
  
    
      Love on the Ranch

    

    
      
        Ciara Knight

      

    

    
      Defy the Dark Publishing LLC

    

  

  
    
      
        Love on the Ranch

        Book IV

        McKinnie Mail Order Brides Series

        Copyright ©2018 by Ciara Knight

        All rights reserved.

        

        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

        Cover art ©2018 by Yocla Designs

        Edited by Stephen Morgan

      

      [image: Created with Vellum]Created with Vellum

    

  

  
    Contents


    
      
      

      
        
          Prologue

        

        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

      

      
        
          Reader Letter

        

        
          Also by Ciara Knight

        

      

    

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Elizabeth McKinnie scanned her family’s once glorious plantation, which surrounded a beautiful home that had crumbled in only a few years. Crumbled to grey, ash-colored rubble that littered scorched land, scorched memories, scorched hope. Hope that now came in the form of a letter that promised to change her life forever. But did she trust the four scribbled words written by a stranger?

      Come be my wife.

      Elizabeth crumpled the note tight in her palm. All seven sisters had agreed to accept mail-order bride proposals to escape destitution after the Civil War. But now that she faced leaving them to travel on a long journey to reach her own betrothed in Seattle, nervous twitches kept jolting in her belly.

      It would be worth the trip, though, if the man at the end kept his word. He’d agreed that they were to be equals in all aspects of life. She’d no longer be treated like a fragile doll with no hope of owning her own life.

      She leaned against the weathered, charred front-porch pole and watched the hillside for her sister Francine’s return, but her frayed, sunflower-colored bonnet didn’t crest the hill. If she didn’t hurry, she’d miss her ride to the train station to her own betrothed—a rich cattle baron. A perfect match for Francine, who was the nurturer and desired a husband and children above all.

      Light footsteps padded up behind Elizabeth. She didn’t need to turn to know it was Cora. There were only three of her six sisters left in their burned-out house. “Where’s Francine?”

      “Don’t worry about her. You need to worry about yourself.” Cora’s calloused palm brushed Elizabeth’s arm with a sisterly touch. “Even now, you worry about others instead of yourself. You are too kindhearted. I only hope that soon-to-be husband of yours will keep you from overworking.”

      Elizabeth threw her hands up, shaking off Cora’s comfort. “Stop. I’m not as fragile as you and Francine and everyone else has always judged me to be.”

      Cora grabbed Elizabeth’s arm as if needing to keep her close, but how close could they be when she’d soon be a thousand miles away? “I know you’re strong,” she said in a consolatory tone. “Strong-willed enough to fight with the boys, but as mama used to say, your body isn’t as strong as your will. It isn’t your fault that you have breathing issues, and Doctor Thompson warned that the damp climate in the Northwest might be too much for you.”

      Elizabeth pulled free from the constant mothering of her eldest remaining sister. “You should worry about your own future now,” she said in a soft, urging tone. “You’re the one that is too kindhearted. Abigail, Dinah, and Josephine are settled, married, and happy.”

      Cora’s hint of a smile showed her relief. They didn’t say the words, but they both felt it. Josephine finding happiness after that Union soldier had taken her virtue now gave the two sisters joy and hope.

      “Even if you did, we don’t have men to work it,” Cora said. “I know you think you can do it all, but you can’t. Please, go and enjoy a new life. One where you don’t have to work so hard.”

      The bitter taste of goodbye invaded her senses. “Francine and I are both leaving in a matter of minutes. Hannah is soon to find a husband, too. That leaves you. What will you do once we are all gone?”

      “I will marry also,” Cora said in a matter-of-fact tone, as if she already had a betrothed waiting on her.

      Wind blew across the barren land. A chill, as if winter wanted to hold on past its season, shot through Elizabeth’s threadbare dress. How would the Northwest be next winter? Was Cora right? Would Elizabeth succumb to such a climate? No. She could handle anything that she needed. She was stronger than anyone else thought.

      Elizabeth pushed at a crooked nail in the splintered step. “Why haven’t you written to any of the many men that Miss Scarborough has mentioned to you? She has been making matches in these parts since the war ended almost a year ago.” A thought flashed like cannon fire in Elizabeth’s head, hard, fast, explosive. She spun with a pathetic swish of her deflated skirt. “Unless you’ve changed your mind. I’ll stay, we can save the—”

      “No. Stop. You know we cannot save this place.” Cora raised her hands over her ears and turned a full circle, waving at the splintered, rotted, burned wood barely providing shelter.

      Elizabeth blew out a long breath, sending a curl fluttering around her cheek. “I know.” She inhaled a new breath, and this time she swore she could smell the scent of Papa’s tobacco. “I’m glad Mama and Papa are both gone. This would have devastated them both.”

      Cora shuffled to the top step and snuggled Elizabeth into her side and gestured toward the front hillside with a wave of her hand. “Look.”

      Pops of pink peeked from the black ground at the base of the sprawling-oak-turned-dead stump. Was it a sign of new beginnings?

      “Mama and Papa would’ve wanted you to survive, not wilt away with the rest of the memories of our former life.” Cora squeezed her tight and pointed at the budding plant. “That flower is like you. Young, beautiful, and getting ready to bloom. You’ll be a wonderful wife. No one cooks or keeps a home better than you.”

      Mama’s perfume still clung to the fabric of her old dress that Cora had inherited after mama died. Elizabeth closed her eyes and imagined her mama’s arms around her, comforting her on her wedding day. “She would be proud of you.”

      “Who?” Cora asked.

      “Mama.” Elizabeth slid from Cora’s arms and walked along the remains of the front porch, ignoring her gulp of air to suppress the tears. They’d all made one promise: no more crying over loss. There wasn’t anything left to cry about. They’d already mourned their parents, their brothers, and each other.

      Elizabeth pushed a wayward curl away from her eyes, straightened her skirts, and opened the drape functioning as a front door to the house. Inside the boarded-up, bombed-out home, she stopped by her overstuffed bag. It was obvious that Cora had added food, but there was no use in arguing with her about it. At least when she left here, no one would know about her asthma, and she’d be able to hide it and work like everyone else. It had been ages since her last breathing attack.

      If only her sisters would have listened to her they could’ve remained at home, together. Mammy had taught Elizabeth everything about plants. They could’ve harvested medicinal plants, rare flowers, and herbs on tiny swatches of healthy land to sell in Atlanta. They didn’t need to plant crops to sell at market. They could’ve rebuilt their home. Although smaller and simpler, it would’ve kept them together. Next time, she wouldn’t let anyone take her home away.

      A tightness pulled her chest inward as if reminding her of the last breathing episode that nearly claimed her life. But she knew the pain inside her had less to do with her body and more to do with accepting further loss. The loss of her sisters. At least they had a chance beyond this war-torn home that once stood as a beacon to all that loved the South. Their home had been the envy of all in Marietta, if not all of Atlanta.

      “Hannah,” Elizabeth called out, but she didn’t respond. There wasn’t far she could go with only three rooms left of the twenty-plus-room mansion.

      “She isn’t here,” Cora said in a matter-of-fact tone.

      Elizabeth sighed. “I guess she didn’t want to say goodbye after all. I can’t blame her. Not after my episode at Dinah’s departure.”

      “You are too hard on yourself. She made a promise that you’d stay together, and you had a right to believe that. But I am happy you decided to accept your own betrothed after she departed.”

      The neighing of a horse in the distance told her that Miss Scarborough’s transportation to the railroad station wasn’t too far. “No, I didn’t. But that is beside the point. Right now, we need to get Francine home before she misses our ride.”

      “You don’t need to worry about Francine. She’s already on her way.” Cora closed her eyes and pushed her shoulders back as if preparing for a battle.

      “What do you mean she’s already gone? Her train leaves after mine. Her cattle-baron betrothed handled all the expense.” Elizabeth didn’t even know his name, only that he was rich and would be able to provide for Francine in a way she deserved, even if it meant she had to agree to have lots of babies for him.

      “Actually, you have the later train departure.” Cora removed a white piece of paper from her apron and handed it to Elizabeth. “You’ll understand after you read this.”

      Elizabeth took the note with shaking hands. She immediately knew it was in Francine’s perfect script.

      
        
        Dear Sister,

        

        I knew you’d never agree to this, so I’ve been forced to lie. I only hope someday you will forgive me. We are your sisters and we only want to protect and love you, even when we can’t be together. Even if you don’t want to admit it, we all know that you can’t live in the Northwest. You can’t work in a logging camp with damp earth and cold. I’ve taken the liberty to speak with Miss Scarborough and she has agreed that we are to switch. The men have been informed of the change. Now, you can live with a rich husband who will care for you. You’ll not have to suffer any longer, and you can live and breathe fresh air without worrying about illness. Doctor Thomason said the drier climate is good for the lungs, so Texas will be perfect for you.

        Please know that I do this out of love, and I hope you will forgive me someday.

        

        Your loving sister,

        Francine

        

      

      “No, no, no. She can’t do this. I’m going to the logging camp.”

      Cora lifted the bag and shoved it into Elizabeth’s hands. “It’s done. There is nothing you can do to change this, now go. Enjoy life, you don’t have to suffer forever. Stop hating yourself for not being able to save this place. It wouldn’t matter if you could work the land or not. But you can honor our family by living a long and healthy life.”

      Elizabeth crumbled the note and shoved it in her pocket next to the only words she had from her ex-betrothed. Now, she was headed to the type of man she didn’t want. A man who would treat her like his baby factory and never accept her as a partner in his life. She marched outside with Cora on her heels.

      Cora nudged her toward the front porch steps.

      The carriage bounced on the rugged terrain. A bonnet bobbed, and the driver bounced with the pits remaining from the cannon balls that had pummeled the Earth. The thunderous sounds still echoed in Elizabeth’s memory.

      “There is a dress inside. After what happened to Dinah, falling into the river muck, forced to meet her betrothed with a torn, stained, and covered in mud dress, I think it best that you put it on when you reach the last stop before you arrive at your destination.”

      For the briefest of moments, the vision of Dinah facedown in the mud lightened her mood, but the minute the wagon, driven by a couple from town, pulled to a stop, she swallowed a great oak-sized lump of grief.

      There had to be another way. She didn’t want the rich cattleman. The one man that would only treat her like a sick child by pampering and spoiling her. That was Francine’s dream, not hers. She wanted to be a life partner. A woman that could hold her own in a man’s world and worked alongside her husband. Like the man from the logging community had agreed to in his brief letter.

      Domestic skills hadn’t saved her mama when the union soldiers came. Elizabeth needed to be a person who would never allow men to burn her home, kill their animals, and harm her family ever again. She’d prove to this man that she was worth more than having babies and keeping house. She would be his equal.
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      Elizabeth leaned back into the tub of hot water. It had cost her the last bit of money she’d brought with her, but it was worth it. She inhaled the lilac and honey-scented oil that the innkeeper had poured into the bathwater.

      “We need to leave now,” a man shouted outside the window. She ignored him since the voice didn’t sound like any of the passengers she’d grown to care for on their long journey from the train station. Brian McDaniel, a man headed to Texas for a new business venture, Susan and Charles Herbert, a nice elderly couple who made her think love truly existed in life, William, a kindly old man who kept her going on the journey, and Bill, the driver.

      She forced the man’s urgent words away from her consciousness and did nothing to hasten her leave of the tiny moment of bliss after a multi-week rail, voyage, and stagecoach journey.

      The cooling water loosened the itchy road debris that had cemented to her skin. Dinah would be aghast to see Elizabeth’s soiled, unladylike complexion. Freckles dotted her arm from riding with the sun beating down through the stagecoach window. Not that she’d complain since sitting with the air was much better than cramped in the middle between two people.

      “Miss McKinnie, you need help donning that pretty gown of yours?” the innkeeper, Cindy, asked through the door.

      Elizabeth eyed the lavender gown that was fit for a cattle baron’s wife. It was more than she needed, or wanted, but still necessary. She’d have to behave like a well-bred lady before she married, and then she’d gradually nudge him into a real partnership. “Yes, please. Give me a minute.”

      “I think you best hurry, though,” Cindy said. “A man is insisting that the wagon leave you behind if you don’t return soon.”

      With a long sigh, Elizabeth rose, allowing the water to cascade down her body and drip into the tub beneath her. She eyed the clock on the mantel above the fireplace. “I still have time before we are due.”

      “Technically, yes, but this is Jeb Clayton and you don’t want to mess with him. He is powerful around these parts. Threatened to buy the stagecoach company and fire the driver when you reach Sherman.”

      Elizabeth shook off the excess water and grabbed the sack cloth to finish drying. “Sounds like a man who needs to boast to feel right about himself. I’ve met a few of those in my life.” She donned her linen undergarments. “You can come in.” She pressed the corset to her middle and waited for Cindy to lace her up.

      Cindy whistled, a sound that sounded more like a drunken soldier than a woman running an Inn. “Wow, that is a mighty fine dress you got there. That new husband of yours is going to be rushing you to the alter.”

      A yank on the ties caused Elizabeth to stumble back.

      “Hold on to that mantel. Gotta synch you up tight for that dress,” Cindy said in a playful tone.

      Elizabeth’s spine popped under the pressure. It had been years since she wore a corset, favoring her brother’s pants over a real dress. Dinah had swooned the first time she’d caught her in the garden dressed like a man.

      “Suck it in. Let’s show off that pretty waist of yours.”

      Ugh, luring a husband was harder work than tilling a dead field and turning it into growing food. Impossible. That’s what this was.

      When the strings were tied, the corset gave a smidgen, but still, she labored to breathe until she managed to twist and inch the corset slightly lower to adjust to the pressure. The soft, fresh-smelling dress fabric cascaded over her head.

      “That woman can be left behind,” the deep voice of Jeb Clayton grumbled outside. “I have business I need to attend to. She can take the next stagecoach.”

      “Sir, you ain’t even going to fit on this stagecoach,” Billy said with his firm but boyish voice.

      “I will ride because the stagecoach I was on broke a wheel and crashed. I’m lucky to be alive,” Clayton said, his voice rising over the neighing horses.

      “Lucky for you, not us,” Elizabeth mumbled under her breath.

      Cindy chuckled. “He’s been going on like that since you arrived. Best not delay any longer.”

      Elizabeth huffed. “Men like that make me want to be a spinster.”

      “Hush now, a beautiful girl like you don’t have to work your fingers until they don’t work no more.” Cindy fluffed out the skirts of the new dress and turned Elizabeth to face her. “Now, you get to that cattleman and get hitched.”

      The sound of horses neighing urged Elizabeth to fix her hair, straighten her hat, shove her old dress into the bag, and head for the door. “Thank you for all your help, Cindy. I hope to visit you again someday. I admit, I’m a little lost on fashion without my sisters.”

      She smiled, her yellow, busted teeth glimmering in a happy way that made her face brighten. Her facial wrinkles deepened, and her dark, freckled skin tightened around her sallow cheeks. “It was my pleasure. Now shoo.”

      Elizabeth hurried outside to face the man who’d tried to kick her out of her seat. She might be kindhearted, but she wasn’t a pushover. If it was a person trying to get home to a sick family member, she’d give up her seat, but she had no room for a self-important, rude man. She sashayed out the door with as much aristocratic flare as she could stomach.

      Billy pointed at her. “Here she is, but you still don’t have a seat. There isn’t room.”

      A man that had to be none other than the loud-mouthed Jeb Clayton stepped from around the back of the stagecoach. He was built like a farmhand with a broad chest, massive arms, and thin waist, but she couldn’t see his face with the oversized hat on his head. The rest of the other folks who had ridden all these days together eyed him with weary gazes. “Then I will pay for someone to remain at the inn until the next stagecoach comes through. Make it a holiday.” He turned to the waiting patrons, but none of them stepped forward. The Inn was all that was around. It was a stagecoach stop with nothing but a couple of old abandoned buildings around.

      No takers.

      He marched toward Elizabeth with a command she wasn’t used to after living with all women for so long. “Fine, I’ll pay you to give me your seat. You’re obviously in no hurry.”

      Elizabeth suppressed an unladylike grumble. A man like this wouldn’t respond to civil conversation, so she needed to be firm. “No.”

      Clayton lifted his head high enough that the hat only shadowed the top half of his face. His strong, full lip curved into a smirk, but then tightened into a thick line.

      Billy removed his hat and wiped his forehead with his bandana. “If someone wants to ride up with me, and you want to pay them to do so, I ain’t got a problem with that.”

      How bad could it be up there? At least she’d be able to breathe with the open air, but the sun would damage her skin. Not that she’d ever cared about being cotton white like Dinah had. “I’ll do it if that man will stop hollering and complaining and let us be on our way.”

      All gazes turned to her as if she’d just suggested that they should run the stagecoach off one of those snowcapped mountains she’d seen on her way here.

      Clayton slouched, and that full bottom lip of his fell open.

      “I’ll do it” William said. “The lady can’t sit up there in her fine dress and bake in the sun all afternoon,” His oversized beard covered his facial expression, giving no indication as to whether he wanted to ride up there or was only protecting Elizabeth.

      William marched up to Clayton and held out his hand palm up. “Pay for my seat and we’ll head out.”

      Clayton pulled out a stash of money, flipped a few bills free as if they weren’t any worthier than a bird feather. He shoved it at the man without even an exchange of pleasantry and boarded the stagecoach.

      One of her new friends, Charles Herbert, held out a hand to his wife, Susan, to help her into the carriage, and then he assisted Elizabeth. She was forced to sit next to the grim-faced-egotistical-large-hat man, Jeb Clayton, who had claimed her seat. At least he removed his hat and placed it in his lap.

      When everyone had loaded into the red-clothed seats there was little room to breathe. She’d been squished into the middle since Clayton had taken the window. She already missed William, at least his shoulders were half the size and allowed for some room in the small carriage.

      Part of her long skirt had fallen on Clayton when she’d settled into her seat, and he shifted and shoved the material away. “Dress isn’t fit much for traveling.”

      “We were just fine before a man who takes up two seats decided to strongarm a normal person out of the stagecoach.”

      Susan pressed her knuckles to her lips, covering a smile. Her husband squeezed her hand in a tender way, but he didn’t bother covering his laugh. Instead, he let it out with gusto, filling the stagecoach with his chuckles.

      “You obviously don’t know who I am,” Jeb Clayton announced as if he was president of the nation.

      “No, and I don’t care to. Just because you have money doesn’t mean you are worth more than William, who has now given his seat up for you.”

      “I paid him.”

      “You bullied him.”

      Brian McDaniel, the wannabe Texas businessman, cleared his throat. He wasn’t unattractive, and he was quiet, but he was not the man she was betrothed to waiting at the end of this bucking ride. “I think this is going to be the longest leg of our journey.”

      In actuality, it was the shortest, but his meaning wasn’t lost.

      “You say that as if money is a terrible thing. Yet you sit here in that expensive dress that was probably bought with your husband’s hard-earned money.”

      Elizabeth wasn’t going to tell him that she wasn’t married yet, and she certainly wasn’t going to tell him that the fabric was an exchange for her cooking, or that her sister made the dress. The others on the stagecoach already knew the truth of her circumstance. They’d shared their hopes and dreams and fears on their journey from the train station to today. “Yes, well, he is well-off, so it doesn’t harm his pockets too badly. He says I’m worth it.” The words almost gagged her on the way out, but he didn’t need to know she didn’t even want the dress. It would be the last thing she’d ever wear if she had a choice.

      Susan eyed her but didn’t expose her lies.

      “Women, you’re all the same using your feminine ways to steal from a man, all under the guise of marriage.”

      Elizabeth took a stuttered breath, the air in the closed-in space becoming even thinner. She willed the horses to start moving so a breeze would filter through. “You wouldn’t understand marriage.”

      “I understand it, but it will be an arrangement, not a path to my demise.”

      “An arrangement?” she asked.

      McDaniel rubbed his temple as if the conversation was giving him a headache.

      “Yes, I will marry a woman, she will provide me with sons, and I will keep her fed and clothed.” His gaze traveled the length of her dress. Clothed in reasonable garments, that is.”

      “You don’t have to worry about marriage,” Elizabeth said in her sincerest tone.

      He lifted a dark brow and tilted his head. His thick hair moved with freedom he couldn’t control around his eyes. “Why’s that?”

      “Because you would never be able to woo a woman into the idea of marrying you. No woman would ever agree to such a proposal.”

      “Ah, but one already has. I proposed an arrangement of such a nature and she has accepted. I’ll be keeping my life how it is with my men, but she will give me sons, and I will feed her and provide what she needs. You see, everyone has their price.”

      The horses neighed, and the slap of the leather echoed before the stagecoach jolted forward.

      “Sounds like the woman is desperate or deranged. Good luck with that.” Elizabeth closed her eyes to keep the dust away and to end the conversation.

      “Desperate maybe, but if she is a woman of childbearing age with wide birthing hips, then she’ll be fine.”

      Elizabeth’s eyes shot open, and she gasped almost too hard to recover with her lungs so tight. “Well, I never.”

      “No, and I’d never accept.”

      Heat flushed her face and neck. She fisted her hands and wanted to punch him in the nose like she had her brother when he’d called her a maggot face once, but that would be too unladylike in front of so many people. “I wasn’t asking. I’m already taken, and even if I wasn’t, I wouldn’t be interested in a man like you.”

      He rested his head back against the red wall and placed his hat over his face. “You keep believing that.”
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      Jeb closed his eyes, but he saw the woman at his side even when not looking at her. The red-haired firecracker was something. Not right for him, but definitely pretty enough to make a man forget his plans for the future. Only he wasn’t just any man. He wasn’t his father who could have his head turned and his pockets emptied by his weaknesses.

      After an hour, he finally gave up on a few minutes of shut-eye and placed his hat in his lap. The carriage bounced and shimmied along the trail, sending passengers bumping into each other. The red-haired beauty next to him was fighting sleep, her full eyelashes fluttering with each bump. He wanted to wrap his arm around her and tuck her into his side before her neck ended up with knots in it, but he knew better. She’d probably sock him in the eye with one of those dainty little fists she had scrunched tight when he’d mentioned birthing hips.

      Those tiny hips of hers wouldn’t be large enough to pass a baby. He’d seen it too many times with his heifers. Not that he was going to explain himself. If there was one thing his mama had taught him growing up, it was to never take time to elaborate or you’d appear weak. Give orders and expect them to be followed. Nothing less would do, and this had served him well over the years.

      The woman sitting across from him, holding tight to her husband, watched him more than the scenery outside. The others in the carriage slept or stared at some interesting piece of lint on their knees. Not the woman at his side, though. Despite her losing battle with exhaustion, her breathing was labored, and her lips were tinged a slight blueish color.

      By the time they had reached a few miles outside of town, the woman was wheezing, and her head was bopping. The woman across from him leaned over and patted her hand. “Elizabeth, you all right dear?”

      “Mmhmm,” the woman named Elizabeth responded.

      A few minutes later, her head rolled to the side and she slumped into him.

      The woman across from him jolted forward and elbowed her husband. “Charles, something’s wrong with Elizabeth.”

      Charles shook himself awake. “What’s wrong?”

      Susan rolled Elizabeth’s head from Jeb’s shoulder and patted her cheeks. “Wake up, dear.” She smacked her harder. “Wake up.”

      Adrenaline pumped through Jeb. If there was one thing he couldn’t witness, it was a woman in trouble. It did things to him he didn’t like.

      Charles pounded on the wall behind him and the horses slowed.

      “Elizabeth?” He turned to her and found her lips blue and her eyes rolled back in her head. His muscles tightened, his gut twisted.

      The stagecoach rolled to a stop and the man on the end opened the door and everyone spilled out of the carriage. Jeb lifted Elizabeth and handed her off to the man that had been at her other side.

      By the time Jeb reached the ground, Susan was on her knees at Elizabeth’s side, and everyone stood around, looking down at her gasping for air.

      He found himself matching her breath for breath. “Anyone know what’s wrong?”

      “No, she was fine the entire way here. Until you boarded the stagecoach,” Susan said with clipped speech.

      Charles put his hand on his wife’s shoulder. “I doubt it’s him, dear.”

      She shot a sideways glance of disapproval at Jeb.

      “What else? Anything else change at the stop? Perhaps she ate something that she had a problem with?”

      “Dress.” Susan looked up at him. “Her dress. She changed it. Maybe the corset is too tight. We could—”

      He didn’t waste any time. If there was one thing he’d learned raising cattle, time meant everything. The faster you worked, the better the outcome. He slid his knife from its holder, rolled Elizabeth onto her side, slid the knife carefully under the neck of the material, and sliced down. Then he cut the string and yanked the corset loose.

      After a second, she gasped for air and coughed. He rolled her over and saw the color in her lips and face returning.

      “You’ll be fine now.” He stroked her cheek with the back of his knuckles and found her skin softer than any horse mane he’d ever touched.

      Jeb watched as Elizabeth’s green eyes blinked and focused on him. “What happened?”

      Susan huffed behind him. “You are an animal.”

      Jeb looked up at her. “What are you talking about? I saved her life. That stupid-looking, impractical dress nearly choked her to death.”

      “My dress?” Elizabeth said in only a whisper. She blinked, then her eyebrows pulled tight toward the center. “What did you do to my dress?” She shrieked and shot up but swooned again. With a hand to her head, she took a moment, then reached around her back. “Oh, my dear lord, what have you done!”

      Charles cleared his throat. “I think he did what he thought was best to save your life.”

      Susan glowered at her husband, and he shut his mouth. The man was controlled by a woman. That was never going to happen to Jeb. Ever.

      Elizabeth pressed her palms against Jeb’s chest and shoved him away from her. “Susan’s right, you’re a beast.”

      “You ungrateful woman. I saved your life and you call me names?” Jeb looked to the others for backup, but the narrowed gazes meant no one would defend him.

      “Saved me? You ruined my dress.”

      “What was I supposed to do, let you suffocate?” Jeb pushed from the ground and brushed the dirt from his pants.

      Susan’s voice reared faster than a spooked horse. “You could’ve let me loosen the corset instead of ripping her fine dress. Not to mention the fact that this fine young woman has been exposed with the back of her dress open. And you could’ve cut her.”

      Jeb threw his hands up in the air. “I can’t win. I save her life and I’m still the bad guy.”

      Charles helped her off the ground, and Susan held her dress together in the back. “Come, dear, we’ll change you into your travel dress, and when we get to town, we can fix this one.”

      Elizabeth sniffled, but to his surprise, she didn’t cry. Instead, she walked up to him and squared her shoulders. “Stay away from me.”

      “I can assure you, ma’am, if you get on the stagecoach so we can be on our way you will be rid of me soon. You’ve made us even later by your already tiny frame getting choked by your ridiculous impractical dress, but once we reach Sherman you can spend your husband’s money on a new extravagant garment.” He left-faced to the stagecoach door, sending sand into a plume around him and causing Elizabeth to sneeze.

      The only thing he could do now was hide in that darn confined stagecoach. If not, he’d falter in his ways. His ma was wrong, he did have too much of his pa in him, and a woman like this could ruin everything. He hadn’t understood it until this moment, the folklore of a woman turning a man upside down with only one look, but seeing Elizabeth in distress did something to him. He didn’t like it. Not one bit. For a moment, he cared about nothing but helping her. Not about his ranch, his men, his land. Only the pretty lady that would be no good for him except to twist him up so much, he would end up like his pa, working himself to death to please a woman that would never love him. Good thing she was already married.
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      Elizabeth wrapped her arms around her middle and held her head low. How could she face the cattle baron in this threadbare, faded dress? They all disembarked and stood around waiting for their baggage to be thrown down, except for Jeb Clayton and his humongous attitude. He hadn’t said a word, as had none of them for the rest of the trip.

