long look at the spread before moving off the front porch. Everything appeared in place and as it should be.   
 
    "What are you thinking?" Jared asked as they descended the stairs. 
 
    "I'm not sure what to think. I suppose it could have been Minnie in men's pants. If it was, I'd sure like to know if she's still around." 
 
    "Me too." 
 
    They walked carefully in ever-widening circles, studying the ground. 
 
    "I'm not seeing any fresh tracks, let alone from a strange horse or feet as small as a woman's," Jared said. 
 
    "Same here." Barclay rose from crouching to study a print. "Let's go around back." 
 
    The story remained the same as they checked the rear yard. No tracks made by man or beast that didn't belong there.  
 
    Finished, they stood gazing toward the bunkhouse. "You think it could have been one of the men?" Jared asked. 
 
    Barclay shook his head. "It would have to be Dirk. Can't imagine any of the others having any reason or the nerve to come into the house at night. I don't know Dirk well enough to guess what he might do." 
 
    "Yeah. He seems a nice enough fellow." Jared picked up a pebble, tossed it down and wiped his hand on his pants. "That rock came from the creek, down where the men like to bathe. But there could be a hundred reasons for it to be here." 
 
    "Got stuck on a man's boot and finally broke free," Barclay said. "Let's go eat." 
 
    "Find anything?" Chase asked when they entered the kitchen. 
 
    "Nothing helpful," Barclay said and sat down. 
 
    They'd barely started to eat again when the sound of a horse trotting around to the rear yard reached them. Only one person ever brought her horse to the back like that. 
 
    "Annabelle," Barclay muttered. 
 
    "I don't care. She can watch me finish my meal," Jared said, scooping up some egg. 
 
    The porch door slammed open. 
 
    "Barclay?" a feminine voice called. 
 
    The last thing he wanted was to talk to her, especially since she'd only had one topic. "In here, Annabelle." 
 
    She swished into the kitchen in her split-skirt, quirt in hand and angry determination on her face. "Good morning." 
 
    "What can we do for you, Annabelle?" Barclay said, keeping his seat. Not very gentlemanly, but then, Annabelle Hodson wasn't a lady. 
 
    "You can marry me, Barclay Givens, like your daddy promised mine you'd do back when I was born." 
 
    A series of gasps came from everyone at the table. Barclay's gaze went first to Cynara, and he noted her shock. "Good hell, Annabelle, what are you talking about?" 
 
    He felt painfully aware of Cynara's gaze going from him to the girl and back again. Annabelle glowered at Cynara. 
 
    "Papa told me yesterday about an arrangement our fathers made years ago for you to marry me when I was old enough," Annabelle said, hands planted on her hips. "So, you have to do it now." 
 
    "If my father ever made any such arrangement with Beau Hodson, he never told me," Barclay said. "And I never agreed to such insanity." 
 
    "Doesn't matter. You have to honor your father's word." Annabelle stepped between Jared and Chase and helped herself to a strip of bacon from Chase's plate. 
 
    "Hey," Chase protested. "Nobody teach you any manners?" 
 
    "Manners, schmanners, we've known each other all our lives. What need do we have to stand on formality?" she countered, crunching on the crisp meat and staring at Cynara. "Who're you?" 
 
    "This is Cynara Stratton," Barclay said. "She's our wet-nurse." 
 
    "That's another thing I wanted to talk to you about," Annabelle spat. "Why didn't you ask me to take care of this baby you found somewhere? 
 
    "Can you nurse them?" Chase asked. 
 
    She glowered at him. "No, I can't do that. But I can change diapers and hold it when it cries."  
 
    She obviously hadn't been told there was more than one infant. 
 
    "We appreciate the offer, Annabelle." Barclay tried to keep his annoyance out of his voice. "But, as you can see, the job is filled. Doc knew Cynara here could nurse the babies and he brought her here. She'll be staying until we don't need her anymore." 
 
    "Don't need her?" Annabelle sniffed. "That could take ages. What are you going to do with the baby? Wait a minute. Did you say babies? There's more than one? Where did they come from? Where's the mother?" Her eyes widened. "Are you the father?" 
 
    "No." Barclay heaved a sigh. "The mother happened upon our place and had the babies here, then left. We don't know where she is or who she was." 
 
    Annabelle laughed. "That's the silliest story I ever heard. No woman is going to show up out of nowhere, give birth and then leave." 
 
    "Well," Chase said, "this one did." The boy usually referred to Annabelle as "the witch."  
 
    "Huh!" Annabelle reached for another piece of bacon. Chase slapped her hand. 
 
    Rubbing it, she said, "Why, you're just plain rude, Chase Givens. And that is the most outlandish tale I ever heard." 
 
    "If you don't like it, go home." He gobbled down his bacon as if afraid she'd get it away from him. 
 
    "That's enough," Barclay chided. "Look, Annabelle, I'm sorry, but we're short-handed and very busy right now. Go home and tell your father I'll talk to him about this later." In truth, he had no intention of discussing such nonsense with Beau Hodson.  
 
    "All right, but you be figuring on a July wedding. I don't want to wait any longer than that. Where are these babies? I want to see them before I leave." Wheeling about, she marched into the great room. 
 
    Cynara and Barclay both jumped up and hurried to protect the babies. 
 
    "Good heavens,” Annabelle exclaimed, looking at Barclay. “There are babies everywhere in here." 
 
    She stared down at them, mouth open, a shocked expression on her face. "I didn't really believe the story about you having a baby here, let alone… You didn't answer me before. Are you keeping them, Barclay? If you do, you'll have to hire a nurse."  
 
    She glanced at Cynara. "Or keep her on. I can't take care of three babies." 
 
    "It's not your concern, Annabelle." Barclay took her by the elbow and led her to the back porch. "You will never live in this house." 
 
    "Then where will we live?" she asked as he hustled her outside. 
 
    "I'll live here. You'll live with your father or whatever misguided man might be fool enough to marry you." He left her at her horse and returned to the porch.  
 
    "You are so cruel, Barclay Givens." 
 
    "Then stay away from me." 
 
    "Ohhhhh, you!" Annabelle mounted her horse and galloped away. 
 
    In the great room, Barclay found Cynara changing Connor's diaper. His brothers and Oysters stared at him from the dining room. 
 
    "What?" he demanded. 
 
    "Kind of hard on her, weren't you?" Jared said. 
 
    He sighed. "It will be worth it if she leaves me alone." 
 
    "What was she talking about, Pa making a deal with Beauford Hodson for you two to marry?" Chase crossed his arms over his chest. "You been keeping something from us?" 
 
    Barclay didn't respond. His gaze had snagged on Cynara's shaken expression. Hell. What a scene for her to have to witness. Jared was right; he'd been hard on Annabelle. Obviously, Cynara agreed and likely didn't approve. He felt like a heel and, yet, if he could play the scene over again, he didn't know what he'd change, except choose kinder words.   
 
    Keeping his gaze on Cynara, he said, "I didn't make any arrangement with Annabelle's father and, near as I know, neither did Pa. I'm not going to marry her. She's been a pest her entire life." 
 
    "You forgot a deceitful busybody and gossip." Jared flopped down on a chair, one leg over the arm. "He's not exaggerating, though. She's been a pain in the neck for years, always coming over here and asking us to do things for her, pulling tricks and spreading lies. Barclay's taken the worst of it." 
 
    "Maybe you should ask Ma about this so-called deal," Chase suggested, leaning over the back of Jared's chair. 
 
    "Good idea. I suspect she'll be out to see the babies today. I'll ask her then." 
 
    As if by signal, they all trooped back into the kitchen and resumed their meal, though the food had grown cold.  
 
    Chase chuckled as he warmed up his coffee. "Better hope the witch doesn't go to town or this will be the day's gossip by noon." 
 
    Jared jabbed fried potatoes with his fork. "I wouldn't worry about it. That girl tells so many windies, no one believes anything she says. 
 
    "Windies?" Cynara queried. 
 
    "Bunkhouse lingo for lies," Barclay explained, buttering a slice of bread. He felt her gaze on him. Maybe she thought he was the one telling the windies. 
 
    "She's very pretty," Cynara said after a moment. 
 
    Chase snorted. "On the outside." 
 
    Barclay set down his knife. "I'm sorry you witnessed that, Cynara. Reckon I made an ugly scene of it." 
 
    "Annabelle's been trying to hogtie Barclay ever since she was old enough to realize men differed from women," Chase said. 
 
    "Before that," Jared put in, "I remember her trailing after him when she couldn't have been more than six." 
 
    "Don’t feel sorry for her." Chase took a bite of steak and talked around it. "She hasn't let any grass grow under her skirt." 
 
    "That's enough about Annabelle." Barclay swallowed the last of his coffee and set the cup down harder than intended. Everyone in town knew how Annabelle spread herself around, but he saw no need to talk about it in front of Cynara, who probably knew nothing about the girl. "When do you expect the boys back with the count, Jared?" 
 
    "This afternoon. Tomorrow morning at the latest." Jared crossed his utensils over his plate and reached for his coffee. 
 
    "Good." Barclay pushed back from the table. He carried his plate and utensils to the sink. His cup he simply rinsed and set on a shelf, his thumb rubbing lightly over the "B" painted on the side by a childish hand. When he noticed Cynara's interest in the cups, he told her each brother had his own cup and had decorated it himself. Chase's depicted a stick horse, Jared's a dog. Oysters’ had a barely recognizable yawning oyster.  
 
    "I'll be in my office," Barclay said, leaving the kitchen. He stopped for a moment to check on Connor. All the babies were doing well, but Connor seemed to be thriving and already looked plumper.  
 
    Voices came from the kitchen, new voices. Jared entered the great room followed by Chase, Cynara and three other hands. 
 
    "The boys made us some cradles." Jared moved aside to reveal the men who each held a cradle in their arms.  
 
    "Were you introduced to the boys, Cynara?" Barclay asked.  
 
    When she shook her head, he hooked a big fellow with an arm around his neck. "This ruffian here is called Blade because of his expertise with a knife." 
 
    The older man set his gift on the floor by the babies and nodded to her. His big hands displayed numerous nicks and scars.  
 
    Barclay turned to a sandy-haired man with a shaggy, reddish beard and his hair tied behind his neck, who had already put his cradle down. “Canada here came from Alberta seeking a job. The boys tacked the nickname on him rather than using his given name, Arhambault.” He exaggerated the pronunciation, so it was impossible to understand. Grinning, Canada shook a hand at him in mock anger.  
 
    "Aren't they lovely?" Cynara stroked her hand over the arched end of one of the small beds and the carefully carved spindles on the sides. "I'll make mattresses and pillows. You did a wonderful job." 
 
    Blade preened, shoving a hank of tar-colored hair out of his eyes. "Thank you, ma'am." 
 
    "We couldn't stand to think of these little 'uns sleeping in drawers," explained the third cowhand. 
 
    "Oh, yeah," Barclay said. "This is Randy, the pretty boy of the bullpen."  
 
    The men all laughed. 
 
    Barclay wanted to thank them and tell them to get back to work. He truly appreciated their loyalty and thoughtfulness, but he didn't like the way their eyes practically swallowed Cynara. Could one of them have sneaked into the house last night? He wanted to ask but knew if one of them was guilty, he’d likely lie. It would be better to hide his suspicions until he had proof. "It was kind of you to do this. We're grateful. I'm sure the tykes will sleep better in their new beds." 
 
    "Have you named them yet?" Blade asked. 
 
    "Yes." Cynara pointed to each child as she gave their names. "This one is Connor. The other boy is Gage and the girl is Vella." 
 
    "Vella." Canada bent to better see the baby. "That's a right pretty name. They sure are tiny." 
 
    "They were premature," Cynara said. 
 
    Outside, a wagon pulled up to the house. Barclay went to look out the window. "It's Ma. We better go help her. I'm sure she's brought a bunch of food, plus gifts for the babies." 
 
    "Oh." Cynara's hand went to her hair as she attempted to tidy it. "I can't wait to meet her." 
 
    "We'll be going then." Blade backed toward the kitchen, pulling Canada and Randy with him. 
 
    "Thank you again," Cynara said. "The cradles are lovely." 
 
    The men nodded and skedaddled. 
 
    Barclay hustled out to the wagon. "'Lo, Ma. Glad you made it." 
 
    "I'll only be staying a day or two." She stood, and he helped her down. "I have a canasta game on Thursday." 
 
    "Ma," Jared greeted her. "How could you let a card game take you away from us?" 
 
    She laughed. "Don't try to bamboozle me. I know you boys will be glad to get me out of your hair." 
 
    "Did you bring us any of your scones, Ma?" Chase asked. 
 
    "I certainly did. They're in the hamper with the popcorn balls. You boys can bring in all the things in from the back and my bag." She indicated a valise on the floor of the driver's seat. 
 
    They each grabbed something and followed her inside where Cynara waited.  
 
    Julia didn't wait for introductions. "You must be Cynara." She marched right over and drew the younger woman into a quick hug. "Thank you for helping out my boys. They're a bunch of fiddleheads, but they mean well." 
 
    "Now, Ma," Barclay chided. "You know you love us." 
 
    "I'm glad to meet you, Mrs. Givens." Cynara stepped out of the embrace, seeming discomfited. Barclay wondered if perhaps she wasn't used to such intimacy from a stranger. 
 
    "Call me Julia, please." Julia spied the babies. "Oh, here are our little darlings. My, so small. How are they doing?" 
 
    "Fine, I believe," Cynara said. "Doc should be out today to check on them." 
 
    "Good." Julia turned to her sons waiting by the door. "Put my satchel in the sewing room, Chase. You can put the other things on the dining table, except for the crate. That goes in the kitchen." 
 
    Jared picked up the crate. "Mm, I smell scones in here." 
 
    "Don't you be touching those until I say you can, young man." Julia followed the men to the table and began sorting through the packages. She singled one out and handed it to Cynara. "This is for you, just something I whipped up for chilly evenings." 
 
    "Oh, thank you. That's so kind." Cynara opened the gift to find a pair of knitted house shoes. "Wonderful. I was wishing I had slippers." 
 
    Julia handed out more parcels, new shirts and hand-knitted socks for each of her sons, a plain apron for Oysters and gowns for each of the triplets. "I whipped up some diapers too. Can't have too many of those. Here, Cynara, I brought yarn and fabric. We can do some sewing for the babies and knit them booties and hats." 
 
    "How generous of you." Cynara hugged the wool yarn to her chest as if it were fine silk.  
 
    "There are a couple other things I'll show you later," Julia told her as if sharing a secret. 
 
    Cynara smiled. "I can't wait." 
 
    Barclay watched the entire proceedings with a grin of his own. He'd never known anyone better organized or prepared than his mother. She was a wonder. And she'd gotten a smile from Cynara. That alone he considered a gift. 
 
    "I see someone has made cradles for the babies." Julia examined them. "These are wonderful. Why aren't you using them?" 
 
    "Some of our hands made them and brought them to us only a few minutes ago," Barclay explained.  
 
    "Well, let's not allow them to go to waste." She lifted Vella from her drawer. "Cynara, switch this bedding over to the cradle." 
 
    Cynara arranged the towels in the new beds, smelling the sweet scent of fresh-cut wood. When she finished, Julia nestled the baby into the make-shift bedding. "There, now. That's better." 
 
    They had just moved the other two babies when Jared went to the door. "Sounds like we have more company."  
 
    Moments later, Doc entered the great room. 
 
    "Doc, good to see you." Barclay shook his hand. "Here to check the triplets, I presume." 
 
    "You presume right." Doc hung up his coat and handed a satchel to Cynara. "Folks in town donated some clothes and things. They know you had nothing left after the fire, except for the few things that were given to you then." 
 
    She took the bag and held it close. "Oh, I can't believe they did that. Please give them my thanks. Better yet, write down who donated, so I can send them each a note." 
 
    "I don't know who all put stuff in," Doc said. "Why not write one letter and I'll post it on the bulletin board outside the marshal's office." 
 
    "All right." 
 
     Doc carried his medical bag over to where the babies lay in their new beds. "The triplets look good." 
 
    "We've had no problems," Cynara said, joining him. 
 
    Doc listened to the babies' hearts, checked their lungs and looked for signs of any complications. "Everything seems just as it should be." 
 
    "Excellent." Barclay took Doc's medical bag and set it by the door. "Let's go eat Ma's scones while they're still fresh." 
 
    "Scones?" Doc said. "I haven't had a good English scone in years." 
 
    "I even brought a fresh batch of clotted cream and my wild raspberry jam," Julia said, slipping an arm through his. 
 
    Barclay winked at Jared as they watched their mother escort the doctor to the kitchen. They'd been hoping to see something develop between the couple. Barclay didn't like his mother being alone and six miles away where he couldn't keep an eye on her. She and the doctor made a good pair and he believed they'd be happy together. Jared shared his hopes. Chase felt less enthusiastic about the notion of a new man stepping into his father's place. 
 
    Despite all the hullabaloo of his mother and Doc arriving, the idea that someone had invaded their home last night weighed on Barclay's mind. He had to find out who and why. 
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 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
   B arclay saw the doctor off in his buggy and headed for the bunkhouse. Jared and Chase had gone to see to their own chores. Cynara had disappeared up the stairs with the satchel Doc had brought, no doubt to try on the clothes the townsfolk had donated. 
 
    The bunkhouse door stood open, so Barclay stepped inside and called, "Slim? You in here?" 
 
    No one answered.  
 
    Barclay wandered over to the barn where he found Slim talking to Roy. 
 
    "I know it's hard work, Roy, but the more you do, the stronger you'll get, and it'll become easy." 
 
    "If you say so, boss." 
 
    "I'm your father." Seeing Barclay, Slim added, "Here's the real boss. Need something, Barclay?" 
 
    "Yeah. Can I talk with you a minute?" 
 
    "Sure can."  
 
    They walked outside, out of Roy's hearing.  
 
    "You happen to notice if any of the men came in late last night, say midnight?" 
 
    Slim shook his head. "No, but you know most of the boys are out on the range, and my room is separate from theirs." 
 
    "What about Dirk?" 
 
    "Sent him to check fences this morning. If he was out last night, I wasn't aware of it. Something wrong, boss?" 
 
    Barclay rubbed his beard. He'd forgotten to shave this morning. Odd his mother hadn't noticed and bawled him out. She liked her men clean-shaven. "I'm not sure. Oysters thought he heard someone go by his room last night and Cynara, who was sleeping on the couch, woke up and saw a man go into the kitchen. Cynara thinks now she may have dreamed it, but I have a hunch…" 
 
    "Why would anyone be snooping in the house?" Slim took out his cigarette makings. 
 
    "Can't rightly answer that, unless it was Minnie checking on her babies." 
 
    "You think she might be hiding nearby?" Slim offered Barclay the cigarette he'd rolled. 
 
    Barclay shook his head. "It's possible. Keep an eye out, okay?" 
 
    Slim blew out smoke. "You bet. Should I have one of the men, one other than Dirk, keep watch tonight?" 
 
    "Not yet. I dislike making them lose sleep. We're all so damn busy right now, with the rest of the crew gone." Barclay gazed out over the range that stretched for five miles with patches of trees and willows along the creek and forest bordering the open grassy meadow. Beautiful meadowland. 
 
    His meadowland. 
 
    "I have to go over to the Double Z this morning and see Beau. I'll be back before noon." 
 
    "All right, boss. You gonna marry that gal, Annabelle?" The whiskers on Slim's upper lip quivered as he held in laughter. 
 
    "No, I'm not marrying her. Has she been spreading rumors all over town?" Barclay slammed a fist on a fence post to vent his anger. 
 
    "Someone's been talkin'. Your ma didn't say nothing 'bout it?" 
 
    "No. Maybe she hasn't heard it yet. I need to talk to her about it though." He kicked at the post. "Annabelle says our fathers made a deal when she was born for us to marry as soon as she was old enough." 
 
    Slim gasped on his latest inhalation of smoke. "Holly dadgum hell. That woman's crazy." 
 
    "I won't argue that." Barclay put a hand on his foreman's shoulder. "Thanks, Slim. I'll talk to you later." 
 
    "Good luck with Beau." 
 
    "Yeah, I'll need it." Barclay aimed his boots for the house. 
 
    He found his mother and Cynara in the sewing room hemming diapers and chattering up a storm. From the looks of it, they were getting along like two flies on a cow patty. 
 
    He stuck his head in and asked, "Ma, I hate to break this up, but can I speak with you a moment?"  
 
    "Of course, honey." She set her sewing aside and stood. "I'll be right back, Cynara." 
 
    He led her to the great room, empty except for the sleeping babies. 
 
    Barclay spoke softly to avoid waking anyone. "Ma, do you know of any arrangement Pa might have made with Beauford Hodson for me to marry his daughter when she was old enough?" 
 
    "Gracious, no." Her eyes widened. "Are you serious?" 
 
    "As a rattler ready to strike." 
 
    "He never said anything to me about any such ridiculous agreement. Why would he want you to ruin your life that way? Who told you such a thing?" 
 
    "Annabelle Hodson." 
 
    "She's looking out for her own interests. You know she set her sights on you when she started school and hasn't changed her mind yet." She sat down as if the news exhausted her. 
 
    Nervous himself, Barclay stepped over to what they called the nursery. He touched the fine silky hair of one baby, tucked a blanket snugger around another. "I can't imagine he'd lie, but that's what Annabelle claims. She burst in here this morning demanding to know when I was going to marry her. I told her never." 
 
    "My heavens," Ma uttered. "Well, one thing you can count on, no one will believe her. That girl makes up more stories than a cowboy at roundup." 
 
    Barclay chuckled. "You're right about that. I'm heading over to the Double Z now to talk to her father and see what this is about." 
 
    "Good luck, son. Be firm with him. Don't let him push you into anything." She rose and followed him to the door. "Whatever you do, follow your heart." 
 
    Barclay bent and kissed her cheek. "I will. See you later." 
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    Beauford had built the Double Z around the same time Barclay's father arrived in Cutthroat. They'd helped each other, fought off bandits together and been good friends. At least Barclay had always thought that was the case. Mrs. Hodson had died not long after having Annabelle, her only baby to survive childbirth.  
 
    Beau welcomed him into his study and offered him a whiskey. Barclay declined.  
 
    "I need to talk to you about something, Beau." 
 
    The older man poured the golden liquid into a glass and took a sip. "I've been expecting you for weeks, ever since Annabelle turned eighteen. You missed her celebration." 
 
    "Didn't know anything about it." 
 
    Beau furrowed his brow. "I told that girl to send out the invitations. No wonder no one showed up. Darn her. You'd think she could be a little more cooperative when we're talking about her own birthday." 
 
    "You'd think." Barclay cleared his throat, dreading the coming conversation. "She paid me a visit this morning. Wanted to know when I was going to marry her." 
 
    Beau set his glass down and faced Barclay square on. "I hope you didn't choose a date too soon. She has more growing up to do." 
 
    Taken aback by the man's calm, presumptuous attitude, Barclay hesitated. Beau sounded stone cold serious. "I have no intention of marrying anyone. Not now or in the foreseeable future. I have a ranch to run." 
 
    "Well, of course you do, but that doesn't preclude marriage. You'll need a woman at your side, Barclay. Annabelle could take some of the minor chores off your hands." 
 
    "I doubt that, but it doesn’t matter," Barclay said, remembering his mother's words. "I am not going to marry Annabelle." 
 
    Beau wandered over to his desk and toyed with his ink well. "You're breaking the agreement your father and I made eighteen years ago?" 
 
    "What agreement?" 
 
    "George needed cash to replace the roof on the barn a bad storm blew off. I loaned it to him on the understanding that he would pay it back by seeing to it that you married my little girl." 
 
    Barclay swore under his breath. He couldn't believe what he'd just heard. "If Pa ever made such an agreement, he never mentioned it to anyone in the family. How do I know you aren't just pulling my tail?"  
 
    Beau spun toward him, his face livid. "You're doubting my word, young man?" 
 
    "Yes, sir. I reckon I am." 
 
    "Well, in all my years, this is the first time I've known of a man not to honor his father's debts, and to accuse me of lying… Well, I'm downright insulted. George and I shook hands on it. Isn't a man's word good enough anymore?" 
 
    "I'd say it's plenty good," Barclay said. 
 
    Beau smiled "Well, then…?" 
 
    "But not this time." Barclay jabbed his finger at a stack of papers on Beau's desk. "I'd need to see this on paper in my father's hand before I can believe he'd do such a fool thing." 
 
    "Then you've no intention of honoring his agreement?" 
 
    "No, I do not." 
 
    Beau walked up to him and stared him in the eye, his tone rock hard. "You will marry Annabelle, Barclay Givens, or I'll sue you for the full amount I loaned your father eighteen years ago." 
 
    "And just how much was that alleged loan?" Barclay asked, not backing down. 
 
    "A thousand dollars." 
 
    Barclay almost choked on his own saliva. "A thousand… Why would he need that much money to put a roof on a barn? This is getting more ridiculous by the minute." 
 
    "That may be," Beau spat, "but that was the amount. He had some other debts he needed to pay. Debts I believe he didn't want your mother to know about." 
 
    Barclay stared at the man, noting a bit of foam at the corner of Beau's mouth. Had the man gone mad? He must have to think the Givens family would swallow this nonsense. "My father never lied to my mother in all their years together." 
 
    "And how would you know that?" 
 
    "Because I know my father." Barclay made his voice firm to show he was serious. "He was no liar. Understand this, Mr. Hodson. I will not marry your daughter. Nor will I pay you a thousand dollars for a make-believe loan." 
 
    Spinning on his heel, he marched to the door and let himself out. He hadn't quite reached his horse yet when the front door flew open.  
 
    "You'll regret your decision, young man. I'll see to it, believe me. You've just declared war on the Hodson family, and we take such matters very seriously." 
 
    Beau stepped back inside and the door slammed shut. 
 
    "We'll see about that," Barclay muttered as he mounted his horse and turned toward home.  
 
    A speck of fear niggled at the back of his mind as he recalled a story his mother had told him once. His father and Beau had been young men with tenuous holds on their new ranches. One day, Beau discovered a man and his wife squatting on his land. He ordered them off, but they refused to go. That night, hooded horsemen attacked the squatter's shack, killing him and burning the makeshift home to the ground. The widow had been left to make her way alone with a baby on the way and no money to her name. His father had felt so badly about it he'd taken money from his own pocket, money he needed, and given it to the widow. 
 
    How much had Beau changed in the intervening years? Could Barclay expect to see hooded riders galloping up to his home some night with flaming torches? He couldn't imagine such a thing, but he'd damn well make sure to be ready for anything Beau might try to pull. 
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    Annabelle Hodson barely pulled her young man into a storage closet under the stairs near her father's office before Barclay Givens burst from the room. The couple had heard every word said between the two older men. It hurt a little that Barclay didn't want her, but she knew she could change his mind.  
 
