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Prologue

THE FLAMES FROM the tiny candles flickered, sending illuminated fairy dancers through the paned glass window to perform on the thickening blanket of snow. The boy had been hunkered down in the middle of the yard that surrounded the white-framed house for some time now, close enough to see the beauty of the candles, but far enough away that he didn’t think he would be spotted.

Large flakes of snow continued to cascade down from the heavens but he paid them no heed, just as he ignored the icy pain beginning in his sodden feet where the snow had melted and soaked through the thin soles of his boots, just as he ignored the numbing beginning in his legs. In all of his eight years upon the earth, he didn’t think he’d ever seen anything as beautiful, and he was mesmerized as the candles sent their light out to play across the sparkling whiteness.

He fervently hoped his mother could see the candles. She had always enjoyed pretty things. He thought the sight before him now would bring a smile to her face, even in Heaven. And he had so loved her smiles.

A shadow darkened the window. The boy held his breath, waiting as the shadow quivered and was replaced by a boy older than the one hunched in the snow. The boy inside gazed out of the home, a fire burning brightly in the hearth filling it with warmth. The boy in the snow wondered if the boy standing by the window would tell his father what he saw. He released his breath knowing in his heart it would make no difference. The thick leather strap across his skinny backside for being where he was forbidden to be was worth the few moments he’d spent enjoying the movement of the candles.

The boy inside the house turned, puffing out each solitary candle while the boy outside watched the dancing flames slowly be put to sleep. When he had completed his task, the boy inside glanced back out into the blackness of the winter night. Then he disappeared.

Outside, the boy stood up, shards of pain racing up and down his legs as the blood was restored to his feet. He waited for the large man to come storming out the door. Leaving the scene now would be useless, for the man would not ask him if he had been disobedient; he would punish him based solely on the word of his son. And although this time it was the truth, other times it hadn’t been.

The snow continued falling around him, circling on the wind that was beginning to howl as the night wore on. Finally, with a slight shrug of his small shoulders, he turned and walked slowly towards the barn while the snow worked to cover his tracks.

He trudged to the last stall and sat down to remove his icy boots, setting them up carefully. He removed his wet socks, laying them on top, hoping they would be dry by morning. Tucking his chin into his coat, he brought the collar up high around his neck and went to the corner of the stall, picking up the blanket that he had folded and placed there with care that morning.

He ducked down under the wooden slats used to separate the stalls in the barn and crawled into the adjacent stall where he began rubbing the belly of the chestnut mare.

“Lay down, Lady. Please … it’s awful cold tonight. Please lay down.”

The mare complied as she always did to the soothing tone in his voice. Drawing the blanket up tightly around him, he lay down beside the horse, moving in close to her side. He was careful to place his frozen feet near enough to her for warmth, but not so near that she’d protest.

“They had a real purty tree, Lady, with candles. Bet it didn’t look as purty from the inside, though. Weren’t no snow on the inside.”

He snuggled in closer to the warm beast.

“Merry Christmas, Lady,” he whispered.

The mare nickered and moved her head in closer to the boy as he drifted off to sleep, the scent of hay and livestock surrounding them.


Chapter One

Kentucky, 1883

WITH THE EASE of a man who has spent the better part of his life in the saddle, Jake Burnett herded the untamed horses into the waiting corrals. When the gates closed on the last of his rambunctious charges, he dismounted from his weary horse, walked to the watering trough, and poured a bucket of water over his head. His hair, the color of a muddy river after a rain, curled as it absorbed the clear liquid.

“Jake!”

He turned to greet the foreman, his smile fading when he saw the expression on Bassett’s round face.

“Anderson wants to see you up at the house.”

Apprehension took root in the pit of Jake’s gut. Being called into the owner’s office usually was not a reason for rejoicing. The last man called up there had been fired, the man before that arrested. Jake rubbed his hands down his thighs. “What about?” It didn’t ease his discomfort any to see the stocky man’s eyes fill with sympathy.