      The grit in her mouth from being on the ground when she couldn’t breathe lodged between teeth. The edges of her skirt were frayed, and her hair was disheveled. Tears pooled in her eyes, but she blinked them away. There was nothing to go home to now. By the time she made the trip back east, who knew if Cora would even still be there.

      She had one thing to be thankful for, though. At least the breathing issue wasn’t her asthma. That would’ve been far worse than a traveled-dirty appearance.

      “If that dress is the only thing that makes your husband notice you, he’s not worth your affection” Jeb Clayton said before he strutted away.

      If she didn’t know better, she would’ve thought he was worried about what would happen to her. Of course, the man was anything but caring.

      Once her bag was tossed down, Susan opened her arms and hugged Elizabeth. “Once you’re settled, I’ll come visit you.”

      Elizabeth squeezed her tight. Susan had fast become an honorary sister to her during their travels. “I would like that.”

      William offered his hand. “Good luck.”

      “Thank you. I hope to see you again soon.”

      “You sure you don’t want me to go with you to have your dress fixed?” Susan asked.

      Elizabeth shook her head, knowing it had been ripped beyond repair. Besides, she didn’t have any money to buy thread and needle to fix the dress herself.

      Susan and Charles stole one more hug and then headed toward the edge of town.

      Elizabeth lifted the bag, which was heavier than she’d remembered. She stumbled over to the nearest shade she could find and pushed the strands of hair that had curled out of place away from her eyes. Her neck, back, shoulders, and everything else ached from the stagecoach ride. Not to mention she had a choice between eating or bathing, and she’d chosen the later. The lack of food over the last few days caused her head to swim, as if she’d been caught in a whirlpool at the lake.

      “You must have lost your mind, Mother.” Jeb Clayton marched toward Elizabeth with the same aggression as earlier. “Not this girl. Put her back on the stagecoach.”

      Elizabeth struggled to keep everything in focus as the older woman offered her hand. “Hi, I’m Mary Clayton. You must be Francine McKinnie.”

      Elizabeth shook her head, her brain catching up with the scene. Wait. No way this could be true. That man could not be the betrothed cattle baron. “No,” she mumbled, trying to catch up with the runaway situation.

      Clayton let out a breath that whistled between his teeth. “Thank you, Lord in Heaven.”

      She swallowed the boulder of dust and anxiety. “I’m her sister.”

      “What?” Clayton said in a tone that left no room for doubt that he was not happy.

      Mary had a tight face, pointed chin, and hard gaze, but she patted Elizabeth’s shoulders with a motherly touch. “How is it that you are here instead of Francine?”

      “Miss Scarborough stated that she’d sent word to both of the betrothed that we were switching.”

      Clayton threw his hands up in the air and paced like a wild mustang around them both. “I don’t have a say in such matters? This manipulative woman already cost me hours of work. Now, she says I’m responsible for her because she traded with her sister? A woman that we vetted based on my criteria that we agreed to.”

      Mary ignored her son and rubbed Elizabeth’s shoulders. “Why did you switch?”

      She searched the ground, the sky, and then Mary’s eyes. “Because she was sick. The man in Seattle had a comfortable home with an easier life. I figured a cattle ranch would require someone sturdier.” It was a twist of a truth more than a lie. She lifted her chin, bound to prove her worth.

      Clayton huffed. “I didn’t care if she couldn’t work the land. I just need her to—”

      “Be a good heifer and produce your livestock,” Elizabeth said flatly.

      Mary spun on her son. “You didn’t say that.”

      He grunted and continued pacing. Then he stopped, removed his hat, and ran a hand through his wild hair. “I don’t want her, send her back.”

      Elizabeth fought the rise of acid bubbling up her throat. Hunger, exhaustion, desperation all played a part in her actions, but she wouldn’t cave, not to this man. “I don’t want you, but you made a promise. Are you breaking your word?”

      He whirled on her, gripping his hat so tight that it crumpled. “No, you did. You came on a lie. That’s all women know how to do, lie, cheat, and manipulate.”

      Men passed by on horseback or walking, meandering along the way to watch the show in town. They wanted a show? Fine. She took in a deep breath, then spoke at a Southern belle distress level.

      “You would bring a girl all the way out here with a promise of marriage and then break your contract? What kind of man are you?” She cried into her hands with a little extra shoulder bounce.

      “Stop that,” he ordered. “You’re causing a scene.” But the more he barked the more she cried. For once, she didn’t mind shedding a few tears.

      If he was going to send her away, she’d get some money out of it. No way she’d traveled this far for nothing. She didn’t have a husband, but maybe she could return to Georgia and use money to buy her and Cora a place in Atlanta. They could have a little shop or something. That was if Cora was even still there. “If you don’t want me, if you want to be a scoundrel, then you need to take care of your financial obligations.” Elizabeth dotted her eyes with the corner of her handkerchief.

      “No way. I am not giving you anything, you’re the one in breach of contract.” Clayton crossed his arms over his chest and stood in a defiant, firm-jaw, puckered-lips stance.

      “Come, dear.” Mary wrapped her arm around Elizabeth and nudged her toward a wagon. She kept the tears rolling for extra emphasis.

      Clayton shoved his hat on his head. It sat crooked, wrinkled from his earlier assault on it until he punched it into perfection. He shoved it back on his head, and rounded them both, blocking their path to the wagon. “No. I forbid it.”

      Townspeople loitered around them, whispering and pointing. Mary stopped two paces from him. “If you won’t pay her, and she won’t leave unless you do, we need to send word to Miss Scarborough and find out what is to be done.”

      “Fine, lets go send her a telegraph.”

      Mary guided Elizabeth over to a ranch hand with a missing front tooth and small eyes. “At this hour? Good luck, there isn’t going to be anyone to send it, and it is hours later there, so you won’t reach anyone. Best to take her home for now and get her fed and cleaned up.

      “Don’t you dare help her up in that wagon, Teddy.”

      Teddy hesitated, but then ignored Clayton and helped her up. “Sorry, but your ma hired me, so I gots to listen to her.”

      “I’m the one in charge,” Clayton said with a growl chaser.

      Elizabeth didn’t know what waited for her at the end of this wagon ride, but she knew she wasn’t going back empty-handed. She’d figure something out, anything except marrying the handsome but heinous Jeb Clayton.
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      Jeb saw the ranch in the distance, a beacon of salvation in the long trip with hostiles on board his wagon. The entire drive out to Clayton Ranch, Elizabeth sat to the right of Jeb’s ma with perfect posture and complete silence. Elizabeth was probably planning her next move to insert herself into his life and land. It wouldn’t happen, though. He knew better after watching his pa at a young age. He’d never forget his eighth birthday, when his pa took him into town to make him a man. Only five minutes after arriving, he’d forgotten all about Jeb hiding in the corner of the saloon. All afternoon, he’d been forced to sit quietly, watching his pa drink and gamble until he only had enough left for a woman in the brothel. The fancy-dressed, beautiful woman lured him behind the saloon for the bartender to beat him, so they could split his winnings.

      Jeb shifted in his seat. He wasn’t about to settle that manipulative woman into his house. He was smarter than his pa. She might not be a saloon girl, but she’d already lied to him. She wasn’t Francine, the woman who’d claimed to have strong hips and a desire to raise boys on a ranch.

      “I’ll have Cookie take her back to town in the morning,” he said. “There are plenty of saps there worthy of her lies.”

      Ma’s elbow hit his ribs, but it was too late.

      Elizabeth’s expression looked as though she barely restrained herself from lunging forward with wide eyes. “I am not one of your cows that you can sell off to the highest bidder. Now, you listen to me Jeb Clayton. You will make this right or I’ll get the sheriff involved.”

      He leaned forward to see around his ma. “That’s where you’re wrong. No one’s going to care about this situation. Not much law in Sherman or anywhere around these parts. You’re lucky I even allowed you to ride to the ranch with us. I should’ve left you in town.”

      “I would’ve gladly remained in town if the stingy, rude, egotistical, self-important cowboy had parted with his precious money to put me in the hotel.”

      “If you don’t have a man, and you don’t want to marry one, maybe you should’ve stayed at the brothel.” Jeb regretted his words as Elizabeth gasped and held her hand to her chest.

      “That’s enough,” Ma said. “You mind the horses and leave the conversation to civil people.” Her nose crinkled in that way that told him he would be cooking his own dinner if he didn’t stop talking. And if he didn’t want to eat Cookie’s food, he’d best shut his mouth. Cookie’s cooking was good enough for the ranch hands, but he wasn’t eating that slop.

      The sun drifted down the horizon, leaving a rippling wave over his land. The day had withered away before he could get any work done. At least he’d secured the deal for the military order. Five hundred head of cattle would get Ma and his credit paid, and once they delivered the sample to the union camp, they’d negotiate the two thousand head that they wanted for the fort. That would pay off all the debt with some left over to insure they were comfortable. Maybe it was time to buy some more land. He wanted to own all the way to Sherman by the end of the year.

      “You look tired. I’ll get you fed and settled in the room before too long. Rest is the best thing after all that traveling,” Ma said, coddling Elizabeth like a new baby. What was with her? His ma never coddled anyone.

      Teddy leaned against Elizabeth’s old carpetbag in the back of the wagon. The woman hadn’t brought anything with her except the dress on her body and a fancy one in her bag. She’d been so uppity when he’d met her, as if she owned all the Texas territory. Well, she didn’t look so rich now.

      “I’m fine. I’ll make some supper and clean the dishes. If I’m going to stay the night, I should earn my keep.”

      Ma patted her hand. “Nonsense. You’re our guest until we work this out.”

      What on the big pasture had gone on with his ma? The woman was never that gentle or kind. This girl had bewitched her or something. Well, she wasn’t going to tame him into agreeing to marry her. Not when she’d lied to him. Just like his pa had lied to his ma to get her to marry him. If there was one thing Ma had taught him, it was not to trust someone who lies, especially when it came to situations involving the heart. And this girl had already been caught in a barn-sized lie.

      Jeb slowed the team when they reached the bunkhouse. The odor of Cookie’s food invaded the spring air from across the corral. It blended with the smell of animal waste as they passed the barn. Perhaps he should tamper his attitude long enough to eat his ma’s supper. No, that woman needed to understand her place and know he wouldn’t fall for her kind of manipulation.

      Jeb pulled the team to a stop in front of the house.

      “Teddy can put away the team. You come inside so we can get Elizabeth settled,” Ma said in a matter-of-fact tone.

      “I’ve missed an entire day of work. I need to go check on the men.” There was nothing he could do at this hour, but he didn’t want to go inside that house with that pretentious woman and his bewitched mother.

      “The men are fine. They’ve eaten and already sacked out. They been working on rounding up cattle all day. Some of the new ones gots saddle sores,” Teddy said with a chuckle. He enjoyed breaking the new cattle hands into their job.

      “It’s getting dark now,” Ma said, brooking no disagreement. “Nothing you can do at this hour.” She was stubborn. He loved her for it, though. If it wasn’t for her, they wouldn’t have survived all those years on that failing farm.

      Jeb wrapped the reins around the brake and hopped down, then helped his ma from the wagon. She nudged him in the side and tilted her head toward Elizabeth, still sitting with perfect posture. “Don’t be rude. I didn’t raise you that way.”

      He paused at the back of the wagon and snarled at her. “You taught me not to fall prey to a manipulative stranger and a bad business deal.”

      Elizabeth sat forward, and he held her by the waist to help her down. He didn’t like the way she fit easily in his hands. And he certainly didn’t like the way she looked like an angel in the fading sunlight.

      A steady breeze swept across his land, sending dust around his legs. Elizabeth looked like she was about to collapse. And if he admitted it to himself, his back, neck, and legs were done for the day.

      “Come. Let’s get you something to eat.” Ma wrapped her arm around Elizabeth’s shoulders Did Ma really want him to get married that badly? He’d only agreed because he knew he needed boys to help run the ranch someday. No way he’d be like his pa and lose everything, leaving his wife and kid to starve when he was too weak to stay away from the bottle, women, and ultimately his grave.

      Jeb begrudgingly followed them inside and plopped his hat on the hook by the door. “Gonna go wash up. I’ll be down for dinner in a bit.” With one breath of hardwood floors and Ma’s apple pie, he had a jolt of renewed energy and headed up to his room.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Ma asked.

      He paused on the first step and looked back at her and Elizabeth standing near the brand-new stove he’d bought a few weeks ago for his ma. “Told you I was going up to change and wash up.”

      “Not up there you’re not.” Ma retrieved an apron while Elizabeth rummaged through the kitchen as if it were her own.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You can’t sleep up there. Not when we have Elizabeth staying with us,” Ma said, but he wasn’t following her words. “It wouldn’t be proper since you’re not married.”

      “There’s an extra bedroom upstairs.”

      “As I said, not appropriate. You can either stay with the men or on the sofa down here.”

      Heat flashed through him. “This is my home, and I’ll sleep in my bed.”

      Elizabeth removed her greenish-brown bonnet—revealing her curiously red hair again—and placed it on a chair. “I’ll sleep on the sofa. It won’t matter. I’m not used to any better.”

      The thought of her sleeping on that lumpy sofa didn’t sit well with him. She’d been the one who caused all this, but he wasn’t as heartless as she insisted.

      “This is ridiculous. There isn’t any reason she can’t sleep in the guest room upstairs and I stay in my room.”

      Ma set the knife down on the counter and poked one hip out. “What’s gonna happen when one of those ranch hands goes into town and tells everyone you been sleeping upstairs with Elizabeth? Then what man’s gonna marry her?”

      “There are plenty in town desperate enough.”

      Elizabeth picked up the knife. And if he didn’t know better, he swore she thought about stabbing him with it. “I insist. I’ll stay on the sofa. Now go wash up while I fix dinner. Mary, you sit down. I don’t need anyone waiting on me.”

      Darn woman, even now she was making life more difficult. She was a master at making him look bad. If he didn’t let her stay upstairs, he was a scoundrel, and if he slept on the couch, he was weak. “I’ve got work to do. I’ll eat with the men. Tomorrow, I’ll have Cookie drive you back to Sherman after breakfast. We’ll have this settled and everything will be back to normal.” He stormed out of the house and didn’t look back.

      He’d been kind enough. Tomorrow, he was gonna lay the law down. It was his house, his land, his life. That woman wasn’t going to manipulate him into losing it all. Not like the widow from Kansas his Pa had professed his love to. The woman who had promised to run away with Pa only to steal the last bit of his money, then left him dead on the side of the road the same day the bank took the farm. No. He wasn’t his pa, and no woman would stir him up inside and make him stupid.
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      Elizabeth woke before the first rays of the sun filtered into the simple but comfortable room. She savored a few more minutes in the soft, luxurious bed. How long had it been since she’d slept like that? Five years? If she’d only known how rich her life had been before the war. Not just in things, but with family, home, food, land, love.

      Now that she didn’t have her sisters, would she ever feel loved again?

      Not in this home, not by Jeb Clayton. And she never wanted to be his wife. The man only cared about money and babies. There had to be another way to live than married to a man who treated her like his livestock.

      She stretched, then rose and donned her old dress. It was perfect for cooking and cleaning. Mary had been so kind to her that she wanted to save her the trouble of cooking breakfast. Based on their conversation last night, she and Jeb took meals together that she prepared while the ranch hands ate outside with their own cook.

      Elizabeth tiptoed downstairs. The wooden planks provided a solid home compared to her former rubble, but with no paint or fancy furniture, it looked sparse and less homey. Too masculine. However, the kitchen was a delight with all the newest conveniences, including a new stove and hand pump for the sink. Not to mention food. She found flour, sugar, eggs, meat, and more that she hadn’t even thought about in years. She didn’t want to be kept in a kitchen, but she did make great food. And right now, she wanted to eat great food.

      For a few hours, she worked on making homemade jam out of fruit she found in a cupboard. After that, she made dough, letting it rise, punching it down, rolling it, and baking it. Then she set to work on making eggs and frying some meat. The smell of savory food made her mouth water. She hadn’t wanted to eat too much last night of the leftover meat and potatoes, but she couldn’t resist tasting as she cooked.

      When the first rays of sun shot through the windows, she heard the men stirring outside.

      The stove had made the room warm, so she opened the front door to let some fresh morning air inside.

      She stacked the biscuits high on a plate and cleaned up the extra flour left behind from rolling the dough.

      Two taps at the front door sounded before Teddy opened it. “Hello, ma’am. Sorry.” Teddy snatched his hat off his head and held it in his hands. “Excuse me, thought you were Jeb’s ma.”

      Another man with freckles scooted around him and peered into the house, his eyes wide and fixed on the biscuits. “Sure does smell good in here. Whatcha making?”

      A fella with a grimy hat and silver hair strands dusting around his ears stepped around them both and patted his belly. “Smells better than anything Cookie’s made in a long time.”

      “You mean ever,” the freckle-faced kid said.

      “Sit,” she said. “I’ll plate you some food.”

      Both of the other men looked to Teddy, who glanced through the door to the outside world, then back at them.

      The silver-haired man elbowed Teddy. “Cookie’s sick, so he can’t make nothing. And boss headed out to check on the cattle we rounded up.”

      “I guess boss will be gone a while,” Teddy wagered, but before he could say anything else, the silver-haired guy stuck his head out the front door and let out an ear-piercing whistle, and men flooded inside.

      Teddy introduced them as they passed her at the door. The freckled boy was Samuel, the silver haired was Bart, the bucktoothed was Charles, and the rest blurred. She’d have to focus on all their names later.

      They were like hungry wolves, attacking the food with their dirty paws and non-existent manners. They surrounded the table, filling each seat. She hurried and set out the food and some plates she’d found in the center of the table. Before the plate of eggs could even rest on the wooden table, the men scooped them clean. She laughed and headed back to the kitchen to fry up some more. “Don’t they feed you here?”

      “Sure, but not like this. If boss man won’t marry you, I will,” the freckle-faced boy said.

      The boisterous male voices faded into an eerie silence. Elizabeth turned to find Jeb Clayton with a bull-sized attitude standing just inside the front door. “What is all this?” He marched to the table and scowled over his men.

      All of them froze, mid-fork to mouth, crumbles falling from their lips, and eyes wide.

      “Thought you were checking on cattle,” Teddy managed with a mouthful of meat.

      Jeb’s cheeks reddened, his jawline hardened into an angry snarl.

      Elizabeth thought it best to neutralize the situation. She hadn’t wanted to get the men in trouble. They lacked table manners, but they were sweet. “I made some breakfast.”

      “Some?”

      She scanned the long table and discovered she’d been so excited to discover so much food, she’d overdone it a little. “I thought…well, maybe your men would like something special this morning.”

      “Men eat what Cookie makes,” Jeb said in a staccato pace.

      “Ah, boss,” the young boy with buck teeth said.” No offense to Cookie, but this is real food.”

      Jeb leaned over the table and sniffed. He shook his head his brows furrowed, but the lick to his lips told Elizabeth the truth. He liked what he smelled.

      The freckle-faced boy did the same with a loud snort. “Sure does smell good, boss, right? It tastes even better.”

      Teddy managed to swallow and clear his throat. “Besides, Cookie’s sick. Don’t really want him making food if he might spread his fever.”

      Jeb looked at Teddy. “Fever? That’s what you’re calling it? I smelled his breath before I reached the barn doors last night.”

      Elizabeth didn’t want to involve herself in such talk, and she didn’t want to just be a cook, but if Cookie couldn’t do it, perhaps she could take the job on until she thought of something else. There were worse things than a clean, dry, soft bed and all the food she could eat.

      Eight men stared at Jeb, each licking their lips and drooling down their chins. Jeb rubbed the back of his neck.

      “Told you not to sleep leaning against the barn wall. You should’ve slept in the hay if the bunkhouse didn’t suit you,” Teddy said.

      Jeb eyed the food. “Not with Samuel snoring so loud the rafters were squeaking.”

      “Barn?” Elizabeth asked. As much as she enjoyed her bed, she hadn’t meant for Jeb to sleep outside.

      “Yes, where did you think I’d have to sleep? You took my bed.”

      She looked to the ground, then to the food. “I didn’t mean to put you out. Here.” She scooped up some eggs and all the other food piled high onto a plate. She set it on the table and placed a hand on his back to push him toward the table. The feeling of his hard muscle sent a spark up her arm, making her retract her touch. Teddy made space, scooting down each man until the freckled-face boy landed on the floor at the other end of the bench seats.

      She wasn’t used to a man of his stature, or what it felt like to touch so much muscle. “Sit. I’ll pour you some coffee.” Elizabeth pointed to the men with a spoon. “All you finish up.” She scurried over and poured coffee for Jeb. Perhaps if she tried to be nice and showed him that she was strong and willing to work, he’d think about not sending her back east.

      After Elizabeth plated Jeb’s food, the men returned to shouting and fighting over the remaining scraps.

      “If you boys are going to eat like that then you’ll be eating outside.” She wrapped Bart’s knuckles with her spoon. He squealed like a piglet.

      The men only grew louder until she snagged the plate of biscuits and held it away from them. “You boys will have manners at my table if you want to be fed.”

      Teddy straightened first, with the rest of them following his lead. Every last one of them removed their hats. She placed the biscuits back and Teddy passed them around the table.

      “Since when did Bart learn to use a fork?” Teddy teased.

      “This is better than a woman’s—”

      “Charles!” Jeb scolded, but Elizabeth wasn’t sure why. If Jeb didn’t want her, then why would he care if the boy said shocking things in her presence. Perhaps there was a gentleman in Jeb Clayton after all.

      “You tell Cookie that the next time he drinks to the point he can’t work, he’s off my land.” Jeb took a bite of a biscuit. Elizabeth couldn’t help but watch. His lips upturned on the corner for a second, but then he hid behind the cup while sipping his coffee. Once he lowered the cup he angled a look at Teddy. “Got it?”

      “Yes, boss. I’ll tell him,” Teddy grumbled with scrambled eggs falling from his mouth. “Soon as I finish eating.”

      Once the plates were clean of any remaining morsels, the men patted their bellies and pushed from the table with a loud belch or two.

      “Best get to work,” Teddy announced.

      “Since when are you boys in a hurry to work?” Jeb asked.

      “Feed us like this and we’ll work hard all the time,” Charles said, then paused by Elizabeth. “Thanks, ma’am. And like Samuel said, if boss man don’t want to marry you, I will.”

      “Get, before I dock your pay,” Jeb growled.

      Charles didn’t hesitate before he shot out the front door, and Elizabeth found herself alone with Jeb Clayton for the first time.

      “When will Mary be down? I want to make sure I prepare fresh eggs for her and keep the biscuits warm.”

      “She’s usually down way before now. I should go check on her.” He popped the last bite of his biscuit into his mouth and headed for the stairs. “Guess you’ll have to stay one more night. I can’t spare anyone but Cookie to take you back to town, and he’s in no condition to take you.”

      She let out a breath of relief. She’d bought one more day to figure out what to do. Not that she wanted to stay here. The men had scattered, all saying thank you, but not Jeb. He didn’t say one word about her food. Not a thank you, not a compliment, nothing. So much for him being a gentleman. That was fine, because she wouldn’t rely on a man to save her. She’d save herself.
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      Jeb couldn’t believe how hard the men worked from dawn until dusk. He’d never seen them so full of energy. When Elizabeth brought sandwiches out to the men, she had them all drooling, not just on the food. Even in that worn dress, she looked enticing to a man who’d been alone a long time. Heck, she’d make a man notice her in a room full of women.

      After they rounded up the cattle and rode them to the union camp, he’d give the men a day or two in Sherman to fulfill their needs at the saloon and brothel before they started work on the big order for Fort Smith.

      He grumbled through the evening branding of the newly rounded up cattle. They were nearly at their mark. In only a few days, they’d drive the cattle and he’d have a life-changing deal. When they were done, he rode to the creek and eyed his land that stretched as far as he could see. His pa hadn’t even managed a few acres of farm land. He’d prove he was more than his pa had said. Soon enough, they’d never have to worry about money again. Certainly, never have to worry about starving to death. He’d be able to feed all his sons without worry of them dying from malnutrition.

      He inhaled the wind that carried the distant smell of his neighbor’s fire before he headed back toward the house. The men should be done with the last of their chores by the time he reached the barn, and he could eat and settle in for the night.

      The smell of something from the house made his stomach growl. Smelled better than his ma’s stew, not that he’d tell her that. The woman had sacrificed everything to care for him, protect him, and teach him how to be a man.

      His ma made decent food, and the men had Cookie, but neither made biscuits that melted in your mouth. Maybe Elizabeth would teach his ma to cook the butter bread before she left. He rubbed the kink in his neck. The end of the week wouldn’t come soon enough. He needed to get the five hundred head of cattle to the camp. If not, he’d be banned from the military contracts. No way he’d risk that, not with the promise of a gold mine with all the cattle they were herding. Once he’d filled that order, then he’d deal with Elizabeth McKinnie.

      When he reached the barn to give Teddy his horse to feed and water, none of the men were there. Laughter echoed from inside his home. He’d allowed them to eat breakfast since they were already seated at the table, but dinner was taking it too far. He was the boss, they were his ranch hands. If there was one thing he’d learned in life, it was to control those who worked for him or they’d never respect him. Besides, a group of sweat-drenched ranch hands would make his house smell like a barn by the end of dinner, and he wouldn’t have that.

      He settled Maverick into his stall, marched up the front steps, and swung open the door. Inside, he found the men settled at the table. All of them had on their Sunday shirts, their hair slicked back, and—he took one quick sniff, then another—they’d bathed.

      How in hell…?

      The men only bathed once a month, and that was when he’d insisted.

      “Nice of you to join us. Wasn’t going to be much food left soon,” Ma said with a hint of pleasure in her tone.

      “Had to work. Didn’t know my worthless hands were neglecting their duties.” His insides tightened, and he dropped his tone deep. “This has got to stop. Teddy, horses need to be tended to.”

      “All done except yours since you were late. I’ll take care of it soon as dinner is over,” Teddy said.

      “Samuel, stalls need to be mucked out.”

      “Done.”

      “Charles, chickens fed.”

      “Done.”

      “All our chores are done, boss,” Bart said, his face washed clean to the point that he’d revealed that his skin was more yellow than brown.

      He opened his mouth to further reprimand his ranch hands, but the smell of the steak and fixings made him forget his words.

      “Want to join us? There’s plenty.” Elizabeth approached but took a step back, holding her knuckles to her nose.

      Samuel chuckled. “Gotta get cleaned up, though. No barn-smelling men allowed inside.”

      He glowered at his men, his mother, and Elizabeth. “Didn’t have time since I was still working.” Since when had he lost all control of his home, men, and land? “Not hungry.” He stormed out and headed to the barn to find Cookie.

      That worthless cook needed to get to work or he’d be out of a job. Jeb found the man snoring in the corner of the barn, a bottle at his side. Jeb kicked his feet, but he wouldn’t wake up. Jeb marched to the well, filled the bucket, returned, and dumped it over Cookie’s head.

      He wailed and hollered and spit. “Whatcha do that for?” he said, slurring and swooning like a drunk Southern belle.