    "I told you I was supposed to marry Barclay," Annabelle whispered to her companion. 
 
    "But, honey," Boots McKinney pleaded, "you're gonna marry me, aren't you? You said you would." 
 
    Annabelle peeked out and quickly shut the door when she saw her father returning from watching his guest leave. "Barclay has a big ranch and stacks of money. I'd be a lot better off as his wife than I would yours."  
 
    "Don't say that, sweetheart." Boots tried to draw her into his arms. "He doesn’t love you like I do. I'd work real hard to make all the money you want. You know that, don't you?" 
 
    She shoved him away. "Stop pestering me, Boots. I told you I'll decide when I'm good and ready." 
 
    "What about our baby?" He placed a hand on her still-flat belly. She swatted it away. 
 
    "What makes you think it's yours?" Annabelle taunted. 
 
    "You told me." Boots looped his arms around her again and hung on tightly. "Last night when I climbed into your room." 
 
    "That was last night," she argued, while at the same time wriggling against him to urge him on. Few things excited her more than a boy trying to get into her bed. She liked to see how hard they'd work at it and how far they'd go. Some never came back once they'd gotten what they wanted. Others, like Boots, turned into pests who wanted more and more of her. 
 
    Boots had an advantage over most of the local boys. Since he worked for her father, he was always nearby. Boys had begun to bore her, though. She wanted to try a real man like Barclay. Seven years separated them in age, and recently, she'd been finding older men intriguing.  
 
    Right now, Boots' mouth was on her neck. He knew kissing her there drove her wild. Would Barclay kiss her under her ear the same way? The way she liked. Since learning of her condition, she'd been considering the idea of sneaking into Barclay's bed somehow. Not only to find out what it would be like, but as a safeguard in case she decided to name him as the father of her baby.  
 
    [image: A picture containing indoor  Description automatically generated] 
 
       Dirk hated riding fence. He couldn't think of a more boring job. It did get him away from the ranch, though. He liked the solitude and freedom it allowed him. No boss checking on him and ordering him around. He could take a break whenever he wanted and find shortcuts to end the job faster.  
 
    Coming to a small creek that flowed down out of the hills, he stopped when he heard loud cursing from the other side of the thick stand of willows bordering the stream. To see who was there and if they belonged on High Mountain land, he rode through the willows, across the creek and through more willows on the other side. He broke from the brush to see a nice-looking man around his age trying to untangle a fishing line from the bushes. 
 
    "Howdy." He reined in and leaned his forearms on the saddle horn. "Got trouble, do you?" 
 
    "Aw, damn it all. Happens every time. If I had the time and energy, I'd chop down all these lousy willows." The man gave up on the knot and cut it with his pocketknife. He picked up his pole made from a branch of the very bushes he had been cursing and gazed at Dirk. "Hey, ain't you Dick something or other?" 
 
    "Dirk Shindler." Surprised, Dirk studied the man. "You look familiar too, but I don't recall your name." Or where he'd met him. 
 
    "I'm Boots McKinney. We rode together with Hugh Grossman for a short time a year or so ago." Boots walked over to where he'd left his saddlebags and dropped the pole. "Just getting ready to fry up some fish. You want to stay and eat, you're welcome." 
 
    "I remember you now." Dirk dismounted and strolled over to where Boots was gathering rocks for a firepit. He picked up a few stones himself and tossed them on the pile. "You and Hugh got in a fight over a job he was planning, and you left, right?" 
 
    "That's right. You were new to the gang, so I never got to know you." Boots began stacking the rocks in a circle. "You still with Hugh?" 
 
    "Naw. He and the whole gang, except me, are in prison. Got caught doing a bank." Dirk gathered up some sticks for firewood, creating a pile near the pit. "It was my turn to guard the hideout, so I wasn't with them." 
 
    Boots laughed, though Dirk couldn't see why.  
 
    "How long did you stay there guarding them rattrap shacks before you realized they weren't coming back?" 
 
    Dirk supposed it was humorous, from a bystander's point of view. "Almost a week. We had two women there. They ganged up on me while I was sleeping and knocked me out. When I woke up, they were gone." 
 
    "Bet you weren't too happy. You get them back?" 
 
    "No, but I taught one a lesson and the other one may have left me a way to make some good money."  
 
    "Yeah?" Boots queried. 
 
    Dirk wandered further to find more wood. It meant hollering, but what did that matter? Wasn't anybody around for miles. He couldn't believe he'd run onto Boots. When Dirk joined the gang, Boots was the only member who'd shown him a lick of kindness. During the very first robbery, Dirk had made a mistake that had cost them some of the stolen money. Hugh had been furious and ready to trounce him. Boots had claimed he saw the whole thing and that it had been nothing more than an accident. Dirk figured he could trust a man like that. Furthermore, he owed Boots. 
 
    "Maybe." Dirk tossed down the wood and watched Boots take a match from a match safe. "What brings you onto High Mountain range anyway?" 
 
    Boots stood up and glanced around. "Am I on High Mountain land? Hell. There ain't no way to tell where one spread starts and another one ends. You think Givens will take offense?" 
 
    Flames flickered in the small fire and Boots tucked away his match safe. 
 
    "Where's your horse?" Dirk asked. 
 
    "In the willows up creek a little way. He's hobbled so he won't go far." Boots dug a fry pan out of his saddlebag and a gushy chunk of fat wrapped in an old hanky. He hunkered down, dropped the fat into the pan over the fire, and balanced it on the rocks he'd arranged to hold the pan out of the flames. "Grab them fish, will ya? Over in the water on a loop of fishing line." 
 
    Dirk found them. He retrieved his knife from his pants pocket and, kneeling in the grass, efficiently slit the belly of one fish. "So, are you just wandering, or do you work somewhere around here?" 
 
    "I work for Beauford Hodson at the Double Z. What about you? Looking for a job?" 
 
    Dirk remembered hearing about Hodson. He was the nearest neighbor to the Givens ranch and had a larger spread. He had a reputation for being stingy and mean. "I just got hired on at High Mountain. Foreman sent me out to ride the perimeter today. Most of the hands are out counting heads." 
 
    "They're likely up in the trees then." Boots gestured to the wooded hills behind them. He placed the gutted fish in the pan where the grease had begun to sizzle. "So, Grossman finally got caught, eh? Couldn't happen to a lousier guy. Sure glad I wasn't with him." 
 
    "Yeah. Me too. I'm still hunting for one of those two sluts who beaned me, though." 
 
    "What for? She mean something to you?" Boots asked. 
 
    Dirk sat cross-legged and cleaned his knife by jabbing it into the dirt a few times. "The only thing she means to me is a nest egg for my old age." 
 
    Boots screwed up his face, looking into the sunlight trying to see Dirk. "She steal your savings or something?" 
 
    "No, but she's going to help me get rich, nevertheless. Gave birth to a litter I figure could be mine. I aim to trade them to her parents for a nice pile of cash." 
 
    "What do you mean, a litter? She have kittens?" Boots laughed at his own joke. 
 
    "Nope. Triplets." 
 
    "Well, damn my soul," Boots muttered. "I've never seen triplets." 
 
    "I hadn't either until I saw these." 
 
    "So, when do you plan to do this swap? Why aren't you seeing to it now instead of working for Givens?" 
 
    "Waiting for the right moment to snatch the little beggars." Dirk took out his cigarette makings, realized the fish would be done too soon for him to finish a smoke, and put the bag back in his pocket.  
 
    "What about the mother? She gonna have some say in this?"  
 
    "Naw. She's gone. Took off as soon as she dropped the brats. Reckon she didn't want them. They've got a wet-nurse for them. I'm considering taking her too." 
 
    Boots cocked his head, gazing at Dirk with a calculating expression on his clean-shaven face. "You said you figured the kids might be yours. What did you mean by that? You share her with the gang or something?" 
 
    "Yeah, we all had her. She was about ready to drop her load when she and Juanita escaped. Minnie made it to High Mountain, had the babies and snuck off in the night." 
 
    "You're pulling my leg," Boots exclaimed. "I thought women had to stay in bed for weeks after giving birth. How'd she manage that?" 
 
    Dirk shrugged. "Beats me, but that's what happened. I'd already found out her folks had money while I was hunting for her. They had posters about her being kidnapped all over town." 
 
    "You just took her, eh?" Boots chuckled. "Bet it was Hugh did that. He's got more cajones than a pack of cougars." 
 
    "Yeah, it was him, all right, but we all had our turn so I figure them triplets could as easily be mine as his." 
 
    Boots turned the browning fish. "Well, good luck with that. Better you than me. I don't want nothing to do with a passel of babies, mine or anybody else's." 
 
    Grinning, Dirk said, "You mean you wouldn't help me get them to the grandparents? Even if it meant a few hundred bucks in your pocket?" 
 
    Boots looked up. "A few hundred? How much you expect to get from them?" 
 
    Dirk shrugged. He regretted mentioning the money. He hadn't been serious about Boots joining him. The trip would be easier with another man along but taking the wet-nurse would be better. He couldn't quite see Boots changing diapers or trying to quiet a baby. Besides, Dirk needed every dollar of whatever he gained from this job. "Hard to say. First, I have to get the brats there." 
 
    "I ain't eager to go off nowhere anyhow." Boots scooped the browned fish fillets onto a tin plate. "I got a gal I need to keep watch over. Her old man is trying to hook her up with Barclay Givens. I gotta protect my interests." 
 
    "Barclay!" Dirk laughed. "He's a stiff-necked bastard. Thinks he's better than anyone else. Your girl better be mighty good looking to interest him." 
 
    "Hey! Annabelle's the prettiest gal in these parts." Calming, he offered the plate to Dirk. "Barclay already turned her father down, anyway, so I reckon I have nothing to sweat over." 
 
    "I hope so, for your sake." Dirk wondered how much the man had exaggerated his girl's looks. Cynara was no dog. Barclay Givens would be smart to latch onto her, whether he keeps those babies or not. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
   "L et's use the dining table for cutting the fabric." Julia carried the pattern pieces and fabric over to the table. 
 
    Cynara brought the scissors, pins and marking chalk. "I always did this on the floor. I didn't have such a nice, large table. You're right, this will be much better." 
 
    "Ward would have built you a larger house eventually, I'm sure." 
 
    Cynara paused to think about that. "I don't know. I doubt it. He saw no need for anything other than what we had." 
 
    "Some men are like that." Julia spread the black cloth over the table. "I think my George could have been, if he hadn't wanted to please me more than himself." 
 
    "It sounds like George was a very nice man." Cynara unfolded the thin pattern pieces and arranged them on the cloth.  
 
    "Yes, he was, and my sons take after him." Julia switched one pattern piece for another which fit the space better. "Do you want to do the cutting or shall I?" 
 
    "I can do it." Cynara took the scissors and began, concentrating fully on the task. 
 
    Barclay came in and slipped past them. "I see you ladies are keeping busy."  
 
    Julia grinned at her son. "Did you ever know me to sit idle?"  
 
    "Never." The kitchen door swung shut behind him. 
 
    Julia winked at Cynara. "It's always good to remind men what you want them to believe." 
 
    Cynara smiled. She liked Julia more every day. The woman who won her as a mother-in-law would be a lucky lady. But, then, Cynara suspected the woman who married Barclay would already be fortunate. 
 
    She paused, wondering why Barclay had been the one to come to mind. Jared and Chase were nice too. Even Oysters was a lovely man, though older and not as good looking. But Barclay fascinated her. She liked the way his mind worked. He always anticipated the result of any decision he decided to take. By the same token, he thought out his words before he spoke. She tried to do the same, but he did it better.  
 
    At times his intensity and the power that emanated off him overwhelmed her, but mostly, she admired it. Barclay moved as if he knew exactly what he was doing and how it would work out. He had poise and confidence and wasted neither words nor energy.  
 
    Besides all that, she loved watching him. He reminded her of a well-oiled piece of machinery, like a good sewing machine. 
 
    "I wish we had a sewing machine," she said. "Finishing the dress would be a lot faster." 
 
    "I have one." Julia slapped her forehead as if berating herself for not thinking of it sooner. "I'll send one of the boys to fetch it." 
 
    "Oh, you don't need to do that. I can sew it by hand almost as fast." 
 
    "Nonsense." Julia pushed open the kitchen door. "Barclay?" 
 
    "Yes, Ma?" 
 
    "Can you or one of your brothers run into town and bring back my sewing machine? We want to finish Cynara's dress and the diapers as quickly as possible and having the machine here would make it easier." 
 
    Through the crack in the door, Cynara saw Barclay's gaze flick to her, making her warm all over. A nice, comfortable warm, like hot tea in front of a fire on a winter day.  
 
    "Sure, Ma. I'll have Jared get it. I think Chase is working on the barn roof today. Had some boards come loose up there and we need to get it patched before it rains again." 
 
    "There's no need to go to a lot of trouble," Cynara said, embarrassed to be causing problems for them. "You're all so busy." 
 
    He smiled. "Not that busy. I'll go find Jared now." The door closed, cutting off her view of him.  
 
    Cynara resumed cutting. The scissors zipped through the fabric like melted butter on a knife. "I'll bet he was a perfect child, always doing as he was told and staying out of trouble." 
 
    Julia laughed. "You don't know him well enough yet. It may not seem like it, but there's a bit of a rebel inside Barclay that pops out now and then when you least expect it." 
 
    Curious, Cynara wanted to hear more. "Give me an example." 
 
    A dreamy far-away expression entered Julia's eyes and she smiled. "An example. Well, there was the time his father had him shoveling hay out of the barn loft straight into the wagon parked below. Barclay was seven and so full of energy you could barely keep him still. George told him to stop dancing around because the hay was slick, and he could slide right out the loft doors. The next thing he knew, Barclay had disappeared. It nearly gave him a heart attack. He thought sure the boy had fallen and hurt himself, but when he looked out, there was Barclay standing in the hay wagon grinning up at him, perfectly fine and pleased with himself." 
 
    Cynara smiled. That Barclay could be spontaneous and adventurous made him even more intriguing. She wished she could see him that way sometime. 
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    Jared didn't often frequent the saloon. Liquor didn't appeal to him as much as it did most men. But after the long, dusty drive into town, a beer sounded downright appealing. He parked as near to his mother's front door as he could, went inside and carried the sewing machine back out. After securing it in the wagon bed, he drove to the Windy Dog Saloon.  
 
    Several men he knew stood at the bar or sat at tables drinking. "Hey, Drew, how's it going?" he called out. 
 
    Drew flapped a hand at him, more a dismissal than a hello, Jared thought. He went to the counter and ordered a beer. Before he'd even had a taste Jeb Caldright, entered and moseyed up to him. Jared smiled. He and Jeb had been friends since childhood, before Jeb let himself get overweight by drinking too much and moving too little. After marrying, Jeb moved out of town the opposite direction from High Mountain, so they didn’t see each other often anymore. 
 
    "Well," Jeb drawled, his tone sarcastic. "If it ain’t one of the Givens boys. Tell me, Jared, is that chicken-shit brother of yours gonna do right by Annabelle Hodson or not?" 
 
    Jared jerked backward, surprised by the unexpected attack. "What are you talking about?" 
 
    "Annabelle's expecting," Jeb said. "Barclay knows that, doesn't he? Everyone else in town does." 
 
    Jared sipped his beer, taking in the hostile glances from the other men and trying to make sense of it all. "First I heard of it. Did this news come from her, or her father? You know you have to take what she says with a grain of salt." 
 
    "I heard it from Beau himself," Jeb said. 
 
    "Beau told all of us when he was in here this morning," Ben Carter, the new town pharmacist, put in. He had the sleek look of a cat that made Jared not quite trust him. 
 
    Harry Peterson, the one barber in Cutthroat, nodded. "That's right." 
 
    Dumfounded, Jared didn't know what to say. He hadn't known of Beau Hodson to go around telling bald-faced lies. What was the man up to? "Afraid I don't know anything about it, but you can be sure, I'll find out." 
 
    He guzzled his beer and left. Since Barclay had asked him to see if there were any replies to his wires regarding Dirk, he stopped at the telegraph office.  
 
    "Nope," the telegrapher said. "No wires for Barclay."  
 
    Next, Jared went to the general store where he picked up the mail. On the way in, he all but walked into Melanie Gainsford. He grinned and his heart began pounding. She was the prettiest little filly in the whole county, with golden hair and honey-colored eyes, and if he had anything to say about it, she'd be his girl soon. 
 
    "Hello, Melanie. Fancy meeting you here," he said, taking off his hat. "I was just wondering what pretty things I'd see today, and here you are." 
 
    She didn't smile. Didn't speak. She walked around him and out the door. 
 
    Thunderation. Had everyone gone loco today? Melanie always had a smile and a kind word or two for him. He knew she was sweet on him, same as he was on her. Sure didn't look that way now, though.  
 
    Could it have anything to do with the rumor about Barclay and Annabelle? Jared hadn't a doubt of Barclay’s innocence in this whole mess. But matters appeared to be getting worse. He'd best get his tobacco and hurry home to warn his brother of the rattler's nest he'd walk into should he come to town. 
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    "Thanks a lot, brother." Jared's tone held anything but gratitude.  
 
    "What for?" Barclay looked up from his desk, wondering what caused this new disaster. For the third time, he'd gone through his father's journal for the year Annabelle was born without finding any reference to a loan from Beau Hodson, any unnamed income of one-thousand dollars, or any unpaid bills. 
 
    "Melanie won't even speak to me because of you," Jared spat at him. 
 
    "Because of me!" Barclay stood in total confusion. "What did I do?" 
 
    "Not what you did but what you refuse to do—marry Annabelle." 
 
    Barclay shook his head, more to clear it than to deny his brother's words. "Whoa. Who in thunder told Melanie about this so-called arrangement for me to marry Annabelle? I certainly didn't." 
 
    "Everyone in town seems to know about it." Jared faced him nose to nose, his fists planted on his hips. "And it appears to me that it's Beau himself spreading the word." 
 
    "That sly snake. He's trying to force me to marry her." Barclay marched across the room and back again, thinking. "I'll fix him. I know exactly what to do." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    Barclay grinned. "You'll find out." 
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 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
   S pinning on his boot heel, Barclay stormed out of the house and didn't stop until he reached the barn. There, he saddled his gelding and aimed for town. As he rode, he composed and edited the ad he meant to have put in the paper. Not so much an ad as a declaration. 
 
    Barclay didn't go to the store or the saloon or his mother's house. He went straight to the Cutthroat Gazette.  
 
    "Good afternoon, Barclay," the owner, Andrew Osborne, greeted him. 
 
    "Whether it's good or not depends on you, Andy. Do you have a piece of paper and a pencil I can use?"  
 
    Andrew slid the requested items over to him. Barclay scribbled across the paper, then handed it to the newspaperman. "Can you print this in your next issue?" 
 
    It took Andrew only a minute to read what Barclay had written. He finished with a smile. "Oh, Beau isn't going to like this, but I love it. 'This is my sworn testimony that any child Annabelle Hodson might or might not be carrying is not mine and I do not intend to marry her, signed Barclay Brook Givens," he read. "I'll put it on the front page, right in the center. It will be out day after tomorrow." 
 
    "Do you think folks will accept it as truth?" 
 
    "Oh, sure. When a man goes to this much trouble and puts something in writing, people figure it must be true." 
 
    "Good. Thank you, Andy. That will be great. By the way, how's your new baby? I hear it's a boy." 
 
    Andrew puffed out his chest. "Sure is. Eight pounds, two ounces, with lungs that could wake the dead." 
 
    Barclay laughed. "Getting any sleep?" 
 
    "Not much, but I'm a proud papa anyway." He rested his hands on the counter and leaned toward Barclay. "Maybe you ought to marry Annabelle. Being a father is fantastic." 
 
    Barclay frowned. "No thanks. I'll marry someday, but not for a few more years. Too much to do. And when I do, the bride will not be Annabelle Hodson." 
 
    "I don't think anyone in town would really blame you. Everyone knows what a lying harlot she is." Andrew tucked Barclay's note in his pocket. "It's because they think you got her pregnant that folks are upset." 
 
    Barclay picked up a pencil and tapped it on the countertop. "Maybe I should find out who the real father is. That would shut them up." 
 
    Andrew grinned. "Wasn't me." 
 
    Seeing no reason to give anyone a chance to nag him about Annabelle, Barclay rode straight home. The first thing Chase said to him when he entered the house was, "Did you see Annabelle?" 
 
    "No, I did not. Nor do I intend to. And I'm not marrying her either." He noticed the odd way Cynara gazed at him while his brothers razzed him, and his mother fussed. He could tell she didn't know what to think. At least that was better than turning against him. 
 
    After supper he found Cynara alone knitting. "You disapprove of my stand on the marriage issue?" he asked. 
 
    "I don't know. It's none of my business anyway." She kept on working, needles clacking.  
 
    "No, but I'd like your opinion." 
 
    The clacking stopped as her hands stilled. "I'm mostly confused. Obviously, I don't know enough about you and Annabelle to figure out what's going on. Have you been courting her?" 
 
    "No. She's an impudent… I started to say girl, but she isn't a girl anymore. She's a woman, one evidently carrying a baby. Not mine, though."  
 
    He paused and shook his head. "Did your ma or grandma ever tell you, if you can't say anything nice about someone, don't say anything at all? That's why I'm going to shut up now. I don't like gossiping and spreading half-truths. I don't know what's going on with Annabelle, only that I had no part in it." He turned to go to his office. Her calm words stopped him. 
 
    "I believe you." 
 
    He stared at her. He'd hoped she'd at least give him the benefit of a doubt but hadn't expected this. She didn't know him well enough to be so sure about him. He reversed his steps to stand in front of her. "I'm curious. Why?" 
 
    She glanced away, seeming shy to speak openly, and he thought she might refuse to answer or give some glib excuse. Instead, her gaze focused on his face. "I'm sure you've noticed I rarely enter a conversation. I guess you'd say I'm an observer rather than a participant. I haven't known you very long, it's true, but I know honesty when I see it, and you've always been straight with me." 
 
    Her words punched him in the gut. Cynara Stratton was the most beautiful woman he'd ever known, and, right now, he wanted very much to kiss her. 
 
    He cleared his throat. "Would you like to go for a ride? I could saddle a gentle horse for you. Ma would be glad to take care of the babies, I'm sure. We could go right after their next feeding." 
 
    She glanced at the pendant watch hanging from her neck. "Which is about now. Yes, Barclay. I love to ride. Don't choose too gentle a horse, though. I'm a good rider." 
 
    He grinned, feeling like he'd just won a prize, and followed her into the kitchen where Ma stirred cake batter. 
 
    "Ma, could you take care of the babies for a bit? I'd like to take Cynara for a ride." 
 
    "I'll feed them first," Cynara added. 
 
    Ma smiled and genuine pleasure showed in her eyes. "Of course, I will. Go do what you need to do, Cynara, and I'll be here when you're ready to leave."  
 
    Barclay knew she was hoping for a daughter-in-law and, for once, he didn't care if she got matchmaking notions. Nothing would likely come of it, since Cynara was in mourning. 
 
    He saddled a mare called Sunny because of her disposition. She wasn't a pussycat, but not wild either. 
 
    "You look happy," Chase said, entering the barn with Dirk behind him. 
 
    "I'm not suffering any. What are you two up to?" 
 
    "Slim told us to move that haystack in the south pasture. Discovered a seep under it." Chase tossed a hay rake to Dirk and grabbed one for himself. "Want to help?" 
 
    "No, thanks. Got better things to do than fork hay. I'm taking Cynara for a ride to see more of the ranch." 
 
    Chase let out a whistle. "Lucky man. Have fun." 
 
    Barclay noticed the intense look Dirk gave him. What did the man have on his mind? Did he have notions of courting Cynara himself? He'd have to get in line. Barclay had no free passes to give, even if he wanted to. Not that it mattered. She would make up her own mind. 
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    "This is all your land?" Cynara asked as they rode through a broad, grassy meadow. 
 
    "Clear from half-way up that hill, across and half-way up the hill on the south. One thousand acres. Not much compared to some of the big ranches in Montana." 
 
    "It sounds like a lot to me." Cynara rode easily in her saddle, comfortable and in control. She wanted to show Barclay her skill as a rider, though she couldn't say why. She enjoyed his company. That seemed enough. "Ward and I had only twenty acres, but we were satisfied." 
 
    "That's all that matters," Barclay said, loping along beside her on his gelding. "Jared talks now and then about enlarging the ranch, but I see no point to it. We're doing well enough. Pa had paid it off so it's free and clear, except for a small bank loan for improvements that I took out when the ranch became mine." 
 
    "How many hands do you have?" she asked, admiring the way he sat in his saddle, loose and easy as if he were part of the gelding. 
 
    "Nine. We only have four in the bunkhouse right now. The others are out counting steers, so we have an idea how they're doing. Every year, after calving, there should be more than last year. We lose a few to lightning strikes, cougar, grizzly or coyote attacks and disease, but not many." 
 
    "Look. There are some riders across the way." She pointed at two mounted men riding the opposite direction. 
 
    Barclay took his rifle from its scabbard and fired a single shot in the air. The men hesitated then fired two shots.  
 
    "They're our men. That's our way of signaling each other." Barclay frowned, looking concerned. "We'd better stay here and wait to hear what they have to say. A two-shot signal means trouble." 
 
    "I hope it isn't anything serious," Cynara said. 
 
    It took the men almost ten minutes to reach them across the broad meadow. One resembled a buffalo with a long, bushy beard and a fringed leather coat. The other, a younger man, had shaved that morning and even looked like he'd bathed, something seen rarely when men were out on the range. 
 
    "Hou, Barclay," the bushy one said. "Got a minor problem. The head count in our section is low. Too low." 
 
    Barclay scratched the back of his neck, something she'd noticed he did when thinking something through. "Rustlers, do you think?" 
 
    "Could be." The men stared at Cynara. 
 
    "Oh, excuse me," Barclay said as if he'd forgotten her presence. "This is Mrs. Stratton. She's staying at the house for a bit. Long story. I'll tell it to you later or you can ask the boys when you get home. Cynara, this hairy bear of a man is Smoky and the other one is Cavell." 
 
    She nodded to them and they tipped their hats. 
 
    "You want to palaver private like?" The younger man asked quietly. 
 
    "You can speak in front of Mrs. Stratton," Barclay said. That he trusted her pleased Cynara. 
 
    "All right. The thing here is that the section the cattle are missing from is the one bordering the Double Z. That's a mite of a coincidence, if you ask me," Cavell said. 
 
    Barclay pinched his lips together, something else she'd see him do when he felt troubled. She let her mare drift a bit to nibble some grass and give the men a mite more privacy, but their voices carried easily on the breeze. 
 
    "How eager are you boys to get back to your bunks?" Barclay asked the men. 
 
    "Sleeping under the stars is plenty good enough for me," Smoky said.  
 