Bassett had always liked Jake and he wished he could offer some encouragement to the young man, but he couldn’t. During the past three weeks, John Anderson had been in one foul mood: nothing was done correctly, even though it was being done exactly the same way it had been done for years. Anderson had criticized everyone and everything until yesterday evening when he’d barked out Jake’s name. Whatever the hell Jake had done, Bassett was certain the man would be off the ranch by sunset. He pulled off his hat and ran his weathered hand through his thinning blond hair. “Don’t know. He just said he wanted to see you as soon as you got back. Reckon you’re back. Reckon you’d best get yourself up to the house.”

Jake nodded before beginning the long walk to the two-story house. He’d just returned from three weeks of gathering horses for the Lazy A. He certainly hadn’t done anything while he was gone to warrant a meeting with John Anderson. It had to be something he’d done before he left, something Anderson didn’t know about until he was on the trail. But what?

It didn’t help matters to see Anderson’s personal servant open the door for him before he arrived at the steps.

“Mr. Anderson is expecting you,” Giles said.

As Giles escorted him down the long narrow hallway Jake wondered if the whole damn ranch knew John Anderson wanted to see him. Giles rapped gently on an oak door. Anderson bid him to enter. Jake removed his hat and stepped into the paneled library. The door closed quietly behind him, making him feel like a trapped animal.

Anderson stood before the window, gazing out on the corrals. As always he was dressed in what Jake would call his Sunday best—a brown jacket matching his brown pants, his white shirt pressed straight as a board. His silver hair was the only indication that he was aged. He stood slender, straight, and tall, his movements those of a man who had earned his place in the world.

“Well, Jake, appears you got some good horses in this lot.”

“Yes, sir, we did.”

“Fine, fine,” he commented absently as he turned from the window. “Have a seat, son.” He indicated the brown leather chair in front of his massive oak desk.

Jake sat without hesitating, not removing his eyes from the man before him, trying to judge his mood, finding the task impossible.

“Would you care for something to drink after that long drive?” “No, sir.”

“Hope you don’t mind if I have one.” He didn’t wait for a response but went to the small table set in the corner and poured himself a liberal glass of whiskey. He downed half of it, refilled it, and then sat down behind the desk.

“Tell me, Jake,” he said, studying his glass as if it contained all the answers to life’s immense problems. “What do you think of my daughter, Rebecca?”

“Rebecca?”

“Yes, Rebecca. Do you think she’s pretty?”

Relief coursed through Jake’s body. First, Anderson mentioned the horses and now Reb. He obviously wanted to discuss the stallion Jake had promised he’d break for her.

“I think she’s about the prettiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

Anderson stopped studying the glass and began to study Jake. “Do you like her?”

“Oh, yes, sir.” Under Anderson’s intense perusal, Jake forced a smile. “Reb, uh, Rebecca is the kindest person I’ve ever met.”

Anderson’s eyes narrowed. “She’s pregnant.”

Jake came up out of the chair, knocking it over, sending it crashing to the floor as he stumbled back. “I swear to God! I’ve never laid a finger on her, Mr. Anderson! I danced one dance with her at the last barn raising, but other than that, I swear to God, I’ve never touched her!”

Anderson stood up, shaking his head in disgust. “I know you’re not the father. Sit back down.” He walked to the window, draining the amber liquid from his glass on the way.

Jake righted the chair, and sat back down on the edge of the seat. His fingers unconsciously worked the brim of his hat as he wondered why the hell Anderson was telling him all this.

“I know who the man is,” Anderson said quietly. “She thinks he loves her and that he’s going to come back for her, but he doesn’t and he’s not. He did this to spite me.”

Going to come back for her? That meant the man wasn’t here now. She hadn’t looked pregnant when he’d left to round up the horses so she couldn’t be very far along. Three men had left within the last two months. Willie Thompson, who had the mind of a child; Daniel Wright, who was old enough to be John Anderson’s father; and Brett Meier, tall, coal black hair, sparkling blue eyes, and a smile that flashed white teeth, straight and true. He was a gentleman cowhand, all right.

Jake wondered if Anderson wanted him to kill the man who had defiled his daughter. But Jake would have to talk to Reb first. She wasn’t one to give herself lightly. If she loved the man, Jake wouldn’t want to kill him. On the other hand, if the man had taken advantage of her, Jake wouldn’t hesitate to deliver a just punishment.