      “You get your act together by morning or you get off my land. I told you before that if you didn’t stop that drinking, there was no place for you in my employ.”

      Cookie’s grey brows rose. “I been with you since you started the ranch in—”

      “Don’t matter.” Jeb didn’t want to talk about his last attempt at starting a ranch. He’d learned a lot since then, and he was set to make this one work. Already had a home and all on his property.

      “Come on, boss,” Cookie pleaded.

      “No. In the morning, you are up cooking, or you’re gone.” Jeb grabbed a pitchfork and moved some hay into a pile to sleep on. No reason to get cleaned up if he was living with the animals anyway.

      Cookie burrowed into the hay. The man was invisible in the dark corner. Only his nose and mouth were able to be seen when Jeb waved the lantern near his head. How the man slept like that Jeb didn’t know. Perhaps it was the spirits in his system.

      “Knock, knock.” Elizabeth’s delicate voice sounded in the silence of the approaching night. “I know you said you weren’t hungry, but I had some food left over. I thought I’d bring it out here, so it wouldn’t go to waste.”

      “You are wasting plenty of food making all that for the men. You’ve already figured out how to spend my money, and I didn’t even marry you.”

      Elizabeth stomped her foot, her red hair flying up like a lion’s main. “I thought I would be nice. Figured you had a long day and needed something to eat, but I see you don’t need anything from me.” She marched toward him with a plate in one hand, a cup in the other, and a fire in her eyes. For such a tiny thing, she sure could command a room. “I’ll show you wasteful.” She lifted her hand up as high as she could and dumped the plate of food down his chest. Then she tossed the cup of milk in his face.

      Before he could gather his wits, she whirled in a faded tan blur and marched from the barn, leaving him covered in the most delicious potatoes and steak he’d ever tasted.
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      Clouds rolled in over the land like dark, puffy waves. Elizabeth clung to the side of the barn, gasping for air. It was late, so she hoped no one would see her. The minute she entered the barn, her lungs tightened, and she had to race out of there before she started wheezing in front of Jeb.

      Why now? It had been so long since her last attack. Perhaps the doctor was right and stress could bring on an attack. She bent over, hands on knees, and focused on a rock at the edge of her skirt.

      “You all right?” Samuel’s voice cut through the quiet evening air.

      She waved that she was fine and darted around the back of the barn, but she didn’t escape. Samuel tailed her and caught up quick enough.

      “What’s wrong? You can’t breathe?” He ran both hands through his greasy hair and stood in front of her.

      She forced herself to stand and smile. “No, I’m fine. Just ran too fast.”

      With a head shake, Samuel took two steps away. “I best get, boss.”

      “No.” Elizabeth lunged and grabbed hold of his shirt. “Please,” she said, gasping and coughing. Coughing was good, it meant she could breathe.

      “Why not?” Samuel asked, holding tight to Elizabeth’s elbow, as if to make sure she wouldn’t collapse.

      She held up one finger and took a stuttered breath. “He’ll send me away for sure.”

      “And you don’t want to go?” Samuel asked, his voice soft and hopeful.

      A breeze cut through the corral, and she could smell the damp ground from far off. After two more forced breaths, her lungs loosened, and she managed to inhale a deep breath. “No, I don’t want to go. I’d like to stay and cook.” She couldn’t help but smile at the thought of the men running to the table each meal with their poor manners and grateful smiles. “I want to be part of the ranch family.”

      “You do?” Samuel asked.

      She nodded. “Yes, I once lived on a big plantation where I had so many friends and people I called family. But since the war, I’ve only had my sisters, and even they have disappeared one by one until I was left alone traveling across the country. Here, I have found a new family. All you ranch hands.”

      “You think of us as family? I ain’t never had a family except these men.” Samuel’s eyes pooled with tears.

      She squeezed his shoulder. “If there is one thing I’ve learned in the last few years, it’s that family is who you chose to be with more than who you are born to.”

      Samuel’s smile split from ear to ear with crooked yellow teeth that made him look like a crazed animal, but a cute one.

      Elizabeth studied her hands and lowered the tone of her voice, edging a slightly closer to Samuel. “Can you keep this little secret about my breathing problem? I promise that this was the first episode in years. I’m not sure why I had one, but it is over and I’m fine.”

      Samuel scratched his ear. “I don’t know. I never lied to the boss before.”

      “No, not lie. It’ll just be our secret. Just the two of us. Brother to sister kind of secret. The kind that you keep unless you can’t.”

      “I never had no brother or sister. What does that mean?”

      Elizabeth didn’t feel right about asking Samuel to keep this from Jeb, but it was her only choice. “It’s the kind that a brother keeps to save his sister unless it causes someone harm.”

      “But not breathing causes you harm,” Samuel said with another ear scratch.

      “Right, but it only happened once. A brother would wait and see if it happens again. If it does, then he tells. If not, he keeps her secret to protect her.”

      “I’d be protecting you?” Samuel stood a little taller.

      “Yes, like a big brother would.” Elizabeth patted his chest and winked at him. “Do you promise?”

      Samuel nodded. “I promise. Unless you can’t breathe again.”

      Elizabeth had to make sure that didn’t happen, or she’d be sent away quick. “Deal.” She slid away and headed toward the house with Samuel as her escort to the steps.

      “Good night, sis,” Samuel called as she headed inside.

      “Good night, dear brother.” She headed upstairs and collapsed onto the bed, letting all the tension flee her body. That was too close. She had to be more careful. No way she wanted anyone around here to know about her breathing problems. It was a condition that only happened on occasion, but people treated her like it was a contagious epidemic in which she should be quarantined from any work.

      She changed into her nightdress and settled into her bed and attempted to sleep. Hours passed as she tossed and turned, with only a few minutes of sleep at a time. If Samuel didn’t keep his promise, Jeb would make her leave. There was no room on his ranch for any weakness.

      Storms rumbled in the distance, closing in around them in the dead of night. Fierce winds beat against the window, howling around the roofline. Elizabeth couldn’t stay in bed any longer, so she got up and paced the floor in the bedroom, listening to the creaks in the walls and ceiling.

      Footsteps sounded on the stairs, so she raced to the door, but she stayed herself with her hand on the knob. No. She wouldn’t show fear. Not from a little storm. It was more than a little. It made Georgia storms look like sun-showers.

      Tap. Tap. Tap.

      She took a deep breath, settling her fear so Mary wouldn’t see it in her eyes.

      “I came to check on you. Are you awake?” Jeb’s soothing voice traveled through the cracks in the door, invading her hatred.

      The wind whistled like a steam train, and she thought about swinging the door open and falling into his arms, but she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

      After a moment, the shadow of his candlelit steps disappeared from under the door. She rested her head against the cool, solid wood and closed her eyes, wishing to be home in a huddle of her sisters. They’d been poor and starving at times, but she’d never felt so alone as she did now in the dark of the night.

      She crawled into bed and buried her head under the pillow, praying for the storm to end and the morning light to shine again. At some point, she’d managed to doze, only to wake at the first call of the rooster. Even though Jeb had ordered her not to cook for the men, not to allow them back into his home, she still couldn’t lounge all day, waiting to be returned to Sherman like a bad egg to the mercantile.

      With her worn and somewhat less than appealing-smelling dress, she decided not to sit around and wait. There had to be something she could do to stay a little longer until she could devise a plan. It wasn’t so bad here, not with Mary and the men. They felt like family. Safe, dry, and enough food to fill her belly daily promised far better than what could be waiting for her in Sherman.

      She padded down the stairs and went outside to listen for groans or snores from the men. It had appeared that they’d all left for the day already. Fine, she’d talk to Cookie and see if she could make some sort of arrangements with him. She’d do all the work in exchange for food and some soft hay in the barn to sleep on, and then she could stay for a bit longer.

      The chicken’s clucked in encouragement, and one even ran to the small A-framed structure on the other side of the barn, as if to lead her to Cookie. She avoided the barn and the memories of her breathing debacle last night, pushed up her sleeves, and knocked on the front door, but it squeaked open at her touch.

      “Hello? Cookie? Are you in there?” She waited to the count of five, then nudged the door open. The room smelled like urine and sweat, but she didn’t see any sign of the man named Cookie. She rounded the small home and found a pot hanging over an open fire, bubbling with charred goo.

      The odor of rotting meat and decayed vegetables made her gasp and cover her nose with her sleeve. With one stuttered inhale, she held her breath long enough to grab a cloth and remove the pot from the fire before she stumbled away coughing. Her lungs constricted and expanded with the desire to rid it of the smell of waste.

      “Whatcha think you doin’? You must be that women who almost ran me out of a job.” Long grey facial hair swung with his stumbling.

      Elizabeth cleared her throat and swallowed. “You must be Cookie. Just the man I wanted to see.” She forced a pleasant smile and light tone to her voice. “I thought it was time we met.”

      “Time for me to get you out of here. You’re poison.” Cookie slinked over to her, his breath greeting her with a nauseating punch before he grabbed her arm. His grasp told her he was younger than he looked and packed his muscles hidden under the oversized, ripped, filthy shirt hanging half out of his pants. “Boss is right. Women are nothing but lying and manipulative.”

      That remark jolted her enough to push his hand away, but he was quick and penned her against the wall.

      “Sir, you will unhand me, or I will scream.”

      “Who’s gonna hear you? Men gone. Woman of the house went to the neighbors. You ain’t gonna do nothing but give me what I want, then I’ll dump you in Sherman. No one will ever know. Then the men will go back to liking my food.”

      She pressed both hands to his chest and shoved. “No!”

      He stumbled back and fell on his rear with a thump loud enough to tell her it would take a second for him to recover. She bolted toward the house, but he scurried like a rat after crumbs.

      “You ain’t goin’ nowhere ‘till I’m done with you.”

      Flashes of Dinah’s attack paralyzed Elizabeth for a second. She was innocent, but not protected from the desires of men. She forgot her ladylike ways and punched him in the mouth, but he only pinned her arms behind her. She kicked and thrashed and fought with all her strength. Then she felt it. His gun still on his belt.

      She put her hand to his mouth to keep it from her lips, and with her other hand she grabbed the gun from his holster. He captured her wrist before she could pull it free. She kneed him, but still couldn’t free her wrist, so she closed her eyes and said a prayer and fired the holstered gun.

      “Awwwuhhh!” He doubled over reaching for his foot, so she took advantage of his distraction and slipped the gun free. He fell to the ground. “You shot me!”

      She looked down to the tip of his shoe and found a hole in it. It was little more than a graze, and she knew he wasn’t done with her, so she lifted the gun straight at his head.

      “If there is one thing I learned during the war, it’s how to shoot a man who wants to cause me harm. Now you best go before I shoot you the way I wanted to shoot that union soldier who attacked my sister. This time, it’ll be a fair fight one to one, and I’m the one with the gun and a hateful memory.”

      “What’s going on here?” Jeb rode up on horseback as if to rescue her, but she didn’t need him. She’d rescued herself.

      “The woman’s crazy,” Cookie said.

      She kept the gun pointed at Cookie and thought about shooting him for his words. “He attacked me.”

      “What?” Jeb dismounted.

      Cookie cowered from him but pointed at her with his blackened nails. “Just like you say. She’s lying and manipulatin’. All women the same. She’s just tryin’ to stay and take my job. And I ain’t gonna let her.”

      He lunged for her, but Jeb caught him by his belt and tossed him to the ground like a bale of hay. “You never put a hand on a lady.” Jeb glanced at Elizabeth, whose hand began to shake as if her body had caught up to the situation and the terror of it. Jeb held up both of his hands in front of his chest and shuffled toward her. “It’s all right. He’s not going to touch you. I won’t allow it. You’re safe on my land.”

      Her hand shook harder than the shutters on the house had rumbled from the storm last night. Jeb covered the gun with his hand and slipped it from her grasp. She shook her head and stumbled back to the wall of the shack.

      “You gonna have to hog-tie that woman before I drive her into town. She’s crazy. You gonna have to pay me to see the doc, too. Look what she did.”

      Jeb rounded on him. Elizabeth didn’t need to see his face to know he was as red as fire based on his ridged stance and tight grip on the gun. “You listen to me and listen good. You have five minutes to get off my land and never return or I’ll put a bullet in that hollow space between your ears.”

      Cookie huffed. “You takin’ her side? The crazy woman? Guess she won you over, too, with her feminine ways. All you men are under her spell. I should have her hung or burned for such tricks. She got you bewitched. Guess you’re just like your pa after all.”

      Jeb lifted Cookie up by the shirt and threw him toward the shack. “Shut your mouth and leave before I take you to the sheriff.”

      “He aint gonna listen. Her word against mine. And he’ll believe me,” Cookie said, but still headed to the other side of the building.

      “He’s certainly not going to listen to a horse thief.”

      Cookie stopped dead. “I didn’t steal no horse.”

      “Your word against mine. Who’s he going to believe?” Jeb said with a tone that ordered submission. “You better make tracks, now.”

      Before Elizabeth could even recover from her ordeal, the man was running to the road. Not even waiting for a horse to ride.

      When Cookie was past the house and almost a dot in the distance, Jeb went to Elizabeth and put his arm around her shoulder. “Let’s get you inside. I want you to know that I would never treat a woman that way, and I never would have told Cookie to take you to town if I knew he’d try something so disgusting. I’m just happy I arrived in time to save you. I knew this ranch wasn’t a place for a beautiful young woman like you.”

      The way he cuddled her into his side, his gentle tone, his sympathetic gaze, and his complimentary words once would have comforted her. Instead, it made her mad. “You didn’t save me.”

      Jeb stopped at the edge of the porch steps and blinked at her. “What do you mean?”

      “I saved myself. And you’re wrong. I am fine here. I can handle myself, and now that you don’t have a cook for your men, you need me.”

      She stomped up the porch steps, into the house, up the stairs, and collapsed on her bed to cry. Cry from the fear of what the man had attempted, cry for the realization of how horrifying the ordeal had been for Dinah, cry because she was alone in a foreign world with people who didn’t respect or love her. But she made sure her tears were silent. No way she’d ever let Jeb Clayton know that she wasn’t strong enough to handle Cookie and his aggressive manners.

      She needed to be stronger, more aware. At least there had been one shining star in the darkness: Jeb couldn’t send her away now. Not unless he wanted to cook for his men. Of course, the first time he went to Sherman he could find a replacement cook, or maybe he could ask one of the men to take on cooking duties, but she doubted he was prepared to do either.

      After she washed her face, she marched down to the kitchen and decided she couldn’t worry over things she couldn’t control, but she could cook the best darn meal of her life and try to earn her spot among the men.

      Life was too unpredictable to rely on a man, especially one that only thought women were good for birthing babies. She needed to do it on her own or find a life partner. Lord knew the minute a man died, the woman had nothing left. She’d figured that out when her father and brothers had passed. They were left defenseless, and with no resources. That would never happen again. She’d make sure she never had to submit to any man’s wishes, and she would be the commander of her own future.
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      Jeb smashed his fist against the barn wall, splintering the wood. His horse reared in his stall. “Sorry, boy.”

      “What’s got you madder than March Hare?” Teddy asked, remaining near the barn door.

      The smell of hay and regrets filled Jeb’s lungs. “I almost sent Cookie away with Miss McKinnie.”

      “Ah, you woke up and figured out she’s perfect and you want to keep her?” Teddy smiled with a huge I-told-you-so grin.

      “No, you don’t understand. I meant to send her alone on a solitary road all the way to Sherman with Cookie.”

      “You’re right. I don’t understand.” Teddy inched into the barn but pressed his back against the wall.

      Jeb let out a long breath, but he couldn’t release the tightness in his chest. “It would’ve been my fault if he had…had…”

      “Oh.” Teddy drew a line back and forth with his left foot. “Cookie tried to…become better acquainted with Miss McKinnie?”

      Jeb punched the solid beam. This time the wood didn’t crack, but his hand did. He ground his teeth tight through the pain. At least he could focus on something besides the image of Cookie penning Elizabeth to the wall. “Yes.” He leaned his forehead against the barn pole and closed his eyes, waiting for the sting to fade on his knuckles.

      “I would accuse you of caring, but I remember you jumping in when those two men in Sherman dragged me behind the bank and you pounded them. You didn’t even know me at the time. I knew right then and there I had to work for you. A man who would always defend someone in need. Since you keep saying you don’t care, I assume it’s just that, your need to protect people.”

      Jeb remembered the two men who tried to rob Teddy. He was half their height and didn’t even have a weapon to defend himself. “It wasn’t a fair fight.”

      “Yes, but most men in Sherman would walk the other way and avoid trouble. You walked into it.” Teddy strutted over with an ease in his step. “Boss, it wasn’t your fault. No reason you should’ve thought Cookie would do such a thing. He’s worked here for over a year and never did nothing like that before. Besides, you knew him even before this ranch, right?”

      “I should’ve known. A man and a bottle always lead to such things.”

      Teddy slapped him on the back. “You’re too hard on yourself. I just have one question, though.”

      “What’s that?” Jeb lifted his head and quirked a brow at him.

      “Where’s the body? I’m your man. I’ll hide it and take the fall if I need to. Better yet, I’ll say I shot him for horse thieving.”

      Jeb couldn’t help but smile. Not at the ludicrousness of his words, but that he knew Teddy meant everything he said. He’d take the fall and never complain. He was a good and loyal ranch hand. “No need. I didn’t harm him. Not any permanent damage, anyway. I only threatened him. Apparently, you’ve been with me too long, because I used the horse thieving to run him off. I knew him attacking Miss McKinnie wouldn’t merit any time in jail, but horse thieving would make him run. Cookie likes his head attached to his neck.”

      “Good.” Teddy grabbed the brush and opened the stall. “How’s Miss McKinnie doing?”

      Maverick neighed and bowed his head, so Jeb rubbed his nose. The sound of the bristles down Maverick’s back soothed them both. “She’s fine. Not sure she even needed me to intervene. That is one feisty woman. Not at all the attitude of such a delicate thing as she appears to be. Not at all what I’d expect from a Southern belle.”

      Teddy paused brushing and peered around the flank of Maverick raising his brows at Jeb. “Be careful.”

      “Of what?”

      He resumed brushing, and Teddy ducked into Maverick’s shadow. “Someone might think you sound impressed by Miss McKinnie. Maybe even a little interested.”

      Jeb let out a sound that he didn’t even know he could make, something between a pig squeal and a cow yawn. “Impressed at the fight she put up? Sure. Who wouldn’t be?”

      “Right. Good thing you’re not interested in her.”

      Jeb stopped stroking Maverick’s nose, so he nuzzled closer to Jeb’s neck. “Why’s that?”

      “Because there isn’t a man on this land, and probably in all of the Texas Territory, that doesn’t want to marry a woman who can cook and fight while looking like an angel with a golden-red halo.”

      Jeb’s hackles rose, but he didn’t make a sound, or he’d sound like a wolf in heat. Instead, he backed away and headed to the house in silence. When he reached the edge of the barn door, he spotted Elizabeth. She wasn’t resting in her room, recovering from the ordeal. Instead, she’d set up a food station on the front porch. Somehow, she’d dragged the table from in front of the fireplace outside and brought the wooden benches from the dining table.

      The smell of stew invited him up the steps with its promise of a good, rib-clinging meal. Elizabeth exited the house but paused, holding a large pot with a cloth. “If you’re going to tell me I’m not supposed to cook for the men, then you can just hold your tongue. It’s my fault Cookie is gone, and even if you send me away in an hour, I’m going to make sure those boys have a delicious meal first.”

      Jeb didn’t know what to say. He found himself frozen on the second to the top step as he noticed an amber halo surrounding her with the setting sun beaming from her side.

      She stomped her foot. “Well, you gonna get out of my way, or am I going to have to dump this stew on you, too? You should know this is hot, though.”

      The steam rising from the oversized pot confirmed her words. Then he noticed how her hands were shaking. Was it from the ordeal? He grabbed the pot from her grip and set it on the table. “You should go rest. You’ve been through a terrible ordeal.”

      “Pfhumph,” she said, blowing air through her extended bottom lip and causing the free strands of hair to fly around her face, then settle at her cheeks. “I’m fine.”

      Her words were firm, but he saw something in her set jaw and wide eyes before she about-faced and stormed back into the house. She returned with a basket full of what smelled like bread. His mouth watered with the idea of her delicious biscuits, but when she opened them, he noticed it was corn bread. Not his favorite, but he was sure she’d made it well enough for him to try. It was always dry in his mouth, and after a day on the dusty land, he didn’t want anything dry.

      “Listen. I owe you an apology,” Jeb blurted.

      She froze, her hand resting on the cloth covering the muffins. “I’m listening.”

      He scanned the horizon, then hooked his thumbs on his gun belt before facing her. “I’m sorry for what happened.”

      She shrugged and stirred the stew. “That must’ve been painful, but out of all the things you’ve done to me since I met you, that is the one thing you don’t need to apologize for.”

      Hooves hit the packed earth in rapid succession. The men were hungry and must’ve smelled that Elizabeth had been cooking again.

      “Of course it’s my fault,” he said while they still had a brief second alone. “You are living on my ranch, and I should have control of my men. It won’t happen again.”

      She laughed. A delicate, soft, sweet sound with a hint of something dark.

      “What are you laughing about?”

      Men dismounted and unsaddled their horses. She watched for a moment, then dropped the spoon to the side of the bowl with a clank. “You’re not my husband, so you are not responsible for my well-being. And as for the men, you cannot possibly guarantee that none of your men would ever behave in such a way. That being said, I feel safe with the others. None of them have been anything but kind and considerate. Although their manners are rough, a casualty of living with all men for so long, I’m sure, it does not place me in any danger.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and tilted her head to the side. “And for your information, I do not need to be protected. I can handle myself.”

      “Yes. I saw that.”

      Her eyebrows drew together with anger, but he held up his hand. “No, seriously, I mean that. You fought Cookie off like a grown man. I was…impressed.”

      The men took the horses into the barn, and he knew they were working quickly to get to this table. But for once, he needed a minute alone with Elizabeth without the men tripping over themselves for her attention.

      “You were?”

      He eyed the barn, then Elizabeth. She was strong and independent, but it wasn’t safe for a woman out here. This territory was dangerous and full of men who were desperate for a woman’s affections. “I was.”

      She smoothed the front of her skirt. “Thank you. Even though I could have handled Cookie, I did appreciate the assistance. If you aren’t careful, people might begin to think you are a decent man.”

      Bart, Charles, and Samuel spilled out of the barn and stampeded toward the front porch like a herd of spooked cattle. “Don’t let it get around.”

      Elizabeth straightened and smiled. A smile that made his insides feel funny, like he’d eaten something that was alive and was now worming around inside him. “I’ll keep your secret.” With a wink she scooped up stew and poured it onto a plate.

      A peppery, rich aroma settled around him, making him feel warm inside. He felt like he needed to say more. To be kind to a woman who had obviously been through enough in her life to make her stronger than most.

      “Listen, when I return from the cattle drive, I’ll take you into Sherman and make sure you have a ticket to anywhere you want to go and money to help settle you when you get to where you’re going.” By the time he’d finished speaking, her face had drawn tight and her chin had lifted. He wasn’t sure what he’d said wrong, but it had obviously affected her. Before he could ask what, she darted into the house, and then the men came in, leaving him unsure if she’d left because of what he’d said.

      Teddy smacked him on the back. “Great, what did you say now?”

      “Nothing.”

      The men flooded around the table and piled heaping spoons of stew onto plates and fought over the corn bread.

      “This is the moistest, sweetest bread I ever had,” Samuel said as crumbles fell from his mouth.

      Jeb snagged a muffin and took a large bite. It tasted like sweet churned butter that melted in his mouth. He closed his eyes and savored the flavor. It was the best bread he’d ever tasted.

      “That’s worth keeping a woman around, right boss?” Bart said before ducking behind Teddy and digging into his stew.

      Elizabeth returned with a pie. Geesh, the woman knew how to keep men happy.

      “Do you know how to make sweet cakes?” Charles asked in-between shoveling bites into his mouth.

      “Of course. I used to love to bake.” Elizabeth placed more muffins into the empty basket. “My Mammy taught me all about baking. We’d spend hours in the kitchen making things I’d never heard of.”

      Jeb saw the spark in her eye. He wasn’t sure who Mammy was, but it was someone that was precious in her life. Perhaps he could send Elizabeth to live with her.

      “Do you think you could make some next week? I mean, if it isn’t too much trouble.”

      “We can make requests?” Bart waved his hand in front of his mouth as if he’d taken a scalding bite.

      Elizabeth pressed her lips together and focused on her muffins.

      “What is it, Miss McKinnie? Something wrong?” Teddy asked.

      She sighed. “I’m afraid I won’t be around after you return from driving the cattle. The boss has made arrangements to send me away.” With an innocent, perfected Southern belle pouty lip face, she motioned at Jeb.

      All the men erupted, flinging stew and words about the porch. Elizabeth shot him a sideways glance with a hint of joy and abandoned him to deal with the men. If he didn’t know better, he’d think she’d done that on purpose. To corner him into letting her stay. Of course she had. She was a manipulative woman, just like the rest of them.

      “Stop. You all know she can’t stay here. It isn’t proper to have her on the ranch with all you stray dogs drooling around her.”

      “But boss…” Charles held up one of those golden muffins as evidence of his argument.

      Jeb didn’t have a rebuttal, so he grabbed his plate of stew and plopped a few muffins on top. “Go tend to your horses and chores. No more about this or I’ll dock your pay.” With a dismissive hand, he dusted the men’s words off and settled inside on his favorite chair to eat his food in peace.

      It didn’t matter if she was tougher than he thought. She’d lied to him, and those tiny hips still weren’t meant for birthing babies. In only a matter of a couple of days she’d managed to turn his men against him, drive off his cook, and distracted him from his work. It had to stop, and it was going to stop now. Tomorrow, he’d drive her into Sherman while the men finished rounding up the last heads of cattle. Tomorrow, he’d return with a cook and everything would be back to normal.

      Tomorrow, he’d end this insanity.

      Teddy entered with a hesitant step. “Sir, I hate to tell you, but we’re already a man down for tomorrow. Stucky hurt his arm. If you leave, we won’t make it in time to head out on the drive.”

      Great, the woman was mucking things up more. He needed to get that woman off his land, but not at the cost of losing everything. He’d have to remain strong, but how much longer could he keep from succumbing to the same fate as his father?
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      Elizabeth opened her temporary room and discovered the smell of coffee. She hurried down the stairs in hopes of catching Mary. When she reached the bottom of the stairs, she saw her hovering over some papers on the wooden, iron-accent desk. “I’m glad to see you. I was worried you’d be off at another homestead and I wouldn’t get to say goodbye.”

      Mary didn’t look at her, just continued tending to her letter writing in front of her.

      Elizabeth had hoped they could spend more time together, get to know each other, but that wasn’t meant to happen. The aroma of fresh coffee drew her to the kitchen, where she found that the taste wasn’t quite as rich, but more burnt. Not wanting to offend Mary, she added a little extra milk to cover the bitterness of the brew.

      Mary cleared her throat and sighed with extra exaggeration, then held up a piece of paper. “Read this.”

      The soft cawing of crows in the distance and the low rumbling of the men waking and doing their morning chores settled around Elizabeth. She’d grown used to the sounds in such a brief time. Since the war, their home in Georgia had become a graveyard bereft of its formerly full home of little animals, plants, and human life. It had been nice having company. She missed the days of parties and gatherings at their home before the war.