    Cavell spit tobacco juice to the side away from Cynara's view. "Me too." 
 
    "Good. You done counting?" 
 
    "Yep." Smoky took a small notebook from his pocket and handed it over. 
 
    Barclay glanced at the book before tucking it into a pocket. "All right. Let's play badger. Dig yourselves a hole or find one somewhere, lay low and watch. Give it a week. I'll have someone bring you some supplies. If you don't see anything by the end of that time, come back." 
 
    "You got it, boss."  
 
    The two men tipped their hats to Cynara again and rode back the way they'd come. 
 
    Barclay sat there several moments watching. Cynara could see the wheels turning in his mind, probably thinking about what might have happened to the steers or what he should do about it. It seemed evident the men thought someone at the Double Z had taken them. 
 
    Finally, she fell under his gaze, and he said, "What do you say we amble down to the creek and have a picnic. I had Oysters pack sandwiches for us." 
 
    "That sounds lovely." She raised the mare's head, putting a halt to her grazing, and directed her toward the creek. 
 
    Barclay spread a blanket on the grass. Cynara sat with her legs to the side, Barclay sat Indian fashion. The basket Oysters had packed included beef sandwiches, hardboiled eggs, apples, cookies, a jug of water, and two ceramic mugs. She recognized the one with Barclay’s name on it that usually sat on a kitchen shelf with others for the rest of the family. When she picked up the second one, she gasped. 
 
    “Barclay, this has my name on it.” She brushed her finger over it. Flowers enhanced it. 
 
    He grinned. “I thought you should have your own.” 
 
    A rock formed in her throat. He wanted her to feel like family. His family. Tears threatened. She blinked them away. “Thank you. That’s the sweetest thing anyone’s done for me…Well, since you bought me that dresser set. I’m deeply touched, Barclay.” 
 
    He patted her hand. “I’m glad. Having you here has touched me.” 
 
    She wanted to kiss him. What a lovely man, so different from many she’d met. Her chest tightened, and she knew if she didn’t do something quick, she’d be in tears. 
 
    "Um, pass over that jug if you will," Cynara said. "I'm terribly thirsty." 
 
    When she finished, she wiped her arm across her mouth, and Barclay handed her a cloth napkin. 
 
    "Thank you." She gave him the water. "I can't tell you the last time I enjoyed a picnic like this."  
 
    Biting into his sandwich, Barclay stretched out, resting his head on his saddlebag and crossing his feet at the ankles. Seeing him like that, she marveled he fit on a bed, he appeared so long. What would it be like to wake up with him every morning?  
 
    Shocked at her own wandering thoughts, she dropped her egg in the grass. "Oh, no." 
 
    Barclay glanced over. "It's still edible." 
 
    "No, it's not. There's an ant on it already." 
 
    "Just consider it seasoning." 
 
    She gaped at him, and he broke into laughter.  
 
    "You are outrageous, Barclay Givens." 
 
    "Forgive me. I couldn't help it. The expression on your face…" His words trailed off as he laughed even harder. 
 
    Cynara smiled. His laugh seemed full of life and joy, the contagious type that caused other people to join in. She loved it. It made her happy, something she hadn't felt for some time now. Thinking about it, she realized it went beyond the smallpox, Ward's death and the loss of her baby. Her smile faded. Why hadn't she known she wasn't truly happy? What had happened to her? She'd loved Ward when they married. Her altered emotions had to do, she suspected, with his constant complaints and pessimistic attitude.  
 
    "Is something wrong, Cynara?" Barclay sat up, eyes filled with concern. 
 
    "No." She couldn't tell him her thoughts about Ward. It wouldn't be right. "No, I'm fine, only thinking…" 
 
    "I understand. Would you like me to leave you alone for a moment?" 
 
    She realized he assumed her change of mood had to do with her recent loss. "Oh, I'm fine, really. A thought struck me is all, about life and the various roads it takes you on." 
 
    "It does do that, all right. Did you always want to come west?"  
 
    He'd accepted her slight prevarication. She'd leave it at that. "No. Ward's announcement that he wanted to depart from Ohio came as a surprise. It took a bit for me to accept the idea." 
 
    He picked up her half-eaten egg and tossed it into a bush. "We'll let the birds and squirrels have it." 
 
    "Good idea." It pleased her that he cared about animals. Ward had considered them good only for what they provided—meat, skins, a ride to town, a means to pull a plow, a guard to warn of visitors. He would never be cruel. He simply didn't see the creatures as beings in their own right. God had put them on earth for men to use. That was that. His inability to see and treasure the beauty in nature saddened her. 
 
    "Are you glad now that you came to Montana?" Barclay asked. 
 
    "Yes. Ohio was lovely, but Montana…" She glanced at the green meadow, the gurgling creek and the immense sky overhead. "Montana is overwhelming. It's heavenly." 
 
    He smiled. "I'm glad you feel that way. That's how I see it too." 
 
    "You have a very positive attitude toward life, don't you?" she said, shielding her eyes with her hand so she could see him better in the late afternoon sunlight. Day was heading toward night, stretching long shadows over the land. 
 
    "I try to see the good in everything. My father, God love him, tended to see the dark side of life. It made him somber sometimes. He was always kind, though." 
 
    "I adore Julia. She's all goodness and light, so generous and giving." The kind of woman Cynara wanted to be.  
 
    Stretching her arms above her head, she gloried in the blissful afternoon they'd enjoyed. "This was a lovely idea, Barclay. Thank you. You're spoiling me, you know." 
 
    He lay back again, smiling. "You're very easy to spoil and I rather think I enjoy it." 
 
    Color flushed her cheeks and she glanced away. Her pulse grew erratic and she felt an insane urge to sing. What was going on with her? Barclay seemed to bring out hidden facets of her personality. Like impudence. "Will you marry Annabelle?" 
 
    He pushed himself up on his elbows, staring at her. "Would it bother you if I did?" 
 
    She dipped her chin to hide her expression. "It would be none of my business. I was merely curious. And nosey." 
 
    "Nevertheless," he persisted, "would it matter to you?" 
 
    Cynara didn't know what to say. Nothing honest, that was certain. She couldn't tell him how thoroughly he—or her emotions regarding him—confused her. Ward hadn't even been gone a year yet. She had no right to feel so drawn to Barclay Givens. She should feel shame but couldn't quite manage it.  
 
    Something had been happening to her the past day or so. Something she couldn't explain even to herself. It was as if life had opened up to her in a new way. She felt lighter, more energetic, curious and eager for adventure. She wanted to run through the bare grass, wade in the creek and dance in the moonlight.  
 
    She glanced at Barclay, trying not to smile at her crazy thoughts. What would he think of them? He'd probably run for the hills to get away from her. 
 
    Something landed in her lap. She fished it out of the folds in her skirt and found a small copper coin.  
 
    "Penny for your thoughts," Barclay said. 
 
    Cynara laughed. She couldn't help it. The afternoon had been marvelous and made for laughter, for pleasure. "I'm afraid I'd shock you. Perhaps another day." 
 
    "I'm not easy to shock." He leaned closer and took her hand in his. "Come on, tell me about yourself. What is your favorite food? What is your oldest memory? How far did you get in school? I made it to tenth grade. Pa wanted me to go to college, but it didn't interest me. I felt I knew all I needed to run the ranch I'd grown up on." 
 
    "Shame on you, Barclay." She shook a finger at him playfully. "Preacher Josephus told me once that college can open new worlds to you, ones you never knew existed. He only attended seminary, but he wanted to go to college. His family simply didn't have money for it." 
 
    "Josephus is one of the most intelligent men I've ever met," Barclay said. "If he believes what he says, then I'd have to give it some merit as well. But I'm too old for college now, and I'm needed at the ranch." 
 
    "You mean to tell me Jared and Chase together couldn't take your place for a couple of years?" she asked, her tone teasing. 
 
    Barclay chuckled. "Chase wouldn't know what to do with a ledger and Jared would go crazy if he had to stay indoors long enough to work on books and papers." 
 
    "He could do it on the porch." 
 
    "Yes. I've considered doing that from time to time. It simply doesn't seem the proper way to run a business." 
 
    "Is there a rulebook for how to run a business?" She plucked a clover leaf from the grass and counted the leaves. Three. 
 
    "If there is, I don't own a copy." 
 
    "Take a trip to Bozeman and look for one. I've never been to a city before. I imagine it's splendid but way too crowded for me. I prefer the countryside and people in small doses." She had enjoyed the occasions when the Givens house filled up, however. With Julia and her three sons, Oysters, Slim, the triplets and Cynara, she feared the sides of the house might burst. 
 
    "It would be too crowded for me too," Barclay said. "I'm happy where I am." 
 
    "Sitting by the creek with me?" she asked. 
 
    "Yes, I could sit here with you every day and be happy." 
 
    They fell quiet after that, as if they'd realized the hazardous waters their conversation threatened to dunk them into. 
 
    After a few moments, Cynara said, "I guess we'd better get back. I need to feed the babies." In truth, her breasts were aching, they were so full. 
 
    "Yes. Time to go." He shoved to his feet in one graceful movement and held out a hand to her. 
 
    She gazed into his blue eyes as she laid her hand on his palm, trusting him to take care with her. Was that what she wanted, for him to be cautious with her? Or would she rather he be daring enough to kiss her? 
 
    Cynara Stratton! Behave yourself. 
 
    She couldn't believe the direction her thoughts had taken. She must have gotten too much sun. Her behavior was outrageous and unlike her. Yes, it must be sunstroke. 
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 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
   C ynara slept better that night than she had since Doc Willoughby first diagnosed Ward with smallpox. She felt more relaxed and at ease with herself. Although the guilt over her baby's death had eased its grip on her, its shadow lurked in the dark recesses of her mind.  
 
    "Good morning, you darlings," she said as she rose from the couch and bent over the babies. Vella yawned. Gage fussed. Connor— 
 
    Connor appeared yellow. Jaundiced. Doc had said that might happen, but it scared Cynara, nevertheless. Lifting the baby from his new cradle, she hurried to the sewing room where Julia slept on a daybed and knocked on the door. 
 
    "I'm up," Julia called. "Come on in." 
 
    Cynara threw open the door and rushed inside. "Julia, I think Connor is ill. He's yellow." 
 
    The older woman studied the child, his eyes, his tongue, his belly. "Yes, he's jaundiced, but babies get that way sometimes. I don't think it's anything to worry about, but I'll have one of the boys go for the doctor nevertheless." 
 
    They left the sewing room in time to catch Barclay coming down the stairs. 
 
    "Morning, my two lovely ladies. How are you?" He frowned. "Ma, you look worried." 
 
    "It's Connor, Barclay." She showed him the baby. "He's more yellow than he should be. I think we need to send for Doc." 
 
    He took the baby from her and cradled him against his broad chest. "What is it, little guy? Don't feel well? We'll get you fixed up." 
 
    He handed the baby back. "I'll send someone to fetch Doc." 
 
    Cynara watched him hurrying out the door and prayed they were being overly cautious.  
 
    Morning, my two lovely ladies, he'd said. Had he meant it? It was a silly thing to think about when they might have an ill baby on their hands. 
 
    She took Connor, sat on the couch and proceeded to feed him. Julia went to help Oysters with breakfast. Within minutes, Barclay returned. 
 
    "Slim sent one of the hands to town. How is Connor?" 
 
    Aware that he couldn't tell which baby she had under the concealing blanket she used to cover herself, she said, "I'm feeding him. Maybe that will perk him up." 
 
    "What about the other two?"  
 
    "They seem fine," she said. 
 
    "Good. Would you like me to sit with you until Doc arrives?" 
 
    "That's not necessary." To take him away from his work would be unthinkable. "You go do whatever you need to do. Breakfast should be ready soon." 
 
    He glanced at the mantle clock. "Not enough time to bother getting into my ledgers. I'll wait with you."  
 
    The room held several chairs besides the settee. He settled in one and smiled. "I enjoyed our ride yesterday." 
 
    "So did I. Thank you." 
 
    "You don't need to thank me. I enjoyed it as much as you did." 
 
    That pleased and worried her. She couldn't let herself start thinking a relationship between them might be possible. To even think of him in a romantic sense would be wrong. Crazy. She had buried her husband over five months ago. Her baby daughter two months later.  
 
    Voices sounded from the kitchen. A moment later, Jared entered the great room. "I was looking for you, Barc. Two more men got back. They said the same thing as Smoky and Cavell told you—numbers are down." 
 
    "Damn." Barclay glanced at Cynara. "Excuse my language." 
 
    "I've heard it before," she said. Not that she liked hearing it, but she could think of far worse things. 
 
    He turned back to his brother. "Tell them to bring the actual count to me after they get some food and rest." 
 
    Jared touched the brim of his hat in the way of a salute and exited through the kitchen. The smell of bacon and biscuits baking escaped through the open door into the great room. Cynara's stomach growled.  
 
    "Hungry?" Barclay smiled. 
 
    "Apparently I am." She fumbled under the blanket, then pushed it away and brought Connor to her shoulder for burping. "But this fellow isn't, any longer." 
 
    "He doesn't act sick," Barclay said. "In fact, he seems happy." 
 
    "Babies can't tell you how they feel so it's hard to know. That's what makes it so frightening." 
 
    The baby burped.  
 
    "Here, I'll put him in bed." Barclay took the boy and tucked him in, then lifted Gage and took him to Cynara. 
 
    "Do you ever get tired of this?" he asked as she nestled the baby under the blanket.  
 
    "No." She smiled. "I don't think I could ever get tired of this. I only wish the babies were different ages so when one was weaned, I'd still have another one to nurse." What she'd never become accustomed to was having to bury babies she'd watched suckle at her breasts. Twice was enough. She couldn’t deal with that devastating loss again. 
 
    Julia stuck her head out through the swinging kitchen door. "Breakfast." 
 
    "You go ahead," Cynara told Barclay. "I have more to do here." 
 
    "Can I help?" Julia asked. 
 
    Cynara laughed. "Not unless you have milk." 
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    "Hold it right there, Mister." Dirk held his Colt .45 steady on the rustler's back. He'd caught the thief red-handed, driving High Mountain beef across the range to the border between ranchland and free range. 
 
    The man put up his hands, reins dangling from one, a willow prod in the other. "Dirk? Is that you?" 
 
    Taken aback, Dirk hesitated then ordered the rustler to turn around. 
 
    Boots McKinney slowly turned his horse until the men faced each other on horseback.  
 
    "Boots!" Dirk felt surprise but not shock. "You're stealing High Mountain beef?" 
 
    "Why not? I only take a few head at a time. Been keeping them in our old hideout. Why don't you come in with me? I could use the help." 
 
    Dirk thought about it. He felt no particular loyalty to the Givens brothers. They'd been fair with him, but he'd taken the job for one reason—to kidnap Minnie's baby. It sure wouldn't hurt to stash away a bit more cash before he put his plan into action. "Where are you selling them?"  
 
    "When I get enough to bother with, I figure to drive them to the Indian reservation. The agent there will take whatever I bring in and keep quiet about it." 
 
    "Nice setup. How do we split it? Fifty-fifty?" Dirk asked. 
 
    "Since it was my idea, and I already have fifteen head hidden away, how about I get sixty?" 
 
    Dirk's horse shook his head trying to get rid of a pesky dragonfly. He brought the gelding back under control. "Fifty-five." 
 
    Boots scowled. "All right." 
 
    "We going to take a certain number each day or what?" Dirk asked. 
 
    Boots shook his head. "Just helping myself to a few when I find 'em off by themselves where I can easily transfer them to the hideout. If we each take two a day, it will cut down on the risk and we'll end up with a higher count in less time than I can do it by myself." 
 
    "Sounds reasonable." Dirk eyed the three steers Boots had already rounded up. "Looks like we're good for today. I'll help you get these to the canyon. Tomorrow, I'll bring in a couple more." 
 
    "Good. Come on." Boots nudged his horse to turn around and used his willow prod to get the cattle moving.  
 
    Dirk followed. "What about the Double Z herd? We taking from either one, or are you just stealing High Mountain steers?" 
 
    "I'll take them wherever I find them," Boots said with a grin. "I don't care who owns them." 
 
    "What about the brands? The Indian agent doesn’t care about that?" 
 
    "He won't see them," Boots answered. "I have a special brand that blocks out the original so no one can tell what herd they came from. I call it the No Name Brand." 
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    "How's Connor?" asked Barclay, entering the great room by way of his office. "I saw Doc leave." 
 
    "Doc says he'll be fine." Julia folded a dress and placed it in her satchel which sat on the settee. 
 
    "Are you packing?" 
 
    "Yes, dear." His mother added her brush and comb to the bag's contents. "Doc Willoughby offered to take me home. I'll be able to attend church tomorrow this way." 
 
    Inside Barclay, disappointment vied with pleasure. He'd miss ma but he'd also have Cynara more to himself. A purely selfish thought he would never express. "What about your buggy?" 
 
    "I thought maybe one of you could come and get me in a few days for another short visit and I could take the buggy home then." Julia snapped the bag shut and set it on the floor. 
 
    "Of course. Be happy to do that, Ma." 
 
    Cynara came in carrying a cup of coffee. "All finished, Julia?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    A buggy pulled up outside. 
 
    "There's Doc now." Julia went to Cynara and pulled her into an embrace, not even letting her put down the coffee cup first. 
 
    "Oh, my." Cynara didn't laugh but her voice held amusement and pleasure. "Thank you, Julia, dear. I'll miss you terribly." 
 
    Stepping back, Julia smiled. "As I will you." She went to the three cradles in front of the fire. "I know you'll take good care of these little darlings until I see them again." 
 
    She glanced at her son. "I just hope they'll still be here." 
 
    "We'll see, Ma," Barclay told her. "I don't know where else they'd be. Doc says they're too fragile for traveling." 
 
    "They'll get stronger and bigger before you know it." Going to Barclay, she went up on tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek. "You take care too, of Cynara and yourself. I've so enjoyed my visit." 
 
    "I'm glad, Ma. I know Cynara appreciated your help and companionship." 
 
    "Yes," Cynara said. "I certainly did. Having you here was like having the sun light up. Our talks and the time we spent together sewing and knitting have cheered me up considerably." 
 
    "That makes me feel good, dear." Julia patted the younger woman's hand. "Where are my other two sons?" 
 
    "Outside waiting by the buggy, Ma." Barclay picked up her satchel and escorted her to the door. Cynara got as far as the porch before one of the babies began to cry, then another, calling her back inside. 
 
    The voices of the Givens brothers and their mother came clearly through the window, and Cynara swallowed hard as she picked up Vella. She truly hated to see Julia go. How far she'd come since that day at the farm when she stood watching her home burn and her husband's grave being dug. Yes, a month later, she'd watched her infant daughter interred in the cemetery. In some ways that was the worst.  
 
    Yet she must have done something right to end up here with this wonderful family. She had no doubt that she would recover faster here than anywhere else. 
 
    Standing at the window with Connor, she watched as Doc's buggy carried Julia away. The brothers watched too. Then Chase broke away and headed toward the stable. Jared aimed for the bunkhouse. She held her breath, waiting to see what Barclay would do.  
 
    Just as she'd hoped, he returned to the house. 
 
    "Are you all right?" he asked. 
 
    "Yes." She realized then that she had tears at the corners of her eyes and quickly wiped them away. 
 
    "I'm glad you and Ma get on so well with each other." With his finger, Barclay wiped away a tear she'd missed. "I'm sure it made your time with her here more pleasant." 
 
    "Immensely." 
 
    Gage woke then and began hollering to be fed. Smiling, Barclay took Vella while Cynara fetched the tiny boy from his bed. While she sat on the settee, drawing the blanket over her, Barclay went to the kitchen, taking Vella with him. 
 
    Cynara drew in a long breath. It would be a quiet night at the Givens house, but that was all right. First, there would be a boisterous supper with Jared, Chase, Barclay and Oysters. Chase would likely drag out the checkers set, and the boys would argue over whether they got red or black. Barclay would smile indulgently at his brothers and settle in a chair with a book. Cynara pondered how to spend her evening. The creek seemed to call to her. Perhaps she'd take a walk. 
 
    Two hours later, the babies fed and tucked away, Cynara let herself out of the house. Crickets sang everywhere, birds chirped goodnight songs and somewhere in the distance, a coyote howled. It seemed a lonely sound, until his pack howled back. Then the night fell silent again except for the chuckle of the stream, a horse nickering in the pasture next to the stable, and the dogs chasing a squirrel. 
 
    The water in the creek flowed high and a little wild due to rain higher up in the mountains. Cynara watched it for a long time, letting the peace and tranquility settle over her. The sun set, painted the sky and vanished, taking the lovely colors with it. Turning, she wandered downstream. A brown mottled frog hopped out in front of her and she paused to watch as it jumped into the water. 
 
    Hearing another sound not far away, she stayed still, waiting to see who it was. A boy she'd seen working around the stable marched down to the edge of the water, carrying a gunny sack. The cries of young kittens reached Cynara.  
 
    As the boy began to swing the bag, she realized his intention and broke into a run. "Don't! Please." 
 
    He turned to look at her. Too late. He'd released the bag which flew out and plunked into the water. 
 
    "No. No." Cynara never hesitated. She slipped off her shoes and waded in. The bag had landed in a deeper pool where the current grabbed and ran with it.  
 
    Desperate to reach the kittens, she went deeper and deeper until it came to her waist. The next thing she knew, the swift water swished her feet out from under her and covered her head. A moment later, she popped back up again and began to flail. The bag lay just ahead snagged on a rock and frantic mews came from inside.  
 
    "Ma'am," the stable boy called. "Ma'am, come back." 
 
    But she couldn't go back. Not only had she not rescued the kittens yet, but the current refused to release her. She did her best to dog paddle, but mostly the water tossed her about, slammed, poked and battered her.  
 
    Someone was racing along on the shore yelling to her. "Cynara! Cynara!" 
 
    Barclay. Did he know where she was? Could he see her? 
 
    A wave washed the kittens off the rock even as she reached for them, but she managed to grab hold of the sack. She tried to float on the water, lifting the bag as high as she could. Soon, she realized she couldn't do that forever. Her arms quickly tired. She had to get out.  
 
    Something large splashed beside her. Then strong arms circled her. 
 
    "Hang on," Barclay shouted in her ear. She barely heard.  
 
    Still clinging to the bag, she wrapped one arm around his neck while he towed her toward shore. 
 
    Then they were out.  
 
    Barclay hugged her tightly. "Are you all right, Cynara? How much water did you swallow?" 
 
    She hated to let go of him, but the kittens were crying. "I'm fine. Help me with the bag." 
 
    "What's in it?" 
 
    "Kittens." 
 
    "Kittens?" He took the sack from her and tore it open. "How did they get in the creek?" 
 
    "The stable boy tossed them in, and I had to get them out. It's a horrible thing to drown kittens like that." She fought to get hold of the bag again. "Get them out so we can make sure they're all right." 
 
    He laid the gunny sack on the ground and untied and widened the opening. Tiny balls of wet fur tumbled out. Cynara insisted on examining them all. Only one was unresponsive. Thanking God for saving the rest, Cynara gathered them up in her skirt and hurried toward the stable to reunite them with the mother. 
 
    "Here," Barclay said, following. "Let me have them before you trip and hurt yourself out here. You have no shoes and it's dark." 
 
    She stopped so suddenly, he slammed into her. As she started to tumble, he latched onto her arms, keeping her upright, but some of the kittens fell through a rip in her skirt. 
 
    "Get them, Barclay," she cried, breathless from her efforts. "We need to get them to their mother." 
 
    "All right." 
 
    Together they collected them and hurried to the stable. The mother cat was darting from one spot to another, searching and calling for her babies. As soon as they had the family reunited, the mother picked up one kitten after another and took them to a new bed in the straw.  
 
    Suddenly exhausted, Cynara sat on the hay-littered floor, too weary to move. Barclay sat next to her. Their eyes met and he chuckled.  
 
    At first, she was incensed that he could laugh at such a time. Then, a picture formed in her mind of all that had happened. She realized how she must look, wet and bedraggled. A giggle erupted from her.  
 
    Barclay tipped back his head and roared with laughter. 
 
    The thought of how ridiculous they must appear rolling over the floor laughing made them laugh even more. 
 
    Until Cynara found herself in his arms.  
 
    She froze.  
 
    He froze. 
 
    For a long moment they stared at each other. The world stood still. Their urge to laugh vanished. She felt confused, frightened, excited and hungry for something she had no right to take. 
 
    Barclay's head lowered toward hers. Their lips met, brushed and returned for more. Barclay's full, supple lips molded hers to suit his own and she gloried in it. Nothing else existed. Cynara's thoughts and emotions all centered on that kiss, on the feel, the taste, the implications. And she gave back full measure. Never had she experienced a kiss like this one. It lifted her to the clouds, cradled her in softness, aroused and enthralled her.  
 
    "Mr. Barclay?" the stable boy called. 
 
    Barclay broke away from her. Embarrassed, Cynara scrambled to her feet and sprinted for the house. Realizing her state suddenly, soaked and bedraggled by her dunking in the creek, she stepped behind a tree. From there she could hear Barclay ask the boy what he wanted.  
 
    "Sir, I think Miss Cynara is angry with me, and I'm worried about her. She went into the creek after some kittens. Dirk said we had way too many of them already and told me to drown them. Now, I can't find her. What should I do?" His trousers dripped water, apparently from going in after her. 
 
    "You threw the kittens in the water?" Barclay asked. So much for Dirk's honesty and respect for animals. 
 
    "Yes, sir." 
 
    "That's not how we handle such things, Roy. Kittens have as much right to live as you or me. Don't do that again." 
 
    "I didn't want to." The terror in Roy's voice caused it to quaver. "Are you gonna fire me, sir?" 
 
    Barclay didn't answer.  
 
    Behind her tree, Cynara almost cried out, No. No. She didn't want to see the boy fired. He was young and had only been following directions from an older hand. 
 
    Then Barclay said, "I'll discuss it with your father. Now get back to whatever chores you have yet to finish. Check the traps for a mouse to feed the mama cat, and from now on, you don't take orders from Dirk. You come to me if you're unsure what to do." 
 
    "Yes, sir. Thank you for not firing me right off." 
 
    Relieved, Cynara sucked in the fresh air. In that minute, her feelings for Barclay soared to new heights. He'd known nothing would be served by letting the boy go and getting him in trouble with his father. 
 
    But it was the kiss her mind couldn't let go of. He'd kissed her. She should regret having allowed it, but she couldn't. She wanted to do it again. 
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 Chapter Twelve 
 
   "P ass the potatoes, Chase," Jared said, holding out a hand. The entire household sat at the table eating a breakfast of biscuits and gravy, fried potatoes, ham and scrambled eggs.  
 