Anderson returned to the chair behind his desk, his eyes hard on Jake. “There’s no way in hell I’m going to let Rebecca bring a bastard child into this world. I’m not going to be put to shame in this community.”

So Anderson wanted him to locate the man and bring him back. He could do that, but again only after he had talked with Reb.

“I’ve thought long and hard about it,” Anderson said. “When I die, Rebecca will inherit this ranch. She needs someone I can trust to help run it, someone young enough to be here with her in later years.”

Anderson got up, refilled his glass, drank the fiery liquid, and then turned to face Jake. “I’m asking you to marry her.”

Jake caught himself before he came back up out of the chair. Lord, marry Reb? Beautiful, wonderful Reb as his wife? Sweet Jesus! He had dreamed someday he would find a woman willing to marry him, but not even in his wildest dreams had he dared hope she would be someone like Rebecca Anderson. Hesitantly, he asked, “How does Rebecca feel about this?”

“She doesn’t know, and even if she did, it doesn’t matter how she feels. I’m not going to become the laughingstock of this community. She’ll do what I tell her to do.”

Inhaling deeply, Jake wiped the sweat from his palms. “I’ll ask her.”

“No need to do that. If you’re agreeable, I’ll tell her tonight at supper.”

Jake stood up, took a deeper breath and, at the risk of losing his position at the ranch, said, “If you don’t mind, sir, I’d prefer to ask her.”

Anderson waved his hand in the air. “Fine. Just do it soon. I don’t want anyone thinking that baby’s not yours.” He turned back to the table and refilled his glass, dismissing Jake in the process.

Wearing a small smile, Jake walked through the Victorian manor, the hardwood floors echoing his passing footsteps. Reb as his wife? Sweet Jesus, wouldn’t that be something?

He stepped outside, raising a hand to shield his eyes from the glaring sun. The whirling dust, the resonant sounds of horses and cattle, the stifling heat brought him back to reality. Damn ugly bastard, he berated himself. Even if you get up the courage to ask her, she’ll say no. She’ll say it kindly, but it’ll be no just the same.

Jake stormed out of the bunkhouse, slamming the door behind him, the men’s laughter still ringing in his ears. They’d been pestering him, wanting to know what Anderson had told him that had made him lose his appetite. They’d said it wasn’t natural for a man fresh back from a drive to sit before a full plate of food and not eat. He sure as hell hadn’t answered them. But his silence hadn’t stopped the men. They’d just started ribbing him for the hard scrubbing he’d given his body, the trimming he’d given his hair. He had enough on his mind without their badgering intruding on his thoughts.

In the moon-shadowed night, he walked to the corrals, leaned against the whitewashed fence, and watched the horses move restlessly within the confines. He knew without a doubt which of the horses Reb would select for herself. The black stallion had a fiery disposition, but Jake knew how to bend a horse without breaking his spirit.That’s what she’d told him the first time she’d watched him tame a horse.

“You bend ‘em, you don’t break ‘em. I want you to bend my next horse. I don’t like ‘em too tame.” She had smiled that special smile of hers, her deep blue eyes flashing with delight.

She was the most down-to-earth woman he’d ever known. Not that he’d known many women. He wasn’t the type to attract women, and he knew he hadn’t attracted her, but she was easy to talk with, knew horses and cattle and how to run a ranch.

She wore a pair of man’s pants cut down to fit her slender hips and, if trouble was brewing, a custom-made Colt revolver strapped to her thigh. Jake had seen her use it once, amazed at the speed with which she had drawn the gun from its holster. She was a fair shot with a rifle and could keep an unruly herd on course. Had she been a man, she would have had the respect of every rancher in Kentucky.

She had been eighteen when he’d first come to the Lazy A, and even then she was beautiful. But her beauty went beyond her long black hair, her little button nose, her golden skin browned over the years as she rode the range. Her real beauty resided in her spirit, a spirit that couldn’t be contained, that like the black stallion required the freedom to run. She needed a highborn man who wouldn’t try to break her. And Jake Burnett was certainly not a highborn man.