      Mary rotated in the chair and shoved the letter toward her. Elizabeth took the rough paper, unsure if she wanted to read what was on it.

      “Go ahead. You need to know.” Without another word, Mary returned to her writing.

      
        
        Dear Jeb Clayton,

        

        Please be advised that your original intended, Francine, has swapped suitors due to health reasons. You will be receiving the beautiful Elizabeth McKinnie. I know you will be pleased with her delicate features, fine manners, agreeable disposition, and strength.

        

        Sincerely,

        Janet Scarborough

        

      

      Elizabeth lowered the letter and looked to Mary. “You knew?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why didn’t you tell him that I hadn’t lied?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Because this business of my son marrying some woman because it is practical made my stomach churn, especially when it is all my fault. Besides I knew he’d be miserable with the kind of woman he wanted. He needs a partner that can challenge him.”

      Elizabeth sank onto the bench at her side. “I don’t understand.”

      Mary cupped her cheek and offered a sweet smile. “I know you don’t, but I’m going to explain things to you. I’ve been watching from my window, and I believe you are not just some woman for my son, you are the right woman.”

      Elizabeth pulled away. “I won’t marry him.”

      “Not now. Not when you believe he is some horrible man who only wants a wife to give him sons to run his ranch, but there are things you don’t know.”

      Teddy cracked the door and peered inside. “Um…we didn’t smell anything, so thought I’d check.”

      Mary snapped her attention to the man. “There are eggs with the chickens. Tell my son I won’t let Miss McKinnie make breakfast since she needs to pack to leave.”

      The door remained open, allowing her to see Teddy’s mouth falling open then his gaze traveling to Elizabeth with a pouty lip. “Yes, ma’am.” He slinked away and shut the door.

      “I thought you said I wasn’t leaving.”

      “You’re not. Girl, didn’t you have six sisters? Don’t you know how this works?”

      Elizabeth tried to keep up, but she sounded like Dinah about the boys before the war. The ones who tripped over their own feet to win a smile from her.

      Mary rested her arms on the table and shook her head. “I see you are more honest than I had even hoped.” She pressed her palms to the table and stood. “I think we need to speak over coffee.”

      The morning sun shot through the front window and flashed into the room. Men shouted outside and, based on the obscene language, Elizabeth guessed that they were told there was no breakfast.

      “That’ll get his attention,” Mary said. “Now he’ll realize how much he needs you.”

      Elizabeth inhaled the bitter aroma of her coffee and started to realize why even Jeb liked her cooking. “You say that I don’t know your son, but I think I do. He cares about work and money and nothing else.”

      “You have a point, but he does care about other things. He just doesn’t know it yet.”

      “What else does he care about besides cattle?”

      “You.”

      The door swung open, and Jeb stomped into the kitchen and snagged some leftover bread from the kitchen. “I know you’re behind this, Mother. Whatever you have planned, don’t.”

      “Why, what ever do you mean?” Mary held a hand to her chest.

      Jeb slammed the door hard enough to make the plates rattle.

      “I think you are wrong.” Elizabeth took a sip of coffee and knew it would keep her up for the day, if not the entire night.

      “I cook fine, but not as well as you. I tasted your corn bread.” Mary fanned her face. “You would make any man happy, but I want you to make my son happy.”

      Mary took a long sip from her mug before she set it down, took Elizabeth’s hands in hers, and squeezed as if to not let her escape the conversation. “My son would hate me for what I’m about to tell you, but I am at least going to give you a hint of why he behaves the way he does.”

      Elizabeth rested her elbow on the table and settled in for what appeared to be a deep and lengthy conversation. Not that anything Mary said would change her mind about the man.

      “I tried to raise my son as both Ma and Pa. I had to be tough and coddling at the same time. I’m afraid I spent more time warning him about the dangers of drinking, gambling, and women, than I did setting him up with a dream of a good life.” Mary took a long, stuttered breath. “My husband wooed me into believing he was a man of integrity, but he was a scoundrel. When both of my parents died of a fever, I was left alone and vulnerable with a small fortune. Jeb’s pa swooped in and convinced me to marry him. I didn’t know the man could manipulate a preacher into a seance.” Mary’s voice cracked, but she cleared her throat and pushed back her shoulders. “Before I knew what was going on, my husband sold my family’s business, took the money and bought worthless land in Kentucky. He never even attempted to make the place work, only gambled away what we had.”

      “I’m so sorry for all you’ve been through.” Elizabeth listened to her words and wanted to comfort the woman, but she didn’t see why this would convince her to even consider marriage to her son.

      “Yes, well. It wasn’t about me after Jeb and his baby sister Joanne came along. I tried to shelter Jeb from his father, but he’d steal him away and take him into town to try to make him into a ‘real man,’ as he put it.” Mary took a moment and blinked away the tears in her eyes.

      The men outside didn’t settle down. They began arguing even more, which made Mary smile a wicked kind of smile.

      Elizabeth wanted to lighten the mood. “Does Joanne live near here? Is that where you keep disappearing to?”

      Mary shook her head. “She died from starvation as a baby. The same day that Jeb returned without his father and said it was time to leave. He was only a boy, but with a man’s experience of the world. I spent the next several years working any job I could find to put food in Jeb’s belly, all while preaching the sins of his father and what never to do. Including marrying a manipulative woman.”

      Elizabeth pictured a young Jeb exposed to so much as only a boy, and then taking on the responsibility of caring for his mother. “He fought his way out of poverty to all of this.”

      “Yes, and he will do anything to never struggle to survive again.” Mary cleared her throat. She released Elizabeth’s hands and drank some coffee, and they sat in silence for several minutes.

      The story of Jeb’s childhood explained his obsession with money and success, but the damage was done. She realized how much he’d been pushing her away to protect his own heart. Had she been doing the same? “Jeb will never care for someone besides himself, and I could never care for a man that thought of me as a possession that he could order around and control. I don’t want a husband like that. I want to have a partner. A man that would treat me as his equal.”

      Mary set her cup down and pulled Elizabeth into an unexpected hug. “You are. He just needs to realize it. That’s why I chose you to stay.” She held Elizabeth at arm’s length and captured her gaze. “I’ve run five women off this land. You are the first to be invited to stay. The minute you stepped off that stagecoach and told my Jeb what you thought of him, I knew you were perfect. Now don’t make me look like a fool. Get out there and prove yourself.”

      “Why? Why would I want to stay?”

      “Because I see it in your beautiful green eyes. You love it here. And if I do say so myself, you can’t do any better than my son. He’s well-off, protective, the most handsome man in these parts, and once you break through his fear, you’ll have the most kind-hearted soul to cherish you for the rest of your days. You’d have a real family. A large family with the ranch hands, but a family once again.”

      Family? Could Mary be speaking the truth? She didn’t know if she wanted Jeb for a husband, even though he was the most handsome man she’d ever set eyes on, but she knew she liked the idea of family. If she could stay on as the cook, then she’d have time to get to know Jeb better and eventually decide what she wanted.

      Steps pounded up the front porch, and she knew it had to be Jeb coming back to demand something. The front door swung open and he stopped, eyeing his mother, then her. “I can’t afford the time to get you to Sherman and make the delivery on time. Mother, you and Elizabeth will remain here with one of the ranch hands while we drive the cattle to the camp.”

      Mary abandoned Elizabeth and crossed the room, and after placing a kiss to Jeb’s cheek, she dumped her coffee and turned to him. “Sorry, I won’t be here. I’ll be at the neighboring homestead. The woman has already started having contractions. I’ll be leaving in a few minutes.”

      Jeb’s mouth hung open, and he looked between them. “Take her with you, then.” He turned to leave, but even though Elizabeth wanted to be there as someone else started their own family, she wouldn’t be ordered around. “No.”

      Teddy ran up the front steps. “Boss, we’ve got to…”

      The men were mounting their horses outside, and all were ready to head out to round up the last of the cattle.

      Elizabeth stood straight and marched outside to stand with the men she knew would back her. “I’m going with you on the cattle drive. You don’t have a cook, and the men need to eat.”

      Jeb shot out the door on her heels. “Not happening. It’s too dangerous.”

      The men all trotted over on their horses and lined up around them.

      Elizabeth smiled coyly at them and batted her lashes. “We can’t let these poor men starve on their journey. Besides, here alone or on the drive with all you brave, strong men, I think I’m safer with all of you, right?”

      Samuel removed his hat and held it to his chest. “I’ll protect you with my life.”

      All the men grunted or nodded. A few even dared to say the same. Jeb snarled at them all, but even Elizabeth knew that the man couldn’t go against his men. Not when there was so much money at stake.

      Elizabeth strutted back inside before Jeb could think of a better argument. Mary winked at her and offered the brightest smile.

      “I knew I chose well,” Mary whispered.
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      Jeb sat atop his horse at the edge of his land, looking out toward the Krause homestead. He wasn’t sure why his mother spent so much time there, and why she felt the need to help them when there was plenty of work to be done on the ranch.

      Teddy rode up and pulled alongside him. “Men managed to brand the last of the cattle. They’re going to rest early this evening, so we can start driving them out tomorrow at dawn.”

      “Fine,” Jeb mumbled.

      “You think we can make it to that camp in only a couple of days?”

      A strong wind turned up dust on the ground, sending mini-funnels around the land. In the distance, plumes of smoke rose into the sky through the chimney of the neighbor’s house. Their house wasn’t much bigger than the bunkhouse the men slept in.

      “You doing the cooking on the drive?”

      Jeb studied the tiny garden out front and the lines of sprouts from their spring planting.

      “You could always invite your mother to cook.”

      “Fine.”

      “Or you could have Samuel put on a dress and a red wig.”

      “Fine.”

      “Boss, you aren’t listening to a word I say.”

      “What?” Jeb looked to Teddy.

      “I just told you we could take your mother with us on the trail instead of Elizabeth, and you said fine. Then I told you Samuel could cook in a dress, and you said fine. What’s got your thoughts all tangled up in that head of yours?”

      Jeb turned his horse toward the house. “I already thought of Ma cooking, but she’d never agree.”

      Teddy kicked his heels into his mare and followed by Jeb’s side. “What woman would agree to be on the open road with these smelly, ill-mannered, sorry excuse for men for almost two weeks?”

      “Exactly! What’s wrong with that woman?” Jeb shifted in his saddle remembering how much his backside had hurt after their first cattle drive. No way a woman could make that trip, even if only a couple of days.

      Teddy chuckled. “More like what’s right with her? She is perfect like a woman, but strong like a man. It can’t get any better than that.” Teddy dug in and shot ahead, not allowing Jeb the opportunity for rebuttal.

      They rode into the corral and handed their horses off to Samuel. Elizabeth was setting up food outside again on the front porch. It was as good a time as any to convince the men this was a bad idea, so he headed to the creek and found the men washing their faces and hands. “Now I know why they say decent women are dangerous. She’s got all of you prettying yourself up to go slop some beans and bacon.”

      “It’s fried chicken, corn, and biscuits,” Bart said. “I never had so much delicious food in my life.”

      “Don’t get used to it,” Jeb said. “There’s no way to make anything that good on the trip. It’d be best to leave her behind. It’ll be one less mouth we’d have to feed anyway.”

      Charles splashed water on his face, then turned to Jeb. “Without her, we’d starve.”

      Jeb circled the men and hopped to the other side of the creek to face them. “Come on, one of you men can cook decent enough for the trail.”

      “Why don’t you want her to come? You afraid you might marry her on the trail?” Bart elbowed Samuel and they both laughed.

      “Don’t be absurd. I don’t want her going because it’s too dangerous. That’s why this job is for men.”

      “Like what?” Teddy asked.

      “Everything.” Jeb threw his hands up in frustration. The men knew of the dangers. “There are dangers at every turn. Even here. Think about how many men have been injured just herding the cows.”

      Teddy removed his hat, scooped some water out of the creek, and tossed it over his neck. “Sounds like you care.”

      “I care about all my men…employees on the trail,” Jeb argued.

      “I’ll be happy to protect her,” Samuel said with a cross between a chivalrous and decayed-tooth bandit.

      “That’s the problem. All you men will be watching her and not the cattle. You all want to be paid your hundred dollars, we need to get these heads to the camp.” He wanted to tell them that if they did, there would be more money. He’d negotiated an exclusive contract with the fort being built near Wichita Falls. And who knew what else he could negotiate if he delivered? Unfortunately, they were workers, not businessmen, so even if he felt led to explain how this would pay off in time, they wouldn’t care or listen.

      He wasn’t going to get anywhere with the men. He needed to convince Elizabeth, so he jumped over the creek and headed for the house. When he reached the steps, she had disappeared. “Elizabeth?” he called out, but she didn’t answer.

      Ma popped out of a hiding corner and greeted him at the door. “She’s already gone to bed. All the supplies are packed, dinner is ready, and I told her I’d clean up. Best she gets plenty of rest by morning. Don’t you agree?”

      “This is your doing, Mother. I know it is. What I don’t get is why.”

      “Why?” Ma lifted the hem of her skirt and stepped over the threshold, like she was courting someone.

      “Yes. Why?” Jeb followed her along, but his nose caught wind of the greens and potatoes. What spice was that? It was heavy, yet sweet. Intriguing.

      “You’ll have to be more specific, son. I’m not sure what you mean.” Mary put some food into a basket and folded a cloth over it. “I need to get going, so you better talk quick.”

      “You orchestrated Elizabeth going on the drive with us. Why would you do that? Do you not understand how much money is at stake here? It’s our future, not a game. Do you want to be back in a damp shack with rain filtering through broken shingles and your belly so empty the cramps have you bent in half?”

      Ma turned and placed both hands on his shoulders. “Son, you need to let that go. Elizabeth won’t cost us everything. You need to trust her and allow her to help. She’s a strong, capable, beautiful young woman.”

      “Yeah, almost as beautiful as she is opinionated.”

      “At least you admit she’s beautiful,” Ma said with her I-knew-you-liked-her smile.

      Jeb removed his hat and wiped his forehead. “You’re impossible. I don’t know what to do with you. Did you forget about the horror we went through because a man you fell in love with cheated, lied, and stole from you?”

      “Thanks for the reminder,” Ma said with a frown, then took both of his hands in hers. “Listen, for many years, I tried to protect you and me from more pain, but it’s time to let it go.”

      Jeb brushed her hands away. “Who are you?”

      “Stop. I’m just telling you the truth. I fear I’ve turned you into someone who will never trust again.”

      “I trust you.”

      She sighed. “You won’t have me around forever. It’s time for you to move on with your life.

      A shot of panic pierced his chest. “Is there something wrong with you? Is that why you’ve been going off so much since I returned after Christmas?”

      She waved him off. “No, but I’m not getting any younger.”

      The fear settled into the pit of his stomach. “You are not old. You had me when you were but a girl yourself, and you’re healthy.” He decided to try a new tactic. “You know, you’re young enough to ride with us to the camp. It’ll be our first cattle drive together. You and me.”

      The aroma of the biscuits became too much to deny, and he snagged one from the basket. The buttery, melt-in-your-mouth sensation made him rethink his plan.

      “Don’t even try to flatter me into saving you from that beautiful woman up there. I told you I’m delivering a baby at the Kraus place.”

      “Why does it have to be you?” Jeb popped another piece of biscuit in his mouth and almost forgot about his dilemma.

      “It’s the kind thing to do. It’s her first, and her husband died on the way here from Germany.”

      “She’s a pregnant widow running a home on her own?” Jeb shook his head. “When did the world turn so crazy?”

      “No, she’s the daughter of the owner. He’s beside himself with worry since his wife is no longer with him and his sister never had children. She wouldn’t know what to do.”

      He dropped his biscuit. “What? You’re going to be alone with a grown man at his place? No, I forbid it.”

      Ma’s face scrunched into a frightening good imitation of an angry badger. Her hair even appeared to stick up on her head. “You think you can forbid me to do something?”

      He knew he had to choose his next words carefully. Why were women, even his ma, so difficult to deal with? Men were easy. You gave them an order, they followed it, but women? Women had to question, negotiate, and argue about everything. “All I’m saying is that it isn’t safe.”

      “If you had taken the time to meet them when they invited us for a traditional German meal, then you would know how kind and considerate he is. Besides, I’ll be properly chaperoned by his sister. And the gentleman he is, he’ll sleep in the barn. He wouldn’t hear of being in the house while I was there.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I’ll be safer there then here alone.”

      Teddy hopped up the two bottom steps. “That’s true. And Friedrich Kraus is a good man.”

      “How do you know?” Jeb asked.

      “Met him several times, and his daughter and sister. They’re good people.” Teddy grabbed a plate and plopped a piece of chicken on it.

      “Fine. But I don’t like it. I don’t like any of this.”

      “You can postpone going to the camp,” Ma said with a knowing smile.

      Teddy dished some green beans onto his plate. “I can lead the drive. I’m ready. Men respect me, and I can handle it. It’s what you signed me on to do. Did it for a year at the Overton Ranch.”

      Jeb didn’t want to insult Teddy, but he wasn’t about to let him lead without him on this drive. “When we arrive, I have to speak to Colonel Richardson about the next order that will be delivered to the fort that will be established. I’ll have to sign the military contract for the cattle. If we get that, then we will have a momentous year.”

      Teddy acquiesced, but they both knew it was more than that. Jeb never let anyone have control over his fate. Not his men, not his ma, and certainly not a strange woman who had traveled all the way from the east to marry him after dropping lie after lie. No matter how beautiful, strong, and amazing a cook she was, Elizabeth McKinnie was dangerous. Too dangerous to ever marry. She was what his pa was to his ma. A distraction. A person who was too alluring to refuse to love, yet he’d managed so far. And he would make sure he continued to keep her at a distance until he could arrange for a new cook and for her to settle somewhere far from his ranch.
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      Elizabeth loaded another box into the back of the wagon. There was enough food if they were careful and didn’t waste anything. Samuel ran across the corral and grabbed the next box. You shouldn’t be doing that. It’s mighty heavy.”

      Elizabeth stifled a huff, not wanting to alienate her only friends on this adventure. “I’m fine.”

      “You say that, Sis, but I don’t want you getting winded.”

      The look in his loving eyes made her heart soften. The boy was worried about her, just like her real brothers once had. “You promised to keep my secret, remember?”

      “I remember.”

      “And if you run to me every time I have to do something, others are going to wonder why. You really want to help me, though?”

      “Yes’m.” Samuel placed the box into the covered wagon.

      “Then you go back to your job. We are pulling out shortly, and if Mister Clayton finds you helping me, he’ll think I can’t handle my job. That means he’d leave me behind and you’d have to do all the cooking. Is that what you want?”

      “Oh, no ma’am. Not at all.” Samuel scanned the area. “You sure you can handle this?”

      Elizabeth offered her most reassuring smile. “Positive. There are only a few left, and the sun is already cresting the horizon. We need to get on the way.”

      Samuel bowed while walking backwards, as if she were royalty. Of course, these men treated her as such. Cora had been right, the best way to win a man’s heart was with tasty food. Too bad Jeb Clayton didn’t have a heart.

      The first golden rays shot over the horizon and across the land. She enjoyed the sunrises here in Texas. With the flat terrain, it was as if the land went on forever. It didn’t feel cramped or crowded like the small part of her house that had survived the war. She could almost feel God around her again.

      Mary came out of the house with her normal basket in hand to head over to the Krause homestead. “I know you can handle this but stay safe. I didn’t hunt you down to lose you now.”

      Mary wrapped her arms around Elizabeth as if they’d become so close, she could already call her family. But they weren’t family. Elizabeth didn’t have any delusions. She knew Jeb would drop her in Sherman the second they returned. At least this way, she would earn her own money by feeding the men on the trail. The last thing she wanted was to feel indebted to Jeb Clayton.

      “I’ll be fine. I survived the war, I can survive a few days on the trail.” Elizabeth returned the tight squeeze, not wanting to offend the woman. After living with six sisters for so long, she knew some women could get upset over trivial things.

      Mary took a step back and cupped her cheeks. “I can’t wait to have some grandbabies with that beautiful red hair of yours. And those green eyes. Don’t tell Jeb, but I’m hoping for a few granddaughters in the mix.”

      Elizabeth couldn’t help but roll her eyes. “I think you’re getting ahead of yourself.”

      “I’m always right. If you doubt me, ask Jeb.” She slid away with a devious smile and disappeared into the barn for a few minutes before she darted out the doors and rode like a cattle hand into the distance.

      Elizabeth’s eyes shot wide at the realization that Mary didn’t ride sidesaddle. That woman was full of surprises.

      “You ready?” Jeb’s deep voice from the other side of the wagon startled her. He rounded the wagon and tipped his hat. “It’s not too late to change your mind. I’ll give you the hundred dollars promised to each of the men even if you don’t go.”

      “I’m not taking money I don’t earn. Let’s go.”

      He studied her for a second with narrowed eyes and furrowed brow, before he gave a curt nod. “Pull the wagon out front. I’ll be riding ahead with you.”

      Elizabeth tied the canopy tight, lifted her skirts, stepped on the wheel, and hoisted herself up, leaving Jeb with his hand out to help. “You don’t need to watch me like a baby. I’ll be fine.” She lifted the shotgun from the floor and showed it to him.

      “Where’d you get that?”

      “It was Cookie’s. I figured I have to protect the food.”

      Jeb huffed. “Last thing we need is for you to shoot yourself in the foot. Now hand that over.”

      Elizabeth tapped the reins, and the horses pulled the wagon forward. “You best get in your saddle or we’ll all be leaving you behind.”

      The cattle were rounded up on the edge of the land, and she bounced and shifted in her seat all the way to the front. It had been years since she’d driven a wagon, and her pa had only let her do it a few times when her ma wasn’t around to scold him for the unladylike activity. And then once, when she’d driven the bodies to the cemetery to bury their own men during the war.

      Her breath caught with the memory as if to keep the stench of death from her lungs. Jeb joined her, and they settled into a slow pace. It would be a long day, and they wouldn’t break until lunch.

      The Texas terrain scorched by the sun was merciless on the path ahead of them. By the time the sun reached high in the sky, she thought she’d die of heat stroke. With her bonnet pulled over her head and her chin down, she managed to keep her eyes ahead through narrow slits. The dust settled onto her mouth, cheeks, ears, and eyes, but she managed to hold onto the reins.

      Jeb whistled and did a motion over his head with his hand. “Lunch,” he shouted at her. She pulled up next to the spring and settled the chuckwagon under the partial shade of a few trees. The moist ground and overflowing creak indicated there had been significant rain in the area.

      Men watered the horses and tended the cattle, but she didn’t have time to watch. In a matter of minutes, she made a fire, heated beans, and slapped some meat down for the men. It wasn’t anything special, but the fried pies she’d made this morning would be a great surprise.

      Jeb returned, sopping his brow and shoving the cloth into his pants. “Smells good.”

      That was the kindest words he’d said to her since she’d arrived. “Sorry it isn’t more, but I knew I needed to keep things simple on the trail. Lots of dried fruit, syrup, beans, meat, and such.”

      “It’s more than the men are used to. I’m sure they will be much obliged for the meal at all. We’ll get moving again after they eat quick.” He took the plate she’d scooped some beans onto and slapped some meat alongside them. “How you holding up?”

      It wasn’t a fair question. If she admitted that her back spasms were making her want to double over, and the pounding against the solid wood bench caused her bottom to be sore, then he’d think she was too weak to handle her job. “I’m great. It’s only been a few hours.” She offered a tooth-bearing smile and plated more food to hand off as the men approached. It was a saving grace she was in the shade. The sun had become her enemy. Worse, it would be in front of them now instead of behind. She couldn’t imagine driving into the sun. When it had popped overhead, it had become brutal enough. And it was only late spring.

      The men rested in the shade, and she kicked dirt over the flames to put out the fire to kill the heat. Then she settled on the ground next to Teddy to eat. With the heat and being tired, she didn’t have much of an appetite, but she knew she had to force enough down to give herself energy.

      “Move’em out!” Jeb yelled before Elizabeth could manage to choke down five bites. She’d had a big breakfast, though.

      She wasn’t sure how far they’d traveled over the morning, but the land looked more isolated. And she guessed it would look even more so later.

      The men were in their saddles with new horses they’d exchanged out, and they were moving the cattle along by the time she pulled the wagon from the damp earth.

      The smell of beans and meat was replaced with sand and dust within only a matter of minutes. Based on the sun’s movement, she guessed they drove into the sun for three solid hours. Her lips cracked and bled, her fingers ached, and her stomach rumbled. When she thought she couldn’t manage the journey any longer, she closed her eyes and prayed. Prayed for the strength to do a man’s job.

      A whistle sounded, and she looked ahead to find another water source. The afternoon sun had scorched the men, the cattle, and the horses, but it hadn’t dried up the land. A small but beautiful creek became her beacon of hope.

      Jeb rode up next to her, hopped off his horse, and removed the few crates of fixings from the back before she could even get down from the wagon. “You should rest. I’ll water your horses.”

      “You water my horses and change them out at the remuda. I’ll start fixing supper.” She’d picked up some of the cowboy lingo. She only hoped she’d said it correctly. Based on what she’d learned so far, the remuda was where they fed, watered, and kept the horses the men swapped out during the drive. Before he had a chance to respond, she snatched the crate from him and forced her knees not to buckle under the extra weight.

      He removed his hat and wiped his forehead with the back of his sleeve. “Listen, it’s okay if you need help.”

      “I don’t.” She sat down under the guise of organizing the food, but in reality, she needed a second to cool off in the shade of the wagon and drink some water.

      “Understood.” Jeb unhitched the wagon and took the horses.

      The sun was fierce, and the dust caked onto her face, but she had work to do. If she could survive the war, she could survive a few days of driving cattle. With a bucket in hand, she hobbled over to the creek and scooped up water, then returned to find sticks. Only, they hadn’t pulled up near any, so she made her way over to the few trees a couple of hundred paces away.

      With determined steps, she managed to make the trek and return with the knowledge she’d proven to herself that she was as strong as she wanted to be. After building the fire and putting the water on, she threw the raw vegetables that she needed to use before they went bad into the pot, and then she added the chunks of meat. She left it simmering while she took out the sourdough bread she’d made early in the morning, then sliced the bread into big chunks. When she realized the men weren’t showing up with mouths open and whining for their stew, she wondered what they were up to.

      She made her way around the wagon and spotted the men near the cattle, hands raised over their heads. Four men on horseback looked down on them with guns in their hands. Without a thought, she snagged her shotgun and raced to the trees. No way she was gonna let someone take her future again. Even if she died protecting it.
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      Jeb boiled under the hot sun and his anger. If there was one thing he couldn’t stand, it was criminals, and these men were not taking his cattle. He reached for his gun, but the man with a scar down the right side of his face moved forward, gun straight at Jeb’s temple. “Try it.”

      He held out his hands to his side, and one of the men dismounted and removed Jeb’s gun from his holster.

      “Go check out that wagon over there,” the scar-faced man ordered one of his crew.

      Samuel lunged forward, and the man atop his horse fired at his feet.

      “No need. I’m the cook. Was helping out here before I started making grub,” Teddy announced.

      Jeb kicked himself for leaving a woman defenseless and alone. He knew he shouldn’t have brought Elizabeth along. With a quick scan of the men, he attempted to formulate a plan. He needed a good one if he had a prayer of fighting them off. Based on the scars on some of them, he guessed they’d been in the war. Something Jeb had never experienced, and therefore wasn’t trained for, either. But if he could get one of them off their horse, he could take him fist to fist. He hated to admit it, but maybe Elizabeth would provide enough distraction for him to take down the leader.