    Barclay sat opposite Cynara, waiting for her to look at him. When she avoided meeting his gaze, his heart sank. She must regret their kiss last night in the stables. He didn't, not by a long shot. He'd lain awake half the night savoring the memory, the feel and taste of her, the small animal sounds that emitted from her throat. She could deny it to herself, but not to Barclay—she'd enjoyed it as much as he did.  
 
    Chase passed the potatoes. 
 
    The second she finished her meal Cynara carried her dishes to the sink and rinsed them off. Then she left the room. For the first time, she didn't sit on the settee to nurse the babies. She took them into the sewing room. The temptation to invade her privacy niggled at Barclay the rest of the morning, but he respected her wishes. 
 
    The rest of the ranch hands who'd been out counting cattle for the past week, trickled in. The only ones who didn't report a shortage were those whose territory sat the farthest from the Double Z. 
 
    There could be no doubt. They had a rustler raiding the High Mountain Ranch. One that might well work for the Double Z. 
 
    Barclay considered going to see Beau Hodson to ask if he'd found any cattle missing but couldn't bear the idea of seeing either Beau or Annabelle.  
 
    "Why don't I go?" Jared suggested. "You've already faced him once over Annabelle. No use scrapping that issue up again." 
 
    "Beau won't make it easy for you," Barclay said. "He'll likely do some ranting and raving about me not marrying his girl." 
 
    "Let him. No hair off my chest," Jared said. "I'll take Chase with me as a distraction. He can tell Beau the latest jokes." 
 
    "All right. Do it." Barclay stood and offered his brother his hand. "But don't take any guff from him. Or from Annabelle. If she gives you a bad time, tell her to deal with me. Meanwhile, I'll check with Al Richards out at his spread." 
 
    Jared accepted his handshake and went to find Chase. 
 
    Barclay saddled his horse. He couldn't help noticing the kittens frolicking through the hay, climbing over their mother, snatching at her flickering tail and suckling. It still angered him that Dirk had taken it upon himself to send Roy to the creek with them. When the man came back from his stint riding the ranch's border and watching for strays the others might have missed, Barclay would have a talk with him.  
 
    Al Richards owned the Lazy L, to the north and east of High Mountain. The man wasn't home, and his wife couldn't recall hearing anything about missing steers. Barclay headed home. 
 
    A good wind blew the tall grass growing along the main road. Barclay enjoyed the sound it made, like a song. No one owned the property and Barclay had thought about buying it to add to High Mountain. About half a mile from the ranch road, a bullet came out of nowhere and zinged past his head, knocking off his hat. Instinctively, he dove off his horse, at the same time, grabbing his rifle from the scabbard. He crawled into the grass for cover and checked his six-gun while searching for sign of the shooter. 
 
    Was this Beau's way of warning him against ignoring his threats? Barclay found it hard to believe the man would go that far, but he never expected to be dunned for a loan he felt certain his father never received either.  
 
    Coyote, his bay horse, ran down the road a short distance, then stopped and began to nibble grass.  
 
    After twenty minutes, when no more shots were fired, Barclay tried poking his hat up on the tip of his rifle. No shots. He rose cautiously and made his way to Coyote, mounted and rode home, keeping an eye out the whole way in case the shooter decided to try again.  
 
    At the stable, as he rubbed Coyote down, Jared rode in. 
 
    "Hou," Barclay said. 
 
    Dismounting, Jared skipped the greeting and got right to business. "Beau claims he's missing several head like us. Course, he blames us. Says our hands are helping themselves to the Double Z brand. When I pointed out all the cattle missing from our spread were from along the border between his land and ours, he laughed. Said he guessed we had some smart hands, trying to make it appear like the Double Z was doing it." 
 
    "That's about what I expected from him. Beau used to be a nice man back when he and Pa were friends." Barclay gave the gelding a final sweep with the brush and put it away. Coyote tossed his head and snorted. "Don't worry, boy, I won't forget your oats." 
 
    "I didn't talk to Annabelle, but I saw her." Jared grabbed two feedbags, filled them with oats and handed one to Barclay. "Lying in the pasture with one of the hands. I'd be willing to bet he's the father of her baby." 
 
    "You didn't recognize him?" 
 
    "Not for sure. I've seen him around." Jared hung the feedbag on his mare so she could eat. "He looked kind of like Boots McKinney." 
 
    "That's interesting." Barclay did the same with his pail. "Never expected Annabelle to allow herself to sink to the level of a regular cow hand. You know how uppity she is." 
 
    Jared ignored his brother's sarcasm. "Seems logical to me. The girl's a trollop. Being right there all the time, I think she'd find Boots downright handy." 
 
    Barclay laughed. "Reckon that's true." 
 
    Finished with the horses, they sauntered toward the house.  
 
    "Cynara had little to say this morning. Did I sense some tension between you two?" Jared asked. 
 
    "I think she was just tired. She could've damned well drowned last night, thanks to our new hand." 
 
    "Dirk?" Jared asked. 
 
    "That's right. Dirk told Roy to get rid of the latest batch of kittens, so he put them in a gunny sack and tossed them into the creek." Barclay stopped outside the back porch to keep their discussion private. "Cynara saw it and waded in after the kittens. The current knocked her off her feet and carried her downstream. She doesn't know how to swim so it was sheer luck I came along to fish her and the kittens out. I told Roy not to take orders from Dirk anymore. When the man gets back, I'll speak to him too." 
 
    Jared leaned against the side of the house and took out his cigarette makings. "There's something about that man that bothers me. A… I don’t know, a sneakiness or something. I'm always wondering what he's thinking." 
 
    "Yeah. I shouldn't have hired him." 
 
    Jared lit his cigarette and offered it to Barclay who took a puff and handed it back. "We'd best keep a close eye on him. He's supposed to be working the northeast section, but Blade said he saw him heading south one day." 
 
    "I think you're right. He could do with some watching." Barclay opened the screen door and went inside. The smell of something baking drifted out the kitchen window, making him hungry. He hoped things would be more normal between him and Cynara tonight. He'd missed her today. "Why don't you have one of the men start trailing him and report where he goes?" 
 
    "I'll have Canada do it," Jared said, opening the back door. "He has less chores at the moment." 
 
    "Hou, boys," Oysters greeted them in the kitchen. "Just serving up some cake." 
 
    "Fantastic." Jared took a chair, drawing one out for Barclay as well. "I'm starved." 
 
    Oysters eyed Barclay with an odd expression on his crinkled face as he hung up his hat. "You know you got a hole in your hat, Barclay?"  
 
    He glanced up at the hat hanging on a hook, and, sure enough, a small hole showed on each side. It had gone all the way through. "By golly, you're right. Wonder how that got there."  
 
    Jared sat back in his chair, his fist on his thigh. "All right, brother, what happened?" 
 
    "I was returning from the Richards spread." He hadn't really meant not to tell his brothers. He'd have gotten around to it before bedtime, but he didn't want to worry Cynara. Since she wasn't at the table, this seemed as good a time as any to tell the story. "A few minutes before I reached the ranch road someone shot at me."  
 
    A gasp sounded behind him. Looking around, he saw Cynara, her mouth hanging open as she ran her gaze over him. "Are you hurt?" 
 
    "No, the bullet missed." Barclay hung up the hat and pulled out a chair for her next to his. "You want a piece of Oysters’ cake?" 
 
    "I guess so." She sat down but the worried expression on her pretty face remained. "Who would have shot at you?" 
 
    "Other than Beau, I don't know." 
 
    "Wasn't Beau," Jared said. "I must've left him about the time Barclay got the hole in his hat. He beat Chase and I home." 
 
    Oysters began serving supper, fried beefsteak and potatoes with onions and gravy. "You better be more cautious, boss." 
 
    "I will be." Barclay glanced at Cynara. She met his gaze, her eyes dark with fear. 
 
    "Yes, Barclay," she said. "Please be careful." 
 
    How he loved hearing her say that as if she truly cared about him. Could he be that lucky? "Look. I don't want Ma worrying about me. I'd rather no one tell her about this." 
 
    His brothers nodded, but Cynara frowned. 
 
    "She's had so much to deal with, losing Pa," he told her. 
 
    "I won't tell her." Cynara poured herself a cup of coffee and avoided meeting his gaze.  
 
    Barclay wished he could have her to himself, but there would be no budging his brothers until they got their meal. 
 
    Outside, horse hooves clip-clopped past the house. One of the hands, or company? Whoever it was, he didn't go to the front. He came around to the kitchen entrance. 
 
    "Who the heck is that?" Jared asked. 
 
    Chase rose, peering through the open porch door to the back. "You better escape now, Barclay, while you can." 
 
    "Why?" he asked. 
 
    Chase didn't have time to answer as Annabelle flounced into the kitchen wearing a split-skirt, shirt and vest. 
 
    "Barclay, we need to talk." She glided over to him and dropped a hand onto his shoulder, ignoring the other woman in the room. "We have plans to make." 
 
    "No, Annabelle, we don't." His voice showed extreme patience as he pushed her hand aside and stood. "Go home." 
 
    Her eyes darkened and her brows lowered. "I will not. We're running out of time." 
 
    "What for?" Barclay asked.  
 
    Her poise faltered and she glanced at Jared and Chase. "I need to talk to you alone." 
 
    "Why?" Barclay folded his arms over his chest and widened his stance. 
 
    "Barclay," she whined, "please don't be mean. I have something important to tell you." 
 
    "How about," he said, dropping his arms to his side, "I walk you to your horse, and you do your talking on the way there." He took hold of her arm, giving her no chance to back away. 
 
    "No. This is important, Barclay. I need more time than that." 
 
    "Seems to me you're wasting a lot of it arguing." He towed her through the screened porch and out the back door, while Annabelle did her best to yank her arm from his grasp. 
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    As soon as the door shut behind the couple, Jared and Chase exchanged a glance. Simultaneously, they jumped up and hurried into the porch. Cynara didn't. To spy on Barclay would be wrong. But she wanted desperately to know what was going on. 
 
    In the end, Jared gave her no choice. He pulled her into the porch and positioned her in front of him so she could see. To avoid making an issue of it, she said nothing.  
 
    When Barclay and Annabelle reached her mare, he stopped and released the girl. Cynara wondered why none of the men seemed to like her. She was pretty, a bit whiny, but educated and somewhat refined.  
 
    Barclay's words drifted to the house. "All right, you have two seconds to talk before I put you in that saddle and slap your horse's rump." 
 
    Annabelle fisted her hands at her sides and glared at him. "You're so mean, I don't know why I love you so much." 
 
    Loved him? The girl was in love with him? Cynara felt instant pity for her. 
 
    Barclay laughed. "You love me?" 
 
    "Of course, I do." She moved closer and slid her arms up around his neck. 
 
    At least, she tried to. Barclay grabbed her wrists and held them down. "Annabelle, I don't believe you know what love is." 
 
    "Of course, I do," she cried. "And you love me too. You must or you wouldn't have made love to me." 
 
    They'd made love? Pain sliced through Cynara's heart. Had she been wrong to place her trust in him? 
 
    "Don't be ridiculous." Barclay's voice remained calm. "I've never even kissed you. And when would we have made love? We've never been alone together." 
 
    "We have too." Annabelle stomped her foot, which won chuckles from the men beside Cynara in the screened porch. "Have you forgotten the barn dance in April? You were intoxicated, and we walked off into the bushes." 
 
    Again, Barclay laughed. "I wasn't even drinking that night. If you think you can fool me into believing you're carrying my child, forget it. It won't work. I know better." 
 
    Releasing her hands, he turned to come back to the house. Annabelle darted in front of him and put her hands on his chest. "All right. Listen to me. I said that because I'm desperate and scared and I didn't know what else to do. Another man took me that night, against my will. Don't ask who. I can't keep my pregnancy hidden much longer, Barclay." 
 
    "Go to the father. Or, better yet, send your father to speak to him," Barclay said. 
 
    "No. I can't tell Papa. He'll beat me. And I can't go to the father either because I'm afraid he'll kill me. He's violent and cruel." 
 
    Barclay sighed. "Annabelle, face it. Everyone within ten miles of Cutthroat knows how much you like men. Who do you think they'd believe, an upstanding member of the community or a promiscuous eighteen-year-old girl with a reputation for telling tall tales? You've gotten yourself in a pickle and want me to save you. I won't. " 
 
    He set her aside and marched to the house while she watched, teary-eyed. 
 
    Jared, Chase and Oysters scurried back into the kitchen. 
 
    "Come on, Cynara. Get in here," Jared called. 
 
    Barclay laid his hand on the doorknob. Cynara spun and ran, but she didn't stop when she reached the kitchen. She ran all the way to her room and locked the door. What had she gotten herself into coming here? 
 
    No more than five minutes passed before a knock came on the door.  
 
    "Cynara?" Barclay called out. 
 
    "I'm resting," she answered. 
 
    "I need to talk to you. May I come in?" 
 
    That wasn't what she wanted, but she suspected he wouldn't give up. "All right." 
 
    He stepped inside but left the door open, probably to ease her mind. She sat on the side of the bed. Barclay stood before her, hands clasped behind his back. 
 
    "Jared told me you heard all that went on between me and Annabelle," he said. "I want you to know I was telling the truth. I have never been with that girl, and it's impossible for her child to be mine." 
 
    "She must be very frightened to try to make you think you were drunk."  
 
    "She may be desperate, but I doubt she's afraid. Annabelle is used to getting her way. She thought her scheme would work. It won't. She's been too free with her favors for too many men. Earlier today, Jared went to talk to her father and saw her lying in a field with a ranch hand. We think we know he is, and if she causes any more trouble about this, I'll going to talk to the man."  
 
    He bent over and captured her gaze with his own. "Please believe me, Cynara." 
 
    He sounded sincere. For several moments, she stared into his unblinking honey-colored eyes. She found it almost impossible to imagine him forcing himself on any girl. "I do believe you, Barclay." 
 
    But that didn't mean she'd risk getting her heart broken by letting herself care about him too much. Bad enough how much it would hurt when she had to leave these babies. 
 
    "Thank you."  
 
    "Just be more careful, Barclay. Please? You could have been killed today." 
 
    "I'm fine. The bullet went through my hat." 
 
    "What if it had been lower?" The thought of him being killed ripped a hole in her heart. She'd seen enough death. She couldn't bear to endure more. 
 
    "It wasn't, so nothing to worry about," he said. 
 
    "But it could happen again, and he might not miss next time. You need to stay here at the house where you'll be safe." 
 
    He laughed. "I can't do that, Cynara. I'm not going to crawl into a hole and hide just because someone took a shot at me. For all we know, a hunter fired at a bird or something and I happened to be in the way." 
 
    She pursed her lips and glared at him to show her disbelief and disapproval. 
 
    "Cynara." He took hold of her shoulders and drew her closer, so close her bosom brushed against his chest. Her pulse leaped. "I like that you're afraid for me. But it truly isn't necessary." 
 
    Peering up at him, she wondered if he would kiss her again. The memory of the first time filled her mind. He'd tasted so good and she'd loved how safe and treasured she'd felt in his arms. She wished he would embrace her that way every day. Did he want that too? Please, please. Do it again. 
 
    He did, but on her forehead, not her lips where she wanted it. "I'll be careful."  
 
    His hands gently squeezed her shoulders. "Sweet Cynara, you've become—" 
 
    Knuckles rapped on the open door.  
 
    Barclay released her and spun around. Chase stood there grinning.  
 
    "Sorry to interrupt," the boy said, "but Slim wants to speak to you, Barclay." 
 
    It took only one step toward his brother to send Chase running, though he laughed as he skipped down the stairs. 
 
    "Brat," Barclay muttered. 
 
    "He loves you," Cynara said. "Your mother, your brothers, everyone does. You know that, don't you?" 
 
    He stared at her a long time before walking slowly toward her. "There's something I want to ask you, Cynara." 
 
    A bad feeling filled the pit of her stomach. He looked so grave. What could he want to ask her that might be that serious? Something, she feared, she didn't dare risk her heart on. Best not to allow certain words to ever be said. 
 
    "Slim's waiting for you. We can talk later." She pushed him toward the door. 
 
    Disappointment crossed his handsome face, but he nodded. "You're right." 
 
    He went out the door, closing it behind him. Listening to his boots descending the stairs, she hoped she'd done the right thing. 
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    Slim waited in the great room, hat in hand. As Barclay approached, he noticed how slumped over the man looked and he searched his memory for how old Slim could be. Roy was fifteen or thereabouts and Slim's youngest. He and his wife had four others, all older and all gone from home. His wife had died last year, and Roy hadn’t wanted to leave his father. Barclay had respected the boy for that. Now, he made a mental note not to assign Slim jobs that required hard physical labor. The ranch had plenty of younger hands for that. 
 
    "What is it, Slim?" 
 
    "You want to talk here or in your office, boss?" 
 
    Something in the man's voice hinted that he wanted privacy.  
 
    "Let's go to my office." Barclay led the way. As he shut the door behind them, he gestured for Slim to take a seat. "What can I do for you?" 
 
    "It's more what I can do for you," Slim answered. "Been talking quiet-like with the boys. They don't like Dirk much. They suspect he cheats at draw. He spends a lot of time watching the big house and he frequently disappears out on the range. Canada reported that half an hour passes sometimes before he shows up." 
 
    "Good work. I appreciate it." Barclay rubbed his chin. He wasn't surprised by the news, except the part about Dirk watching the house. Why would he do that? Did the man have ideas about Cynara? Had he already approached her somehow? Is that why she didn’t like him? He'd best tell her not to venture out after dark alone. "What do you recommend, Slim?" 
 
    "Was it me, I'd let him go." 
 
    Barclay wasn't sure he wanted to do that. It would be easier to keep an eye on him here than if he left. "I wish we could find out for sure if he's doing the rustling and, if so, where's he keeping the stock." 
 
    "Canada's tried following him, but Dirk's slippery as a fresh fish and always gets away. I could assign them to ride together. Then Canada would have more excuse for tailing him." Slim shook his head. "Only thing wrong with that is that Dirk's likely to suspect we're on to him and vanish on us, cows and all." 
 
    "I'd like to avoid that," Barclay said. "I don't like what you said about him watching the house. Makes me wonder what he has in mind. Maybe you could ask the men to keep an eye on him even here." 
 
    Slim nodded. "Can do." 
 
    "That it?" 
 
    "That's it." Slim got up and let himself out of the office.  
 
    Barclay walked with him into the great room, then went to the kitchen to see if his brothers were still around. He should let them in on what's going on. 
 
    After taking Jared and Chase for a walk to talk privately and bringing them up to date on Dirk's shenanigans, they returned to the house. Chase excused himself to go play draw with the boys and Jared said he needed to check his horse he feared might have a puncture wound on a hind leg.  
 
    Alone, Barclay let himself into the house. He hung up his hat, poured himself a cup of coffee from the pot always on the stove and wandered into the dining room. A lamp had been lit in the great room where Cynara stood bent over one of the babies, changing a diaper. She looked so right there, so at home. He thought he could easily see her doing the same thing fifty years from now, except it would have to be a grandbaby she'd be changing. He liked watching her when she didn’t know he was there. She was so relaxed and natural. Too often, once she knew someone else was there, she became stiff. 
 
    She picked up the baby and held it in front of her as she kissed its nose and forehead. "You are so sweet, I could almost eat you," she said. "Lucky for you I don't care for sweets." 
 
    Quickly, she laid the baby in a cradle and turned away. "Can’t be doing that," she murmured barely loud enough for Barclay to hear. "Can't love these babies." 
 
    The agony in her voice tore at his heart. She was afraid she'd come to love the babies and then lose them. He could understand that. With every day that passed, he felt less eager about seeing the triplets gone. So far, Doc hadn't found anyone interested in adopting them. He'd suggested sending them to an orphanage in Helena, but Barclay hated to do that. Chances were that they'd be separated, and he'd heard too many stories of kids being adopted and used like slaves. He didn't want that for his babies. 
 
    His babies. No, he couldn't think of them that way. He knew Jared and Chase felt the same way about Little Gage and Vella as he did about Connor. They may as well adopt them, except that the courts didn't like giving children to single parents.  
 
    His idea about he and Cynara marrying and adopting at least Connor had been bouncing around inside his head for some time now. The more he thought about it, the more he believed it was the best answer for them all. 
 
    If only Cynara felt the same way. 
 
    He watched as she wearily climbed the stairs. He needed to make sure this job wasn't too much for her to handle. He might need to hire a girl to help. 
 
    Barclay returned his coffee cup to the kitchen and went up to his room, pausing outside Cynara's room and wishing he could be with her instead of going alone to his own chamber. 
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 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
   "W e have eighteen now," Dirk said, watching the cattle mill about the open space of the hideout where they'd spent the night. Outlaws had been using the box canyon for years. The only escape other than the main entrance consisted of a narrow, difficult-to-see gap in the rock wall that surrounded the blind valley. One cabin stood among the bushes, with a roofed corral for horses. 
 
    "Yeah," Boots agreed. "Ten from Double Z and eight from High Mountain. Think we should call it enough and drive them to the reservation?" 
 
    "Sounds good to me." Dirk turned and walked to the cabin. He was tired of this whole plan. Too much work, which was why he'd become an outlaw. "I think Barclay Givens is suspicious and is having one of his men follow me. If I don't stop now, I could get caught." 
 
    "All right. It was keeping me away from Annabelle too much anyhow. If I'm not there to take care of her, she'll go somewhere else. Know what I mean?" Boots grinned. 
 
    "The girl sounds insatiable." 
 
    "Reckon that'd be a good description of her." Boots took a loaf of bread from his saddlebag and broke off a piece. He held it out to Dirk. "Better eat. We won't be back until late tonight." 
 
    While Dirk ate, he rolled up his bedding to tie behind his saddle. "You want me to get your bedroll ready?" 
 
    "That'd be good. Thanks."  
 
    Boots wrapped the food in a gunny sack and replaced it in his saddlebag. The men mounted up and began driving the steers toward the opening of the canyon.  
 
    Dirk figured there had once been a seep in the valley that flowed into Short Creek. Eventually the combined streams contributed to a small lake two miles from the hideout and eight miles from High Mountain Ranch. A rough collection of hills occupied the area. If a man didn't know it well, he'd easily be lost. So far, no lawman had found it. At least, none that lived to tell about it. 
 
    "What are you going to do with your share of the money?" Boots asked through the handkerchief he'd pulled up over his nose and mouth. Eighteen sets of hooves kicked up a lot of dust. 
 
    "Put my original plan into action, I reckon. Ransom Minnie's babies to their grandparents." Dirk took out a chunk of tobacco, lifted his handkerchief so he could bite off a bit and returned it to his pocket. "I'll do it as soon as we get back from the rez. No use putting it off any longer. At least, selling the beef will give me enough cash for the trip. Sure, you don't want to come?" 
 
    "Naw. I don't want to leave Annabelle that long." 
 
    "Fool," Dirk muttered, but he didn't really care. The trip to Hawkville would have been more pleasant with company along, but, this way, he could keep all the money. The only question was whether to take one baby and go alone or take all three and Cynara too. He decided to play it by ear. 
 
    It took the men another hour to herd the cows to the Crow Indian Reservation, only to find a closed sign on the office door.  
 
    "Well, hell," Boots muttered. "Ain't that just my luck? What do we do now?" 
 
    Seeing one of the Indian police standing against the wall of a nearby building, Dirk rode over to talk to him. The Crow officer wore two braids at the sides of his face that reached the waistband of his trousers. "You know why the office is closed?" 
 
    "No agent," the Indian said.  
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Called back to Washington. New agent coming." 
 
    Getting information from an Indian was like dragging a cow from a mud pond. "Do you know when the new agent is expected?" 
 
    The man shrugged. "Any time now. What you do with cows?" 
 
    "We planned to sell them to the agent. I don't know what we'll do now." 
 
    The Indian pushed away from the wall and walked closer to the small herd. "We trade with you. No cash. Moccasins made by squaws. Beaded parfleche for carry belongings. You want?" 
 
    Dirk waved Boots over. "This Injun says they'll trade us for the cows. That's the best we're going to do unless we want to wait or come back when the new agent arrives." He didn't like the idea of having to prolong this jaunt or go to more trouble. "We should be able to trade or sell them in town. What do you want to do?" 
 
    "Aw, hell. I don't want to wait or come back." Boots slid out of his saddle and stretched his arms over his head. "What will they trade us?" 
 
    "I get brothers," the Indian said. "We talk." 
 
    "Yeah." Boots waved a hand. "Go get them." 
 
    After some haggling, they traded for a dozen pairs of moccasins each, elk hide shirts sewn and decorated by the squaws with beads and feathers, several leather pouches called parfleches, peace pipes and elk hides they hoped to sell in town.  
 
    "We have to get back," Dirk told Boots when the bartering ended. "If we hurry, we'll be able to sleep in our own beds tonight.  
 
    "All right. Let's go."  
 
    The men saddled their horses, bundled their goods together in burlap seed bags and attached them to their saddles. Dirk felt eager to get home. He had a bad feeling in his gut, as if he could feel eyes on his back. "Hurry up," he told Boots. 
 
    "You're grumpy." Boots mounted and they rode out of the village.  
 
    Dirk decided he'd been stupid to become involved with Boots. The man was a lowlife loser with about as much class and honesty as a tapeworm. Dirk had forgotten until now that the tricks Boots had gotten up to while with the Grossman gang were part of the reason the man had been kicked out.  
 
    They passed through thick willows where the creek they'd been following merged with another one. No sooner had they found their way out than they were surrounded by High Mountain ranch hands; Blade, Canada, Cavell and Slim. 
 
    Dirk's stomach bottomed out and he felt rooted to his saddle. He'd been caught. Damn. How was he going to get out of this mess? 
 
    Act innocent. That's half of convincing folks you aren't guilty. "Hou, fellas." He grinned and raised a hand. "I counted a dozen cows this morning. What'd you find?"  
 
    Slim ignored his question and the suspicion in his eyes never waned.  
 
    "You boys're carrying some interesting goods there," Blade said, leaning on his saddle horn. "What're you two doing together anyway?" 
 
    Canada and Cavell slid from their saddles to investigate Boots' and Dirk's packs.  
 
    "What business is—?" Boots began. 
 
    Dirk cut him off before he could give them away. "Ran into Boots here and we been having a sort of reunion. Worked together a few years ago for another outfit." 
 
    "Yeah?" Slim slid his gaze up and down Boots. "What've you been doing to celebrate?" 
 
    "Hunting," Dirk said as an idea flashed into his head. "Boots has friends at the Crow rez, and the government's starvin' them, so we went hunting. Got a couple of bucks we took to the village. The chief gave us a bunch of trinkets in gratitude. We figured to trade or sell 'em in town." 
 
    "Yeah, that's how we got this stuff." Boots patted the pack behind his saddle. 
 
    The accusing expressions on the men's faces didn't vary.  
 
    "We were just hunting for some missing cows," Blade said. "You boys see any?" 
 
    "Earlier, before we started huntin'," Dirk said. "How many are missing?" 
 