Resting his elbows on the top rail of the fence, he rubbed the uneven bridge of his nose. If his mother had lived, she would have no doubt been disappointed to see how he and Mother Nature had managed to mar the perfectly shaped child she had struggled so hard to bring into the world. The child she had labored to keep alive when smallpox, with its unforgiving temperament, had struck their community. He had only been five at the time, but twenty years later, he could still hear her crooning to him, speaking words of love, her voice stronger than death’s. She had poured all her energy, all her strength, all her will to live into him, so when she had come down with the menacing disease, death had taken her instead of her son. The disease had left its mark on him, as it was wont to do, marring his face with shallow valleys, not many, but enough to make him self-conscious.

The black stallion snorted and edged towards him. Reaching out, he rubbed the animal’s sleek nose. “No doubt about it. She’s going to think you’re a handsome sight. Sure as hell wish I was, too.”

Earlier in the evening, he’d studied every last man in that bunkhouse. Most were better looking, some were better hands, but none loved Reb as much as he did. He’d felt the tender stirrings of love when she’d bestowed that first smile upon him. His love had grown as he’d spent more time with her, but he’d kept his feelings locked away because to do otherwise would cause him great pain. He’d always planned to leave before she got married because he hadn’t wanted to watch her being given away to another man. And now that man might be him. Whatever was her father thinking?

As dawn eased over the horizon, Jake shaved and put on his best working clothes—a pair of brown pants and a light brown shirt. He knew, pregnant or not, Reb would be out on the range. She wasn’t one to sit inside waiting on anything. She’d probably just get off her horse, have her baby, and then get back up in the saddle and go chasing after strays. With any luck, that’s what he’d find her doing this morning, away from everyone else.

When he came up over the ridge, the early morning mist slowly rising above the ground, he saw her sitting in the morning shade of a towering oak tree, her shoulders against the hard trunk, her head tilted back slightly, her eyes closed. He rubbed his thighs and took a deep breath. He had been up most of the night thinking about what he wanted to say to her, practicing hiding his disappointment when she said no. He had even come up with a list of reasons why she ought to take his offer seriously.

As he dismounted, Rebecca opened her eyes, smiling up at him. “Morning, Jake.”

Her voice was a soft caress. What a wondrous sound it would be to wake up to each morning.

Jake tethered his horse to a low-growing bush and walked over. “What you doin’, Reb?” he asked, striving to keep the nervousness out of his voice.

“Just enjoying the cool of the morning,” she answered. He didn’t need to know she’d just brought up her breakfast and was waiting for her stomach to settle before she got back on her horse.

Taking off his hat, Jake hunkered down beside her, balancing himself on the balls of his feet. He had the largest, most expressive velvet brown eyes she had ever seen, framed by long thick black lashes. It didn’t seem fair for a man to have such beautiful eyes.

“Fine herd of horses you brought in. Guess you know which one I want.”

He smiled at her, a lopsided smile, the right side invariably going up higher than the left. Boyish, a little shy, it was a smile that always warmed her heart.

“Yes, ma’am, I reckon I do. Took me three days to find that black one. Thought I might try and break him Saturday.”

She raised a finely arched eyebrow. “Bend him, you mean.”

“Yes, ma’am. Bend him.”

He turned his hat in his hands, studying it a minute before looking back at her, stating softly, “Reb, your father told me about your situation.”

She dropped her head back against the tree, closing her eyes as she released a heavy sigh. “For something he’s so damned ashamed of, he sure isn’t wasting any time letting people know.”

“I think he’s concerned you’ve convinced yourself the man is gonna come back. Your father thinks he won’t.”

She opened her eyes, blue meeting brown. “And I suppose you know he’s not coming back?”

“No, ma’am. I don’t. I do know people can get ugly,say mean things to and about someone in your situation. I know what it’s like to be called a name you weren’t given by your mother when you were born, a name that has nothing to do with anything you could have controlled.”

His eyes held hers as he took an unsteady breath. “I know I’m not much to look at, but I’m a hard worker. I got some land in Texas. I’ve never seen it, but from what I hear Texas has good ranch land and that’s what I’m hoping for. I figured to work here two more years to get together enough money for a good start, but I’ve got enough saved now so if I decided to go, it wouldn’t be too hard a beginning.” He hesitated, lowering his voice. “I’d be real honored if you’d go with me as my wife.”