      The men eyed one another, looking like pups with their mama disappearing. Jeb readied to move, knowing he might be shot, but he’d save the others. It was his job as trail boss to protect everyone.

      “No one here,” the man yelled from the front of the wagon.

      All the men turned to look at him. Jeb searched the wagon to see if he could spot Elizabeth, but he didn’t catch sight of her. Good, she must’ve seen the men and hid. At least he wouldn’t have to worry about her.

      “Look again,” Scar-face yelled.

      The man shrugged and went around the side of the wagon. They all waited, but he didn’t return.

      “Jake!” Scar-face shouted, but nothing. “Go see where he’s gone off to.”

      One of the other men dismounted his horse and jogged to the wagon, disappeared around the side, then returned. “Been knocked out,” he shouted. “Tied to the wagon wheel.”

      That was Jeb’s moment, and he took it. He lunged toward the scar-faced man, but a shot rang out and his horse spooked, clobbering Jeb with a hoof to the shoulder.

      Blinding pain sliced through his arm and neck. Jeb gasped. The hot sting shot from neck to hips to toes. The horse reared again. Jeb rolled away, hammering the pain deeper into his ribs and neck. He threw his legs around catching the man’s foot and sending him tumbling forward. His gun lurched from his grip, and Jeb pounced on top of it.

      Shots echoed across the land, and shouts rang in between. The head man hid behind his horse and continued to fire toward the wagon. Jeb dared a quick scan of the terrain and saw red hair through the trees taking fire. “Elizabeth!”

      She didn’t listen, or couldn’t hear him, but instead of staying crouched behind a stump, she stood and fired like a soldier on the battlefield.

      One took a hit to the side, which scattered the men. Scar-face lifted his gun and aimed for Elizabeth. Still suffering from the horse’s kick, Jeb’s arm wouldn’t move. It was stuck at his waist, where he couldn’t move it any higher. With no time to switch, he took aim at the height his injured arm would allow and fired at the man’s boot. A loud growl sounded followed by hoofs against the packed ground.

      The man turned and raised his gun at Jeb. The scar on his right cheek ran from the edge of his eye to the edge of his lips.

      “No one is taking anything else away from me. You hear?” Elizabeth sounded closer. Both of them looked up to discover her marching toward them, and they both saw killing in her eyes. “Not now, not ever again.” She kept the butt of the gun braced to her shoulder and fired, sending the leader scrambling for his horse. With only one foot in the stirrup he raced away, keeping his body behind the mare’s flank.

      Smoke drifted around them. The smell of cordite filled the air. One more shot fired from the shotgun before Jeb could manage to stand and stumble toward her.

      “It’s okay, they’re gone.”

      Her eyes were wild, almost as wild as the curls that had escaped their confinement. The darkness told him she’d seen too much. The way her body was present, but her gaze far off, told him she knew what war was. He’d seen that look enough in men’s eyes, but seeing it in hers made his heart compete with his shoulder for the most searing pain.

      “Elizabeth, look at me.” Jeb achieved another tumble forward, but he only managed to catch his balance a second before plowing into Elizabeth.

      She didn’t lower the gun or blink at him. How was he supposed to get her back to the present? He’d slapped a man to get his attention, but that wasn’t an option with her. The way her lip stayed firm and her arms tight, she looked bigger than her tiny, less-than-five-foot-four frame.

      The men began running over to them hooting and hollering praise for Elizabeth, but Jeb held up his hand to keep them a few paces away. He’d seen men turn the gun or fists to the closest person, thinking they were the enemy.

      “You’re safe. Lower the gun.” Jeb dropped his voice to a low, calm tone. “You did it, you ran them off, saved us all.”

      She blinked twice.

      “If it wasn’t for you, I’d be a dead man,” he said. Distant clomping still sounded and drew her attention, so he dared another step, stopped a breath from her cheek, and whispered, “Thank you.”

      Her arms shook, her bottom lip quivered. “Everyone’s safe?” Her red hair floated in the wind, brushing Jeb’s cheek. It was the softest thing that had ever touched his skin.

      “I believe so, let’s go check on them.” He rested a hand on the top of the rifle and nudged it lower.

      She continued lowering the gun until it rested at her side and she looked at him. Her eyes were wide and full of tears, but she wouldn’t let the tears fall. Instead, she swallowed and cleared her throat. With a side step, she turned and scanned the area, looking at each of the men standing a few paces away, gawking with mouths open. “Anyone hurt?”

      The men shuffled closer. Teddy shook his head. “No, ma’am. You took care of those men but good.”

      Samuel clapped his hands together twice. “I thought those men were going to—”

      “Thank you, Miss Elizabeth,” Bart said. “I think that name they called you fits.”

      “Name?” Elizabeth asked, her voice shaking.

      “Fire lady, on account of your fierceness and red hair, I’d imagine,” Teddy said with a hint of pride.

      Elizabeth chuckled. “I’ve been called worse.” She turned back to Jeb and gasped. “You’re hurt!”

      Jeb followed her gaze to his right arm. Blood saturated his sleeve, but he’d forgotten all about the pain. And now, as if his eyes were poking the wound, his pain lit up in a blaze. He bit his tongue to keep from screaming but couldn’t stand any longer. He fell to his knees with a curse. Before he could get any words out, the men surrounded him, and Elizabeth was kneeling on the ground beside him.

      She handed the rifle off to Samuel. “Let me see.”

      Jeb looked to his men, not wanting to expose the woman to any more gore, but before he could protest, she poked her fingers into the tear in his shirt and ripped it open. “You’ve dislocated your shoulder.”

      “More accurate to say the horse dislocated it.”

      “And who decided to stand there and let his horse kick him?” He opened his mouth to retort, but she pushed on his flesh until blood bubbled out of his skin on his arm, and it was all he could not to scream. “Need stiches, too. Can’t move you until I reset that arm. It’s gonna hurt, though.”

      Teddy squatted by them both. “How we do that?”

      Elizabeth pushed the hair from her eyes and tucked it behind her ears, then took his forearm gently in her hands. “It’s not that difficult.” She rotated his forearm away from his body.

      He ground his teeth through the pain.

      “Just breathe and think about something that makes you happy or calm,” she said while tightening her grip on his wrist. “Think about all that money you’re going to get when you reach that camp.”

      Before he could respond, she rotated his arm further and pushed up and in.

      “Ahhhh!” The scream he’d barely held at bay finally exploded and he reached for his shoulder, but Teddy grabbed his left arm and held it away as Elizabeth continued.

      “There, done.” Elizabeth stood, brushing off her skirt as if she could dust off the road debris of the day and the terror that had just claimed her mind. “Men, take him to the wagon. I’ll need to stitch him up.”
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      The smell of blood tugged Elizabeth back in time, but she refused to go to a past she’d tried so hard to forget. Nightmares didn’t plague her like they did Abigail. Anxiety didn’t give her fits like it did Josephine. Thunder did make her pulse quicken, but it never made her scream.

      Even the sound of guns didn’t send her hiding. Instead, she learned to hunt for food and protect herself. She may have been born into privilege and the destiny of being a Southern belle with slaves and servants and suitors, but that’s what’s funny about destiny. It’s a vixen, sure to trick you into feeling secure, only to twist your future into knots you spend your life untangling.

      Thanks to her sisters sheltering her, she’d spent many of her years at peace, but they couldn’t shelter her from everything.

      “Hold him down, men.” Elizabeth eyed Samuel, who huddled at the edge of the commotion, overrun with fear. She had all of the compassion in the world for his terror, but in the wake of a gunfight, she needed everyone’s help. They could afford to be scared later. “Get some whiskey.”

      “No,” Jeb protested and tried to push from the back of the wagon.

      “He don’t touch the stuff,” Teddy said.

      They exchanged a knowing glance, and she decided not to press the issue. “Then let’s get started.” She dug the needle into his upper bicep and drove it through his skin. “Good thing that bullet only grazed you. Between the horse and the guns, you’re lucky to be alive.”

      Jeb didn’t speak, only bit down on the stick one of the men had shoved in his mouth. She dabbed at the blood and wiped it away so that she could see where to place the next stitch. One thing she wouldn’t abide by, and that was bad stitching. Perhaps it was her mother’s constant harping about a woman’s needlepoint and sewing skills.

      “You only need a few more,” Elizabeth said, trying to sooth him, but she knew what it felt like to have stitches without anything to dull the pain. The good news was that the stinging would subside in a matter of hours, then he’d be able to cope with the ache and itching.

      She finished the last stitch. “There you go. All done.”

      Jeb collapsed back inside the wagon, his legs dangling off the edge. He breathed again through clenched teeth for a moment, making a whistling sound.

      “I’ll fetch you some water.” Teddy uncurled his legs from under him.

      “No, we need to get moving. Men eat yet?” Jeb asked.

      Elizabeth shook her head. “You should rest.”

      Jeb pushed on his good elbow to sit up. “No, we need to make it on time or we won’t get the contract. Besides, those men could return anytime now. I want all men armed and ready for another attack. Tonight, we sleep in shifts and guard the cattle.”

      Teddy hopped down from the wagon and slid his thumbs into his vest pocket. “If Miss McKinnie says you can travel we’ll get moving, but I ain’t risking you.”

      Jeb cursed under his breath. “You said it. I’m the boss.”

      Elizabeth saw a battle of wills brewing and knew it wouldn’t be good for Jeb to get too excited or he could pop a stitch. “I’ll make you a deal. You ride in the wagon and we can get moving. Teddy will have to take your position. If you fall off a horse right now, you’d be in a world of hurt.”

      Jeb shifted and shimmied toward the end of the wagon to face Teddy eye to eye. “I’ll be fine on my horse.”

      Five of the men walked up behind Teddy and crossed their arms.

      Jeb looked back and forth across all of them. “What is this, mutiny?”

      “We ain’t on a ship, but we are protecting our boss,” Bart said. “Ever thunk that if you get killed we ain’t gonna get paid.” He spit brown saliva onto the ground.

      Teddy tipped his hat. “Best accept the terms. I don’t think the little lady is open to any further negotiations, and I know the men aren’t.”

      “Nope,” they all grumbled.

      “Fine, for the rest of today if it’ll get us moving. We need to make the river by supper.” Jeb stood but wavered for a moment. None of the men reached for him, but Elizabeth knew the man was too proud to ask for help.

      She climbed out of the wagon herself, ignoring the five hands jutting out and offering to assist her. When she surfaced from the canopy, she found the men standing in a semicircle with fruit pie on their face. She’d forgotten about the surprise treats with all that had happened, but apparently the men had enjoyed them.

      The men had cleaned up the meal and left two plates for her and Jeb, along with a piece of pie each. Two of the men grabbed the crates and loaded them into the wagon.

      Jeb growled. “Don’t you all have work to do?”

      “Already done while we were waiting on you to get prettied up,” Samuel teased. “Besides, she done save all our lives. We owe a debt to Fire Lady.”

      “Fire lady?” Jeb raised a brow and looked between the men and her.

      “Yeah, that’s what one of the men called her. They feared her,” Charles said, stacking another crate in the wagon.

      Elizabeth held her breath, waiting for Jeb’s insulting remark at the term. He gave a nod, then smiled. “Good, maybe the myth will spread, and we’ll be left alone. Miss McKinnie here might be our good luck charm.”

      The smell of gunpowder faded, as did the odor of saturated ash from the fire being put out. She took the plate of food and sat down on a rock long enough to eat before boarding the wagon again.

      “Did you see the way she took on all those men?” one of the men said in a low tone as he headed to his horse. “She’s braver than any man I know.”

      They were right. He’d never seen someone braver than Elizabeth. Jeb joined her and sat on a rock at her side. He scooped up several spoons full of stew, keeping his gaze straight ahead. “You know, I may have misjudged you when we met. You are certainly tiny and pretty, but you are strong, too.”

      Pretty?

      But no sooner did she think the question than she chided herself. She’d been longing for respect so long, why did her mind stop on pretty? “Thanks.”

      “Still you lied to me, and trust isn’t something you can get back,” he said in a flat tone before scooping up the last of his food and taking his plate to the stream. “Best get going.”

      Should she tell him the truth? That his mother had intercepted the message? No. A man like that would never believe her, and besides, she didn’t want him, anyway. Sure, he was handsome and strong, an amazing match for most women, but she’d been around enough men to know she valued kindness above all. She’d rather marry a man that she didn’t think was good looking, but one that would cherish her.

      Jeb Clayton wasn’t capable of cherishing anything but money.
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      The ride was quiet, too quiet. The entire time they didn’t speak. Elizabeth sat stiff with hands tight around the reins. Cattle mooed and stomped along at a steady pace. Teddy rode point, with Samuel and Charles at swing. When they reached the best water and grass source, they broke for the night with Teddy and Samuel taking first watch.

      Elizabeth settled the wagon near the water source, and the men hunkered down on their saddle blankets surrounding the chuckwagon. Jeb wasn’t sure if they were protecting the food, the cattle, Elizabeth, or themselves. When the moon was high in the sky and the snores were competing for dominance, Elizabeth laid out a saddle blanket and joined them. Jeb didn’t think it was the best place for a lady, but he knew now wasn’t the time to argue. Although his eyes were heavy and his shoulder screaming for him to rest, he leaned against the wagon wheel and kept watch.

      If the men who tried to rob them were going to return, then he wanted to be ready. Still, like the rest of the men, he found his eyes on the woman with red hair sleeping at his feet. Despite the danger, she was all he could focus on throughout the night. Even when he finally did allow himself to fall asleep in the early morning hours as the rest of the men were rousing, he dreamed of a woman with fire for hair marching across the field with a rifle pointed at the enemy.

      A boot kicking his leg shook him awake. Streaks of orange and gold shone overhead from the first sunrise he’d missed in years. He must have truly needed the sleep, and to all appearances, his pack of men were so well trained that none of them had ever been in any danger. And yet Jeb couldn’t shake his guilt at not personally staying awake to protect Elizabeth.

      “Never thought of you as a lazy man,” Teddy teased. “Couldn’t even wake you for our morning scout of the area.”

      Jeb scrubbed his face, feeling the sharp hair on his cheeks. “You never tried.”

      “Oh, I tried, but you must have been in the sweet sleep of a princess.”

      Jeb swallowed, half ready to call Teddy a liar. “You’re kidding.”

      “Nope. I said we should kick you until you woke up, but that little, weak woman of yours insisted we let you sleep. And when Samuel found out she’d be takin’ watch with him, he wasn’t about to argue.”

      His shoulders rose, and he took a long breath. How dare she make that call for him. His job as the leader of this group was to protect them. All of them.

      But he stifled the reproach in his throat, because a strong leader also knew which battles to fight, and he’d look like a damn fool fighting this one. At the end of the day, everyone was safe.

      “No, I guess not,” he said.

      The pain in his shoulder had burned out to a dull simmer. He managed to stand with less difficulty than he expected. Bacon and eggs sizzled on a frying pan nearby, and the rich aroma drew him to the fire almost as much as the woman tending it.

      His breath caught at the sight of all the ringlets of red bouncing along her spine. She’d taken her hair down, and each strand caught the shimmering light with gold and ember shimmers. “Rest of the men already ate. I wouldn’t let them wake you until we were ready to go. How’s the shoulder?”

      Without even looking at him, she plated the food and set it to the side before she kicked dirt over the fire and began packing up the wagon.

      “You should rest,” he said. “You’ve done enough in the last several hours.”

      “I’ve done no more than any other man on the drive.” Elizabeth set the crate down, twisted her hair, and shoved pins in to make it stay.

      If he had his say, she’d wear her hair down every day. Of course, that wouldn’t be practical on the trail, but that was another reason why he couldn’t let her stay. She had him thinking of doing all sorts of things that weren’t practical.

      “Mark and Winston and Kevin you’re drag, no complaining about dirt and dust back there. It’s what the newest men get. Samuel and Charles, you’ve got swing, Bart and Luke you’ve got flank. I’ll take point again.” Teddy hollered at the men.

      Jeb grabbed his plate and headed for Teddy. “I’m fine. I’ll ride point.”

      “Not until we reach the camp tomorrow. Miss McKinnie’s orders. Forty-eight hours of no riding, she told me.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Jeb protested.

      Teddy shot him a glare before walking up to him and leaning in. “That woman needs a rest. You drive the wagon.” He winked. “Don’t tell her I said nothing, though. She’ll never agree.”

      Jeb watched Elizabeth load up the rest of the gear, her hands looking cramped and her back arched. Not to mention the flush of her cheeks. “Fine, but I’m driving the wagon, then,” he said, loud enough so that Elizabeth would hear.

      After several seconds of no response, he ate a few bites of his eggs and bacon, then joined Elizabeth. “You really should take a break.”

      “I don’t need one. Besides, the faster we get to the camp, the faster we get the money, and the faster you’ll have me out of your life,” Elizabeth said, hurtling the last crate over one and settling it into the wagon. She slid past him and climbed up on the right, indicating he’d be driving.

      The wind blew steady and clouds rolled in. With Teddy’s whistle, they all dredged forward. “You know, if we can keep yesterday’s pace, we’ll reach the river by night fall, cross in the morning and then be to the camp by mid-day. Of course, we’ll need to ride back, but that isn’t more than a day and half.”

      She didn’t say anything.

      “What do you plan to do with your hundred dollars?” he asked.

      Elizabeth shook her head. “I don’t know yet, but I’ll figure something out. I’m not your problem.”

      “I didn’t mean that…I only—”

      “Only what?” Elizabeth asked, her tone sharp and clear.

      Anything he said would sound condescending. “Nothing.” He set his attention on the trail ahead, wishing he was back on his horse where a man belonged. They rode for hours in silence until he couldn’t handle it anymore. He always thought women never stopped talking, but Elizabeth, he couldn’t get a word out of her. “How’d you learn to use a rifle like that?”

      She studied her dirt and dust-covered dress. “We needed to eat, and after the war, I swore no man would enter my home again without my invitation.” Her words were cross and fierce, and he had no doubt she meant them.

      He waited a few breaths to see if she’d elaborate. When she didn’t, he prodded again. “Do you have a big family?”

      “I did. Six sisters, three brothers, and parents.” She picked at the dirt in her nailbeds. A woman shouldn’t have hands that looked so worn from hard labor. They didn’t match the beautiful, flawless skin on her face.

      “Where are they now?” he asked, nudging a little further. He wanted to know more about the woman that rode with his crew.

      “Some died in war, others became mail-order brides.” She let out a long breath and tucked her bonnet around her face. “One of my brothers died in a train accident, another on the battlefield, one protecting my sister. And my ma, well, she died of a broken heart. Lands were burned, and so was our home. Only thing standing were two rooms from a once-grand mansion that was the envy of Atlanta. Our plantation once stretched as far as we could see. Our life was perfect until the Bluebellies took everything away.”

      “You mean the Union soldiers?”

      She nodded, her bonnet ruffle fluttering in the wind.

      That’s when he realized he’d never told Elizabeth what camp they were headed to. What would she say about selling to union soldiers? Would it be a problem? The war was over, and they were the only soldiers now.

      He internally shook himself for again having such impractical thoughts. It didn’t matter what she thought of the buyers. This was business, and if she had a problem with it, she’d have to suck it up, because she needed the money as much as he did if she was going to survive. But when she turned her head and he saw the tears in her eyes, he thought he’d drive the entire heard back to the ranch if it would make her smile.
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      The day drug on and on and on in silence. The drizzling rain followed them for miles until her dress felt heavy with the added weight of moisture. Jeb had spoken to her at the start, but she didn’t like getting to know the man. Not when he was only going to send her away as soon as they returned to Clayton Ranch. Strangers shouldn’t know personal information about a lady. It wasn’t proper.

      When they finally settled in for the next meal, she heated up some beans with meat.

      Bart was first in line. “I think you are the greatest gift to walk in the South, Miss McKinnie.”

      “I told you all to call me Elizabeth. You all call each other by first name. I’m just one of the ranch hands. You should call me what’s right.”

      “We mostly call cooks Cookie.”

      Elizabeth took a bite of her meat. “That wasn’t his name?”

      “No.” Samuel chuckled. “Just what the cook’s normally called. “We can call you Cookie.”

      “Elizabeth is fine,” she said with a little more assertiveness than she’d planned. Perhaps it was the wear and tear of the trail, or the fact she hadn’t had much sleep for the last day, or maybe it was all the possibilities Jeb had put in her head. Why would a man ask so many personal questions if he wasn’t aiming to get to know her better? And why would he want to get to know her better if he wasn’t planning on courting her?

      “You got it, Elizabeth.”

      “Only on the trail. At the camp, you refer to her as Miss McKinnie. Got it? We don’t want any of those soldiers getting any ideas.” Jeb ordered.

      “We won’t let any of ‘em near her. She’s one of us now,” Teddy said with a touch of grit.

      “You know it. I’d protect her with my life,” Samuel said.

      Jeb held up a hand. “I know how you men feel about Elizabeth, but let’s not start any brawls with those men. We’d like to get paid.”

      “Of course, pay is the most important thing to you.” Elizabeth tossed her plate down and headed for the wagon to shift the empty crates to the back.

      “Now you done it,” Samuel said.

      “Yeah,” Bart agreed.

      “Did what?” Jeb asked with a huff.

      “Don’t know, but that is a woman for you. Whatever it is, apologize quick before she won’t make breakfast in the morning.”

      “I don’t have to win her affection to do that. I pay her. She’s the cook.”

      Elizabeth could feel her red-hair temper simmering, but she bit her lip and grumbled. “Didn’t get paid yet.”

      Jeb strutted over to her side. “What’s that?”

      “Nothin’, boss,” she said in her best ranch-hand accent with her hands twisted in front of her and her shoulders slumped.

      Jeb threw his hands up in the air. “Women.”

      “That’s right, I am a woman. Not that you’d notice.”

      “I noticed. Every man here has noticed.”

      “Are you saying I’m not doing my job? That I’m not pulling the same weight that the men are?”

      “No, you’re pulling too much. You’re going to collapse before we reach camp if you keep going like this. You are not a man, and you’re not equipped to handle this kind of job.”

      “Oooh!” Teddy groaned.

      “You best take them words back fast,” Samuel added.

      A rumble of thunder sounded in the distance, as if warning that her temper would explode in a moment if he didn’t start thinking before he spoke. “You listen to me, Jeb Clayton. Since the day I met you on that stagecoach, you’ve acted like a self-important scoundrel that only cares about money. You probably would sell your own mother for a dollar. But you don’t own me. And you never will own me. Since being a wife is the last job a person can have when they’re owned, beaten, and have no rights in their life. And a man like you would probably keep me starved, denied clothes, and forced to cook and clean until my fingers didn’t work anymore.”

      “I’ve been nothing but kind to you. I kept you in my home when you had nowhere else to go despite your lies. Every time I think there might be a redeeming quality about you, you prove me wrong with a quip, sour disposition, or high and mighty attitude, as if you’re better than me.”

      “Boss,” Samuel called.

      “Not now. We are going to work this out once and for all.” Jeb pushed up his sleeves and looked down his nose at her. “You might be beautiful. One of the most beautiful women that has ever traveled to these parts, but it doesn’t make you worthy of a man. All that means is you can manipulate, lie, and steal.”

      “You’ve found me out.” Elizabeth closed the last step between them and poked him in the chest with her finger. “I cook and clean in this ratty old dress, all so I can win you over with my beauty.”

      “Boss!” Teddy yelled.

      “What?”

      “Look.”

      Elizabeth followed his gaze to the largest, darkest storm she’d ever seen. The clouds rolled in around them like hungry teeth ready to chomp them all into raindrops. “Best get everything cleaned up quick and stored away.” She scrambled to grab the crates, leaving Jeb with his red-faced, tense-jawed, narrow-eyed expression.

      “Best finish up the vittles,” Jeb warned the men. “We’re going to be rounding up cattle if that storm doesn’t pass us by.”

      “Get a move on and get ready,” Teddy ordered the men.

      As if in answer to Teddy’s words, a streak of lightening splintered across the sky, the brightness like an echo of warning in the fluffy, angry clouds. Three seconds later, a loud clap of thunder rolled across the land, both aboveground and below. The handle of the pot rattled against its iron base.

      Cattle scattered, men hopped on horses, and there was no stopping Jeb. Not when he knew each head of cattle meant twenty to thirty more dollars in their pockets. The men rounded up strays and drove them back toward the rest.

      She didn’t need to put out the fire since the hard, wet, pounding rain hammered the fire and the land. Then she saw it. The darkest of clouds, swirling and robbing earth of its dirt. While the men were rounding up the strays, they were going to lose the heard as they were sucked up in a rage of spinning wind.

      The sound drew closer. Piercing like a steam train, deep like a foghorn, growling like an angry bear. There wasn’t time to move the wagon and save the heard. The men could survive without food for a day, but they couldn’t survive starving indefinitely with no pay.

      Without another moment to spare, she screamed and hollered at Teddy, but he was coaxing one of the strays from the river. That was it, it was up to her. No one else would make it in time. She hiked up her skirts and raced to the remuda. Spotting one of the smaller mares near a rock, she mounted bareback and held onto the mane with all her strength. She’d ridden plenty bareback as a child, but it had been years. With thighs tight around the beast, she moved swiftly toward the cattle, whistling and screaming for them to move, but they stood like petrified statues, watching the tornado ravage the world on a direct path for them.

      She charged toward the front line of cows, and with the next clap of thunder, the horse reared up, sending them running away from the path of the tornado. Before she could take a breath of relief, the tornado split in two, then three.

      Hail pummeled her, and everything became disorganized, unpredictable. The mare reared again, sending her flying back, and her head smashed against hard ground. Before she could stand, the horse ran with the cattle.

      She’d started a stampede. The cattle would survive, but she only hoped she hadn’t hurt anyone else on the other side.

      Surrounded on three sides by tornadoes, she gathered her drenched skirts and ran in the direction of the stampede, but she knew she couldn’t outrun the tornado. It gained ground, but she pumped her arms and kept running hard, fast. The roar whipped around her, wind thrashed at her skin, hail hammered her head, debris whizzed by her. Then her feet could no longer find the ground as she was lifted into the air.
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      Jeb grabbed Elizabeth’s arm, flung her up in front of him on his horse, and rode hard. The wind captured anything in its path, throttling its collection overhead and smashing it into bits of debris. The stampede continued as a tree flew in front of Jeb, and he dodged right before it collided with the ground inches from his horse.

      A cow continued running, but its legs weren’t propelling it forward anymore. It finally lost the battle. Its hind legs lifted first, then its body, before it disappeared hind first into the sister tornado.

      The wind lashed at his back, but his horse was fast, even with the extra weight. He only hoped the herd didn’t stop until they were clear of the storm. Rounding them up later would be a bother, but the more that survived, the better off they’d all be.

      He wrapped a protective arm around Elizabeth to shield her from the storm, holding her tight to his chest so she’d be secure if he had to make a sharp turn. The aching pain shooting through his shoulder was a small price to pay for keeping her safe.

      Teddy raced along at his side and Samuel to his right. It was obvious they’d all come to save Elizabeth, but he’d done it. He finally had the red-haired beauty in his arms.

      Two of the funnels evaporated in seconds, and the clouds overhead faded into silver puffs of rain.