    "At least a half a dozen," Blade said. 
 
    Dirk avoided looking at Boots even though he could feel the man's hot gaze on his back. Sweat trickled down Dirk's temples and back. He had to find a way out of this. "You want me to show you where I saw the ones I mentioned?" 
 
    "Where were they?" Canada asked. 
 
    Dirk gestured northeast. "Not far from that muddy spring they're always getting stuck in. I can check it out for you." He trotted away, half-expecting to feel a bullet drill through his spine any moment. They stayed behind him. He heard the horse hooves thump the ground and the saddle gear jangle. He didn't have to look to know they were right behind him. 
 
    Lady luck must like him today, Dirk decided. When they reached the spring, sure enough, a steer was bellowing its lungs out, stuck up to its hips in the muck. Without hesitating, Dirk whirled his lasso and let it fall perfectly around the steer's neck.  
 
    Another lasso whistled through the air, snaring the steer. "Might take more'n one rope to get him out," Blade said, riding up beside him. 
 
    Both men directed their horses to pull the steer loose. The cow bellowed, the horses snorted and mud flew, but the critter didn't budge. Dirk dismounted, waded into the tar-like puddle and shoved on the animal's behind to get him moving. Boots joined him. Between them pushing and Blade pulling, they finally succeeded. Two more cows were rounded up from the brush nearby. 
 
    The hands seemed to feel they'd done well, and Dirk decided he'd managed to save his hide one more time. Slim acknowledged Boots' help with a nod and followed it up with a warning. "You be careful of trespassing on High Mountain land, boy, or you're likely to be mistaken for a rustler. Get on home now." 
 
    Boots flashed a glance at Dirk, tipped his hat and trotted his horse off through the underbrush. 
 
    Dirk made sure not to say anything about the warning. Blade gave him one of his own. "If'n I was you," Blade said, "I'd stay away from that boy in future. He isn't well respected 'round these parts." 
 
    "Thanks for telling me." Dirk eased out a sign of relief. "I never knew him well, but he'd seemed okay the few times I ran into him out here." 
 
    "You found him on our range before today?" Canada asked. 
 
    "Yes. Once, he had a couple of Double Z head he was driving back home." 
 
    Blade and Canada exchanged glances.  
 
    "Well, that might explain something," Blade said.  
 
    "Explain what?" Dirk asked. "You think he might've been helping himself to High Mountain beef too?" 
 
    "Could be." 
 
    "Well, that snake in the grass." Dirk turned his horse as if to go after the man. 
 
    "He's gone," Blade said. "Let's head home. I'm hungry." 
 
    "Sounds like a good idea." Dirk grinned. "That lumpy bed's going to feel good after a long day like this."  
 
    "They're pretty comfortable any time on this job," Canada replied. 
 
    As soon as they rode into the yard, the Givens brothers came from the house like a posse on foot. Dirk dismounted at the stable along with the other ranch hands. While Slim met the Givens men and gave his report, Dirk rubbed his horse down and tried to listen in. They talked too low. 
 
    After a few minutes, Barclay strode over to Dirk. 
 
    "I hear you know Boots McKinney." 
 
    "That's right." Dirk tensed up again. Had they figured out about the rustling? "Worked a short time with him on another ranch southeast of here. Is there a problem?" 
 
    "No, just curious. Boots isn't well thought of around here," Barclay said. 
 
    "He was always kind of a slippery character, but I thought he was okay. I'm glad Blade straightened me out on that subject. Don't plan on having anything more to do with the man." 
 
    "Wise decision. Go on to the bull-house and get some rest," Barclay said. "Tomorrow's another day." 
 
    "Yeah. A busy one as usual." Smiling, he walked away. He'd gotten a free pass, but he knew better than to push his luck. For the next night or so, he'd lay low, play it straight, and then put his original plan into action to take the babies and get the hell away from Cutthroat and the Givens Ranch. 
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    Barclay chewed his last bite of beef and watched Cynara charm Oysters by telling him even her mother didn't make better meatloaf than he did. 
 
    "Why, thank ye, Mrs. Stratton. Can I get ya anythin' else?" Oysters may have blushed. The light in the kitchen was too dim for Barclay to tell, but the thought gave him cause to smile.  
 
    "No." She scooted her chair from the table, picked up her dishes and carried them to the sink. "Thank you, Oysters. You take such good care of me, but I'm fine." 
 
    One of the babies in the great room let out a squall. 
 
    Cynara smiled. "Besides, I'm being called." 
 
    It seemed to Barclay that the light dimmed even more once she was gone. He'd hoped for a chance to speak with her. Maybe later. He discussed a few ranch matters with his brothers and excused himself as soon as he deemed reasonable. In the great room he found Cynara changing a diaper. "Not suffering any ill effects from your dunking in the creek?" 
 
    "Doesn't appear so." Cynara finished pinning a diaper in place on Vella.  
 
    Chase wandered in. "There's my little girl." He took her from Cynara. "How's my Vella today, huh?" 
 
     Barclay shook his head. He doubted he'd ever get used to seeing his little brother act gooney over a baby. Jared was almost as bad with Little Gage. At least Connor wouldn't be too spoiled. Holding the baby’s feet with one hand and her head with the other, Chase swept her through the air. He had good hold of her, but it still seemed dangerous. "Stop doing that. You'll make her sick." 
 
    "She likes it. Can't you hear her giggling?" Chase put the baby to his shoulder. 
 
    "That's not giggling," Cynara said, reaching for Vella. "She's getting ready to—" 
 
    The baby threw up on Chase's shirt. 
 
    Barclay laughed. "You've been initiated." 
 
    "Yay for me," Chase grumbled. 
 
    Cynara cleaned Vella up, letting Chase mop the mess off his shirt. 
 
    "This is hopeless. It stinks. I'll have to change." Chase stomped upstairs. 
 
    Once he was gone, Barclay asked, "Have you gone to see the kittens yet this morning?" 
 
    "No, but I probably will after I take care of these little ones," Cynara answered. 
 
    "Let me know when you're ready and I'll go with you. I'll be in my office." He'd hoped for a smile, but she avoided looking at him. 
 
    "I'm not sure when I'll go," she said. 
 
    "Well, whenever you do, let me know." Reluctantly, he strode to his office. He needed to calculate how much money they'd lost due to the stolen cattle. Hopefully, Boots worked alone, and the rustling would end now. Finished with his grim calculations, he put away his ledgers. In the great room, Cynara sat on the settee with a baby at her breast under the usual blanket. 
 
    "Seems I might not be able to see the kittens with you," he said. "I've decided to go into town and let the marshal know about Boots McKinney." 
 
    "Did you lose many head?" she asked. 
 
    "Eight or nine, I thought, but they found a couple more today. Maybe they'll all show up. Anyway, I want to find out if other ranchers have reported losing cattle." 
 
    "Be careful. You'd better get you a new hat while you're there." 
 
    "Naw." He grabbed his hat off the rack by the front door and poked his little finger through the hole. "This one will do fine for a while yet." 
 
    She almost smiled, and he wanted to celebrate. Instead, he went to the stable for his horse. 
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    Half an hour after Barclay left, his mother arrived with Doc Willoughby. Cynara knew having her eldest son absent would disappoint Julia, but the babies kept her occupied. 
 
    "They seem in fine fiddle," Doc said after examining them. "I believe they've even put on a few ounces. That's excellent. Most newborns lose weight." 
 
    Cynara liked hearing that. Perhaps she wasn't dangerous to the babes after all.  
 
    "Well, these precious little people are special," Julia said, cuddling Connor to her chest. "These are being raised by my sons. And Cynara, of course." 
 
    Cynara smiled at the acknowledgement. 
 
    "And you aren't a bit prejudiced, are you?" Doc teased. "I'm going to see if I can talk Oysters into a game of checkers. I'm going to beat that man one of these days." 
 
    He went off to the kitchen, leaving Julia and Cynara with the babies. Together, they changed diapers, Cynara fed them and Julia burped them. They watched them play with rattles and gaze around at their new world. 
 
    "They're staying awake a bit longer now." Cynara sat back on the settee and relaxed with a cup of tea. She didn't have tea often, but Julia had brought this and Cynara felt she should try it. It was actually quite tasty. "And they're more alert." 
 
    Laughter came from the kitchen. 
 
    "Won't be too long before you'll be wishing they were still sleeping most of the time," Julia said. 
 
    "Yes, I know. Then they'll be walking and getting into everything, and…" Cynara let her words fade away.  
 
    Julia laid a hand on Cynara's wrist. "And you're thinking you won't be here to see it, is that it? The reason you look unhappy now?" 
 
    Cynara squirmed to find a more comfortable spot on the lumpy couch. "I do find it sad to think of them growing up without me and not knowing what happens to them." 
 
    "I'll tell you what," Julia said. "As long as you keep in touch and I know where to write you, I'll let you know how they're doing." 
 
    "That would be lovely. Thank you." 
 
    "Of course," Julia added with a sigh, "I won't be here forever either, so you'll probably have to find out for yourself about weddings and new babies and such." 
 
    Cynara set down her tea and slid an arm around the older woman's shoulders. "You'll be here for many more years, Julia, long enough to attend weddings and bounce a couple of grandchildren on your knee." 
 
    "You're right." Julia reached up and patted Cynara's arm. "But we were talking about you. I don't know how we got onto me. What do you plan to do when the babies are weaned?" 
 
    Cynara sat back again, removing her arm from around Julia. "I don't know. I have a sister in Ohio. More than one if I tell the truth. And brothers as well. But one sister, Healy, the one born after me, has always been especially close to me. In fact, I'm surprised I haven't heard from her. Worried, actually. She always answers my letters promptly. I asked her to come here after Ward died. That was months ago. I was so alone and frightened then." 
 
    "I can well imagine you were," Julia said. 
 
    "Perhaps I'll go home to see Healy. And the rest of my family, of course. I’m worried, not hearing from her." 
 
    "That sounds like an excellent idea, though I'd rather see you settle in Cutthroat." Julia picked up a cookie from a plate on a table in front of the couch. "Healy is a pretty name. Is it English?" 
 
    "I think it's an Irish surname." 
 
    Doc let out a shout in the kitchen, accompanied by a groan from Oysters. 
 
    "I think Doc may have won a game," Julia said, smiling. She swallowed her bite of cookie.  
 
    Cynara felt Julia studying her. It discomfited her, and she wondered why Barclay's mother would look at her that way. 
 
    "Cynara, have you considered marrying my son?"
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 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
   B y the time Barclay reached the marshal's office, it became clear that his ad declaring his innocence in the Annabelle matter had worked, but some folks either hadn't read it or didn't believe it. 
 
    Marshal Vining sat at the desk reading a dime novel. "Oops, you caught me." Grinning, he tucked the novel into a drawer. "What can I do for you, Barclay?" 
 
    "I wanted to find out if you've heard complaints of rustling from anyone." He perched on a corner of the desk. 
 
    Vining leaned back in his squeaky chair and folded his gnarled hands over his stomach. He was nearing fifty now and getting potbellied. "The only one I've heard anything from is Beau Hodson and he says you're stealing his cows." 
 
    Barclay might have worried after hearing that, if Vining hadn't smiled as he spoke. "He'll have a hard time proving it. We've been checking our hands every evening to make sure they're all where they belong. Frankly, I think it's the other way around. Maybe someone is helping himself to cows from both sides of the property line." 
 
    "Could be," the marshal said. "That's one of the problems with open range. Damn hard to keep track of your livestock. So, you've lost some cows too?" 
 
    "Yes. Another thing…" Barclay stood, took off his hat, and showed the marshal the hole in the felt. "Got this yesterday as I was riding home from the Lazy L Ranch." 
 
    "Lucky they weren't a better shot." Vining poked a finger through the hole, then handed back the hat. "Where exactly were you when it happened? I want to check it out." 
 
    "About half a mile north of the ranch turnoff. Don't reckon there's much you could do. Be impossible to find empty casings in all the tall grass along that road." Barclay slid the hat back onto his head. "Just wanted to let you know about it." 
 
    "I appreciate that. Too many people neglect informing me when things like this happen and then complain I ain't doing anything to protect them." Vining stood and offered his hand. "I still want to ride out there and look around." 
 
    "I'm heading home now." Barclay jerked a thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the ranch. "You want to ride with me?" 
 
    "Sounds like a good idea. I'll get my horse from the livery and meet you back here." 
 
    Barclay shook with him and went out to his gelding. He’d checked with the telegraph office for replies to the wires he’d sent requesting information about Dirk Shindler and received none. It had been a wasted trip, but he'd expected as much. On the way home, he'd pay more attention than usual to what was going on around him. Two holes in his hat would, for sure, force him to buy a new one. 
 
    Before he could climb into the saddle, he heard his name. "Barclay!" 
 
    Turning, he saw Annabelle running toward him. At once, he tensed. He didn't want any more trouble, especially in the middle of town. 
 
    "Barclay, I need to talk to you." Annabelle reached him and wrapped her arms around his waist like an octopus.   
 
    He took her wrists and pulled them off him, then pushed her away. "Stop doing that, Annabelle. There's nothing between us and you know it. Never has been. Never will be." 
 
    "But I love you, and I need you." She put her hands on her stomach. "Our baby needs you." 
 
    Marshal Vining hadn’t gone far and returned. “Is there a problem here?” 
 
    "Sure is," Barclay said. "Can you arrest her for making false claims? It's impossible for me to be the father of her baby, if she's carrying one." 
 
    Anger flashed in her eyes. "Of course, I'm—" 
 
    "Annabelle!" Boots McKinney raced up. "You get away from him. Let her go, Barclay. You ain't got no claim on her." 
 
    "No, and I don't want any." He held up his hands to show he wasn't holding the girl in place. "You're welcome to her." 
 
    "How can you say that?" Tears glistened in her eyes as she caressed her flat stomach. "After all we've been to each other?" 
 
    Barclay wondered how she did that, produce tears on demand? The manipulative little minx had more tricks up her sleeves than he could anticipate. What could come next? "I barely know you, Annabelle, and there's never been anything between us." 
 
    "That's not true. I've always loved you, Barclay. You just never saw it. Why can't you love me back?" A tear trailed down her cheek. "I want to be your wife. I want to give you more children." Her hands returned to her stomach. 
 
    Boots yanked her around to face him. "What are you talking about, woman? You love me, and you know it. That's my baby you're carrying. No one's marrying you but me." 
 
    "No." She pushed him away, inadvertently exposing the real Annabelle. "You were fun to play with, Boots, but I love Barclay." 
 
    "Hold it there, Barclay!" Beau Hodson galloped up, raising dust as his horse skidded to a halt. In his hand he held a Colt .45 aimed right at Barclay. "Marshal, I'm suing this man for Breach of Promise. My little girl says he promised to marry her when he had his way with her, and I believe her. Arrest him." 
 
    "Now, Beau." Marshal Vining held up his hands. 
 
    Barclay shook his head at this unbelievable turn of events. The world had gone insane.  
 
    "Papa! Don't!" Annabelle threw herself at her father, attempting to seize the gun. "You can't shoot him. He's my husband. Almost." 
 
    "Get off me," Beau tried to yank the gun away from her, but she held on. "I'm sick of this. If the marshal won’t arrest him, I'll shoot him. And I’ll do it right this time." 
 
    “Hold on there, Beau,” Vining said. “Did you try to shoot Barclay once before?’ 
 
    Beau succeeded in getting the six-gun free. “Yes, but the bastard dodged my bullet.” He aimed at Barclay again. 
 
    "No, Papa!" Using his stirrup, she climbed half-way onto her father's lap, grabbing his gun arm and trying to wrench the weapon from him. “You can’t shoot him.” 
 
    "This is enough!" Barclay muttered and stalked over to detach the girl from Beau. With his hands on her waist he tugged.  
 
    Annabelle’s grip loosened, causing her father's arm to jerk and his finger to squeeze the trigger.  
 
    The bullet missed the girl and drilled straight into Barclay's right shoulder. 
 
    He gasped at the severe pain, as though someone had stabbed him with a flame-hot poker. His arm lost its strength, seeming to go numb. He released his hold on Annabelle who plummeted to the ground a breath before Barclay crashed to the earth, partly on top of her. 
 
    Annabelle screamed and shoved at him. Barely conscious, he tried to move. It seemed as if he were struggling to stay upright in quicksand. 
 
    The next thing he knew, he lay in the dirt with Marshal Vining kneeling over him and Boots hanging onto the girl. Behind the lawman, Annabelle fought to get free of Boots' hold on her. 
 
    "Let me go to him," she cried.  
 
    Barclay caught one glimpse of Beau's shocked face before the man turned his horse and galloped out of town.  
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    Shocked that Julia would ask her if she'd thought of marrying her son, Cynara gasped. "Which son?" 
 
    "Barclay, of course." Julia laughed. "He's very attracted to you. You know that, don't you?" 
 
    She had thought, hoped, Barclay felt fond of her. Perhaps a little more than fond, but she'd been afraid to think about it too much. "Is he?" 
 
    "Yes. How do you feel about him?" 
 
    Cynara stared at the older woman. The thought of loving Barclay, of loving any man, terrified her. She had barely begun to recover from losing her husband. Could she afford to risk her heart yet again? 
 
    "I think you and my son make a beautiful couple, as if you were made for each other. Your looks and your quiet demeanor complement his. His strength and intelligence match yours. Inner strength, not physical. I think you're good for each other." Julia passed Cynara the cookie platter. Cynara shook her head. 
 
    "I don't know what to say, Julia. I find Barclay attractive. What woman wouldn't? But I would never presume to think he might want me." 
 
    "I don't know why not." 
 
    "I wouldn't be good for any man who wants children. I'm afraid to have babies. Terrified I'll lose them. I can't go through that again. It's been difficult enough taking care of Connor, Gage and Vella. Even though I've always known they would never be mine, it didn't stop me from falling in love with them. To lose another child that I carried inside my body for months would be worse. I can't risk it." 
 
    "You and Barclay could adopt the triplets. Perhaps that would be enough?" 
 
    Cynara rose and took the few steps necessary to reach the cradles by the fire. She cupped Vella's sweet face and brushed her fingers through Connor's hair. "We don't know… I mean, Barclay doesn't know if he'll be allowed to keep them. What if Minnie comes back?" 
 
    "She abandoned them. I don't believe she has any rights where they're concerned." Julia's voice held a firmness that matched the determined look on her face. 
 
    "A judge might feel differently," Cynara said softly. The notion of Barclay adopting Connor and asking her to marry him struck her as too good to be true. She didn't dare believe it could happen. 
 
    More laughter came from the kitchen.  
 
    Julia joined Cynara at the cradles. "That's a possibility, but not a strong one. Think about it. I'm sure Barclay cares for you. Search your heart for any possibility that you might love him. In time, at least." 
 
    Wanting to end the uncomfortable conversation, Cynara said, "I will. I promise." 
 
    Oysters and Doc came from the kitchen to peer out the front windows that faced the distant ranch gate.  
 
    "Someone's coming," Oysters said. "A wagon in a big hurry. Hope it ain't that Annabelle again." 
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    Seconds later, a team pulling a buckboard galloped into the yard, driven by Jared. Chase sat in the wagon bed, his head visible above the seatback along with another man that Cynara didn't recognize. The horses of all three brothers had been tied to the tailgate. 
 
    "Something's wrong," Julia whispered, fear causing her voice to quaver. 
 
    Terror filled Cynara. Where was Barclay? His horse was with the others. Had he been hurt? Without consciously thinking about it, she raced to the door, with Julia right behind. Doc and Oysters came last. 
 
    The wagon ground to a halt close to the house, sending clouds of dust billowing up to envelop the women on the porch. Jared secured the reins and jumped down. Ranch hands came from everywhere to help and learn what happened. 
 
    "Now, Ma," Jared began, like a parent with an unruly child. "Barclay's been hurt, but he's going to be all right. No hysterics needed, all right?" 
 
    "What happened?" Julia hurtled questions at her son. "What do you mean he's been hurt? Hurt how?" 
 
    "He's been shot." Jared's gaze went to Doc. "Got a bullet in his shoulder." 
 
    Doc said nothing, simply hurried to the end of the wagon. 
 
    "Well, get him out of there and into bed," Julia demanded, more a sergeant now than a frightened mother. "Oysters, get that door that's leaning against the back of the house. We'll use that as a gurney." 
 
    "What can I do?" Cynara twisted her hands together, eager to go to Barclay but afraid she'd be in the way. She moved to a spot where she could see him. Spying her, he sent her a wan smile. She suspected he meant to reassure her. He failed. 
 
    "Go tell Barclay we're going to take good care of him," Julia said at her side. "I'll see that his bed is ready. Jared, when Oysters comes with the door, throw a blanket over it so it's more comfortable for Barclay." 
 
    "Yes, Ma."  
 
    Julia rushed off and Cynara edged closer to Chase who sat cradling his brother's head on his lap. "How bad is it?" 
 
    Barclay lifted his head. "Why not ask me? I'm not dead yet." 
 
    "I'm sorry. I—" 
 
    "I'm only teasing." Barclay sat up, grimacing in pain. Blood covered his shirt, from his right shoulder to his waist. With Chase's help, he scooted to the end of the wagon bed. Chase jumped to the ground, then reached for his brother. 
 
    "Here." Slim edged Cynara aside. "Let me help." 
 
    The two men slid Barclay off the wagon bed and stood him on his feet, supporting him with their arms around his back. 
 
    "Shouldn't he be lying down?" Cynara asked. 
 
    Doc appeared at her side. "Let's see what we're dealing with here. Sit down, Barclay" 
 
    He sat on the tail of the wagon while Doc removed his bloody shirt and used it to make a makeshift bandage for the bullet-sized hole in Barclay's shoulder.  
 
    "Well, that's doesn't look too bad," Doc said. "Missed the vital organs. You want to walk in or be carried, son?" 
 
    "I can walk," he said, standing. 
 
    "No, you can't." His mother reappeared and steered Oysters to the wagon with the door she'd sent him for. Jared spread a blanket over it. "Here, lie down on this, Barclay. We'll have you in bed in no time."
Barclay glanced at Cynara, looking a little embarrassed at the fuss. "I can walk, Ma. I'm fine. Doc says so." 
 
    "You've lost a lot of blood, son," Doc said. "Save your strength for healing, and let them carry you in." 
 
    "Come on." Julia tugged on his arm, maneuvering him so he could stretch out on the door. "No sass, now, or I'll keep you on broth and bread for a week." 
 
    "Ma," Barclay complained. "Stop babying me. Go burp Connor or something." 
 
    Despite his words, he allowed them to lower him onto the door and carry him up the stairs and into his bedroom. They placed the door on the bed and Barclay edged off. "All right, you got me here. Now go away and leave me with some dignity," he groused. 
 
    The men went out, Slim and the other hands who'd helped haul the door in asking Chase and Jared question after question about what happened. 
 
    "Annabelle shot him?" Slim snarled. "That little…" With a glance at Cynara, he shut up. 
 
    Cynara snagged Jared as he tried to slide past her and descend the stairs. "Wait, Jared. Please, tell me what happened." 
 
    "Come on down to the kitchen and I'll tell everybody. Not going to repeat the story a hundred times." 
 
    Oysters set a platter of cookies on the table and began filling mugs with coffee as they all filed inside. Cynara relieved him of coffee duty and hovered on the sidelines while the men talked. 
 
    Jared explained how he'd run into George from the livery bringing Barclay home in a buckboard. Jared had taken over, more confident of his driving skills than the fourteen-year-old’s. "You tell the rest, George. You were there. I wasn't." 
 
    George straightened his shoulders, looking proud of his important new role. "Well, Annabelle cornered Barclay, raising a big fuss about how she loved him, and he should marry her. Then Boots come storming up, called her a liar and swore the baby was his." 
 
    "Boots McKinney?" Oysters asked. 
 
    "Yep. Him and Annabelle were arguing 'bout it when her pa rode up and pulled a gun on Barclay. She screamed 'No’.” He paused to look the men in the eye as if their equal. “You know how girls are. Then she and her pa got into a tussle over the gun, and the durn thing went off. Bullet put a hole in Barclay’s shoulder. The girl didn’t get a scratch." 
 
    "Allus said that girl was trouble," Oysters said, nodding emphatically. "Did the marshal arrest Beau?" 
 
    Jared shook his head. "No. Beau turned tail and raced out of town. Probably went home." 
 
    "When I left," George said, "Marshal Vining was going after Beau. It's illegal to fire a gun within city limits." 
 
    “Barclay said it was an accident,” Jared said. “He asked Vining not to bring charges against Beau.” 
 
    "What an extraordinary story," Cynara said, her coffee grown cold in front of her. "It doesn't sound like Annabelle is quite right in her head. I feel sorry for her." 
 
    "Yeah," Chase said. "Reckon we all do now. She seems to really believe Barclay got her with child." 
 
    Doc entered the kitchen, and Oysters hustled to provide more chairs and coffee cups.  
 
    "He'll be asleep soon," Doc reported. "Stubborn man wanted to come down and join everyone in the kitchen. His mother put her foot down and made him take some laudanum." 
 
    "Barclay's strong," Jared said. "He'll heal up just fine." 
 
    Cynara hoped he was right. To think of Barclay upstairs hurting tore at her heart. It was all she could do not to go to him. She feared Julia would feel she was butting in. Besides, Barclay needed rest. She told herself she could see him later, though it would be difficult to wait. 
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    "What's going on at the big house?" Dirk asked when Slim returned from helping out. 
 
    "Beau Hodson accidentally shot Barclay." 
 
    Dirk almost smiled but caught himself. "Why'd he do that?" 
 
    "The fool believes Barclay got his girl with child and is refusing to do the honorable thing." Slim spat tobacco juice at a beetle. "Anybody with a lick o' sense knows Barclay'd never do such a thing. A straight shooter if ever there was one." 
 
    Dirk followed the man into the bunkhouse where the hands were playing draw poker. "Is he hurt bad?" 
 
    "Shoulder wound. He'll be all right. Doc's with him. His mother too. Got a houseful o' people in there. Reckon the marshal'll show up soon to ask questions." 
 
    The men sitting at the table over a deck of cards stopped playing and listened in. 
 
    "Seems someone shot at Barclay earlier today," Slim said, "over on the main road. I'd say someone's out to get him. We all need to be on our guard to make sure nothing happens to the boss." 
 
    Tarnation. Dirk wanted to go kick a cat or something. This had ruined his plans. It was a good thing he'd decided to lay low a day or two. But this might delay matters even longer. 
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    Barclay slept until late the next morning, waking when Cynara brought him coffee, toast and mush for breakfast. She'd risen early to beat Julia to the job so she could spend a few minutes with him. 
 
    "Mush?" he complained. "May I have some bacon and eggs instead?" 
 
    "Doctor's orders. No solid food today. Your mother is making potato soup for dinner. She says it's one of your favorites." 
 