Feeling the sting behind her eyes, she smiled tenderly. “Jake, I’m carrying Brett Meier’s baby.”

“Figured the baby was his.”

“And I love him.”

“Figured that, too. I’d never expect more from you than you were willing to give, and the child would never know he wasn’t mine unless you wanted it that way.”

“And if I could never willingly give you my love?”

I’d die, he thought. I’d just curl up and die.

“I’d hope maybe you could in time … but … if you couldn’t, I’d understand. See, I figured we’d have more of a partnership than a marriage. Not many women in Texas. If a man doesn’t bring a wife, he usually goes a long time before he finds one. I know how to handle the cattle and horses, you know how to handle the books …” He stopped, the remaining reasons irrelevant as he saw the rejection in her eyes. “Anyway, you can just think about it. Offer’ll stay open for a while. If you decide no, you don’t have to say anything. I’ll … I’ll just know.”

She placed her hand over his. “Thank you, Jake. Thank you for asking and for being such a good friend. And for not condemning.”

“Nothing to condemn. You love him. Reckon he loves you, too.”

She smiled. “He had some prospects he had to check on. We didn’t know I was carrying his child when he left. I do think he’ll come back.”

Jake nodded. “Man would be a fool not to.”

He stood up, looking out across the land. “Think I might bend that horse today.” He returned his hat to his head, bringing the brim down low. “See ya ‘round, Reb.”

The morning breeze rustled the leaves above her as she watched him ride away. She’d liked Jake Burnett the first time she’d set eyes on him. He didn’t act the way most of the men who worked the ranch did, strutting their wares and their talents before her. He was quiet and went about his work without stirring up a ruckus, but she noticed him anyway.

They had spent a great deal of time together the last three years, keeping an eye on her cattle, talking about ranching and different odds and ends, not really revealing much of themselves, but never lacking for something to say.

He shied away from social gatherings so she had been surprised to see him attend the last barn-raising dance. It had taken him most of the evening to gather the courage to ask her to dance. She had almost decided she was going to have to do the asking, because she was determined to have at least one dance with him. She had watched him approach two young ladies during the evening, one accepting, the other rejecting his offer for a dance. And watching him dance, she had found herself wanting to be the one in his arms.

He was long gone before the tears started trailing down her cheeks. So far, she hated being pregnant. Throwing up every morning, being tired every afternoon, and crying at the least little thing like a man asking her to marry him. But, Lord, it had been a sweet proposal. Almost worth accepting.


Chapter Two

IT OCCURRED TO Rebecca that her pregnancy might not be the only cause for her bouts of nausea in the mornings. The strain, tension, and utter madness that was filling the house she and her father had lovingly shared was more than enough to make her ill.

All her life, she had ardently confided in the man who now sat at the table ignoring her. He had always been understanding, always been kind, always given good advice. So it had been natural for her to trust him with this latest bit of news. She had realized her mistake when she saw his hand in the air, a second before it made contact with her cheek, slamming her to the floor. She had been surprised his bellowing hadn’t started a stampede. And he hadn’t said one word to her since. Not one damn word. Not good morning. Not how are you feeling. And she hadn’t said one word to him. They took turns glaring at each other. She’d never thought it would be possible to hate him, this house, this ranch, but she did.

And what if Brett didn’t come back? She’d never doubted his love for her, and had never contemplated a future without him in it. And yet he had left, exacting from her no promises, giving her none in return. How long should she wait for him? How long could she wait before her present circumstance forced her to leave? She thought she’d go insane if she stayed here much longer.

So what was her alternative? She owned cattle that she had raised and bred. But where could she take them? She no longer cared as long as it was away from here. She thought if Giles looked down his nose at her one more time she’d poke his eyes out. And the little tut-tut noises made with his tongue against his teeth made her want to shriek.

She shoved her plate out of the way, setting her elbows on the table and her chin on her intertwined fingers. “Jake Burnett asked me to marry him today.”

Without lifting his eyes from his china plate, her father said, “Good. I told him not to wait too long. I have the marriage ceremony scheduled for a week from Saturday. The Reverend Mitchell will perform the ceremony here at the house.”