      They continued riding as the storm’s strength died quickly, and the debris no longer slammed around them.

      As the wind settled into a breeze and droplets dusted his skin, he realized how great it felt to have a woman in his arms. Perhaps there would be more to marriage than having boys to work the ranch. Maybe his mother was right, and some marriages were good. No matter how much he protested and bucked at the idea of Elizabeth, the way she felt against him was undeniably good. And when the last vestiges of the tornadoes disappeared up into the sky, he allowed himself one deep breath of her honey scented hair.

      That was a scent he’d like to wake up to each morning. If only she hadn’t lied. Hadn’t his ma always told him once a liar, always a liar? That was how their courtship had started and look at where it had left them.

      “Are you hurt?” Teddy yelled.

      “You’re holding me too tight,” Elizabeth said in a rushed, winded way. “Let me down. I’m fine.”

      That’s when he realized he’d kept riding, so lost in his world that he hadn’t even noticed the cattle dispersing in various directions. He pulled back on the reins too abruptly and nearly sent them both tumbling over the back of the horse.

      When the horse had settled, Elizabeth slid from his horse and his arms. “Go, I’ll get one of the other horses. We need to get this cattle rounded up.” She smacked the flank of his horse, sending him back into motion.

      The cattle had split, some stopping at the edge of the river while the rest swung south. Jeb scanned the men. To his astonishment and relief, they were all still alive and working hard.

      It took over two hours to round up most of the cattle that had fled south. He wasn’t happy when he realized he couldn’t see Elizabeth. All the men had followed him and had left Elizabeth alone. Thoughts of those criminals still out there twisted his gut and made him work harder. His shoulder, back, neck, and every muscle in his body throbbed.

      When they finally managed to return to the river, Elizabeth was covered in river muck and coaxing cattle out of various predicaments from crossing over muddy banks and rocky terrain. All while managing to keep the other half of the herd cornered between the river, herself, and a makeshift fence she’d constructed out of crates and what was left of the wagon.

      The woman was smart, adventurous, and even in her current state of soggy, filthy clothes and wild, wet hair he could still see the beauty of her skin, eyes, hair…body.

      “Food’s gone,” Samuel said as Jeb pulled his horse to a stop.

      Elizabeth nudged a cow into the herd from the embankment, then wiped her hands down her skirt and headed toward them. “I’m afraid in my haste to save the cattle, the wagon was lost.”

      “It’s not your fault,” Teddy said in a light, reassuring tone.

      “No, you saved the herd,” Samuel said. “I wouldn’t have been brave enough to ride toward that thing. I thinks you’re the bravest person I’ve ever met.” He got down on one knee. “I am willing to risk my job and ask you to marry me right now. Even tho’ I knows you’re too good for me.”

      Elizabeth smiled.

      Jeb’s skin heated to a visible shade of red despite the night air and wet breeches.

      “That is the kindest offer I’ve ever received.” She knelt in front of him. “And even though you are a woman’s dream, with your sweet dimples and hard work ethic, I’m afraid I’m not meant to marry. If there is one thing your boss has taught me, it’s that marriage is only a contract that puts someone else in charge of my future.”

      All the men snapped their attention at Jeb.

      “That’s not what I…listen…” He rubbed the back of his neck but couldn’t’ find the words. "Stop all this nonsense. Get the horses taken care of and give me a count of the remaining cattle. Now get.”

      Samuel hopped up and offered his hand to Elizabeth, who took it with a nod. “You’ll make a woman happy someday.”

      He blushed so hard that Jeb could see it through the layers of dirt. The men scattered while Jeb unbuckled his saddle, nudging his horse a little closer to where Elizabeth was scavenging through the debris. “You know, I think you misunderstood what I was saying about marriage. It’s not a contract that makes a wife submissive to all that the husband wants. There are conversations and negotiations.”

      “But in the end, the man has the say, right?”

      “Yes—I mean, no.” He swallowed a lump of what he had to assume was mud or debris, because it lodged tight when he tried to speak. “I’m saying that if I had a wife, I would treat her with respect. Provide her with every need and want.”

      “In exchange, she produces sons for you.”

      “Well, yes. That’s what women do, provide children.” Not even a second after the words left his lips, he saw on her face that he’d said something wrong.

      Elizabeth’s chest heaved with a massive breath, but she didn’t fist her hands or lunge at him this time. Instead, she spoke with a cold, spine-tingling tone. “And what happens if she gives you girls? What do you do then? Send her away? Beat her until she gives you a son, because it’s your right as a husband?”

      “It wouldn’t be that way,” he said, and he meant it.

      She picked up a wheel spoke and tossed it out of the way. “It would be exactly that way. And I’m done with men ruling me, taking things from me. I’ll build my own life, and I won’t let anyone take it from me ever again.”
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      Night had never been so long and soggy. Grunts, moans, and snorts pierced the darkness like a disorganized, bad song with horses clopping for added beats. When the men roused, arguments and shoving matches punctuated their exhaustive state.

      Elizabeth rummaged through the rest of the crates to find some food or her saddle, but neither were found. Nothing was left of their supplies.

      “Let’s get going before we’re too starved to move. We can eat once we reach the camp,” Jeb announced. “With the five missing, we’ll have the exact amount requested. We can’t afford to waste one for food or let anything happen to them. We don’t want to give the commanding officer reason to reject our proposed deal.”

      Elizabeth knew better than to ask if they were union soldiers. No need when they were the only kind left even out here in the territories. Still, the idea didn’t sit well with her. “Sorry boys, I can’t even make coffee for you, but I’ll promise you one thing. The minute we get home, I’ll make all your favorite dishes.”

      The men all recovered from their grouchy state at her promise, at least enough to ready their horses. “I like that you said home,” Samuel said before lifting his saddle blanket and heading to his horse.

      A heat flushed her skin when she realized what she’d said. Jeb abandoned her at the mention of the word and saddled his horse. “Elizabeth will ride with me since there isn’t another saddle.”

      “What?” she screeched more than asked. It had been too distracting when he’d held her tight last night while they raced from the storm. Not that she’d realized her heart was racing from his touch until the funnel cloud had disappeared in the sky, and yet her pulse had still beaten faster than the stampede.

      Jeb chuckled. “I’d let you ride with Samuel, but he might figure out how to get you hitched to him by the time we reach camp. And since I know how you feel about marriage, I wouldn’t want to subject you to such a thing.”

      The men mounted their horses, and Elizabeth was left with no other choice than to ride with Jeb. She thought about walking, but she hadn’t been this tired since the morning after Sherman’s men had burned through their land.

      Once the saddle was secure, Jeb held out a hand for her to join him on the saddle. The horse neighed as if to urge her to get moving before they wasted any more time.

      “Fine,” she huffed, but when Jeb’s fingers wrapped around her waist, she wanted to bolt. Not because it made her angry, but because it made her happy. The last thing she needed was to be attracted to Jeb Clayton.

      They meandered around the wagon bits to the front of the pack. Teddy dropped back, but not before Elizabeth caught his tight lips and bowed head. The man liked being in the lead, proving himself. And he had proven himself so far on the trip.

      Elizabeth cleared her throat and her mind of the way Jeb’s strong chest made her feel safe, safer than she had since before the war. Before she’d realized there were so many real monsters in the world. “You should let Teddy be point. You’re stuck with me, so it might be easier for him.”

      “Nonsense. Besides, I’m not stuck with you. I could’ve put you with one of the other men.”

      “No, you couldn’t. You’re worried that they might try to marry me, and then you’d have to deal with me longer at your ranch.”

      He tsked like an old school teacher.

      “What?”

      “I just can’t see a woman like you with a ranch hand.” Jeb shifted in the saddle, making her edge a little to the right. Her legs protested, but she didn’t want to say anything, not when he was tempting her with what he really thought of her.

      “Why not? If the man is honest, hardworking, values and respects me, I would be pleased to be his wife.”

      “Honest?” Jeb tipped his hat and readjusted himself again.

      “Yes, honest. Why wouldn’t I want an honest man?”

      “Never mind, just hold tight.” Jeb guided his horse down the embankment and into the river.

      “No, I want to know…” They bounced hard, and she grabbed tight to the saddle horn. Icy water shot like thousands of needles into her ankle, as if she was material for cross-stitch.

      “River is mighty awake today,” Teddy yelled. “Maybe we should go up river a ways and see if there’s a safer place to cross.”

      “No time,” Jeb announced, and the men fell into directing the first of the cattle across. “Must be the rains from yesterday, probably no better up or down the river at this point.”

      “There’s always time to avoid danger,” Elizabeth grumbled, perhaps feeling the effects of no sleep and no food. Every possession they’d brought was scattered across the land.

      “You don’t understand,” Jeb said with a hint of growl to his voice.

      “Why? Because I’m a woman? Well, let me tell you something, Jeb Clayton. I get it. Deadline is everything. If we’re late, I can assume that we risk renegotiation, or worse, a wasted trip, but if we lose more cattle, the same could happen. And if you lose one of your men? Then you have to live with that forever. And from a woman who lost every material thing in her life, I can assure you it doesn’t compare to losing a brother or a parent, friends, or neighbors. At the end of an adventure, you can replace supplies, but you can’t replace the ones you love.”

      Jeb whistled so loud next to her ear, all she could hear was ringing. “Hold up.” He backed out of the river to the grass at the top of the embankment. “Wait here.”

      “Wait? I get that I should try to hold my tongue, but I was just trying to—”

      “Get down, please. I’m not going to leave you here. What kind of man do you think I am?”

      Samuel dismounted, ran over, and assisted her down from her horse.

      “What’s going on, boss? Decided to move the herd upriver?”

      “Nope, but I’m not going to risk anyone else. I’ll cross first to make sure it’s safe.” Jeb clucked and kicked his heels into his horse before anyone could stop him.

      They all remained on the banks of the river, watching him ease his horse into the water once again, hoof-deep, knee-deep, flank-deep. Elizabeth held her breath, waiting to see if he would be swept away.

      The horse went deeper, and Jeb eased her back, then went downstream where one cow had settled into the water. He managed to navigate to the other side, then turned to Elizabeth and the men. “Cross here. It’s less deep than up there.”

      Elizabeth let out a long breath, but it was only long enough to inhale another one as she watched the men guide protesting cattle into the river. Teddy helped her onto his horse and eased into the water near the cattle.

      Two of the cows tried to back out of the river, but they were pushed in from the cows behind them. The river swelled higher, and Teddy backed away from the drive to allow a little room, but the horse slipped. Elizabeth clawed at the saddle horn, but it was slick, and she slid off the side before Teddy could grab her.

      Elizabeth fought to find her footing in the water, but she only slipped, slid, and soared downriver. She slammed into a rock, but she couldn’t hold on, only slipped around it and was pulled under the rapids.
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      Jeb could only see one hand above the surface. He abandoned the cattle and guided his horse at a gallop along the river but didn’t spot her.

      “There,” Samuel yelled.

      Thank the dear Lord in Heaven for giving Elizabeth red hair, because without it, they would’ve never spotted her in the raging rapids. Men raced down the other side ahead of her, where they’d try to save her as she passed. Jeb couldn’t take that chance. He jumped from his horse and dove into the ravenous water that swallowed him whole.

      With his feet ahead of him, he was able to raise his chin above the water enough to spot Elizabeth flailing ahead. He angled himself so that he would catch her as he passed, but the power of the water fought his arm, and his shoulder wouldn’t let him fight back. He grazed the edge of her skirt with his fingertips, but he couldn’t get a hold and shot ahead.

      “Jeb!” One of the men yelled, but through the pounding water rushing into his ears he couldn’t tell which one it was.

      He managed to lift his head high enough to see the men making a human chain ahead. He choked and coughed, expelling the water from his mouth. There wasn’t anything to cling to that he didn’t slide off of, so he aimed for the men and only hoped he could catch Elizabeth if he joined them.

      With all the strength he could manage, he rolled and twisted toward the embankment. Hands grabbed his shirt, pulling his shoulder back.

      “Ahhhh!” He kicked and slid and tumbled until someone held him long enough for him to lodge his boot between two rocks.

      A flash of red shot by him.

      He lept and snagged a piece of dress. There was no way they’d be able to pull them both in so with his left arm, he managed to reel her into his side. The only way to save her was to release the man’s grip who had him secured from the rapids. He went under and passed her over to the man at his side. Jeb shot down the rapids once again. He only hoped they managed to secure Elizabeth to the shore.

      A sharp turn in the bend of the river caught him in the crook of the land. He managed to grab hold of a chunk of solid ground and anchored himself there long enough to catch his breath, but soon the icy water beat him into submission until he could hold on no longer.

      His muscles burned, his legs and arms went numb.

      “Jeb!” Before he managed to see who was calling, his ribs smashed into something solid.

      “Hold on!” Teddy’s voice rose above the pounding water, and Jeb did what he was told.

      Inch by inch, he scooted until he managed to lodge his boot into something solid. His legs shook, but he managed to stand in the shallower water. “Elizabeth,” he managed between heaving breaths.

      Teddy grabbed hold of his shirt and hoisted him up the embankment. “I raced past, but I saw them haul her ashore.”

      The weight of his body was too much, and he collapsed onto the ground at the edge of the river. “Thank God.”

      The stinging in his chest rose, and he coughed and coughed until he dislodged the water from his lungs. Once he managed to catch his breath again, he took two deep breaths and managed to roll onto his hands and knees. “We need to get back to the cattle. If we don’t, we’ll never make it to the camp on time.”

      “I know, but you need a minute.” Teddy clapped him on the back.

      Jeb shook his head, the only thing he thought still worked after the beating in the river. “No, let’s go. You ride back ahead. Don’t wait for me. Go. Now.”

      With his first and the only objection he ever allowed himself raised, Teddy didn’t need to be told again. Jeb realized at that moment that Teddy truly was a cattle boss, but Jeb still couldn’t turn the reins over yet, not with so much at stake. Someday, though, he’d be willing to sit back on his ranch and let other men like Teddy do their job.

      After several minutes, Jeb managed to stand, but not without considerable effort. If he was this beat up and exhausted, he was sure Elizabeth had suffered far greater. He only hoped she was safely on land. This wasn’t the time to surrender to his pain. He needed to find out if she was hurt or not.

      The sun rose viciously into the sky like a fireball of warning that time ran short. After a long, staggering walk, he finally caught sight of the cattle, but where was Elizabeth?

      He stumbled to Samuel, who wrangled the last few strays to the edge of the river that had calmed since morning. “Where’s Elizabeth? Is she hurt?”

      “No. She wouldn’t even rest, she’s up on your horse over there. She tried to ride out for you, but then Teddy came with the news you weren’t swallowed up by the river.”

      He caught a glimpse of the Fire Lady wrangling cattle and thought he’d seen it all. How could she still be sitting on a horse, let alone be moving after her ordeal?

      “I wouldn’t try to make her get down off your horse just yet. Let’s just say she’s a might scarier than she was when she took on those bandits. Keeps saying something about ‘she can make it in a man’s world.’”

      Jeb held his arm close to his body, trying to relieve some of the pain, but he realized it wasn’t as much his shoulder as it was his heart. His stupid, broken, mangled heart that hadn’t started to pump enough to provide blood to his brain. Not until now. Now he realized that Elizabeth was trying to prove to everyone how tough she was, and he knew why.

      When you are born with nothing and starve most of your life, you don’t realize what it feels like to lose everything. In that moment, watching her hair bounce, her gaze transfixed on the cow she saw moving across the river, he saw it. The loss in her eyes. It was a darker, bigger pool of despair than he’d ever thought a woman could bear.

      At that moment, he vowed to make sure she was going to have an easier life. It might not be right for them to marry, but he’d make sure she was set up as a teacher, or a store clerk, or some sort of respectable, more gentle profession that would let her live a long and happy life.

      Elizabeth rode up to him with grace and expertise, handling his horse as if it were her own. “You gonna stand there all day, or are you going to get up on this horse and drive these cattle to camp?”

      “I’m going to get up on my horse, and we are going to drive that cattle.”

      Elizabeth nodded and scooched forward in the saddle to give him room. It took two tries, but he managed the strength to get back on his horse and ride toward a future. He only hoped when they arrived it wouldn’t be too late.
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      The long trail continued for miles and miles and miles. Elizabeth wanted to fall off the horse and beg this adventure to end. Her backside hurt so bad that she wasn’t sure she’d be able to sit for a month. Never mind the fact that her arms, legs, back, neck, and places she couldn’t name ached as if that tornado had sucked her up in its belly and spit her out a hundred miles away.

      As the sun lowered in the sky, her head began to bob. She fought hard to keep her eyes open. Jeb cradled her against him so she could rest, but she didn’t want to sleep, not yet. She wanted to make it all the way to the camp the same way the men would make it.

      “Tell me about Mary? How was she when you were younger?” Elizabeth asked.

      “She wasn’t the woman she is now. Ma married at such a young age, only a child herself. My pa was older and convinced her that he was there to save her when she faced being an orphan. Unfortunately, he wasn’t the man he claimed to be. Ma was young and weak. It wasn’t until she lost my sister that she realized she could fight back.”

      The way Jeb’s voice sounded strained made her want to hold him and tell him she understood about learning to be strong. In that moment, she knew why she had experienced an instant connection with Mary. “She is definitely strong now.”

      He chuckled. “Stubborn, you mean.”

      Elizabeth wanted to know more about the boy before Jeb had become the man he was today. Mary had sparked her curiosity. She didn’t want to outright ask him, but maybe if she invited him to talk a little more by sharing a story about herself first. “My pa was kind yet had a good mind for business and farming. It was always an exciting time when he would walk me around our land and tell me about our family. My favorite moments that I remember are when he would take me riding.”

      “I’m glad you had a good childhood.” Jeb guided the horse around a large rut in the land.

      Elizabeth hesitated, but it wasn’t as if Jeb could run from her if she asked the wrong question. “Did your pa ever do anything with you? Did he teach you about ranching?”

      Jeb cackled loud enough that a cow mooed a response. “My father’s idea of spending quality time with his son is when he’d take me to a brothel to show me how to be a man.”

      Her breath caught somewhere between shock and sadness. “How old were you?”

      Jeb adjusted in his saddle again, he tended to do that when he was uncomfortable with a question. “I was twelve when he took me to become a man. He put me in a room with three women who laughed and teased me. I ran out and hid behind the saloon in enough time to see my pa be lured outside by a saloon girl who stole his winnings from the poker table and had two men beat him.”

      Elizabeth grabbed his hand and held it to her chest. “I’m so sorry. That’s awful.”

      Jeb shrugged. “It wasn’t the first or the last time my father wanted to spend quality time with me. I learned quick how to navigate out of a room and hide in my spot behind the saloon.”

      The distant sound of wolves howled, punctuating the mood. “Is that why you don’t drink?”

      “I made a promise years ago that I wouldn’t be my father. No booze, no gambling.”

      “And no manipulative women,” Elizabeth added. “I guess I am lucky to have had such an amazing childhood.”

      Jeb hugged her against him, and she liked the feeling of his arms tight around her. “You had your share of difficulties. I see it in your eyes. You’ve witnessed too much for—”

      “A woman.”

      “For anyone.”

      His words made her relax into him. She’d never trusted a man, not since her brothers and pa had died, but she knew this man was safe. Sometimes grouchy, opinionated, rude, egotistical, but safe.

      “I guess we’ve both been through things, but it’s made us who we are. We can’t change that, but we can learn from it. But Jeb, I can tell you one thing.”

      He stiffened behind her and tightened his grip on the reins. “What’s that?”

      “You don’t have to try so hard to not be your pa. You are nothing like the man you described. And I don’t think you ever could be.”

      At the distant sound of a bugle, she clutched Jeb’s hand. That sound sent a chill through her veins. It was the sound of soldiers. She hadn’t heard that tune since the last evening the union soldiers had camped on their plantation.

      It played for a few more seconds before she managed to see a flag waving in the distance. “I never thought I’d be so happy to see a union camp.”

      “You knew?” Jeb asked. “Of course, you knew. I don’t know why I thought I could keep it from you.”

      “Why did you?” Elizabeth asked.

      “I wasn’t sure how you’d feel about selling cattle to the enemy.”

      Elizabeth let out a war-long sigh. “I’ll never be excited to see a Northern uniform, but if they pay us what they said, then I’m fine. The war is over. They took so much from me and my family, I think it’s time I took a little back.”

      “I think that sounds like an excellent idea.” Jeb squeezed her as if to hug her, but he winced, and she knew the stitches had torn in the river.

      “By the way, I wanted to think you for saving my life. You were…brave.”

      Jeb cleared his throat. “I thought you believed all men who didn’t fight were cowards.”

      “I never said that.”

      “You didn’t have to. I saw it in the way you looked at me that first day.”

      “I’m afraid I tend to have a temper. Redheads say and do things they don’t mean when they’re angered.”

      “I’ll remember that.” Jeb chuckled.

      “Seriously, thank you.” Elizabeth touched his forearm; the gritty dirt coated his skin like a coat sleeve.

      He sucked in a quick breath and held it for a second. When he released it, he adjusted in his saddle for the twentieth time today. “Thank you. For saving the cattle. You are the bravest wom—person I’ve ever met in my life.”

      A soldier rode out toward them, jolting her pulse to high gear. Jeb held her tight against him. “It’s going to be fine. The worst thing that can happen today is that they turn us away.”

      She looked down at her clothes and held her empty stomach. “That would be almost as unbearable as anything during the war.”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      She shook her head. “No, because in war, you expect evil. Today, I expected hope for the first time in years.”

      Jeb brushed her hair down and his fingers grazed her cheek, leaving behind a line of flutters. “Then I’ll do everything I can to make sure we aren’t turned away.”

      Elizabeth couldn’t help but laugh.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing. It’s just that I’m not worried. The man I met on the way to my betrothed was a stubborn, obstinate, overbearing businessman that would never leave with a no on the table.”

      “People can change,” he whispered into her ear.

      Her heart fluttered. What did he mean? Was he saying that he’d changed and had grown to care for her? Did she care for him? No, not the man who’d rejected her, called her a liar, belittled her and only wanted a heifer to bear him sons. But…the man who’d abandoned his cattle, jeopardizing his future to dive into shooting rapids to save her. A man who’d allowed her to continue driving cattle across the river on his horse without a word of protest. That was a man she could care for, perhaps fall in love with someday.

      “Don’t worry. I won’t let any of the soldiers near you,” Jeb said in a cold tone.

      “What?”

      “You’re quiet. Unless you’re asleep, you are never quiet. I’d expect you to be scolding me or telling me how wrong I am for selling to union soldiers.”

      “No, it’s not that.”

      Jeb ran a thumb over her hand. It was comforting, the first real touch besides her sisters’ in years. “Nothing. I’m just tired.”

      “I guess we are making progress. Never thought I would ever hear you admit that you’re tired.” Jeb chuckled.

      The soldier pulled to a stop a few feet from them. “Follow me. It is past hours, so you’ll need to move quickly. There have been issues with hostiles in these parts recently.”

      “Indians?” Elizabeth asked.

      The soldier’s eyes widened as if to see her true condition for the first time. She must be quite a sight to a stranger. “No. Bandits, ma’am.”

      He turned his horse and led them into camp. Small white tents were set in row after row after row. The soldier dismounted passed the reins to a subordinate and approached his horse. “Come with me, ma’am.”

      Jeb tightened his arms around her. “She stays with me.”

      “Sir, I’m not sure why you would bring a lady on such a journey, but she needs tending to. There is a nurse here who tends to our men, and I know she will be happy to look after your wife.”

      “She’s not my wife, she’s the cook and a ranch hand. Best I’ve ever seen,” Jeb said with a hint of pride in his voice.

      Elizabeth smiled at his words, but her stomach felt hollow at the same time. All she’d wanted was to be treated like an equal, so why didn’t his words make her happy?

      “All the same, I must insist, sir.” The soldier settled his hand on his sidearm, and Elizabeth knew she didn’t want trouble.

      “It’s fine.” She squeezed Jeb’s hand. “There isn’t much for the cook to do if there isn’t any food. Besides, you have business to attend to, I’m sure.”

      She slid from the horse and into the soldier’s arms, but he released her quickly and covered his nose. At that moment, she realized she had to be a sight—and smell—to the men. She paused for a second and looked up at Jeb. “It’s fine to change, but feel free to foster that former self for negotiations. I didn’t travel all this way to go home with less than what I was promised.”

      She shuffled behind the soldier, who kept his distance all the way to a larger tent in the center of the compound. Each step felt like a leap over a mountain. There wasn’t a muscle in her body that didn’t hurt, and the burning on the inside of her legs from rubbing against the saddle for so long was unbearable. Almost as bad as her backside. She never wanted to sit on a horse again.

      The soldier held open the tent flap and ushered her inside. A woman who looked around the age of Jeb’s mother stood with a gasp. “You poor dear, come, sit.”

      Elizabeth shook her head, not wanting to explain about her condition. She eyed the soldier who was still pressing a knuckle to his nose.

      “I’ll take it from here,” the woman said. “You best get back to your men.” She put her arm around Elizabeth. “I’m nurse Mildred.” She nudged Elizabeth toward a cot. “Come, child. Were you attacked? Tell me about your injuries.”

      Elizabeth remained standing. “No, well, unless a tornado counts…or three of them, or bandits, or falling into river rapids.” The words fell from her lips like a confession that had weighed her down for years.

      “You have been through an ordeal. What hurts?” The woman tried to nudge her onto the cot, but Elizabeth shook her head. Another nudge and she’d fall for sure in her weakened state.

      “Um, I had to ride on a saddle, wet from the river, sharing with a man. I’m afraid my condition won’t allow me to sit.”

      The woman smiled. “I understand. I once rode for two days without stopping. I thought I’d never sit on a horse again after that. Don’t you worry. We’ll get you fixed up soon enough. I’ll have the men bring in warm water and food. I’ll get you a clean dress, and I’ll tend to your wounds and those cuts on your forehead and arms.”

      Elizabeth looked down at her hands and only now noticed the cracked, bloodied skin on her knuckles. “I must be a sight. Sorry to shock you.”

      “It’ll take more than that to shock me. I worked as a nurse on the front lines for two long years.”

      “You doctored the soldiers?”

      “Yes.” She disappeared out of the tent for a moment. “Fetch hot water and bring it in.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” a boy-like voice responded before a shadow ran across the tent wall and disappeared.

      Nurse Mildred returned with a warm smile. “Based on your accent, I’m guessing this is an uncomfortable place for you. Just to let you know, I doctored both North and South men. I’m originally from Virginia. One brother fought for the South, another for the North. I didn’t take a side.”

      Elizabeth’s chest tightened. “I’m so sorry. That must’ve been difficult.”

      Men streamed in with buckets of water. It must’ve already been heating somewhere. Elizabeth caught sight of her image on a silver plate and didn’t recognize herself. Her hair was wild, face smudged with mud and dirt and blood. She looked like she’d stepped off a battlefield herself.

      “It wasn’t easy, but they both made it home…mostly.”

      “Mostly?”

      Three men entered the tent carrying buckets with steam rising out of them. Elizabeth wiped at the smudges on her face. Each man dumped hot water into the tub and then left without a word.

      “Most of their limbs and minds made it back. They function better than most.”

      Elizabeth nodded, understanding the aftermath of the war. “You decided to continue with nursing instead of returning home to your family?”