    "I do like potato soup." He sat up with only a slight grimace of pain and allowed Cynara to set the tray on his lap.  
 
    "I'll be back for the dishes," she said and left him alone. 
 
    He ate the toast and half of the mush before setting the tray aside. When she returned, she brought a kitten with her, the calico she liked so much.  
 
    "I thought she might keep you entertained for a bit." She put the kitten on his lap. "I'll get rid of this tray and come back for Marbles." 
 
    "Marbles? That's what you named her?" he asked. 
 
    "It seemed appropriate since her spots create a sort of marbled look to her fur." She picked up the tray and went to the door. "Back in a moment." 
 
    He hoped so. A brief moment.  
 
    Marbles climbed up his chest to sit on his good shoulder. "You're a smart cat. How'd you know my other shoulder is wounded?" 
 
    He ruffled her fur and she batted at him in play. After a few minutes of that sort of high jinx, she curled up on his legs and went to sleep. Barclay closed his eyes, his hand stroking the cat's soft fur. At a sound, he opened his eyes to see Cynara's face right in front of his. She had bent over him to pick Marbles up from Barclay's far side. 
 
    "Howdy."  
 
    She froze with the kitten in her hands. "Hello."  
 
    When he didn't sense a rejection from her, and she didn’t jerk back, he leaned closer and stole a kiss. Her lips were soft and relaxed at first, then she stiffened. "You taste like sorghum," he said, praying she didn't slap him. 
 
    She sat onto the edge of the bed. Her hazel eyes reflected surprise but also something else. Pleasure? Amusement? "What makes you think it's sorghum? Maybe it's my natural flavor." 
 
    So, she wanted to tease him a little. He loved it.  
 
    "Oh, you're sweet all right, but more like strawberries and cream than sorghum. 
 
    Grinning, she said, "Oysters fixed flapjacks for the rest of us." 
 
    "And I missed it."  
 
    The kitten curled up in her lap. Barclay stroked its satiny head, pretending to be enjoying the cat when, in truth, he was wallowing in the bliss of simply being close to Cynara. 
 
    "If you're a good boy, maybe I'll bring you flapjacks at noon," she teased. 
 
    "That would be nice. With lots of syrup, please." It surprised him when she didn't pull away and get up. 
 
    "I'll do my best," she said. "What did you learn from the marshal?"  
 
    "Not much." He took her hand in his. "Beau accused us of stealing his cows, but Marshal Vining knows me too well to swallow that." 
 
    "Thank goodness." She rubbed her nose into the lush fur of the multicolored kitten. "I love this little girl. If I knew where I would end up when I leave here, I'd take her with me." 
 
    "She is pretty with all those spots. Her fur is longer than the others. Thicker and bushier." He ran his hand the length of the kitten's tail. 
 
    "I suspect her father might not be the same tom as for the others," Cynara said. "If that's possible." 
 
    "About where you'll end up when you leave, maybe you should stay." 
 
    She laughed. "You want to hire me as a maid or are you planning to keep the babies and you want me to raise them for you?" 
 
    "It's becoming more difficult by the day to think of giving them up. They sure grow on a person, don't they?" 
 
    "Yes. I feel the same way. Wherever I go when I leave, I hope there are children." 
 
    Barclay said nothing. The notion of her leaving had a profound effect on him. His heart felt as if it had been stuffed in the pit of his stomach. It weighed him down and made him sad. It had struck him what life would be like without her. Empty. Dreary. Lonely. He didn't want to lose her. Would she consent to stay on as their housekeeper? And what of the babies? He hated the idea of losing them too.  
 
    He should find out if Jared and Chase shared his feelings. Maybe they could talk to Judge Hunt and see if they could each adopt one. "Do you think a judge would allow bachelors to adopt babies?" 
 
    She stared at him, surprise widening her eyes. "You're considering it? Oh, Barclay, that would be wonderful. Not that I'd be here to watch them grow up, but I love the idea." 
 
    "You could still be here," he said hesitantly. "If you wanted to be. What if…" 
 
    Unsure of the sanity of what he'd been about to say, he paused. 
 
    "What if…?" she prompted. 
 
    "We could get married and provide a home for the triplets. Call it a marriage of convenience if you like. I wouldn't expect any marital favors unless you wanted it. But, damn it, Cynara, I don't want you to leave. And I don't want to lose the babies. If we married, the judge might let us keep them." 
 
    He waited, holding his breath, for her answer. 
 
    She stared into space, saying nothing, and his heart sank.  
 
    "Like I said, it doesn't have to be a real marriage—" he began. 
 
    "May I think about it?" she asked, finally meeting his gaze. 
 
    He studied her hazel eyes with their hints of meadows and summer. Had he glimpsed something promising glittering in their depths? "Yes, you can think about it. Take your time. We'd need to talk to the judge first, I imagine." 
 
    "Yes, that would be proper." She snuggled the calico kitten against her breasts. "What do you think your brothers would say?" 
 
    He had no idea and suddenly, it didn't matter. If she accepted him, he'd marry her in a flash, babies or no babies. Brothers or no brothers. He loved her. Life was as precious as it was fleeting. It offered no time to waste. Barclay wanted to share his entire life with Cynara, become her soulmate. Wake up every morning with her beside him, fall asleep with her in his arms every night. He yearned to touch her, kiss her, make love with her, but he'd wait for however long she needed. Should he tell her that? Maybe not yet. 
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    That night, when Cynara came to his room for his supper dishes, he invited her to sit down on the bed and talk a while. That she did surprised and pleased him. 
 
    For a long moment, he gazed at her, watching for any sign of rejection. When none came, he drew her closer and claimed her lips with his. He nibbled at the soft slick surface and savored the sweetness. A roaring need rose inside, flooding him with need, hope, desire and love. Did she feel it too?  
 
    Please, Cynara, want me as much as I want you. 
 
    "You're exhausted, Barclay. I think I'd better go."  
 
    Footsteps sounded in the hallway. Cynara drew away and stood up. 
 
    His mother stepped into the room. "Time to get to sleep, son." 
 
    "I am tired." And having a hard time keeping his eyes open.  
 
    Cynara smiled indulgently. "I'll see you in the morning." 
 
    "Wait." He put a hand on her arm. "Have you thought about what I asked you?" 
 
    She glanced at his mother and he wanted to hit himself for being so stupid. Of course, she wouldn't want to answer in front of Mother. "How about I give you my answer in the morning?" she asked. 
 
    "All right." He saw the curiosity in his mother's gaze and closed his eyes, so he'd look ready to sleep. "Goodnight." 
 
    "Goodnight, Barclay." Then she was gone.  
 
    His mother took Cynara's place on the side of the bed. "Is there something you'd like to share with me?"  
 
    "What, Mother?" 
 
    "I noticed the way you look at Cynara and wondered if you wanted to talk about it." 
 
    "Oh. Nothing to talk about really." 
 
    "Very well." She kissed his forehead and walked to the door. "'Night, dear." 
 
    He'd disappointed her, but she'd have to put up with it. If Cynara accepted his proposal, then he'd tell his family. "'Night." 
 
    His eyes closed, the lids too heavy to keep open another moment. Images of Cynara's lovely face danced through his head as he succumbed to sleep. 
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    Cynara didn't know what woke her. The house was silent, dark. The air smelled faintly of baby diapers, tobacco smoke and whiskey. She heard only the crackle of the fire and the creaking of the house.  
 
    Or… footsteps?  
 
    Her mind went instantly to the man she'd glimpsed leaving the house one night. They never had learned who. Had he come back? Why? 
 
    She lay as still as stone, afraid even to breathe. 
 
    Please, babies, stay quiet. Whoever this is, I don’t want them to notice you. 
 
    The house creaked again. She sensed someone very close. She had to know who. 
 
    Before she could open her eyes and look, a hand reeking of dirt and horse clamped over her mouth. The man’s face was too dark to see, shadowed by his hat.  
 
    "Keep silent if you want to live," he growled in her ear. 
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 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
   "B arclay?" The voice sounded faint and far away, though loud enough to wake him.  
 
    "Barclay! Wake up." Jared. Something was wrong. 
 
    He forced himself into a sitting position, ignoring the pain in his shoulder. 
 
    Boot-steps pounded on the stairs. Chase bolted into the room. 
 
    "They're gone!" The boy's voice came out high and shrill. Shock had enlarged his eyes. "At first I thought Cynara had moved them, but then I couldn't find her either." 
 
    The words came so fast, Barclay could barely understand them. "Slow down. Who's gone?"  
 
    "V-Vella!" Chase stammered. "The babies. Cynara." 
 
    "Cynara?" Barclay shoved to his feet and reached for his pants on the bedside chair. "She's gone? Gone where?" 
 
    "We don't know. You'd better come downstairs, if you can manage it." 
 
    "I'll manage it. Help me with me my shirt."  
 
    Five minutes later, Barclay stood staring at her bedding lying in a heap on the couch. Jared and Oysters waited nearby. His mother sat in a chair, her eyes damp with tears. 
 
    "Someone's taken them," she said. 
 
    Barclay looked at Jared, needing an explanation. 
 
    "Oysters came in to bring Cynara her morning coffee," Jared said. "When he couldn't find her, he came to me, and I saw that the babies were gone too." 
 
    Barclay stepped over to Connor's bed. Empty. All three cradles. Empty. 
 
    "Have you checked her room?" 
 
    "First thing," Jared answered. "Then I looked outside. Her horse is gone, Barc." 
 
    "There's food missing," Oysters added, looking bug-eyed and antsy. "A piece left from that beef roast we had last night, leftover biscuits, all the bread in the ice box, several cans of fruit and beans. Oh, and the coffee I ground yesterday." 
 
    "Any other horses missing?" Barclay moved the bedding on the couch over and sat down, too tired to stand any longer. 
 
    Jared paced, seeming unable to stay still. "Only old Glory, the pack mule. The pads, pack saddles and bags are gone too. They'd make good beds for babies." 
 
    "Why?" Barclay murmured. "Why would she leave like that? Where would she go?" 
 
    "Town?" Chase suggested.  
 
    Barclay shook his head. Had his talk of marriage frightened her? Badly enough to make her run? "Any men missing, Jared?" 
 
    "I didn't see Dirk anywhere this morning." Jared balled his hands into fists. "Damn. You think he took Cynara and the babies? Why would he do that?" 
 
    "Couldn't say," Barclay said, hands on his hips.  
 
    "You want some coffee, Barclay?" Oysters asked. 
 
    "Please." 
 
    The cook scurried into the kitchen. 
 
    Barclay checked the box Cynara kept the clean diapers in. Empty. He went into the sewing room. Nothing there appeared to be disturbed. A half-hemmed diaper lay on the bed, along with the black dress, not quite finished.  
 
    What was she wearing? Her nightrobe? Returning to the great room, he said, "Ma, what does Cynara usually do with her dress at night? I'm trying to figure out what she was wearing." 
 
    She rose and went into the sewing room. "She moved her things here to make it easier and quicker to get dressed in the morning. Her old dress is missing, but that's all. She didn't even take her extra pantaloons." 
 
    Barclay gnawed on his lower lip. He couldn’t imagine Cynara going anywhere very far without a clean set of underthings. The dresser set he'd given her, which she loved, lay on the sideboard. A small bowl held all her hair pins. Only the black ribbon he'd given her was gone. Cynara had been taken against her will. 
 
    Oysters returned with the coffee. Barclay took a sip, but it failed to wash away the sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. 
 
    Filled with worry and the need to save the woman he loved a new strength overcame him. With dogged determination to find Cynara and the babies, he went to his room, pulled on his socks and boots, and strapped on his gun-belt, something he rarely did. He returned downstairs and drank his coffee in one long swallow. "Anyone search the grounds?" 
 
    "Only the yard behind the kitchen and what we can see from the windows," Jared said. 
 
    "And the stable," Chase added. 
 
    "No note, I take it," Barclay commented. 
 
    Jared and Chase exchanged looks. “Didn’t think to look for one,” Jared said. 
 
    "All right." On his way through the kitchen, Barclay snatched up an apple and stuffed it in his vest pocket. In the great room, he searched the tables and couch, shaking out her blankets and finding nothing. 
 
    The empty cradles drew him. He stared down at them, a sense of panic threatening to overwhelm him. A bit of white stuck out from under Connor’s pillow. He pulled it out and recognized Cynara’s handwriting. 
 
    “Barclay, I’m taking Scott, Sally and Owen to my parents in Chicago. Don’t worry about us or Come Looking for us.” 
 
    “She used the wrong names for the babies,” Jared pointed out. 
 
    “Not only that, her parents live in Ohio, not Chicago. See how she capitalized Come Looking but nothing else?” Barclay folded the note and tucked it into his vest pocket. “She was giving us a message to let us know she didn’t leave willingly. She’s been kidnapped.” 
 
    “Why would anyone do that?” Chase asked. “Why take the babies?” 
 
    Barclay scowled at him. “Do you think Cynara would go off and leave these babies to starve? Whoever took her simply bowed to her demands. The question is who?” 
 
    Chase rubbed his bristled chin. “I can’t see Minnie doing something like this. If she wanted her babies, she’d just walk in and take them.” 
 
    "You’re right.” Barclay had already started for the door, eager to go after Cynara. “Chase, pay the marshal a visit and let him know what's going on, but keep to the edge of the lane until you reach the main road. I want to be able to search for tracks."  
 
    Chase nodded and left out the rear door. 
 
    "I'm coming with you, Barclay," Jared said. 
 
    "Son," his mother said with worry in her voice, "you're hurt. You can't go riding off on a horse." 
 
    "Of course, I can, Ma. I have to." He left the house, Jared following. 
 
    At the stables, Chase and Jared saddled three horses, theirs and Barclay’s Coyote. Chase rode off along the side of the lane. Barclay and Jared moved more slowly, searching the ground as they went. 
 
    "Here." Barclay stopped after a few minutes. When he started to dismount, Jared halted him.  
 
    “Whoa there, brother. No need for you to risk injuring yourself. Tell me what you want, and I’ll do it.  
 
    “Check those tracks there.” He pointed.  
 
    "There were three horses. One has a nick in its left front shoe.” 
 
    “That’s Old Glory,” Barclay said. "We have to follow them." 
 
    "Damn right we do." Jared leaped back onto his horse, and they continued down the road, eyes on the ground. 
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    Cynara hated not being able to hold the babies or do anything to soothe them. All three cried pitifully. She glared at the back of the man riding in front of her. She couldn't remember ever despising a human being before, but that's how she felt about Dirk Shindler. 
 
    Turning in his saddle, he yelled, "Shut them brats up." 
 
    "They need to be fed. I can't do that on a horse." 
 
    He reined in, dismounted and stalked back to her where she straddled Old Glory. "Sure, you can,” he said, and handed Vella up to her." 
 
    Cynara and the babies shared the Givens' mule, Old Glory. She sat on the packsaddle. The babies lay bundled in blankets inside the big gunny sacks that lined the big baskets on either side of the saddle. Now, she watched nervously as Dirk lifted one of the babies from its basket and held it up to her.  
 
    Vella. Cynara took the baby and waited for him to get on his horse again. As soon as he put his foot in the stirrup, she bared her breast to the baby's searching mouth. 
 
    "Well, ain't that sweet?" Dirk sat twisted in his saddle, looking back at her. She shouldn't have taken her eyes off him. 
 
    Appalled, she used the only thing she had to cover herself with—her skirt. "Turn around, Dirk. You're disgusting." 
 
    He laughed. "Be glad. I won't mind stopping as much now so you can feed them." 
 
    She scowled and he turned back around. If only she had a gun, a knife, anything to defend herself with. It terrified her to think about the night to come. Would he try to force himself on her? 
 
    "You know, them babies may be mine," he said, jerking her from her thoughts. 
 
    "Yours?" 
 
    "That's right. I had my time with their mother. I'm as likely to be their old man as any of the other members of the gang." 
 
    "You were one of the men who raped her," she said, a statement rather than a question. 
 
    Dirk laughed. She hated the cruel, guttural sound of it, with no humor, only conceit and self-righteousness. The rat. The notion of him being the babies' father disgusted her but didn't diminish her love for them.  
 
    Cynara had never believed in the theory of “bad seed” causing people to do wrong, but Dirk made her wonder. No. Her babies had no bad seed.  
 
    The day streamed past like a locomotive. The sun began its downward swing, and Dirk showed no signs of stopping. She kept expecting the babies to wake up and demand feeding. Poor little tykes. A trip like this was a horrible thing to do to them. 
 
    "Dirk, I'm tired," she called to him. 
 
    "So am I. We'll be there soon." 
 
    "Where?" 
 
    "Where we're going." 
 
    She opened her mouth then shut it. He wouldn't answer. What did he fear she'd do, wire the marshal in the next town? How she'd love to, if she had a telegraph machine. "I'm hungry, too, Dirk." 
 
    "So am I. You wanta suckle me?" He gave a raucous laugh. 
 
    Cynara glowered at his back and thought about what a disgusting man he was. Threads fluttered from the seams of his ratty vest, the cuffs on his shirt were frayed, the garment filthy and old.  
 
    The sound of horses up ahead yanked her from her reverie. Dirk motioned for her to move off the road into the trees, the same way he’d done every other time they'd met someone on the road. Cynara prayed to hear horses coming behind them and Barclay's voice calling her name. 
 
    Was his shoulder healing all right? Her worry for him increased with each mile they traveled. 
 
    Did he miss her? Was he worried about her? Right now, he could be coming after her. He wouldn’t let being wounded stop him. 
 
    The sun vanished in a burst of color that filled the western sky. Cynara's hopes for rescue all but died. Then she saw dim lights through the trees. A town lay ahead. Would he circle around it? Please, please stop. 
 
    Dirk slowed. Not knowing whether he meant for her to do so as well, she rode alongside him. 
 
    He nodded toward the town. "That's where we're headed. You behave now if you want to keep these brats alive. I'd like to be able to ransom all of them, but only one would still work" 
 
    "I'll behave, especially if it means we can stop and rest." 
 
    "We'll be stopping all right. Haven’t decided where yet." 
 
    He rode on ahead. She didn't mind. She preferred her own company over his. Even a skunk would be an improvement, though she wasn't sure about the smell. 
 
    Keeping her eyes open had become a challenge she dearly wanted to lose. The babies would wake soon and need feeding and changing. She doubted she'd have the strength to do as good a job as they deserved. Barclay, where are you? 
 
    "Hey!" A hand came out of the darkness and grabbed her reins. Cynara jerked up, realizing she must have fallen asleep. 
 
    "Where do you think you're going?" Dirk demanded. "You nearly rode past me and off the road." 
 
    "Sorry." 
 
    "You better be. You do that again and you'll be wishing you were dead. Understand me?" 
 
    "I fell asleep, Dirk." She realized then they had reached the town. Houses lined one side of the street, businesses the other. 
 
    Dirk led the way up a side street to an area occupied entirely by homes. Beautiful, well-built houses. "This here is where we're going." He pointed to a three-story Victorian home painted in blues and gold. 
 
    No light showed in the windows. "I don't think they're home." 
 
    "I don't want them to be home," he said. "Not yet anyway. I'm going to look for a way in. Follow me." 
 
    He rode around the house and stopped in the back yard. Cynara reined in behind him.  
 
    "You're going to break in?" she asked.  
 
    "Damn straight. Stay here." 
 
    She dismounted and checked the babies, changing a diaper in her lap since there was nowhere else to go. 
 
    Dirk returned through the back door faster than anticipated. He lifted Vella from her bed. "Come on. Take this little one and I'll get the others." 
 
    “Don’t touch them,” she spat. “I’ll carry them in myself.”  
 
    “Suit yourself.” He raised his hands in the air and walked away. 
 
    When she finished, she entered the house. It had been closed up, with curtains drawn shut, dust sheets over the furniture. "Dirk, these people aren't coming back anytime soon. The house has been winterized." 
 
    "Yeah? How do you know?" 
 
    "See the dust cloths on the furniture and the rags stuffed under the outside doors to keep the cold out?" She put the babies on the sofa and faced him with her hands on her hips. "We could wait here until summer. Maybe then they'll return. In the meantime, what do we eat? How do we keep folks from knowing we're here?" 
 
    "They've got a cellar," he said. "Probably have bottled goods down there." 
 
    She threw her arms in the air in a wild gesture of helplessness. "Wonderful. What a good provider you are." 
 
    The next thing she knew, he spun her around and smacked her in the face with his open palm. Gasping, she clamped a hand to her stinging cheek and stared at him. "How dare you?" 
 
    He poked a finger at her nose. "I'll dare a lot more if'n I hear more sass out of you." 
 
    "You struck me." 
 
    "And don't you forget it, lady, 'cause I'd be glad to do it again." 
 
    His raised voice woke the babies. All three wailed at the same time. 
 
    Dirk pointed at them. "Take care of them and make sure they keep quiet." 
 
    She settled on the couch and began feeding them. Hours seemed to pass before they grew quiet again. If Dirk threatened her one more time, she thought surely she'd explode, and no good could come from that.  
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    "Do you think Dirk took them?" Jared asked, trotting up the road on his horse with Barclay alongside. 
 
    "I don't know what to think. Probably. I just hope they're all right. If anything happens to them…" 
 
    "Yeah, I feel the same way. I didn't coo at Gage or play with him the way Chase did with Vella, but I cared about the little guy."  
 
    "We all did," Barclay said. 
 
    "You’re sweet on Cynara, aren’t you?" 
 
    Barclay glanced at his brother, looking for any signs of censure. He saw only understanding. "I never meant to, but God help me, I think I may have fallen in love with her, Jared." 
 
    "We'd better get her back then. Better get them all back. You sure you're up to it?" Jared pierced him with a discerning look. 
 
    "I'm fine. I have the laudanum Doc gave me. I don't need it unless the pain becomes too unbearable, and it hasn’t been that bad yet, but at least I have it." 
 
    "If you start feeling too bad, you be honest with me. Don't try to play the hero." 
 
    "I'm not worried about being a hero," Barclay said. "I just want Cynara and the babies back." 
 
    "Let's go then." 
 
    The tracks followed the ranch drive which dead-ended at the main road that went East to Cutthroat, North to Hawkville, and West to Pony. Unfortunately, this road was well traveled, and the tracks blended with numerous others. Barclay and Jared moved at a snail's pace, Jared often dismounting to study the rutted earth.  
 
    "I'd say they're headed for Hawkville," Jared said after a frustrating hour of searching. 
 
    "I'm not sure." Barclay gazed off into the distance as if he expected to see a woman traveling with three babies. "They could be bound for Pony. What do we do, go to each town and hope to see them on the road?" 
 
    "That would be one way to do it. It would help if we knew for sure who Cynara was with. If it's Dirk, though…" Jared shook his head. "He's one of those men who's from all over. Who knows where he'd take her and the babies?" 
 
    Barclay rested his forearms on the pommel. "I think it's more important to figure out why he took them. What good could Cynara and the triplets possibly do him?" 
 
    "Maybe he's one of the outlaws who held Minnie and he believes the babies might be his." Jared rolled a cigarette and lit up. "Trouble is, the outlaws are all in prison." 
 
    "Not all." Barclay hesitated. His brother could be onto something. "Remember the guard Minnie and the other girl knocked out to get away?" 
 
    "That's right. Maybe Dirk was the guard, and he's looking to get even." Tobacco smoke drifted from Jared's mouth as he spoke. 
 
    Barclay lifted his brows. "By taking the babies?"  
 
    "What if Minnie contacted him after she left and asked him to get them for her?" 
 
    "Why? She could have taken them with her if she'd wanted them." 
 
    Jared offered Barclay the cigarette. "True. You hired Dirk the day after she disappeared." 
 
    Barclay declined the cigarette. He could tell the smoke bothered Cynara, so he'd decided to quit. "Unless he knew where she was and waited for her." 
 
    Jared put out the cigarette on his saddle and tucked the butt into his vest pocket. "It makes no sense. Maybe Dirk plans on forcing Minnie to accept the triplets and be a mother to them." 
 
    As they talked, they continued up the lane, until Barclay stopped. "Look, here's the mule's track again. They definitely came this way." 
 
    "Hawkville is his goal then. Let's see if we can catch them." 
 
    They traveled faster after that, until they came around a curve and saw Hawkville in the valley below. Side by side, they sat their horses and studied the road, the terrain and the town. 
 
    "Barclay, you haven't said anything about the possibility that Cynara went with Dirk willingly. You know that's possible, don't you?" 
 
    "It might be possible, brother, but it's terribly unlikely. Every time she saw Dirk, she recoiled. I believe she was afraid of him." 
 
    "Never noticed that," Jared said. 
 
    Barclay laughed. "You're not as observant as me. I think, chances are, Dirk took her along to take care of the babies. Or she insisted on going. You know she wouldn't let those children out of her sight if she could help it." 
 
    "You're right there." Jared gestured toward the town. "You want to just ride in there, or should we wait until dark and try to see what we're up against?" 
 
    Barclay considered the question. "I don't want to simply ride in like we're announcing ourselves, but I'd rather not wait until dark either.”  
 
    “Why don’t we use back streets and slip into a café for something to eat. I'm starved." 
 
    Barclay frowned. "I’m not hungry. I’d rather keep going.” 
 
    “Barc, you need food to keep up your strength." 
 
    Barclay knew his brother was right but sat there for a long moment looking and thinking. "I sure hope wherever Cynara is, she's okay and not suffering. The babies too. If Dirk or whoever it is touches one hair on their heads…" 
 
    "Chase and I will hold him down for you." 
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    A dog barked as they rode along a back road, watching for a café. Not having signs at the rear of the buildings made it difficult to know what businesses they housed. After two blocks they came to a building with a pile of mostly edible garbage near its back door where cats and dogs mined for their supper. A foul stink issued from the pile, but the smell of baked biscuits, fried onions and cabbage drifted out from inside the building. 
 
    "This looks promising," Jared said. "Must be a café."  
 
    Barclay nodded. "If you trust the judgement of cats and dogs, food must be good."  
 
    Jared laughed. 
 
    The two brothers ignored the animals, moved to the next building and dismounted. Using the alley alongside the café, they crept up to Main. Seeing nothing threatening, they climbed onto the boardwalk and peeked in the window. Customers occupied only two tables. 
 
    "I'm hungry enough to risk it," Jared said. "What about you?" 
 
    "Let's go." 
 
    They chose a table halfway hidden by the wall but still affording a good view of the street. A waiter brought them coffee and directed their attention to the chalkboard above the counter which gave the menu. Both chose basic fare—steak, beans and biscuits. While they waited, they surveyed the street. On a slight hill beyond two business streets rose an assortment of elegant homes—the wealthier neighborhood of town.  
 
    Their meals had barely arrived when Jared poked his brother's arm. "Look." 
 
    Barclay turned in the direction his brother indicated. "What?" 
 