Rebecca felt the hairs on the back of her neck bristle as her eyes narrowed. “I said he asked me. I didn’t say I said yes.”

Her father laid down his fork and for the first time in three weeks looked her straight in the eye. “He wanted to ask, but regardless of how you feel, your answer is yes. I will not have you give birth to a child out of wedlock. And Burnett is your best choice. He may not be as fancy a man as you’d like, but he has an innate ability when it comes to ranching.”

“You can’t force me.”

His eyes became as hard as stone, and for the first time in her life, she actually feared her father.

“Rebecca, I have not acquired all that I have by being tenderhearted. I have overlooked a great deal of your transgressions, not saying no when I should have, letting you run free when I should have harnessed you. Believe me, daughter, if you think these past weeks have been miserable, embarrass me a week from Saturday and you’ll discover that there is indeed hell on earth.”

“I don’t believe I’m hearing this from you.”

“Believe it. I came here with nothing. More than this ranch, more than you, I value the respect the people in this area give me. I will not have it shattered because one night you decided to become a whore.”

She blinked back her tears. “How can you hate me so much?”

Anderson began eating. “I don’t hate you. I’m just deeply disappointed in you. Once you have fulfilled your obligations regarding this marriage, I’m sure everything will return to normal. You’ll wear your mother’s wedding dress.”

“May I be excused?”

Her father gave a curt nod and Rebecca left the table, willing herself not to run screaming out of the house.

She found Jake in the barn, kneeling in a stall and cooing to a troubled mare. He was so intent on his task he didn’t hear her approach. She knew it was unfair but she clasped her hands together and pounded on his back, sending him sprawling over the mare, who protested by kicking him.

“What the—” He scrambled up, holding his side, glaring at her. “What the hell did you do that for?”

Her fists were rolled into tight balls, her chest was heaving, her eyes were ablaze with cerulean fire. “My father said your proposal was no such thing! It was a command! I have no choice but to marry you!”

Jake released a weary sigh. “Well, he was wrong.” He dropped to his knees, his hands comforting the distressed animal. “The foal is breech. I gotta turn him. Will you hold the mare’s head?”

Rebecca knelt down, laying the mare’s head on her lap, stroking her gently. “So I don’t have to marry you?”

“Hell no. I wouldn’t marry a woman who didn’t want to marry me. He told me he wanted me to marry you and I said I’d ask. But that’s all. I’d ask. The final decision is yours.”

She watched as he struggled to turn the foal. Would any other man have accepted an offer of John Anderson’s ranch and daughter only if she was willing? “He doesn’t know about your land in Texas, does he?”

“No.” He continued working, the strain evident in his voice. “I didn’t tell him. I was afraid he might offer—” He shot her a quick glance, wishing he was better with words as she arched a brow.

“Might offer me to someone else?”

“Might tell someone else about your situation before I got a chance to ask.”

Satisfied with his efforts, he began to caress the mare, his bloodied hands gentle on the great beast, his voice tender. “All right, girl.”

The foal was born, struggling to stand. Rebecca watched Jake’s face fill with tenderness and awe in the miracle he’d just witnessed. He scooted back against the wall, watching the newborn creature.

“Why?” Rebecca asked quietly. “Why did you ask me to marry you? You’ve offered me your name, a piece of your dreams. What do you get?”

He had slept so little last night and the day had been long, filled with chores. Then the mare had gone into a difficult labor. How could he explain his reasons when he hadn’t thought about them yet himself? If not her love, what did he get? Her eyes were so blue and her ebony hair cascaded about her, creating the perfect frame for her face, so beautiful. His voice was low, his eyes warm.

“It’s a rugged land, filled with the voices of men, the wild cries of animals. I’d have the soft, sweet music of a woman’s voice. When winter browns and deadens the earth, I’d only have to look across the room to see the beauty of spring. I’d have friendship in the place of loneliness. I’d have more than I ever hoped to have.”

He wasn’t usually such a flowery speaker. But the words, like him, were honest and they touched her heart. If a woman couldn’t marry the man she loved, she should at least marry a man she liked. And Rebecca did like Jake. She enjoyed his company, the emotions reflected in his eyes, the gentleness he bestowed upon the animals. But to decide now …

“Would you take a walk with me?” she asked.