      The three men entered again and dumped more water into the large silver tub. Nurse Mildred stuck her hand in the water, then dried it on her apron. “Yes, my husband died in the war, and I decided to continue my calling. In another few years when there are new babies to tend to, I might return, but for now, these are my sons. Sometimes we can’t choose what family we are given.”

      Elizabeth understood her words well. After several more trips, the three men had the tub filled and Nurse Mildred closed the flaps to the tent and moved a stand with material to block the view of the tub from the front opening. “Please.” She pointed to the water.

      Steam rose from the tub, and Elizabeth quickly undressed, longing to be clean. “After the river, I never thought I’d be pleased to see water again, but bless you.” She slid into the warm water, inching her red, raw thighs down into the warmth. The sting made her hiss, but she managed to lower fully into the water and settle into the heat around her sore muscles.

      “I must say, you are one strong woman. I admire that. There is so much in the world that can beat us down, but I have a feeling you’ve seen it all, faced it all, and are willing to take more to get what you want.”

      Tears pooled in Elizabeth’s eyes, and she fought hard, but that lump she’d pushed down for so long swelled into her throat. She pulled her legs to her chest and rested her forehead against her knees, unable to suppress a muffled cry.

      Nurse Mildred sat in a chair by her side, took a cup, and poured water over her back. “There, there. Let it out, dear. I have a feeling you’ve been keeping in a good cry for some time now.”

      For several minutes, Elizabeth blubbered like a child, and she didn’t even know why. She’d faced so much without shedding a single tear, but now she’d released more water than that darn river. When she finally managed to gasp air and swallow down the tears enough to speak, she shook her head and said, “I don’t know why I’m crying. There’s no reason. I don’t do this.”

      “That’s why. You’ve been strong for so long, you need a moment to let it go. Even men cry, you know.”

      “Really?”

      “I’ve seen soldiers with arms amputated cry when I had to use a needle to remove a splinter. We all have our weaknesses and our strengths. Sometimes we only need a moment to release what we’ve been holding for so long.” Nurse Mildred sunk the cup into the water and poured more soothing water over Elizabeth’s head. “Tell me about your trip.”

      Steaming water trickled through her hair, and Mildred’s fingers massaged and rubbed until Elizabeth’s hair was free of debris and mud.

      Mildred had suffered throughout the war as Elizabeth had. They’d shared the bond of loss and destruction and suffering. She trusted Mildred in a way she’d trust one of her sisters. Perhaps they were a type of sister, war-sisters.  Elizabeth told her about her days during the battles in Georgia, about her breathing problems, about Jeb’s rejection, the lies his mother had told, and their journey to the camp. By the time she finished speaking, Nurse Mildred had tended her wounds with a gentle touch, brushed Elizabeth’s hair, and helped her dress.

      “There, now you look presentable again.” Mildred winked.

      Elizabeth chuckled. “I can’t believe how long I’ve been talking. I’m so sorry. I guess I just miss my sisters. I best go see what is going on with the cattle deal.”

      Nurse Mildred hugged her unexpectedly. “You know, I always said that if I had a girl, I’d raise her to be as strong and smart as the boys.” She offered a motherly approving smile. “Just remember, it’s okay to ask for help. It’s not a weakness, but a strength to rely on others.”

      She opened her mouth to reply, but then someone else’s voice carried into the tent.

      “Elizabeth, are you in there?” Jeb’s voice from the outside of the tent made her breath catch. She smoothed her skirt and looked to Nurse Mildred.

      “You look beautiful,” Mildred said. “Beautiful enough to change a man’s mind and heart.”
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      The night air was a relief from the hot sun, and now that Jeb had cleaned up, he could check on Elizabeth. If only he had better news for her. She’d worked so hard, and he didn’t want to disappoint her.

      The tent flap opened, and Elizabeth stepped out. The simple but clean, dark green dress made her eyes look like emerald fireflies and her hair a deep red. “Wow, you look beautiful. Too beautiful to be in a camp with all these soldiers.” A realization that they stood in the center of a camp of men that probably hadn’t seen a woman in months made his muscles tense. “I think you should stay close to us until we leave in the morning.”

      Elizabeth didn’t protest like he’d expected. Perhaps she knew the dangers. The thought of her exposed to so much during the war made him want to hold her until she forgot the past.

      “What happened with the deal? Are we set?” Elizabeth asked in a businesslike tone.

      Jeb removed his hat and rubbed the back of his neck.

      “What is it?” Elizabeth’s fingers feathered his elbow.

      “It’s nothing.”

      “It’s something. You always do that when you’re stalling to think of what to say.” Elizabeth pointed to his hat, and then to his hand on the back of his neck.

      He chuckled. “Guess I can’t hide much from you. That happens when men ride together for days at a time. You get to know each other like brothers.”

      Elizabeth bit her bottom lip, and if he didn’t know better, he’d think she was upset about something he’d said, but for the life of him, he couldn’t figure out what. He cleared his throat. “Right, well, Colonel Richardson couldn’t meet with me at this time.”

      “Understandable, it’s late and hard to see in the dark. Maybe he wants to inspect the cattle in the morning,” she said, but the way she clasped her hands in front of her waist spoke otherwise. Perhaps he’d learned about her mannerisms, too.

      Jeb offered his arm, and she took it as if they were on the way to a church picnic. “I get the suspicion that Colonel Richardson is going to be difficult. One of the men said that there’s a lot of cattle in Texas that only needs to be rounded up.”

      With a pat to his arm and a yawn, Elizabeth followed him to a tent at the outskirts of camp near the cattle. “You have to remind him that you’re the only man that can deliver those cattle. Despite bandits, storms, and rivers.”

      The smell of beans filled the air drawing them both toward the men eating while watching the cattle.

      “And the Fire Lady.”

      Elizabeth tripped and nearly landed in Teddy’s lap. Jeb kept her upright and squeezed her into his side, but she pushed away and settled next to Teddy on a stool.

      It didn’t feel right with her being so far away. She’d been in his arms for so many hours that the world felt cold and empty without her near him. If only he knew for sure whether she’d lie to him or try to manipulate him. Was he going to be his father, or a man who protected his home, land, and men?

      “When do you think we can head back to the ranch?” Samuel asked. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy to be here to eat and sleep, but I’m ready to get back to Elizabeth’s real cooking. I want some pie.”

      Elizabeth giggled, a soft, happy sound. One that Jeb wanted to hear more often. The trip had been trying on them all, but she looked thin and tired. He worried she’d done too much.

      “Jeb Clayton,” a deep voice sounded from behind him. He turned to see Colonel Richardson offer his hand. “Glad you made it. I heard about your encounter with those men. Did you say there were five? One has a large scar on the side of his face?”

      “Yes, that’s right. How did you know?” Jeb asked.

      “They’ve been robbing stagecoaches, banks, and mail for the past few weeks. I’ve dispatched men to chase them down, but they always manage to elude us…except the other day. One fell off his horse because he’d been shot.”

      “Can’t he tell you about the other men?” Elizabeth stood and joined them. As Jeb had feared, the colonel’s gaze roamed the length of her.

      “I haven’t had the pleasure. I’m Richardson, Colonel Richardson.”

      “Pleased to meet you, I’m Elizabeth McKinnie,” she said with a curtsy. “So what did the man say?”

      Colonel Richardson bent over, took her hand, and kissed her knuckles. Jeb wanted to snatch her hand away, but that wouldn’t be wise in their current circumstance. “Afraid the man wasn’t much use before he died. He only ranted crazy things about a Fire Lady witch who cursed them.”

      All the men burst into laughter. Samuel fell out off his stool and pounded his fist against the ground for extra drama.

      Colonel Richardson scratched his temple. “What did I say?”

      Teddy managed to stop laughing long enough to say something. “You’re famous, Elizabeth.”

      She coyly dropped her chin to her chest and smiled.

      “You? You’re the fire-haired witch?” Colonel Richardson asked in a celebratory tone and wide grin.

      “No, I’m only a woman with unruly hair that had a rifle.”

      Colonel Richardson still hadn’t let go of Elizabeth’s hand and actually tugged her toward him. “Witches are not to be messed with. We should lock you up for such a crime.”

      Jeb had enough and stepped between them. “She’s no witch.”

      “Relax, I was only teasing.” Colonel Richardson took a step back, but his gaze returned to Elizabeth. “I’d love to speak with you further this evening.”

      “It’s late and she needs her rest,” Jeb said, attempting to keep the hate from his voice. “Nurse Mildred said she needs to eat and go straight to sleep.”

      “If nurse Mildred said that, then please, do not waste another minute speaking with me.” He removed his hat and bowed at Elizabeth as if she were royalty. “Besides, Jeb and I need to go look at some cattle, right?”

      Jeb wanted to usher the man away as quick as possible, cattle was a good enough reason as any.

      Elizabeth curtsied. “It has been a pleasure, Colonel Richardson.”

      “Please, call me Nate.”

      “Nate. I hope to see you before we leave in the morning.”

      He stepped to the side and tilted his head for Jeb to follow him toward the cattle. “I shall look forward to it.”

      Colonel Richardson waved a hand, sending two men hustling ahead. The men held lanterns out in front of them guiding them through the darkness away from the main camp. In the dim light, Jeb made out the outline of a cannon and men huddled around it.

      Jeb had disliked Colonel Richardson when he’d met him the first time, but now he really didn’t like him. And there was no way he was going to let him get his hands on a sweet girl like Elizabeth. Especially when she was his responsibility right now.

      Once they were out of hearing range, Colonel Richardson clapped Jeb on the back. “Tell me about your friend, Elizabeth.”

      “She’s with me.”

      Colonel Richardson stopped in his tracks, causing both of the men riding at their sides to turn around and backtrack. The muted light highlighted the man’s face, showing a few minimal scars on his chin and cheek. “You brought your wife on this trip?”

      “No, of course not. She is…was…my betrothed.”

      “Was?” The way Colonel Richardson’s bushy eyebrow raised, Jeb knew he’d just given an open invitation for his advances toward Elizabeth.

      “It’s complicated. We should focus on business.” Jeb pointed to the cattle. Crickets sounded around them, marginally soothing the tension in Jeb’s shoulders.

      “I have time to listen, but if you do not wish to speak about it, I understand a broken heart.” Colonel Richardson started walking again, as did the men holding the lanterns.

      “No, it’s not that,” Jeb protested.

      Colonel Richardson rubbed his jaw. “Of course not. It never is.”

      Jeb ground his teeth, forcing himself not to say anymore to the man. After they’d inspected each cow in the herd at least twice, Colonel Richardson said, “The number is here, but you were late.”

      “I told you about our troubles.”

      Colonel Richardson patted the back of one of the cows. “What makes you think you can make twice the distance with three times the cattle?” He laughed. “And with a woman, no less.”

      Jeb stuck his thumbs in his vest pocket to keep from punching the man and his condescending tone. “I’ll take more precautions and hire more men. It won’t be a problem. I told you I’d deliver these cattle, and I did.”

      “Late.”

      “By hours, not days. No one is starving at this camp.” Jeb forced the sarcasm from his voice, but the words had still slipped through. What was wrong with him? He was a businessman, not some love-sick teenager fighting over a woman.

      Colonel Richardson nodded, but Jeb saw the decision flash on his face with a tick at the corner of his eye. “Yes, because I won’t let that happen. I’ll pay you what we agreed upon for this, but I’ll sleep on my answer for the next delivery. I’m thinking you’re not the right man for the job.”

      “We are the right team. You don’t know us, but we work together like no other ranch. We might be unorthodox, but we get the job done. These cows are plump and well-cared for, and all here on the day promised. You won’t get better service than this.”

      “You have my answer, son.” Colonel Richardson’s superior, condescending tone left a sour taste in Jeb’s mouth, but he gritted his teeth to keep the next words inside. They needed this deal, so he couldn’t call him out for being a washed-out soldier that didn’t fit in his uniform anymore because he’d become a paper pusher who didn’t understand the first thing about cattle. Most of all, he wanted to call him out for underestimating his team, including Elizabeth. Instead of saying any of that, he stood still and watched the Colonel walk away.

      In the morning, he’d be able to state his case more clearly. The cows were settled, and soldiers were helping to watch them, so the men had shorter shifts. After a good night’s sleep, he’d be able to make a deal. That was what Jeb was best at, cool, calculated conversation that led to the desirable outcome.

      For now, though, Jeb hurried back to the men.

      Elizabeth welcomed him with a warm smile and bright eyes. “How did it go?”

      “Fine. We’ll speak on the details in the morning.” He removed his hat and placed his hand on the back of his neck before he spotted Elizabeth’s analyzing gaze. He held his hat to his chest and nodded. “Goodnight.”

      He waited for her to enter the small tent the men had given her to use, and then he walked over to his men. “I want someone watching the cattle, but you men sleep close to Elizabeth’s tent.”

      “Already planned to, boss.” Teddy saluted mockingly, then settled onto his saddle blanket with his men.

      Jeb went to the large tree near the cattle and sat, looking at the stars. It was a beautiful, bright sky, but he preferred to see it from his own property. He liked working his land, but the cattle drives were long and reminded him too much of living without comfort when he was young and poor. He wanted to be done with that. He wanted to sleep in a bed every night and wake to food on a table each morning.

      He closed his eyes and dreamed of the front porch and a little girl with scarlet hair and pale skin rocking in a white swing. Over by the barn, a strapping young boy with dark hair and tan skin was feeding the chickens. The front door swung open, and Elizabeth stepped out with a round belly and a beautiful smile.

      The dream faded, and he rolled over to find someone moving in the distance. He blinked, half certain he was still dreaming when he saw that it was Elizabeth. Light from the moon reflected off her red hair, illuminating its length, so he knew it was her. Besides, there was only one or two other women in camp.

      He bolted up and jogged to where the tents were lined up neatly, and then she stopped at Colonel Richardson’s tent. After a moment, he stepped out to greet her, and then she went inside. The colonel remained outside and scanned the area, as if checking for anyone who’d see him, then disappeared inside his tent.

      Jeb’s blood boiled. He took off toward Elizabeth, but four soldiers stepped out from behind one of the tents and stopped him. “This area isn’t open to you. Return to your men.”

      For a second, Jeb thought about fighting them, muscling his way into Colonel Richardson’s tent and demanding to know what was happening, but he’d never make it. He needed to be smarter. He shoved the men from him, but instead of fighting, he held up his hands before turning and walking toward the cattle.

      Unfortunately, the men followed him all the way back to his tree. The entire time, his mind raced about what could be happening to Elizabeth McKinnie.
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      The smell of tobacco and leather filled the tent. It was a larger temporary home compared to any of the others with a desk, chairs, and a cot. Being a colonel had its advantages, she could see.

      “Can I offer you something to drink?” Colonel Nate Richardson asked.

      Elizabeth knew she was already taking a significant risk being in this man’s tent without a chaperone. “No, thank you. I came alone with the understanding that you are a gentleman. A man of honor among your men.”

      “Yes, you are safe with me.” Colonel Richardson angled his face to the side. She could tell that he’d once been a good-looking man with strong cheekbones and bright eyes, but it was now hidden under some excess skin, scars, and sweat. “I must admit that I was shocked to discover that a woman such as yourself rode with those men all the way here. If you don’t mind me saying, it is no place for a well-bred lady like you.”

      Elizabeth forced a coy smile and flutter of her lashes. “Yes, well, I’m stronger and more capable than I look, but I assure you that I am not the reason you should agree to the contract with Jeb Clayton.”

      “Ah, now we turn to business. That’s a shame, I thought we were having an enjoyable conversation.” Nate gestured to the two chairs. After pouring himself two fingers of what she guessed was whisky, he sat down in the chair by her side.

      Elizabeth crossed her ankles and clasped her hands together, sitting straight and tall. “These men that have delivered the cattle to you are the finest ranchers I have ever seen. They worked together like a perfectly choreographed dance when they drove the herd. Not one was lost as a stray. They did not select one undesirable animal to deliver.”

      “Animals that we could round up ourselves if we had a mind to.”

      “Now, Colonel Richardson.”

      “I told you to call me Nate, please.”

      “Nate.” She fluttered her lashes and smiled. “We both know that you have your hands full with civilizing this part of our country. You do not have time to send men hundreds, if not thousands of miles to round up and drive cattle to your fort. And even if you did, what do your men know about ranching?”

      Nate leaned back, crossing an ankle over his other knee before he took a swig, and then lowered the cup to his lap. “You have a persuasive argument.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Let me ask you something. If I’m to accept this contract, will you be among the ones driving the cattle to the fort?”

      Elizabeth bit her bottom lip, but then forced herself not to give too much away. “I thought you said that driving cattle wasn’t the right place for a woman like me.”

      Nate laughed. “I see you are not only skilled at negotiating, but the ways of conversating.”

      “I had six sisters and three brothers, conversation and negotiating were a daily necessity in our home.” Elizabeth forced a breath, but if her pulse didn’t stop hammering against her wrist and neck, she thought she’d jump out of her skin.

      Nate stood and poured himself another drink. “I’m fascinated. Tell me what brought you to such a job, and will you continue with working as a cook?”

      Elizabeth toyed with the lace sleeve of her borrowed dress, then looked up at the colonel with hooded eyes. “I will do whatever God leads me to do.”

      He swirled the dark liquid in the cup. “Let’s be honest here. You want me to contract with Clayton, and I want more information about you. I suggest a trade.”

      The noises of snoozing men and distant animals made her realize just how alone and vulnerable she was. And his words were broaching indecency.

      “Now, I thought you believed me to be a gentleman. I only wish to know your story.”

      Elizabeth released a hint of her anxiety with a small exhale and nodded. “You will offer the contract to Jeb if I tell you my story?”

      “Yes, I love an intriguing tale. And madam, I believe you are going to tell me a great one.”

      Elizabeth cleared her throat. “As you can guess, I’m Southern, so after the war, I had nothing left. No home, no brothers, no parents, only sisters. Seven of us in total and none with husbands. With all our men dead, we had no choice but to search for men outside our home, so we agreed to be mail-order brides. When I arrived at my destination, there was a mix-up and I did not have a husband.” She flashed to the memory of Jeb Clayton ripping her dress, insulting her, and turning her away. And after their conversation on their way here, she understood why.

      “At that point I had two choices: return home as a burden to my older sister, whom I knew would never accept her betrothed and leave me behind, or find a way to make it work on the ranch. I found a way to make it work. The men liked my food, the cook was thrown off the ranch for being a drunkard, and I took his place.”

      “How fascinating. And you plan to keep traveling and cooking? Certainly, a woman of your beauty and domestic talents could find a husband easily,” Nate said with a lift of brow and inviting smile.

      “Perhaps, but I have no desire to belong to a man. If I can care for myself, I will never have to follow orders and be a slave to anyone.”

      Nate settled back into his chair, but he scooted closer to Elizabeth, his knee nearly touching hers. “I see. What if I told you that you could be married and still live a life of freedom, only dealing with a husband a few months out of a year?”

      Elizabeth shrugged. “I’m not sure what I would say.”

      “What if I told you that you would have money to travel to visit with your sisters, and that I have no need of any children, only companionship a few months a year?”

      “No children?”

      “I have seven from my first wife. They are grown, and my wife is gone. Think of it, Elizabeth. You could live a life of leisure on my family estate in New York. It is grand, and you would have servants instead of serving yourself.”

      Elizabeth swallowed. “It sounds…good.” Could she ever be happy up north? Did she want a house full of servants with no husband or children? She didn’t want to be a baby maker for a husband, but she’d never considered being without children of her own forever.

      “It appears you have much to think about.” He stood and offered his hand to her. “Think about it, Elizabeth. You could have a husband, but also your independence. An equal in life.”

      She rose and allowed him to kiss her cheek. “I’ll consider your offer on the way back to our ranch. Once I reach Sherman, I’ll send a message with my answer.”

      He escorted her outside the tent and waved one of his men over. “You are a tough negotiator, and hopefully an equally challenging wife.”

      Nate nodded to the soldier and then returned to his tent. Elizabeth followed him but stopped only three steps away. By the edge of the tent stood Jeb with a look that she’d never seen before, but before she could ask him what was wrong, he turned and disappeared into the darkness.
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      The morning bugle called the warning that sunrise was coming, and with it the reality of what Jeb had seen last night. Elizabeth, the woman he’d begun to open his heart to, wanted another man. A man she’d only met a day ago. Was she that desperate for a husband?

      “Boss, how far you think we’ll get today?” Samuel asked.

      Jeb slung his saddle blanket over his horse. “As far as we can.”

      Sounds of birds chirping confirmed that daybreak was coming, and with it the light he needed to guide him home.

      Teddy stood by his horse and looked around. “Where’s Elizabeth?”

      “Don’t know. Assume she’s staying behind.”

      “Why’d she do that?” Bart asked.

      Jeb settled his saddle onto the horse and secured it. “So she can marry Colonel Richardson.”

      Teddy laughed. “I think you need more sleep.”

      “I’ll sleep at home. I’ve got to set up another meeting this week. Don’t worry, boys, even if Colonel Richardson doesn’t agree to our terms this morning, the money we’ll get from this drive will carry us to the next. It won’t be an instant-rich kind of ranch, but we’ll manage.” Jeb wasn’t sure if he was saying this to his men for their sake, or his own. “Payment should be delivered at first light. Get the men ready, we leave immediately after.”

      Teddy and the rest of hands huddled around the troughs and mumbled. Jeb was in no mood to discuss anything about Elizabeth or what had happened last night, but then Teddy looked at him and he just knew he was going to ask.

      Fortunately, two soldiers approached with a sack in hand. “Here is your payment.”

      Jeb took it and put it in his saddlebag to settle with the men at their first stop. “We deducted for the supplies you requested. One of the soldiers pointed to his men around the trough and two sacks full of food they were already nibbling on. With a nod of confirmation, Jeb returned to tending to his horse.

      “I was beginning to think you were never going to get up and head out.” Elizabeth’s voice captured his attention and wouldn’t let it go, but he refused to look at her. She placed a hand on his shoulder, but he shrugged it off and moved to the other side of his horse.

      “You going back with us?” Jeb asked.

      Elizabeth laughed nervously. “Yes, of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      As if answering her question, Richardson said, “Good morning, Elizabeth.” His voice was like a bullet through Jeb’s chest, his words stinging his insides.

      “Good morning,” Elizabeth said in a breathy tone. “I wasn’t sure I’d see you before we left.”

      “If you’re going with us, you can ride with Samuel. I’m not paying for another saddle,” Jeb said in a cold, angry tone.

      “I’d be happy to give you my best saddle, but you are welcome to stay here, and I can provide safe and more comfortable passage for you.” He took Elizabeth’s hand and pressed a kiss to her knuckles.

      “No, thank you. I’d like to stay with the men and see this to the end. I was about to tell Jeb about the agreement.”

      “Yes, there is that.” Richardson stepped around his horse and faced Jeb with a smug grin. “Your darling cook has persuaded me to continue our arrangement. I expect the cattle to arrive within thirty days at the fort.”

      “Thirty days?” He glowered at the man. “That’s insane. We need to return to the ranch, then gather and brand the cattle within two weeks to make the almost fourteen-day trek to the fort.” It had taken far more preparation to make the few days they had just completed to the camp.

      “Yes, that is correct.” He about-faced like a good solider and took Elizabeth’s hand, bending over and kissing it again, as if she were some princess. “And I’ll expect to hear from you soon.”

      Elizabeth curtsied, then remained still until Richardson returned to his men and they all headed off. “Did you hear that? We did it. You’ve got the contract.”

      “Yes, but at what price?” Jeb said with a sour taste flooding his mouth.

      Elizabeth blinked at him. “Right. I know it’ll be difficult to make that deadline, but we can do it if we all work together.”

      “Together? There is no together, you’re leaving when we get home, remember?”

      Elizabeth stumbled back. “I thought….I thought I’d be staying on at the ranch.”

      Flies buzzed around Jeb’s horse, and he shooed them away from his face and grabbed his reins. “Won’t you be in New York with your new husband?”

      Without waiting for a response, he mounted his horse and bolted to the edge of camp to wait for his men. If he had his way, they’d ride straight through to the ranch, but it wasn’t an option. They needed to feed and water the horses and rest, but it would only take a third of the time to return to the ranch. It would be the longest day and a half of his life, though. He kept hearing Richardson’s words over and over in his head. You are a tough negotiator, and hopefully an equally challenging wife.

      He barked at the men to load up and move out. The faster he arrived home, the faster he could round up the cattle, brand them, and deliver them in time to get paid. And most importantly, the faster he’d get Elizabeth off his land.
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      Elizabeth thought she’d fall from her horse. They’d ridden so hard, and even with her own saddle, she still felt the rawness on her skin. Jeb had avoided her all the way, placing men between them and taking first shift to keep an eye out for the bandits. When they reached the edge of Clayton Ranch land, she thought she’d cry.

      They drove in with Mary standing and waving on the porch. “Food’s ready. Get the horses settled and we’ll eat.”

      Jeb passed his horse off to Samuel and headed for the house without a word. He marched up the steps and disappeared.

      Elizabeth shook her head, still unable to decipher why Jeb was angry with her.

      “Go ahead. I’ll tend to your horse,” Samuel offered. “How’s your breathing?”

      “I’m fine, Samuel. Thanks.”

      He took her reins and guided her horse toward the rest of the men, but Elizabeth followed him. “I think you should talk to him.”

      Teddy and the rest of the men nodded their agreement.

      “I wish I knew what he was so mad about,” she said.

      Samuel cleared his throat. “I think he likes you.”

      Elizabeth laughed. “No, I don’t think that’s the problem.”

      Teddy rested a hand on her shoulder. “It is, and he thinks you’re going to run off and marry that Colonel. He heard you outside his tent. I told him that don’t sound like you, but he said he heard it with his own ears.”

      “Oh.” A sting glazed her skin. She bowed her head and studied the dirt on her hands. “That’s why Jeb said that. He must’ve heard us at the colonel’s tent.

      “Say it isn’t true,” Samuel pleaded.

      Elizabeth didn’t know what to say. What were her options? If Jeb wanted her gone, she had no say about staying.

      “He may not know it yet, but that man is falling in love with you,” Teddy said. “I seen it in his eyes. Men get all turned upside down over a good woman, and you’re the best.” He squeezed her shoulder in an awkward attempt at a fatherly moment.

      She patted his hand but didn’t say anything. She didn’t know what to say, but she had to settle on something by the time she reached the house. A heaviness covered her chest, as if to steal her breath from her. She left the men near the barn and shuffled toward the house, stalling to think of the right words. Mary stood inside the door as Jeb shoveled some meat and potatoes into his mouth.

      There would be no reasoning with him. He’d made up his mind, but she had to try. “Listen, you only think you heard something, but it isn’t true. I didn’t agree to marry Nate. I was trying to make a deal, so this ranch would flourish like you wanted. I did it for you.”

      Jeb dropped his fork with a clank. “You sold yourself to save this ranch? That’s what you’re telling me?”

      Fury raises her fists and propels her toward him. “You take that back. I’d never sell myself to any man. Actually, he offered me a comfortable life in which he didn’t demand me to be a baby factory.”

      “So you don’t want kids. Fine, go marry him, but don’t say you did it for the ranch.”

      Elizabeth clutched her hair tight at her scalp and stomped her foot. “You are an impossible man! I didn’t tell him I would marry him. I told him I’d think about it.”

      “Then I’ll let you get to thinking.” Jeb abandoned his plate and headed for the door, but she sidestepped to block his path.