    "The house with the turret and cupola on the hill. It has a big yard." 
 
    "And a mule! Old Glory," Barclay murmured. "What do you know?" Their missing pack mule grazed the lawn to the side of a fancy house. "I believe we've found Dirk and Cynara." 
 
    In the next instant, he was out of his chair and tossing money on the table. Jared grabbed a large last bite of steak and followed as his brother left the café. 
 
    “You’ve decided it’s definitely Dirk we’re hunting for then?” Jared asked, helping Barclay mount up. 
 
    “It seems to make sense. He’s missing. She’s missing. Who else could it be?” 
 
    “I agree.” Jared jumped into his saddle and followed Barclay. "Dirk could have sold the mule." 
 
    "Why would someone with that kind of money want a mule? Unless the owner's wealth came from mining and he’s a sentimental fool. I just hope he didn't include the triplets in the sale. There are people unable to have their own babies who'd pay a fortune for one." 
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 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
   T he furniture in the Victorian home testified to the owner's wealth. Cynara saw Chippendale, Queen Ann, and Heppelwhite. Everything said money. Marble and stone fireplaces. Tufted back sofas and chairs. Hardwood floors. Aubusson carpets. Stained glass windows. Paneled walls. Family portraits everywhere. 
 
    Dirk had unsaddled the mule and brought the pack sacks inside, depositing them and their precious load on the floor of a sitting room at the front of the house, then walking away despite their desperate tears. The poor babies were frightened. Cynara quickly checked them. Seeing their sweet faces gazing up from their swaddling wrenched her heart. What would happen to them? What were Dirk's intentions? And what part would the owners of this house play in his plans? 
 
    "Who lives here, Dirk?" she asked as she changed a diaper. 
 
    "Let's simply say those brats you worry so much about belong here." He threw open a cupboard and rummaged through the contents, uncaring of the mess he made or the damage he caused. He repeated the action with other shelves and cabinets. Books, trinkets and photographs soon littered the carpets and hardwood flooring. 
 
    Horrified, Cynara watched. "What do you mean, the babies belong here?" 
 
    "It's owned by their grandparents." 
 
    She gasped. "How do you know that?" 
 
    "I stumbled onto it when I was searching for the little witch who birthed them." His laughter held cruelty. "When the grandparents return, I'll make them pay handsomely for the brats."  
 
    He ceased his wandering and picked up a framed photograph from atop a pianoforte. "There you are. I knew I'd guessed right." 
 
    Cynara glimpsed a pretty young girl before he laid the frame face down and grabbed her hand. "Come on. We're going upstairs." 
 
    Panic caused a surge of blood through her veins. Why did he want her upstairs where the bedrooms were? Had she finally come to the moment he decided to ravage her? "What about the babies? I'm not going anywhere without them."  
 
    "Good hell. The babies are fine." 
 
    "They're hungry. Don't you hear them fussing? Soon they'll be squalling loud enough for the neighbors to hear. Is that what you want?"  
 
    He grabbed her and yanked on her arm, wrenching it. She fought back, using her fingernails on his hand to make him release her. 
 
    "The nearest house is a hundred yards away," he argued. "No one will hear them at that distance. Now, stop fighting me or you're going to be hurt." He latched onto her wrist and yanked.  
 
    Cynara dug in her heels. The man disgusted her. On the outside, he looked like a woman's dream. Inside, he was ugly as a dead cow. The thought of being raped by him sickened her. "The sidewalk is only forty feet away, and if you touch me… I promise, I'll find a way to kill you." 
 
    He laughed. "Honey, I know lots of ways to touch you that you'd enjoy the hell out of." He glanced at the window as a young couple strolled past. "But you're right about the noise."  
 
    Marching over to the babies, he picked up the large canvas bags and hooked the connecting strap around his neck, not even looking at their adorable faces visible at the top. "Now, are you coming? 
 
    "I'll bring the lamp." 
 
    His eyes narrowed in warning. 
 
    "I wouldn't do anything that would put those babies at risk," she said. 
 
    His face cleared as he relaxed, and he nodded.  
 
    The strong need to be with the triplets drove her, lamp in hand, up the curving staircase with its elegantly carved balustrade, in his wake. He hurried from room to room, ransacking everything. Some treasures he tucked into the diapers and bedding used to pad the bags and protect the babies. 
 
    Cynara's heart leaped into her throat when he slipped a silver picture frame inside. "Wait! You can't put anything in there. The babies could hit their heads on it and be hurt. Killed even."  
 
    "Here." He brought an armful of trinkets, jewelry, fancy little boxes, brass candlesticks, silver accessories to her. "Pull up your skirt to create a hollow. Don't let go." 
 
    He piled the loot into her skirt, then looked for more.  
 
    To have the babies hanging around Dirk's neck and hampering his movements eased Cynara's fear of being raped. She enjoyed hearing him mutter and curse because of the inconvenience. Of course, he could put them down.  
 
    Connor opened his tiny mouth and bawled. Instantly, Gage and Vella joined in. 
 
    "Confound it!" Dirk muttered. "Take these damned brats and nurse them, will you?" 
 
    She'd love to. The crying caused her milk to come in and it was staining her dress bodice. She jiggled her skirt, causing metal to clink. "What about your loot?"' 
 
    He stared at her, his gaze focused on her bosom and she watched his lust change to disgust. "Is that milk soaking through?" 
 
    "Yes. And I'm in a lot of pain. Now take this and let me start nursing them." 
 
    He glanced around, went to the bed and stripped the cover from a pillow. "Put them in here. And stop being so damned sassy. You don't want any of these kids hurt, do you?" 
 
    Her heart plummeting, she shoveled the conglomeration into the pillow slip, then lifted Connor from the bag he shared with Gage. Turning her back, she opened her bodice and let him suckle. She murmured soothingly and hummed a lullaby, swaying her body in what she called the mommy dance. When Connor fell asleep, she rearranged her bodice, returned Connor to his bed and fed Gage. 
 
    The whole time, Dirk continued to ravage the beautifully furnished rooms, not caring if he ripped expensive, hard to replace laces or satin.  
 
    As she followed him, Cynara paid close attention to the layout of the house and the positions of the various doors and rooms, knowledge she would need to escape. But how could she, with three babies to take with her? She had to find a way. 
 
    Peering out a second-floor window, she noticed plentiful foot traffic; mothers pushing baby carriages, children playing, men carrying canes and wearing top hats. A boy in his teens walked five dogs at the same time. If he could do that, she could find a way to escape and handle the babies. By simply getting out of the house she could ask for help. 
 
    As Dirk rummaged through a desk, scattering papers, she snatched up a scrap and a pencil from the floor and stuffed them into her skirt pocket, not sure what she'd do with them, but convinced they might help.  
 
    By the time they returned to the ground floor, almost an hour later, the babies had full tummies and had fallen asleep. Cynara wished she could get them changed. The dirty diapers she'd jammed to the bottoms of the pack bags stunk and needed washing. The babies had good cause to fuss. She yearned to clean up, but, more than anything, she wished she could drop onto one of the beautiful soft beds and sleep without fear.  
 
    "Sit on that sofa," Dirk said when they returned to the sitting room. 
 
    "No."  
 
    At his threatening glare, she added quickly, "Wait, Dirk. I need to wash some diapers. I'm running out, and the soiled ones smell. Can I use the kitchen?"  
 
    His nose crinkled with distaste. "I noticed the smell." Exasperation crossed his face as he considered her request.  
 
    "I won't try to run, I promise." 
 
    She knew she'd won from the look of resignation in his eyes.  
 
    "You'll have to hang the diapers over the furniture to dry," he said. "I won't let you outside." 
 
    "I know." A glass and brass oil lamp sat on a side table, larger and heavier than the one she'd carried upstairs. Would it be heavy enough to knock him out if she struck him with it?  
 
    Silently, she vowed to find a suitable weapon, maybe a knife. Maybe a rolling pin or steel pan. But she never got the chance. He sat on a chair and watched her the entire time she stood at a scrub board and hung the diapers over the dining chairs.  
 
    "You done?" 
 
    "Yes, but—" 
 
    He pulled her into the sitting room. "Sit down."  
 
    Using the rope he'd brought with him he tied her ankle to the sofa, leaving enough slack in between to allow her to reach the babies. Every time he turned his back, she worked at the knot to loosen it, but he had tied it too tightly. She'd already broken two fingernails. 
 
    Her hand drifted again and again to the slight lump in her pocket. Paper crinkled. She made sure to be holding one baby or another continually. It kept them quiet and hopefully discouraged him from grabbing her. 
 
    The light outside began to wane. Fewer people occupied the street.  
 
    "Are the diapers dry yet?" she asked. 
 
    Lounging in a large easy chair, with one leg thrown over the arm, he didn't even look up from the newspaper he'd found. "Find out." 
 
    "I can't reach them, remember?" She slapped the rope against the floor to prove her point. 
 
    With a foul oath, he went to feel the fabric. "Almost." 
 
    Vella woke up. Since Cynara had nothing else to do, and because she loved doing it, she moved the little girl to her lap and played with her until night fell. Dirk freed her so she could fix them something to eat in the kitchen. She found cans of beans, peaches, and peas. 
 
    "You want the beans and peas warmed up?" she asked. 
 
    "Hell, yes. I'm sick of eating cold food from a can. Put them in a bowl." He went back to his paper, sitting now at the kitchen table. 
 
    After they'd eaten and she'd taken care of the babies, Dirk asked if Cynara wanted to go upstairs and clean up. She eyed him with suspicion. 
 
    He lifted his gaze to the ceiling. "I'm not that desperate for a poke. You're safe." 
 
    She knew better than to believe him and locked the door securely to ensure her privacy. In a man's small travel case tucked in a cupboard, she discovered a prize—a straight-edged razor. Folding it, so the handle sheathed the blade, she slipped it into her pocket with the pencil and paper.  
 
    Feeling more hopeful now than she had since this nightmare began, she filled a basin with water, added scented soap and removed her bodice to wash herself. The thought of baring herself completely was unthinkable with Dirk in the house. The soapy water felt heavenly. She wished she could climb into the metal bathing tub hanging on the wall and soak for an hour. 
 
    When she emerged, Dirk waited, leaning against a wall. "You get all clean and sweet-smelling for me, honey? I don't like to sleep with women who stink." 
 
    She narrowed her eyes and glared at him. "You said I'd be safe." 
 
    "You're a real smart ass, aren't you?" He raised a hand, and the sharp smack of his palm connecting with her cheek vibrated in the air. "I'll do whatever I damned well want to with you, Miss Uppity." 
 
    She covered her flaming cheek with her hand. "You can't stay awake forever." 
 
    With a half-laugh he dragged her downstairs to the sitting room. This time he tied her to the leg of a sideboard much heavier and unwieldy than the sofa. She had to sit at the end of the sofa and pull the babies closer to her. While she tended to them, he paced. 
 
    Gage fussed continually and began crying. She tried nursing him, but he would have none of it. She stood and jiggled him, cooed and sang to him. Nothing helped.  
 
    "Why doesn't that brat shut up?" Dirk yelled. 
 
    "He has a sore tummy, I think. He needs some Paregoric." 
 
    "Ain't you got any?"  
 
    "No. Barclay may have had some but I can't go to him now." 
 
    Dirk waved a hand in a vague gesture. "Well, look around and see if you can find any." 
 
    "Am I supposed to take the sideboard with me?" 
 
    Snarling, he stomped from the room. 
 
    Wasting not a moment, she pulled the scrap of paper from her pocket and wrote five words; Being held prisoner. Please help. Now all she needed was a chance to put the note in a window. 
 
    Dirk clomped down the stairs and she swiftly returned the paper to her pocket. "I didn't find any of that stuff," he said. "What'll happen if he doesn't get it?" 
 
    "He'll get more and more miserable and unhappy, which means he'll be noisier." 
 
    "Spare me," he muttered. "All right. The store should still be open. If you'll swear to be good and not try any tricks, I'll go see if they have this paregoric." 
 
    "I swear," she said, while trying to comfort Gage. 
 
    At the door, he peeked out until the street emptied. Then he gave her a warning look and went out.  
 
    Quickly, putting Gage down and kneeling on the sofa, she leaned over the back, drew aside the curtains and placed her sign in the window as far from the door as possible in the hope Dirk wouldn't see it. Heaven only knew what he'd do if he did. She watched him cross the street and go into the pharmacy. 
 
    Terrified he'd return before she could get free, she ripped the razor from her pocket and sawed on the rope. Gage cried harder. She talked to the babies to soothe them, but Gage felt too miserable for that. Every few seconds, she peeked out the window to look for Dirk. Finally, the tough strands of hemp separated and broke free.  
 
    Cynara tossed the rope aside, picked up Gage to comfort him, and hurried to the front door. Locked, and the key was gone. It was the same at the back door. Taking a pin from her hair, she inserted it in the lock and wiggled it around, trying to get the mechanism to release. 
 
    Shoot. It didn’t work. She wanted to crawl in a comfortable bed and bawl. But… No time for either one.  
 
    In the sitting room, she checked the canvas bags to make sure the babies and bedding were securely tucked in. When she got outside, she'd have to find Old Glory and the pack saddle with its baskets. The bags holding the babies fit inside the baskets once the mule was saddled. 
 
    Everything was ready to go. She needed only a way out of the house. She hefted the sling to test the weight and decided to try it for real. With the bags set side by side on the sofa, she lifted the connecting strap over her head and settled it around her neck as Dirk had done. Then she straightened slowly. 
 
    Her neck muscles protested, along with those in her back and shoulders. Yet, she succeeded. She’d lifted the bag.  
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    Barclay and Jared rode along the back streets until they found an alley that offered a good view of the home in question and yet offered some concealment for them. 
 
    "Seems a good place to watch and wait," Barclay said, dismounting. "We know Dirk is here or has been and he has something to do with that house where our mule is." 
 
    "What's your plan?" Jared asked. 
 
    "I just told you.” 
 
    Jared stepped down from his saddle. "No. I mean when we find the bastard. What do you figure to do then?" 
 
    "Kill him." 
 
    Jared gave him a sideways glance. "Maybe we should talk to the marshal first." 
 
    Barclay leaned against the building, arms folded over his chest, legs outstretched, one boot stacked atop the other. "Don't worry, I won't really kill him, though I sure do want to. The marshal's not a bad idea, though. He might be able to tell us something about who owns the place." 
 
    Jared jerked a thumb over his shoulder. "I noticed the jail a block back." 
 
    "Let's watch for a while. I'd like to know if anyone is there." Barclay edged away from the opening of the alleyway deeper into the shadows on the other side. Full dark would be upon them soon and their vision wouldn't be as good. 
 
    The Victorian house stood on a large lot with plenty of lawn and an iron fence at the front along the boardwalk. A tower stood at each corner, one two stories high, the other three. No curtains at the windows gave the top floor an unoccupied appearance. 
 
    "Is that a light in the second floor on the east side?" Jared asked. 
 
    "Don't see any." 
 
    "I don't either, now." 
 
    They stayed for half an hour before deciding to visit the marshal. With the streets nearly empty and most businesses closed for the night except the general store and three saloons, they took the main road. The few people remaining on the street paid little attention to the two strangers.  
 
    At every door and window, they passed, Barclay paused to peer inside for Dirk. Three feet beyond a pharmacy, he came to an abrupt halt.  
 
    "Wait!" Barclay grabbed Jared and yanked him backward. "Dirk's in there." 
 
    Together they retraced their steps and peeked through a window. Dirk stood at the counter paying for a small vial, some sort of medicine, no doubt. For himself? For Cynara or for the babies?  
 
    "We lucked out," Jared whispered. "I wonder who he's buying that for?" 
 
    "I was just thinking the same thing. Thunderation. I truly do want to close my hands around that neck and squeeze the life out of him." 
 
    "Rein in your temper, Barc." Jared pulled back and straightened, leaning against the wall. "Should we corner him when he comes out?"  
 
    "No. I want to go tear that house apart where our mule is and find out if Cynara's in there, but I doubt we have enough time."  
 
    "No, here he comes," Jared said. 
 
    They ducked into the deep shadows of a doorway, breath held, waiting to see where the rustler went next.  
 
    "Perfect," Barclay said. "He's gone into the saloon. I hope he's real thirsty." 
 
    "The jail is just ahead. Let's see if the marshal would like to help catch a rustler and kidnapper." 
 
    The office proved empty. Disappointed, they scurried across the street back toward the house where they'd seen the mule, gambling on the hope that Dirk would have several drinks before returning. When they reached the corner, they paused to study the house and grounds.  
 
    "I don't see anyone lurking around, do you?" Jared asked. 
 
    "I doubt Dirk has any sidekicks with him," Barclay answered. "All his friends are in prison. But let's be cautious just in case."  
 
    "You go to the front door and I'll slip around to the back." Jared checked his gun. "If someone answers the door, you can say you're interested in buying the mule." 
 
    "Good idea. Okay. Let's go." 
 
    They darted across the road, Barclay pausing to give Jared time to get to the back of the house. His heart pounded. His palms grew damp. As he snuck closer to approach the door, he saw movement at a window. Someone leaned a sign against the glass. Being held prisoner. Please help. 
 
    Cynara! 
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    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
   T he knob on the front door jiggled and turned. "Honey? Cynara?" Barclay called louder. "It's me."  
 
    Cynara could hardly believe it. He’d come for her. 
 
    "Barclay? Thank goodness. Oh, Barclay, please, get us out of here." 
 
    "Are you all right?" The knob rattled again. He was trying to pick the lock. 
 
    Hurry. Hurry. 
 
    "Yes. Only eager to escape that revolting man and go home."  
 
    "I'll be in there with you in a minute, sweetheart. I’m going to see if there’s a better way in." 
 
    "Be careful." 
 
    Barclay had come. Cynara's chest constricted as tears threatened. The silence now had her nerves rattling empty cages. She wanted to scream his name and beg him to return, terrified something would happen and she’d never see him again. She needed him, needed to know she hadn't imagined his voice. Her every muscle tightened like wet leather. Sensing her agitation, the babies began to fuss, and she gave her attention to them. 
 
    What did it mean that Barclay coming for her meant so much? Anyone could have tried to help her, but it wouldn't have felt this wonderful, this special. 
 
    Did she love him? Her emotions for him went beyond what she'd felt for Ward. She'd respected Ward and admired him, but he hadn't filled her with excitement just at the thought of him. He hadn't inspired the same intensity of desire, the same yearning to be close to him. Barclay made her feel young again. Young, pretty and desirable. And she liked it.  
 
    Ward had been comfortable, pleasant. Barclay was inspiring, exciting, arousing. He made her feel safe. 
 
    A noise came from the outer dining room door next to the kitchen. Barclay? Or had Dirk returned? She risked taking a peek out the sitting room window in time to see Dirk emerge from the saloon, another man behind him. No. No, she wanted to scream. 
 
    Gage began to cry in earnest now. Connor and Vella joined in. She had no time to nurse them or change them. She had to leave NOW. 
 
    Where had Barclay gone? And Jared, was he here? Could they get her out in time? If only she knew which door they would use, she could be there waiting. On a hunch she moved to the dining room door and peeked in, the babies still hanging from around her neck. 
 
    The tinkle of glass breaking came to her. It had to be Barclay. Dirk didn't need to break in again. He had keys. 
 
    "Cynara?" 
 
    "Barclay!" She waited, weighted down by the two sacks full of babies, while he ran to her. "I'm so glad to see you. I knew you would come." 
 
    He stood as close to her as possible, whispering, "You did, huh? I'm happy to see you too. With his hands braced on either side of Cynara's face he gave her a quick kiss. She shook violently from fear and excitement.  
 
    "I love you, Cynara Stratton," he whispered. 
 
    Her eyes blinked open. "You do?" 
 
    "Yes. But we'll talk more about that after we get away from here." 
 
    "Yes, we can’t talk now. I saw Dirk coming from the saloon just before you came in." 
 
    "Confound it. Have to hurry then. Here, I'll take the babies." 
 
    "No.” She backed away. “You need your hands free to defend us." 
 
    "All right. Be careful now." He helped her down the steps of the small porch. The mule stood twenty feet away while Jared fastened the pack saddle on its back.  
 
    "Come on." Jared waved them over.  
 
    They lifted the halter from around Cynara's neck and placed it on the mule.  
 
    "Hurry. Get on." Barclay lifted her up and she swung her leg over the mule's back to sit atop the saddle, careful not to kick the babies.  
 
    The dining room door had been left open. Now, from inside, came the slamming of a door.  
 
    "Cynara? Damn it all to hell," Dirk yelled loud enough for them to hear. "Where are you? You better be here somewhere if you know what's good for you." 
 
    She shuddered with fear and revulsion. "Barclay…" 
 
    "I'm here. I won't let him hurt you." 
 
    Jared brought Old Glory over. "Too bad we don't have our horses here."  
 
    "They're only across the street," Barclay responded. 
 
    "Yeah, but we could get out of here faster if they were with us." 
 
    Motioning for his brother and Cynara to get going, Barclay shut the dining room door. "Go on. Dirk could come out that door any second. I'm going to wait here and knock the man out when he bursts from that door." 
 
    Jared gave him a chiding look. "Barclay, you said you wouldn't kill him." 
 
    "I won't. Getting Cynara and the babies somewhere safe is more important." 
 
    "Come with us," Cynara cried.  
 
    He stroked a finger down her face. "I'll be fine. We have to think of the babies first. They can't fight for themselves. Get going." 
 
    "What if—" 
 
    "I said go, Cynara. I'll be fine." 
 
    She went, but the mule resisted their efforts to make it move. They urged it, begged it, even swatted its rump. Cynara glanced over her shoulder repeatedly, expecting to see Dirk come charging out of the house.  
 
    "Hey, I have an idea." Barclay took an apple he'd bought from the café out of his pocket and tossed it to Jared.  
 
    Old Glory snatched it up and, munching on it, followed him across the street. Jared practically walked backwards, his gaze on the house, gun ready in case Dirk showed up. The man must be inside the house by now. 
 
    The horses waited a mere dozen feet away when a door slammed, and Dirk screeched Cynara's name.  
 
    "Come on. Hurry." Jared smacked Old Glory on the rump again.  
 
    Barclay turned to face his antagonist. 
 
    "Damn you, Givens," Dirk yelled, spotting them. "I'll kill you if it's the last thing I do." 
 
    Panic welled up inside Cynara as she realized what a perfect target she made sitting on top of Old Glory. But she couldn't think about that now. She was terrified for Barclay. 
 
    "Barclay?" Dirk yelled. "This first bullet is for you." 
 
    "I'm waiting," Barclay said, widening his stance. 
 
    No. Cynara had to do something. She couldn't watch Barclay die. Remembering how Old Glory hated being jabbed in the side, she told Jared to take the babies. 
 
    "What?" He stared at her. 
 
    "Just do it," she ordered.  
 
    Jared plucked Connor and Gage from their basket, then Vella.  
 
    Barclay and Dirk had squared off on the street, both ready to draw their guns. 
 
    The moment Cynara no longer had to worry about the babies, she drove her boot heels into the mule's belly again and again. Braying angrily, the mule burst into a run—straight at Dirk.  
 
    The outlaw saw them coming. "Hey! What do you think you're doing?" Dirk leaped aside.  
 
    From up the street, Barclay came at a run, gun drawn. 
 
    Cynara turned the mule and kicked Dirk again, hoping to knock him down. He grabbed at her. Recognizing his intent, she dodged and struck out with her boot, striking him in the chest as hard as she could. With an "Ooof," he pinwheeled his arms, fighting to maintain his balance. Cynara kicked again, but he was already tumbling backward onto the dirt and dung road. 
 
    Suddenly, Barclay was there, snatching Dirk to his feet. "You rotten son of a garbage rat, I ought to kill you for the misery you've put my woman and babies through." 
 
    "Your woman?" Dirk shot back at him. 
 
    "That's right." He punched the man in the mouth, blood splattering them both.  
 
    Cynara gasped, seeing his pain in his eyes. His face paled. She wanted to call out to him to stop fighting but knew that would only increase his risk. To see him fighting like this tore at her heart, terrified he’d reopen his wound.  
 
    Dirk tried to belt him in the stomach, but Barclay dodged the blow and gave him an uppercut to the jaw.  
 
    Jared appeared behind Dirk, his arms loaded with infants. "Cynara, take the babies." 
 
    She leaned over and took Vella, placing her in a basket. "Put the boys in the other carrier."  
 
    He settled Gage and Connor into the well-padded sack before spinning around to help his brother. "Can I get in on this?" he asked, landing a blow to Dirk's jaw. 
 
    Barclay fell back, rubbing at his sore shoulder, and Cynara urged Old Glory over to him. "Barclay, you're hurt." 
 
    "I'm okay. Don't worry about me, just get the babies out of the way." 
 
    She guided the mule over to where the horses waited, hating the violence she witnessed, yet thankful for Jared and Barclay’s presence.  
 
    Dirk dodged Jared's right cross and punched him in the stomach. In the space of a heartbeat, he drew his six-gun and aimed it at Barclay's chest.  
 
    Cynara screamed. 
 
    Barclay's hand flew so fast, she barely saw it. One second he stood there vulnerable and unarmed. The next instant, his Smith & Wesson was in his hand. He fired. Dirk's bullet zinged past, but Barclay's found its target. 
 
    Dirk grabbed his chest and let out a cry of agony. "Damn you," he said and fell. 
 
    Jared kicked Dirk's gun away and made sure the man stayed down. 
 
    "Am I too late to get into this game?" a voice said from the shadows. 
 
    Barclay, Jared and Cynara swiveled that direction.  
 
    "Who's there?" Barclay asked. 
 
    A stocky, older man stepped out into the scant moonlight, a hat on his head and his hand on the butt of a Colt in his holster. On his chest he wore a marshal's badge. 
 
    "Marshal, we looked for you at your office." Barclay strode over to him, hand extended. "I'm Barclay Givens and the man with me is my brother, Jared. We own the High Mountain Ranch outside of Cutthroat." 
 
    "Nice to meet you. I'm Marshal Lincoln." He fished through his pockets, finally coming up with a yellow piece of paper. "Marshal Vining wired me about you. Said to tell you Beau confessed to trying to shoot you from the field by your road and Vining needs to know if you want him charged." He handed the wire to Barclay. "Now, I understand. You’re here to find a kidnapper?" 
 
    While Barclay read the message, Jared jabbed at Dirk’s boots with his toe. "That’s right. He took the babies and Cynara here." He slipped an arm loosely around her.  
 
    "My woman," Dirk mumbled. 
 
    His? Cynara shook her head. Why had he said that? 
 
    "No," Barclay said. "My woman." 
 
    Jared let go of her, grinning, and she wished she could kiss him right then. 
 
    The marshal walked over and looked down on the outlaw. "Good shot. An inch closer to the heart, and he'd be dead." 
 
    "Before the kidnapping, he'd been rustling our cattle." 
 