Offering her a small smile, he nodded.

They strolled out of the barn and Jake detoured by the water pump to wash his hands. Then they continued on into the night, skirting around the buildings until they were walking along the dirt path that led to the house, a comfortable silence enveloping them. A warm breeze blew across the land. Rebecca reached back and grabbed her hair, draping it over one shoulder before slumping against one of the many trees that lined the path. “How did you come by your land in Texas?” she asked.

Jake rubbed the side of his nose. “Man who raised me left it to me when he died.”

“He must have thought a great deal of you to leave you something as precious as land.”

He shook his head. “To tell you the truth, Reb, I don’t know why he left it to me. He had two sons. Seems like he should have left it to one of them.”

She moved her hands behind her back and pressed against the tree. “So why are you here and not in Texas?”

“Because the land is the only thing Thomas Truscott ever gave me. I started heading that way … then I realized I needed money.” He shrugged. “Your father was hiring.”

Rebecca looked up into the black heavens, distant stars twinkling. If she were a little girl, she’d latch onto one of them and make a wish. But she wasn’t a little girl anymore. In Brett’s arms, she’d become a woman, and soon she’d become a mother. Her heart believed that Brett would return to take her as his wife, to be a father to her child, but her father’s words, his anger, and the endless days with no word from Brett had begun to plant seeds of doubt within her mind. During any other time in her life she would have listened to her heart. But now she had a life more precious than her own to consider.

“Oh, Jake, I don’t know if Brett’s coming back,” she said in a hoarse whisper, fighting back the tears that accompanied the acknowledgment of her fears, angry at herself for being so weak. “He didn’t say he would. He just said he had some things he had to take care of.”

Jake shoved his hands into his pockets, not certain what he’d do if those tears gathering in her eyes started rolling down her cheeks. “Maybe we could track him down.”

She gave him a tremulous smile. “I thought about that, but I don’t even know in which direction he headed. And after two months, even the best trackers would have a hard time finding him.

“I’ve made such a mess of things. A month ago, all I worried about was whether or not you’d find me a black stallion. And now … I’ve never had anyone as angry at me as my father is. It’s as though he hates me.” She released a ragged sigh. “Tonight was the first time in three weeks he’s spoken to me, and it was to tell me that if I didn’t marry you, he’d make my life hell.”

Without thinking, he reached out, his knuckle catching the solitary tear as it began to trail down her cheek. “I swear if you married me, I’d do everything I could to make sure you never regretted it.”

“And what about you? What if you regret it?”

He gave her a small smile, shaking his head. “I won’t regret it.”

She studied the rugged contours of Jake’s face limned by the light of a full moon. A lifetime. A lifetime with this man. To accept now that Brett wasn’t coming back or that if he did, it would be too late. To spend a lifetime gazing into velvet brown eyes instead of blue. To be greeted with a lopsided grin instead of a straight full smile. To live with a man willing to give so much and ask for so little. She swallowed her uncertainty, giving him a smile in its place.

“I’d be honored to become your wife and go with you to Texas.”

“You sure?”

“I’m sure,” she said without hesitation.

He bestowed upon her his lopsided, endearing smile and extended his hand.

She slipped her hand into his rough, callused one, a hand that gentled the horses, a hand that might bring her child into this world. Stretching up, she placed a brief kiss on his cheek. “Meet me in the morning where you found me today and we’ll work out the details.”

Watching her stroll towards the house, Jake felt as though his heart would break out of his chest. That beautiful woman was going to be his wife.

Hearing the retching sounds as he dismounted, Jake headed for the bush where Rebecca was standing, feet braced apart, her body bent over at the waist.

“You all right?” he asked, concerned.

“Will be—” She gestured him away as another wave of nausea broke through bringing up the remainder of her breakfast. Taking three great gulps of air, she stood up as a canteen of water was thrust in front of her. Smiling, she took the cool water into her mouth, swishing it around before spitting it out. Then she faced Jake, who had broken out in a light film of sweat watching her.

“You should have left,” she said.

“Did you do this yesterday?”