      “You listen to me and believe what I’m saying. There are only two reasons I entertained the conversation. One was to make sure you were given that contract, because I knew it meant everything to you.”

      He glowered down at her with dark eyes and a snarl. “I had it handled.”

      “That’s right, because you don’t need anyone to help ever. You’re always in control. Well, I’ve got news for you, everyone needs help from time to time.”

      “You don’t need help,” he accused, closing the last bit of space between them. “You have everything handled, right? Instead of talking to me about the cattle deal, you decided to go into a man’s tent in the dead of night to negotiate. You’re lucky the only offer he made was to be your husband.  There was no one there to defend your honor. No chaperone to protect you.”

      “You don’t care about my honor, you’re mad that I went behind your back. Listen to me, sometimes men are too stubborn to reach a deal because they must be stronger, and bolder than the other man. I used a softer approach, and it worked.”

      “It worked all right. We have twenty-eight days to deliver or we’re done.”

      “At least you have a chance. That’s more than you had before I spoke to him.”

      “Right, and the second reason?” Jeb said with a dismissive wave. “What?”

      “You said there were two reasons. What was the second?” Jeb studied his fingernails, as if her words didn’t require his undivided attention.

      “Because I need to survive, and you want to kick me out of here. Where am I supposed to go in a world of men? All you want from us is babies and food.”

      “So, you did think you would marry him. I knew you lied. Once a liar, always a liar.”

      She stomped her foot and let out a frustrated, muffled scream. “Liar? I’ve never lied to you, but you’re too stubborn to see that. Not all of us are like the women your father knew. Not all of us will laugh at you and demoralize you for your money. I didn’t lie, I negotiated.”

      “Some negotiator you are. You think you’re worth that much?”

      A chill settled deep into her bones, and the anger faded, replaced by grief. Grief at the realization that he would never see her as anything but a lying, cheating woman. “I’m worth a lot more than you could ever offer me,” she said in a cold tone.

      Jeb lifted his chin and looked over her head. “Then why are you still here?”

      It was like her red hair caught fire and her scalp burned with hatred. She slapped him as hard as she could across that smug face and marched outside. Temper flaring, she ran out to the fields to be with the cows. They were better company than men.
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      The sting on his cheek didn’t last as long as the ache in his gut.

      “Well, aren’t you the fool,” Ma said before clearing his plate from the table.

      He whirled on her. “You forget she lied to me, and then the moment I started to trust her, she lied to me again.”

      “She didn’t lie to you, she negotiated.”

      Jeb paced the floor to the stairs, then turned and paced back, unable to let go of an energy that made him want to jump from his skin. “Negotiated my deal behind my back using her feminine ways. That’s exactly what women did to Pa.”

      “Your pa was a drunkard who allowed himself to be fooled. He believed what he wanted to believe,” Ma said with a hint of pain in her voice.

      “Doesn’t matter, the women still used the ways they have to convince him. That’s exactly what Elizabeth did to Colonel Richardson. She used her way to make a deal. She’s exactly the type of woman I don’t want in my life. A liar, a manipulator. I will not be like Pa.”

      Ma let out a loud sigh. “She did it for you, because she cares about you. The women who manipulated your pa were saloon girls who didn’t care about him.” She sank to the bench and settled her hands in her lap. “Yes, women use their feminine gifts to get what they want at times. Did you ever stop and think why we have to do that?”

      “No.” He shot her a sideways glance but kept pacing.

      “Because we have no rights. We can’t vote, we can’t have jobs, we can’t own land. If a man is in control of everything, how do we get what we need in life? Men use muscles, brains, and respect to earn wages and own homes. Woman have one tool they can access in their life, and it can save a woman from many things, including an unhappy marriage. You don’t think that I knew what your father was doing?”

      Jeb stopped dead in his tracks.

      “Every time he left to find a drink and a woman meant he wasn’t around me and he couldn’t harm you. I didn’t tell him he could go because he demanded it. I would smile and cook him food because it kept him thinking he was in control. A man who doesn’t feel in control is like a rabid animal with fists.”

      Jeb sucked in a gut-punching breath. “I…I always thought those women stole him from us.”

      Ma removed her apron and set it on the table, then took his hands in hers, tugging him down to sit by her side. “No, son. I gave him to them.”

      The room tilted, and his head throbbed with too many words bombarding him at once. “But I remember those women. They’d say anything to get what they wanted.”

      She gripped his hands tighter. “Honey, they were prostitutes. They were paid to say whatever a man wanted to hear, and to take whatever they could to survive. Elizabeth isn’t a prostitute. She used her gifts to help you.”

      “Why would she do that?”

      “I think you know, son.”

      He yanked his hands away and paced back to the stairs. The saloon girls’ taunts and laughter from his childhood echoed in his head, the women hanging all over his pa and stealing his money, flashed like a revolving door that he couldn’t escape. “She still lied to me when she arrived. I can’t trust a woman who lies.”

      “Then you can’t trust me.”

      He faced his mother with a headshake and narrowed brows. “Why are you trying to cover for her? We have each other, we don’t need anyone else.”

      “You won’t have me much longer.” Ma removed a piece of paper from her pocket, and his breath caught like a fishhook to his lungs.

      He rushed to her side and looked down at her, analyzing her gaze. “You dying?”

      “No. Getting married.”

      He collapsed onto the bench at the table. “What?”

      Ma laughed. “Yep, it appears I was able to get rid of the past easier than you. I decided to let love into my heart again, and it feels amazing. I only hope you can do it someday.”

      “Who?” He struggled to find a man that his ma would’ve had time to get to know and fall in love with all unnoticed. Why would she ever want to marry again?

      “Mister Krause. We will be married in a few weeks. I’ll be moving into his home.”

      “That shack?”

      Ma slammed the piece of paper onto the table by his arms. “Just remember where you came from. He’s not near as poor as we were. He’s a good man, and if you’d ever give up a precious moment of your time to meet a neighbor, you might know that.” She removed her hand and headed for the door. “After you read that, I hope you go find Elizabeth and grovel for her forgiveness. I only hope she makes you grovel long and hard before she accepts you.” Ma bolted from the room in a wave of skirts. Was that a new dress? Had she started fixing her hair different? When did all this happen.

      He was nauseous from all the craziness his ma had spouted at him. How long had she even known Krause? What kind of man was he?

      Jeb opened the piece of paper and read the note. His head throbbed with a pulse-pounding pressure. “No, this isn’t true.”

      He marched outside to face his mother. “What is this? Did you make this up to have me fall prey to Elizabeth’s ways?”

      “No. You may hate me forever, but I didn’t know if you should marry that girl. I thought you might be like your pa and fall prey to some woman I didn’t know anything about, so I kept the letter when it arrived so that I could see what kind of woman she was. I had no idea she’d be as perfect as she is. It was my fault, my suspicions that I carried throughout these years, that I imprinted onto you. Frederick showed me that relationships can be about sharing and trust. It’s my fault about the lie when you met Elizabeth, but the ordeal with the colonel? That’s all on you. You best go find that woman before she heads out to New York thinking her only option is to accept that proposal.”

      Jeb scanned the area, not sure what he wanted or where he should go. Elizabeth had roped him and branded him at some point. If he didn’t do something, he’d wander a lonely pasture forever. That was what he wanted though, right? there was no room in his life for such nonsense as feelings, not if he wanted to be successful.

      He paced. Glanced at his mother, then at his feet. Had she really found love again? The way she smiled, held her head a little higher, was that all because of this Krause fella?

      Samuel came racing in on horseback, and Jeb knew instantly there was something wrong. Jeb ran up to him as he pulled to a stop.

      “What’s wrong? Is it Elizabeth? Did she leave?”

      Samuel dismounted, removed his hat and eyed ma before turning back to him. “No, it’s the cattle. They’re dying.”
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      With the sun shining in the sky, and with the promise of the hundred dollars she’d earned, Elizabeth knew it was time to let go of the dream of Clayton Ranch. She placed her carpetbag on the bench and opened her arms to say goodbye to Mary.

      “You don’t have to go,” Mary pleaded. “Give him a chance. He just needs more time.”

      “No. I’m not staying here any longer,” Elizabeth said flatly. She’d been waiting two days for Jeb to speak with her, but each day, he left before sunrise and didn’t return until late in the night.

      Mary straightened Elizabeth’s bonnet and held her at arm’s length with a pleading gaze. “Then you’re going to marry Colonel Richardson.”

      “No.” She slid from Mary’s arms and headed for the door. “I’m going to get my money so that I can figure out what I can do next. The hundred dollars will keep me going until I can figure something out.”

      Elizabeth opened the front door of the house that had almost felt like a home and stepped back into the world. Outside, she spotted Teddy by the barn, working on a horse that apparently had something jammed in its hoof. She joined him, still wishing there was something she could do to help the men figure out their cattle sickness dilemma.

      She couldn’t stop herself from at least asking.

      “Is it bad? How many cattle so far?”

      “A dozen that we’ve found. We can still make it if we figure out how they’re getting sick.”

      “If not?”

      Teddy let the horse’s leg go, and he stood to face her. “Then there won’t be a Clayton Ranch any longer.”

      She felt that bad news like a punch to the gut. She didn’t feel right about asking for the money now, but what choice did she have? Jeb had made it clear that even if she wanted to involve herself, this wasn’t her problem. It was time for her to go.

      What would she do now? She wasn’t a great ranch hand, but she could still do other things. Maybe work as a cook in town or something.

      “Now that’s an ever-loving shame,” a deep, dark voice said before a man with a scar stepped around the side of the barn, a gun pointed at them both.

      Elizabeth backed away but hit something solid, and she turned to find another man who looked just as ugly and mean. Then three more stepped out. “Who are you? What do you want?”

      “Darlin’ you don’t remember us?” He looked to his men. “The Fire Lady doesn’t remember us.”

      The man behind her stepped into the back of her leg, forcing her forward.

      Scar-face approached with a lip-curling snarl. “The men thought you were a witch with your wild hair flailing about in the wind. You’re not so scary now. Not with the hair tucked back and no rifle in your hand.” He took another step toward Elizabeth, but Teddy lunged between them.

      Before she could scream, Scar-face hit him upside the head with the handle of his gun. Teddy went down hard. She fell to her knees and found blood oozing from Teddy’s head. “You didn’t have to do that!”

      “You scream again and I’ll hit you, too. Besides, yes I did have to hit him. According to our new friend, these men are lovesick over you.” Scar-face pointed behind her. When she turned, she saw Cookie.

      “You would do this to us?” Elizabeth screeched more than spoke to Cookie. “You were a part of this family.”

      “Was. You done took them away from me.” Cookie spit and then wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve.

      “Scoundrel.” If they got their hands on Jeb, she wasn’t sure what they’d do to him. They’d warned her that screaming would be punished, but she didn’t care. She had to warn him, so she turned and screamed toward the barn, “Jeb run!”

      “Quiet her,” Scar-face ordered. “Take her in the barn. Most of the men are out looking into the cattle, that only leaves two inside.” He grabbed hold of her hair, yanking her face to his. “We’ve been watching you since you got back to the ranch. Not much protection out here.”

      Elizabeth swung at him but couldn’t reach his face before he yanked her up by her hair, grabbed her around the waist, and tossed her to one of the other men. She flailed and kicked but couldn’t manage to break free, and a hand over her mouth kept her from screaming.

      Scar-face and three of his men walked ahead into the barn, while one dragged her inside. Jeb must’ve heard the commotion, but he hadn’t run. Instead, he’d come outside, his sidearm drawn Samuel at his side.

      Scar-face pressed a gun to her temple and laughed. “I wouldn’t do that unless you want this pretty little woman to have a hole in her head.”

      Jeb’s face turned crimson. His gaze darted from Scar-face to Elizabeth to the barn door back to Elizabeth. He shook his head and his eyes narrowed.

      “Don’t do it” Scar-face hoisted her up against his chest until her feet dangled beneath her

      Jeb growled, but he tossed his gun into the hay. Samuel shot him a sideways glance, but Jeb shook his head and Samuel tossed his gun, too.

      She struggled for air through the hand over her mouth and part of her nose. Kicking and thrashing, she fought with all her strength but couldn’t break free.

      “Get control of her,” Scar-face said, but she didn’t listen. She used her feet as leverage against the stall door and pushed backwards, knocking the bully behind her against the wall enough for her to pull free.

      She raced for the pitch fork in the corner, grabbed hold and swung around ready to impale the man. With a hop she jabbed at the man, but he lept out of the way.

      More hands grabbed her from behind and hurled her to the ground. The pitch fork tumbled from her hands. She scurried to get it, but they held her to the ground. “Take her to the hayloft and tie her up. If she makes any more noise, shoot that man.” He pointed his gun at Teddy.

      She didn’t know what to do. If she fought, Teddy died, and if she didn’t, God only knew what would happen to them all. Even with the man’s hand gone from her mouth, she was struggling to breathe.

      No. No. No. She couldn’t have an episode now.

      She caught a glimpse of Samuel’s wide eyes, he tried to step forward, but Jeb held him back.

      Calm down, just breathe.

      Jeb moved toward her, but Scar-face stood between them. “Can’t you see something’s wrong? What did you do to her?”

      Elizabeth tried to speak. “No…him.”

      Samuel shook his head. “I can’t keep your secret no more.”

      She tried to cough, but she couldn’t. There was no air to release. Whatever was there was trapped. “Help…me,” she wheezed.

      “She can’t breathe” Samuel said. “She’s got some sort of breathing issues. I’ve known about it since before the drive, but I promised to keep her secret. I’m sorry, boss.”

      Jeb looked between them. “You should’ve told me.”

      “She didn’t want to on account you already said she was weak and no good if she had trouble with breathing. I wanted to tell you, but we all wanted her to go on the drive on account of her cooking. She begged, and I agreed.” He shrugged and sighed. “Guess you were right about those feminine ways and all.”

      She only saw fuzzy outlines of men standing over her through her blurred vision. She clutched at her neck, tugging the collar of her dress from her throat. Wheezing, coughing, choking, she tried to cry out, but not even a whistle of air made a sound from her lips.  Powerless, she laid their wanting to fight the enemy, but all she could do was fight to breathe.

      The man behind her hauled her up by her waist. “What do you want me to do with her?”

      “Ignore her, there are more pressing matters now. It’s time for us to negotiate. As you can see, this place isn’t safe. You need protection. Me and my boys are willing to provide such protection for let’s say, forty percent of your earnings. We’ll escort you to and from deliveries and guarantee your safety.”

      “Never,” Jeb growled.

      Elizabeth blinked through the stinging tears that streaked down her face and clouded her vision. He was speaking to the bandits, but his eyes were trained on her. If she didn’t know better, she’d think he cared.

      “Then we can take care of your woman for you.” Scar-face knelt by her side and pinched her cheeks tight. “And we’ll burn your barn and home down.”

      Scar-face threw her away and stood again. “Of course, there is that issue with your dying cattle. You need to resolve that quick, because for each cow that dies, one of your men will, too.”

      “Her lips are turning blue,” Samuel yelled. “Do something!”

      Maniacal laughter filled the barn.

      “Better think fast,” Scar-face said. “Tick, tock. Tick, tock. Oh, there is one more thing. Where’s the money from your last deal? We tried to hit you on the way back, but you never rested long enough for us to catch you. Thanks to an old friend, though, we found you good enough.”

      Elizabeth strained to lift her head enough to see what the men turned to look at. Cookie.

      Jeb stepped toward him with murder in his gaze.

      “Not so fast,” Scar-face said.

      The men and the world around Elizabeth faded. Their words in a tunnel far in the distance. She struggled to hear Scar-face’s next words.

      “We still need him. What say you, Cookie? Where would your old boss hide the money?”

      “I know just wheres to find it. You don’t need him or her no more.”

      Jeb looked to Elizabeth, then to his men. Even through her foggy brain and blurred vision, she thought he looked like a bull ready to charge.

      “Show us where it is, then. Oh, and you can have the woman you wanted after we find the money, Cookie. That is, if she’s still alive.”

      Elizabeth fought to stay with them and not fade away into darkness, but with each stuttered, miniscule breath she could manage, she was losing the battle.

      Darkness merged inward from the edge of her vision. With the last bit of energy, she could manage, she looked up at Jeb and wheezed, “Help me.”
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      Help me…

      Those two simple words from Elizabeth, spoken barely loud enough to hear, were like arrows poisoned with hatred shot into his heart. It stoked his anger and bullied his civility into submission. He lost all sense and ran at the leader with the ugly scar. Too late to dodge, Scar-face swung around with his gun, but Jeb ducked, rammed his shoulder into the guy’s gut, and pinned him to the ground before he could aim.

      The gun fired past Jeb with a ring to his ear. He pummeled one, two, three punches into the man’s gut. One, two to the face. Jeb was possessed by a Godless man who only wanted to strike down his enemy.

      Distantly, he was aware that there were struggles all around him, grunts and groans to indicate he wasn’t the only one fighting. He pulled back his fist again, but someone grabbed his elbow and ripped him off the man.

      Jeb rolled and pressed his hands to the ground to stand, but a foot to his back faceplanted him into the hay. “No, you don’t,” said a man.

      “Shoot the one she called Teddy.” Jeb managed to turn his head and spot the scar-faced man swipe blood from his mouth. “Then take the Fire Lady to the house and do what you want with her, just don’t kill her. We can sell her on the road. And find the money they made at the delivery.”

      Jeb pressed his palms to the ground and pushed up, but he didn’t budge against the boot in his back. He took a long, deep breath, gathering himself anew, ready to roll, to fight, to do whatever was necessary to save Elizabeth—

      “I don’t think so,” came Ma’s voice, cold and hard.

      And there was his opening. Her voice distracted his captor enough that he wiggled loose, rolled aside, and spotted his ma at the barn door with a rifle pointed at the back of Scar-face.

      “Now, little lady. You don’t want to do that,” Scar-face said.

      “Oh, I think I do, and we both know I’ll put a hole in your back before your men get a shot off.”

      “And you know they will still get a few shots off. Especially with just you.”

      Ma shook her head. “Oh, I didn’t say it was just me.”

      Four of Jeb’s men stepped out, along with two he didn’t recognize.

      Ma smiled. “You’re outgunned, and I’m not in the mood to negotiate, so drop your guns and fall to your knees.”

      His men dropped their guns as if they were snakes ready to strike. Scar-face hissed. “You afraid of some ranch folk that think they can tame this land? Ha! There isn’t any taming this land. It was made to be wild. It’s a place for men like me to thrive, to choke the life out of the homesteaders and men with dreams. You might take me now, but I’ll be back when you don’t know I’m coming. They’ve tried to lock me up, but I can never be kept in a cage. I’ll find a way out.” He raised his gun at Ma, but she stepped forward with no fear in her eyes. Scar-face laughed and turned the gun on Jeb for a moment, but then tossed the gun to the side. Teddy grabbed some rope and tied him up.

      Ma kept the gun trained on him. “I don’t think you’ll be in jail for long. I think you’ll be swinging from a tree for horse thieving.”

      “We didn’t steal no horse,” one of the men said.

      Cookie shook his head. “Don’t matter, they’ll believe her.”

      Jeb knelt by Elizabeth’s side. “What can I do?” His gut twisted and turned with the image of her blue lips and the sound of her gasping for air.

      “Take her inside. Teddy, Samuel, you escort these men into Sherman and turn them over to the authorities. I think all of us saying that we tracked them down for horse thieving should guarantee their destiny.” Ma lowered her gun and waved for Jeb to follow her.

      He scooped Elizabeth into his arms and raced inside the house with her. His heart pounded, his lungs tight, his hands shaking with fear. He couldn’t lose Elizabeth, not now. Not ever.

      Elizabeth’s wheezes were short bursts. He’d never felt so helpless in his life.

      “Black coffee,” said a man who looked the same years as his ma. “She should smoke the grounds. My wife had asthma. It helps.”

      “Jeb, this is Frederick Krause, my betrothed.”

      “Nice to meet you. I’m sorry it’s under these circumstances,” the man said in a thick German accent.

      Jeb held tight to Elizabeth’s hand and leaned over the table, watching her.

      She gasped and choked and coughed. A deep-chest, horrible cough, and still she didn’t stop.

      “That’s good,” Frederick said. “Let her cough. It means she can breathe. The lungs are releasing its hold.”

      Jeb kissed her cheek and her hand. “You’ll be okay, come on. I’m here to help. Ma’s getting a remedy for you. It’s going to be okay.”

      Samuel bolted back inside, sweating and out of breath. “Got them loaded in the wagon and ready to go. How’s she doing?”

      Jeb shook his head, unable to take his eyes off Elizabeth. “Come on, you’re strong. Strongest woman I’ve ever known. You’d have to be to put up with me.”

      Elizabeth wheezed and sucked in a stuttered breath, and then another, and then another until her lips began to pink and her breathing deepened.

      “That’s it, you’re going to be fine. Everything is going to be fine.”

      Elizabeth coughed again, but this time looked back at him and shook her head. “No, it’s not,” she murmured.

      Jeb stroked her cheek, pushing the fiery strands away from her beautiful eyes. “It will.”

      “Not if you lose the ranch.” She inhaled a less wheezing breath. “Not if the cattle continue to die.”

      “Don’t worry about that right now. We’ll figure out something,” Jeb said, fighting his desire to pull her into his arms and promise to make life better for her, but not wanting to deprive her of any needed air.

      Samuel nudged closer and looked down at Elizabeth, scratched his head then cleared his throat. “Glad you can breathe now.” He narrowed his eyes, like he was certain he was on to something. “Funny how it always happens in the barn…”

      Ma brought the pipe over, but it didn’t appear Elizabeth would need it now.

      Elizabeth blinked. “Oh my goodness, he’s right,” she said with even less wheezing, and this time above a whisper. She smiled at Samuel. “I’d never thought about that. They always said stress brought on the attacks, but each time…each time I’ve been in the barn.”

      “Hey, you must be …how do you say the word…allergic,” Fredrick said. “I had a boy years ago that tried to work my land, but he could not enter the barn due to his allergy to hay.”

      Samuel beamed with a happy smile for making such a discovery. Jeb would give him a raise and promote him later.

      She shook her head. “I can’t imagine. Could it be that simple?”

      Jeb lifted her from the table and sat down with her in his lap. “As simple as what I need to tell you.” He nodded toward Ma and her betrothed, who Jeb had every intention of having a firm talking to later.

      “We’ll leave you be,” Ma said. She ushered both Fredrick and Samuel out with her, leaving Elizabeth and him alone in the kitchen.

      Elizabeth raised an eyebrow and crossed her arms. “Okay.”

      “Listen to me, I’ve been a fool. I am so sorry for accusing you of lying. If you hadn’t been so darn beautiful, capable, intelligent, and strong, I wouldn’t have been so scared to want you. I know you must hate me, but Ma said something I never thought about before. Being a woman leaves you with little rights and abilities to do anything about it. I understand now why you hated what I said about the boys. Truth be told, I don’t even know if I want to be a father. I’m not sure if I’d be good at it.”

      Elizabeth cupped his face and leaned her forehead to his. “You’d make an excellent father. You’re nothing like the man you told me your pa was. I’m sorry that I went behind your back. You were right, I should’ve never gone into his tent alone. I knew it was risky when I did it, but I wanted to help you keep your ranch.”

      Jeb captured her wrists in his hands, savoring the touch of her. “You are so giving and loving. I know I don’t deserve you.”

      “No, I’m not. I didn’t do it just for you. I’d hoped to stay. That I’d found a home I wouldn’t lose.” Elizabeth lifted her head and looked at him with pleading eyes.

      “Listen, I know now that I can’t do it all on my own, and I know I don’t have much to offer with the situation with the cattle, but maybe with your help, we can start again. I know that together, we can make a home and keep it. That is, if we do it together. Equal partners in work and in life.”

      His heart flipped and fled the scene, scared she would reject him.

      “Scar-face was right about one thing.”

      “What’s that?” Jeb asked, even though he wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the answer.

      “It’s untamed territory, and it’ll be dangerous, but if we all stick together as a family, we should be able to make it. I don’t know why the cattle is dying, but we should all work together to find out.”

      “Does that mean you’ll stay?”

      “Sure, I’ll be the cook.”

      Jeb’s gut twisted. “No, I meant—”

      She smiled, one of her winning, teasing smiles.

      Jeb slid his fingers into her hair and tugged her lips to his. In that moment, he knew no matter what came their way, they’d be able to face it together. He nearly forgot himself, lost in the honey aroma and all that was Elizabeth McKinnie, but he pulled away when he remembered her difficulty breathing. To his surprise, he realized he was panting more than her.

      Now hand in hand, they headed outside to meet his mother’s betrothed and face what came next. Ma and Frederick stood in the garden, holding hands and facing away from them.

      Jeb and Elizabeth walked quietly up behind them. “I’m not sure why you’re working so hard on a garden that you won’t be living here to tend to for much longer since you’re getting married.”

      His mother threw her arms around him. “Oh, you’ve made me so happy, son.”

      Frederick offered his hand. “You’ll come for dinner and meet my daughter and my sister and my new grandson, then?”

      “Yes, as long as Elizabeth can come, too.”

      “Yes.” Frederick shook his hand with a finger-crunching grip.

      Jeb reached for Elizabeth, but she was on her knees in front of the plants. His pulse raced to the speed of river rapids. “What’s wrong?” With his heart pounding, he placed a hand on the center of her back and squatted beside her.

      “Nothing,” she said, the biggest smile on her face. “Everything is great, because I know why the cows are dying.” She picked a flower out of the garden and held it up to Jeb. “I know this. It’s from Europe. It’s poisonous to cattle. I brought it home once, and Mammy told me to burn it. That if I planted it the flower would multiply and kill the livestock. If it’s spread anywhere the cattle are grazing, then it would kill them.”

      “I didn’t know,” Frederick said, truly sorry. “I brought it over from Europe for my wife. She liked the white flowers, said it reminded her of her childhood home. It’s spread around our home near the creek. Your ma wanted it for her garden, so I gave her some.”

      “It’s not your fault. Most people wouldn’t know. It’s a pretty flowering plant.”

      “What do we do?” Ma asked.

      Elizabeth smiled. “We get rid of it and no more cows will die. It’s most likely grown around the creek or other water sources.”

      “You are brilliant.” Jeb kissed her cheek and helped her off the ground. He knew at that moment there was no way he’d ever let anything happen to her. She’d become more important than his land or his money or anything else he could own. Because she owned his heart.
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      Thank you for joining me on an adventure to a Texas ranch in 1866. It has been a joy researching and learning about the various cultures, lifestyles, and circumstances of pioneer life, and I hope you have enjoyed living with Elizabeth and Jeb for this short time.

      While writing this story, I couldn’t help but reflect on how women’s lives must’ve been during that 19th century, where laws were not made to protect a woman. Their rights were few when it came to land ownership, employment, and life decisions. I am so grateful to the women who fought so hard to make a difference so that we have the freedom of choice today. I know there are still people who abuse their power today, but I am thankful for the strides and leaps we’ve made in our judicial system toward protecting people in our country.

      I hope that this story touched your heart and you are walking away with a smile and a desire to read on to find out what will happen when Francine reaches Washington. A woman who sacrificed what she believed to be a good and easy life to a cattle baron for an uncertain future. Will Francine’s sacrifice for her sister be too great?

      I look forward to having you join me on the next book adventure, Love on the Sound, coming in 2019.
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