    "He's part of the Grossman gang," Cynara put in. 
 
    "They're lying, Marshal," Dirk pleaded. 
 
    "Sorry, young man. I have a poster on you, so I know they’re speaking straight." Marshal Lincoln bent and picked up the six-gun Dirk had dropped. "There's a whole list of charges against you, from robbery to attempted murder. What do you say to that?" 
 
    "It's all lies," he muttered. 
 
    Lincoln turned to Barclay. "Been watching for this piece of dung, as you adequately described him. Thanks for helping me catch him." 
 
    Jared hauled Dirk to his feet, and Lincoln shoved him in the direction of the jail.  
 
    Barclay led the mule carrying Cynara and the babies, following the marshal to his office, knowing the lawman would have questions. At least one of the babies was squalling like a banshee. Probably two. Maybe three. So much noise made it difficult to tell. 
 
    "I need to nurse them," Cynara told Barclay. 
 
    "We'll find a place for you in the jail." 
 
    At the marshal's office, Barclay helped Cynara dismount, ignoring the pain in his shoulder. "Jared, can you help her take the babies inside?" 
 
    "Sure." Jared took the halter from Cynara and placed it around his own neck. 
 
    Lincoln peeked inside the pack-bags. "Are these Triplets?" 
 
    "Yes," Cynara said. "Aren’t they adorable?"  
 
    "Sure are. Congratulations." The marshal grinned. 
 
    "Oh, no!" Flustered, Cynara flapped her hands. "They’re not mine. I wish they were, but they’re not." 
 
    "Well, I’m sure you’ll get your share of little ones like these." 
 
    The marshal then shoved Dirk into a cell and locked the door. Moaning with pain, the outlaw plopped down on the cot and glared at them all. "Quit carrying on, Shindler. I sent for the doctor." 
 
    "I'll get you for this." Dirk’s threat was directed at Barclay.  
 
    "It'll take a while," the marshal said. "If I guess right, you're going to be in prison, maybe long enough for these cute tykes to grow up." 
 
    "He claims the babies' grandparents live in the house where he held us," Cynara said, a baby at her breast beneath a blanket. 
 
    "Oh?" Marshal Lincoln said. "That would be Henry Styles and his wife. They're out of the country right now, and I've been keeping an eye on the place. Any grandchildren they might have would have to come from their daughter, Jessamine." 
 
    "He kept going on about someone named Minnie and how he was going to 'fix her good'," Cynara said. 
 
    "Minnie’s the mother of the triplets, all right," Barclay said. 
 
    Lincoln’s eyes lit up. "Interesting. The girl's father is an influential man in this county. Mayor, bank owner and friend of the governor." He passed out cigars to the men. "Sorry I don't have anything for you, ma'am, unless you'd like coffee or water." 
 
    "That's all right. But I do need somewhere private to nurse the rest of the babies." 
 
    "They sound hungry all right."  
 
    "This has been a horrible experience for them," she said. "It's no way to start life." 
 
    "Well, you can use that second cell to take care of them." Lincoln opened the door to the room with the cells. "There's a wall in between so it's private." 
 
    "Thank you, sir." She went in and shut the barred door behind her. 
 
    "That's some gal you've got there," the marshal said. "She's smart and has more spunk than most women, the way she drove her mule at Shindler and used her boots on the rascal. She your wife, Barclay?" 
 
    "If I have my way, she will be soon," Barclay answered. 
 
    "Tell me more about how Jessamine Styles came to have these babies." Marshal Lincoln poured cups of coffee. "And what you’re doing with them." 
 
    "Long story, Marshal." Barclay smiled. "The girl gave birth to them in our home, then ran off without taking them with her. We have no idea where she is now." 
 
    "Was she married?" the marshal asked. 
 
    "No, the gang had held her captive for almost a year." 
 
    Lincoln shook his head sadly. "Poor girl. Her parents took her to some fancy finishing school in Italy. Reckon she'll be there a few years. Do the Styles know they have grandchildren?" 
 
    "Not unless Minnie told them, which I doubt. She didn't want the babies. If her parents want to put in a claim, they'll have to hurry. I aim to marry Cynara and adopt them." 
 
    "You and Cynara?" The surprise on Jared’s face turned into pleasure. "Fantastic, brother." They shook hands. 
 
    "To tell the truth," Lincoln said, "I don't think the grandparents will be a problem. Styles isn't the sort of man who'd want it known that his daughter gave birth to some outlaw's bastard child. Or children, in this case." 
 
    "I hope you're right," Barclay said. 
 
    "Wait a minute," Jared said. "You planning to adopt Little Gage too? 'Cause, far as I'm concerned, he belongs to me." 
 
    Barclay laughed. "We'll have to straighten that out with the judge when the time comes but not tonight." 
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 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
   C ynara cradled the baby in her arms while it suckled at her breast. "You are such a sweetheart, Vella. Look at that adorable face." Bending her head, she kissed Vella's head. In return, the baby grabbed a handful of her hair. Laughing, Cynara pulled free of the tiny girl's grip. 
 
    The door opened and Barclay called, "You decent? Can I come in?" 
 
    "Yes, please do. I'm almost finished." 
 
    His gaze went from her face to the blanket thrown over her shoulder and back again. "Every time I see you like this, it makes my heart jump." 
 
    "Why? Does it bother you?" 
 
    He chuckled. "No, not at all. I don't know. It does something funny to my insides. I think it's because you make such a beautiful picture like that." 
 
    "I'm not beautiful, Barclay. I'm a mess. I haven't had much sleep since Dirk grabbed me, nor have I bathed or even combed my hair. I feel dirty." 
 
    "You don't look dirty, and you are beautiful to me." He sat on a stool beside the cot and took her free hand. "Have you thought of what I asked you before all this happened?" 
 
    She blanched and his heart sank. "About a marriage of convenience to give the babies a home?" 
 
    "Yes, but…" He shoved a hank of hair from his face, kissed the back of her hand and cleared his throat. "That's not really what I want anymore." 
 
    "Oh." She grew even paler and glanced away. Moisture glistened in her eyes. Barclay swallowed hard. She'd misunderstood and thought he didn't want her.  
 
    "No, Cynara, it isn't that. I want to marry you. What I want is a real marriage. I want you at my side when I go to sleep and when I wake up in the morning. I want to grow old with you and to see my babies grow inside your tummy." He swallowed again, afraid to go on. "Do you think you could live with that?" 
 
    She kept her head down, looking at the baby.  
 
    "If you don't want a permanent marriage, we can still do the convenience thing, marry and have it annulled later after I'm able to adopt the triplets. I promise I won't touch you if you don't want it." 
 
    At last, she met his gaze, her eyes moist. "No, Barclay, that's not what I want either. I'm not sure if I'm in love with you, although I suspect it’s true, but I do love you, if that makes any sense. You're a good man who I admire and respect, and I'd be proud to be your wife. I'm willing to make it a real marriage if that's what you want." 
 
    "If it's what I want?" He laughed and dropped to his knees in front of her. "Oh, Cynara, I never wanted anything more in my life. If you don't come to love me as I do you, it's okay. I have enough for both of us, and I know we can be happy together. Will you marry me?" 
 
    She gave him a big smile, even though tears rained down her cheeks. "Yes, Barclay. Yes, I will marry you. And I want to adopt the babies." 
 
    He threw his arms around her, baby and all, and rained kisses on her face, licking away her tears. "You've made me very happy already. Thank you for accepting me." 
 
    Cynara laid a hand against his cheek. "Thank you for wanting me. I truly didn't expect to ever feel as I do now. I didn't believe I could love another man. But you're so special, Barclay. You're unlike any man I've ever known. I’ve come to admire you a very great deal. I love your scruples and how your mind works." 
 
    Finished nursing, Vella squirmed. Cynara whirled her finger and when he turned around, she refastened her bodice. "Here, you can take Vella, if you will." 
 
    "Gladly." He lifted her up and held her in front of him. "How are you, little lady? You've had quite an adventure to start out your life. Are you going to be okay?" 
 
    She stared at him with big blue eyes. Grinning, he kissed her forehead, put her to his shoulder and patted her back. "Are you done nursing?" he asked Cynara. 
 
    "Yes. They need to be changed and washed, but I can't do that here." 
 
    He grinned. "How would you like to get a hotel room so you can have a bath and a good night's sleep? Or would you prefer to head home?" 
 
    "The hotel, if it's all right. A bath and sleep sound wonderful." 
 
    "Then we'll do it." He stood. "I'll get Jared on it. I don't want to leave you for a second." 
 
    "Are we going to…" She blushed and averted her face. 
 
    "What?" he said. 
 
    "Are we getting married here? Tonight?" 
 
    Still holding Vella, he bent and kissed Cynara. "That would be beyond my dreams, but I'm afraid it would upset my mother not to be there." 
 
    "Of course, your mother would be disappointed. How thoughtless of me. Chase and your ranch hands would want to be there too. Forgive me." 
 
    "Nothing to forgive, my sweet. Just tell me how you feel about marrying soon." 
 
    "I-I’m nervous, but I think it’s best to start this marriage off right, as a real union." She bowed her head, her cheeks flushed. "Physical and emotional." 
 
    A knock came on the door, and Jared stuck his head in. "We celebrating tonight?" 
 
    "We sure are." Barclay held out a hand. "Congratulate me, Jared. Cynara just consented to become my wife." 
 
    "Whoo-hoo!" he bellowed. "That's fantastic news. Can't tell you how happy I am to have you for a sister-in-law, Cynara." 
 
    "Thank you, Jared. I feel the same about you." 
 
    "So, big brother, what shall we do to celebrate?" Jared picked up Gage and made faces at the baby trying to win a smile. 
 
    "We thought we'd like to get a room at the hotel." Barclay looked at Cynara. "Two rooms, actually. One for us to share and one for Cynara." 
 
    "Too bad you can't marry before we leave," Jared said, winking. 
 
    "You're right about that." Disappointment filled Barclay's voice. "But I can't let Ma down." 
 
    "Well," Jared said. "You could marry here. I'd be willing to head for High Mountain afterward and give you some privacy. Then, when you get home, you can have a second ceremony for the sake of Ma and the town." 
 
    Barclay looked at Cynara. "What do you want to do, darling? I'll be happy either way." 
 
    She gave him a doubtful look. "Liar."  
 
    "You're right." He chuckled. "I'd much prefer to marry you today." 
 
    "It would seem silly to have two ceremonies," she said after a minute, then motioned for him to come closer and whispered, "But I'd be more comfortable having our wedding night here away from everyone. A second wedding at home would give me a chance to make a special dress. I didn't have one with Ward. We could have a reception for neighbors and townsfolk too."  
 
    He handed Vella to Jared and pulled her against him in a gentle hug. "You don't know how happy you've just made me." 
 
    Releasing her, he turned to his brother. "Thanks for the suggestion, Jared. Looks like I’m getting married tonight." 
 
    "Good. Am I your best man?" Jared asked, a baby in each arm. 
 
    "You bet you are. Who else would I ask?" 
 
    Jared nodded. "Then allow me to arrange for the ceremony and a room at the hotel while you two go have some supper."  
 
    "How good of you." Cynara went on tiptoes and kissed his cheek. She took the babies from him and laid them on the bed.  
 
    Jared opened the door. "I'll find you at the hotel when I'm done." 
 
    "That would be nice, brother," Barclay said. "Thank you." 
 
    "Try to finish in time to join us for supper, Jared," Cynara said. 
 
    "I will. It's a special day," Jared said and went out. 
 
    As they left, passing the other cell, Dirk snarled something nasty that Cynara was glad she didn't understand. Barclay stepped menacingly toward the cell, until Jared yanked him into the marshal's office. "No fighting today, Barc." 
 
    When Marshal Vining heard about the coming nuptials, he congratulated them. "By the way," he said, holding out what looked to Barclay like a bank draft. "Here is the reward money on Dirk. Three-hundred dollars." 
 
    Barclay almost whooped with joy. This would cover the bank payment he'd been worrying about—except that Jared deserved half. 
 
    "We'll get this cashed at the bank, Jared, and I'll give you half. You earned it." 
 
    "No." Jared held up a hand palm out. "Use that for the bank payment so we can stop fretting over it." 
 
    "How did you know I was worried about the payment?" Barclay asked. 
 
    Jared grinned. "I was in the bank the other day and John Little told me to remind you it was due. Besides, you're always grumpy when you have money on your mind." 
 
    It surprised Barclay that Little John would say anything to Jared. It was his loan, not Jared's, even though the brothers had to agree to it and sign the papers. Perhaps John hadn't understood. He'd meant well, though. Barclay knew that. "Thank you, brother. I'll pay you back." 
 
    "Darn straight you will." Jared punched him lightly in the arm. "Now, let's go get you married."  
 
    He went out. When Cynara began to follow him, Barclay held her back. "Let's go buy you a dress." 
 
    "No." She shook her head. "A ready-made would be too expensive. I can make one when we get home." 
 
    "I won't have you wearing a dress you were kidnaped in for our wedding. You can still make a special one for the second wedding. Imagine how pleased Ma will be to help." 
 
    Cynara smiled. "Yes, she's so kind. Like the man I'm about to marry. The man I love." 
 
    Barclay pulled Cynara into his arms and kissed her hard. "You have no idea how much I needed to hear that," he whispered into her hair. "I love you too, Cynara Stratton, soon to become Cynara Givens. And I always will."  
 
    [image: A picture containing indoor  Description automatically generated] 
 
    "Go ahead, sweetheart." Barclay urged Cynara to approach the showcase in the jewelry store. "Pick whichever one you want." 
 
    Surprised, Cynara framed her face with her hands. The jewelry in this store would be expensive and she’d thought him too practical to spend money unnecessarily. "Oh, Barclay, you are too generous. I don’t need anything fancy. A plain gold band will do fine." 
 
    He took her hands in his and gazed down into her eyes. "Cynara, no matter which of these rings you might choose, it can’t match the joy you′ve given me." 
 
    "But—"  
 
    "No buts. I adore you and I want you to wear a ring that echoes how beautiful you are inside and out." 
 
    She shook her head. "You̍ꞌre being silly. Have you been drinking?" 
 
    Barclay laughed. "No, I haven’t had anything except coffee. Now, may we get back to choosing your wedding ring?" 
 
    A tall man with a mustache that curved down to meet his goatee stepped up to the counter. "I believe I know exactly what you want, madam. May I show you?" 
 
    "Very well. If it’s not too expensive." 
 
    After fumbling around underneath the counter, he came up with several tiny boxes which he lined up in front of her. "I will open each box and let you study them. Try them on if you wish. If you find one that pleases you, simply wave and I’ll return." 
 
    The first box held a plain gold band. The instant she reached for it, Barclay snatched the ring away. "No. Iꞌm not leaving until you pick the one that steals your heart, the way you stole mine." 
 
    Cynara sighed. Such a difficult spot he placed her in. If she chose an extravagant ring, neighbors would say she married him for his money. She looked at each box. The rings inside became fancier as she went down the line.  
 
    Midway, she came to a ring so lovely she couldnꞌt help but gasp. It bore two small green stones, with clear ones she hoped were glass arranged around them like the petals of flowers. The sides were engraved with leaves. 
 
    "You like that one?" Barclay waved to the salesman who was helping another customer. "It is pretty. The emeralds remind me of your eyes." 
 
    "Emeralds?” she whispered. “Oh, it must be very costly then." 
 
    Cynara couldn’t help but inch her hand toward the box. She ached to see how the ring would look on her finger.  
 
    "Go ahead, darling. Try it on." 
 
    She jerked her hand back. 
 
    Barclay reached in front of her and plucked the dazzling ring from the box. As he moved it, the stones glistened in the light. Next, he took hold of her left hand and she realized he intended to put it on her finger. 
 
    "No, Barclay. Iꞌd truly prefer the plain one." 
 
    "You already have a plain one, Cynara, from your first marriage." Barclay slipped the golden loop over her finger as he spoke, his voice soft and pleading. "Please don’t make me give you the same thing. I want your ring to be as special as you are." 
 
    "Then perhaps you should choose it." She handed the piece back. 
 
    The moment she saw his eyes had focus on the box at the far end, she recognized her mistake. The stone in that ring was huge and clear. A diamond, no doubt. She grabbed his arm and jerked it back. "All right. If it’s choice between one I like or the most expensive one the store has, I’ll take the emeralds." 
 
    Barclay’s rich laughter filled the store and he swooped her into his arms. "Perfect. I knew you’d see reason.” 
 
    He kept her close as he returned the ring to the box and handed it to the salesman. "We’ll take this one, and I believe the size was perfect. Wasn’t it, darling?" 
 
    Guilt and joy infused Cynara with more emotion than she knew how to express. She wanted to put on the ring, run outside and show it to every woman she saw. "Yes. Perfect." 
 
    If only Julia were here. 
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    "Are we going to stop at your mother’s so we can tell her about our marriage?" Cynara couldn’t wait to get there. The wagon ride had been exhausting and they hadn’t gotten much sleep since the wedding ceremony in the judge’s chambers three days ago. 
 
    Memories of their first night together brought a smile to her face, and she darted a glance at her husband, hoping he wouldn’t notice her flushed complexion. 
 
    "That’s what I planned," he said. "She’d be hurt if we didn’t." Barclay guided the team around the corner onto the road that would take them to Cutthroat. "Are you going to show her your ring?" 
 
    She glanced down at her hand and a soft glow came over her face. "Mrs. Barclay Givens," she murmured. 
 
    "Sounds good, doesn’t it?" Barclay asked. 
 
    "Yes. I like the sound of it. Cynara Givens. It has a ring to it." She grinned up at him. 
 
    He got that look in his eyes that told her if something didn’t distract him right away, he’d be wanting to stop.  
 
    Fortunately, a rabbit darted across the road into the towering grass alongside. "Did you see that?" he asked. 
 
    Cynara had scooted forward on the seat and felt the breeze kiss her cheeks as she tried for a better view. She loved seeing the rabbit. Barclay liked to tease her about her love of animals. She ignored him, knowing he liked them as well.  
 
    She had chosen to wear a lavender silk dress from her trousseau with a matching bonnet and gloves. He’d tried to buy her much more. This one happened to catch her eye. Purple being her favorite color, she couldn’t resist it.  
 
    She sat back and twisted around to check on the babies, now together in one big cradle that would come in handy when the children grew larger. Her bosom had begun to ache with the need to nurse. Thankfully, they should reach Julia’s home soon. "Theyꞌre all going to need changing and feeding by the time we get there." 
 
    Barclay automatically flicked the lines to speed up the team. Two of the traits she loved in him were thoughtfulness and keen insight. 
 
    At last she could see the turn in the road that would take them into town. A young boy stood on the roof of the telegraph office, the last building on the block, waving to someone unseen.  
 
    A signal? She hoped not. She wasn’t comfortable with crowds and whoopla. 
 
    Barclay guided the wagon around the corner and there, in front of them the entire town stood assembled. A large banner hung across the road. Welcome Home, Mr. and Mrs. Givens. 
 
    Oh, dear. They’d been found out. 
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 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
   J ulia, Jared and Chase rushed toward them as Barclay drove the wagon up to the crowd. Folks cheered and two young, overly excited men fired guns into the air. 
 
    Cynara couldn’t believe her eyes, that so many people were this happy to see them home. 
 
    Chase reached them first. "ꞌBout time you got back. Where’s my Vella? I’ve missed her." 
 
    "They’re all in the cradle in back," Cynara said. 
 
    "Oh, my dear girl," Julia cried as she reached the wagon and grabbed Cynara’s hand. "I’m so glad to see you safe." 
 
    Cynara climbed down and found herself enveloped in a tight hug. "Oh, my. I’m glad to see you too." 
 
    Julia put a hand over her heart. "You’ve no idea how frightened I’ve been, for you and the babies." 
 
    At that moment, Chase lifted the cradle out of the buckboard. Oohing and awing, the crowd struggled to get close enough to see. Connor and Vella opened their little mouths and wailed. 
 
    "Hold on here, folks." Barclay came around from the far side of the wagon, hands raised. "You’re scaring the babies. Give them some space, please." 
 
    Everyone quieted down and backed up.  
 
    "Why don’t we go to the hotel where there’s more room," Julia added, "and you can all line up to see the triplets, all right?" 
 
    Everyone talked at the same time, creating a din that did little to calm Connor, Gage and Vella. Barclay escorted Cynara to the Empire Hotel’s spacious lobby, while Chase carried the babies and Jared did his best to hold back the milling throng. 
 
    Inside, the hotel owners quickly set up chairs for Cynara, Julia and Barclay. The cradle was placed on a low, wide table in front of them Unfortunately, they didn’t want to be comfortable. They wanted to be fed. 
 
    Mrs. Simmons, the wife of the hotel’s owner, tapped Cynara on the shoulder and motioned for her to follow. Hoping she’d guessed the woman’s intention correctly, Cynara picked up Connor and took him with her. 
 
    "I could see the babies needed to be fed," Mrs. Simmons said, leading her into a small room. "I hope this will do." 
 
    Cynara chose a wing-back chair and sat down. "This is wonderful. Thank you so much for your intuitiveness and kindness. I was desperately trying to figure out how I could feed them without making a fuss." 
 
    "Happy to help, Mrs. Givens." 
 
    "Please, call me Cynara. I assume you have children and that’s why you understood my needs." 
 
    “Yes, and call me Nabby.” She chuckled and folded her hands in front of her. "My name is Abigail, but everyone calls me Nabby for short. Josh and I have three boys. They’re mostly grown now. The oldest one is married." 
 
    Cynara gazed down into Connor’s little face, smiling. "I hope to have a child of my own someday. Weꞌre adopting these three."  
 
    "I think that’s marvelous. I’ll leave you in peace now. I should be at the check-in desk." 
 
    "Thank you so much for your thoughtfulness." 
 
    "You’re welcome. In a few minutes, I’ll bring you some tea." 
 
    "That would be wonderful." Nabby went out. 
 
    Cynara opened her bodice and Connor began to suckle. When the door opened, she instantly grabbed up a blanket to cover herself. To her surprise, it wasn’t Nabby returning, or Barclay coming to check on her. 
 
    A small boy about five-years-old peeked in at her. 
 
    "Hello," he said. "May I come in?" 
 
    "Very well." She smiled. The boy had overly long black hair and dark, dark eyes. She suspected he might have Indian blood. "Did you come to see the baby?" 
 
    "Not really, ma’am. I heard you was ꞌdopting them, and I wondered if maybe you might ꞌdopt me too?" 
 
    At once, Cynara’s heart went out to the boy. "Are you an orphan?" she asked. 
 
    "Yes, ma’am. My name’s Johnny Two-Hearts. That’s ꞌcus my ma was Injun and my pa was white. I donꞌt ‘spose you’d want a half-breed brat, but I had to ask." 
 
    "Having a mixed heritage would make no difference to my husband or me, Johnny, but it would take a legal action to make you our son." 
 
    He hung his head, his disappointment apparent. 
 
    "Why donꞌt you come home with us today so you can meet my husband and the rest of the family. Then we’ll see. Does that sound all right?" 
 
    He grinned, showing a missing tooth right in the center. "Yes, maꞌam. Should I wait in the wagon?" 
 
    "That would be fine, Johnny. Iꞌll see you later." 
 
    He slipped from the room seconds before Nabby returned with a cup of hot tea and cookies. "Did that boy bother you, Mrs. Givens?" 
 
    "No, Nabby." She accented the woman’s name to remind her they were on first-name basis. "What can you tell me about him?" 
 
    Nabby set the tea on a chair-side table. "I can tell you that heꞌs no orphan, if thatꞌs what he told you. His ma lives in a shack outside of town on the west end. She and the boy are terrified of his father. I doubt the couple is legally wed, not that it makes much difference." 
 
    "Is the father cruel to them?" 
 
    "Terribly. Why, Iꞌve seen Johnny when he could barely walk, his father had beaten him so badly." 
 
    Horror filled Cynara. "How awful. Can no one do anything about it? The marshal maybe?" 
 
    "Reckon not. No one’s ever bothered, to my knowledge. I give him errands to run for me so he can earn a few pennies, and I feed him often." 
 
    "Do you think his father would be angry if someone took the boy in?" 
 
    Alarm flashed across Nabbyꞌs face. "I certainly do. His father uses him as an errand boy and whipping post I doubt heꞌd want to give him up. I have to get back now." 
 
    "Thank you for the tea and the advice." Cynara picked up the cup, careful to hold it away from the baby. "I havenꞌt spoken to my husband about Johnny yet. Weꞌll take him home tonight and feed him, then bring him back and hope his father doesnꞌt notice." 
 
    Nabby shook her head. "Iꞌll be wishing you luck with that." She returned to her desk. 
 
    Sitting there, stroking Connor’s silky-smooth skin, Cynara knew it would be insane to try to help the boy. But she also knew it was something she had do. 
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    The church could hold not even one more person. The entire town had turned out for the wedding. Juliaꞌs house also had no space left, what with all her sons, except for Gage, being there, plus the bride. 
 
    Barclay fidgeted with his pocket watch, checking it every few minutes. "When will she be ready, Ma? There are people overflowing the church, waiting for us." 
 
    The bedroom door opened and Cynara stepped out. "I’m ready now." 
 
    Barclay sucked in a breath, stricken by her beauty. The dress his mother had labored hard to finish in time looked marvelous on her, fitting her figure perfectly. The soft peach color brought out her beautiful eyes and gave her skin a lovely glow. 
 
    Slowly he walked toward her. "You are the most beautiful bride ever, Cynara Givens. I canꞌt believe my luck in getting you for my wife." 
 
    She smiled. "I won’t argue with you, though Iꞌm quite aware that Iꞌm the lucky one." 
 
    "Youꞌre both fortunate," Julia said. "Now, letꞌs get to the church, shall we?” 
 
    "First," Barclay said, "I must do this." He bent and kissed Cynara.  
 
    "Later," she chided. 
 
    Barclay took her hand and hooked it around his arm as he led her from the house. Folks at the church cheered and parted to let them enter. A hush fell over the holy building. Even so, Cynara heard the anonymous whispers as she passed down the aisle. 
 
    "What a gorgeous dress." 
 
    "Donꞌt you just love the rows of pleats Julia created?" 
 
    "Yes, and the swooping neck with the pleated ruffle underneath." 
 
    "Love the small bustle, and that glorious train." 
 
    "How sweet. She’s carrying one of the babies instead of flowers, and here comes Julia with the other two." 
 
    Grinning, Barclay glanced down at her and winked. 
 
    Cynara winked back. 
 
    Since they were already married, the vows were replaced by a brief admonishment from the preacher to treat each other fairly and honestly, with love. 
 
    “Barclay, you may kiss your bride.” 
 
    Uncaring who might be watching or what they might think, he took Cynara in his arms and kissed her with passion.  
 
    The bride didn’t mind.  
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