She walked over to the tree and sat down. “And the day before that and the day before that.”

Jake dropped down beside her. She looked at him with woeful eyes.

“I don’t know how the human race continues. Having babies is no fun as far as I can tell. Growing up on a ranch, I’m used to birthing but I didn’t know about this. I’ve never seen a mare bring up her breakfast … or a dog … or a pig … or a chicken.”

Jake started laughing and she hit him on the arm. “It’s not funny.”

“I know.” He tried to stop laughing. “I’m real sorry you’re feeling poorly but … the world would be a mess if animals were throwing up all over the place.”

“But it’s not fair!”

“No, I reckon it’s not. Maybe it won’t last long.”

“It’s already lasted too long as far as I’m concerned.” Sighing, she leaned her head back, closing her eyes. “My father has our wedding set for a week from Saturday. I’d like to get married here if that’s all right with you.”

“We’ll do this however you want.”

She opened her eyes, fixing them on his. “My father isn’t going to be happy we’re leaving. I don’t want to tell him until we’re ready to go. And I want to leave the day after we’re married.”

That gave them ten days to get ready. “You sure you should be traveling?”

“If I weren’t used to riding, I’d worry. But I think as long as I don’t do anything I don’t normally do, I’ll be fine. I want to leave now.”

“I’ll have to get into town to get my money and some supplies. I could do that this Saturday.”

She leaned forward, resting her elbow on an upturned knee, the luster returning to her eyes. Lord, but he loved that sparkle in her blue eyes, like the sun reflecting off a mirrored lake.

“I have five hundred Herefords we can take with us. My contribution to the partnership. We can use the old line shack on the north side to store our things until we’re ready to go.”

“We’ll have to hire a few men to help us with the herd,” he said. “Guess I’d best start figuring up everything we’ll need.”

“Everything’s happening kind of fast, isn’t it?” she asked.

“Yep. But that’s probably for the best. We’d probably both run off in opposite directions if we stopped to think about it too long.”

He stood up, helping her to her feet. It was a warm day, the wind blowing across the sea of tall grasses, teasing the leaves in the majestic trees. And it occurred to Jake that they had just finished planning the beginning of their life together.

The men inside the bunkhouse were tittering like little old ladies, but Jake ignored them as he sat on his bunk trying to make a list of all the supplies they’d need. He could thank Thomas Truscott for his ability to read and write. As long as he had kept up on his chores, he had been allowed to attend the one-room schoolhouse that had serviced their community. Allowed—as if it were a privilege instead of a right that everyone should have.

He had left the Truscott ranch unprepared. He didn’t plan to leave this one the same way. He’d learned a lot in three years, and he intended to put all his knowledge to good use. He drew an unplanned line across the paper as his arm was roughly nudged.

“Did you know, Jake?”

He glanced up and smiled at Frank Lewis, the only person besides Reb he’d ever considered a true friend. The red-haired youth had been raised in the city. In search of adventure, he’d signed on at the Lazy A shortly after Jake had. Knowing how much experienced ranch hands liked to pick on city boys, Jake had taken it upon himself to teach Frank the things he’d need to know to survive life on a ranch.

“Know what?” He hadn’t been listening, and he really couldn’t have cared less, but he didn’t want to crush Frank’s excitement. Considering the fresh nicks on Frank’s face, he figured Frank was going to announce that he was having to shave every day now.

“Know about Reb getting married?”

He felt the heat warming his face and he just hoped the red creeping up it wasn’t visible. “Yeah, I knew.”

“Goddamn! So it is true! Goddamn! Reb getting married! Wonder who the lucky son-of-a-bitch is. Any idea, Jake?”

Along with shaving, Frank thought the use of “goddamn” was a sign of manhood. Jake refrained from smiling at his overabundant use of the word. Once would have sufficed to get his message across.

Jake hadn’t given any thought as to how he would tell people he was marrying Reb, and he wasn’t exactly sure how to tell Frank now without sounding as though he were bragging. He was given a momentary reprieve when the door to the bunkhouse opened.

“Jake!” Bassett’s bellowing voice filled the room.

Jake peered around Frank. “Yes, sir?”

“Anderson’s expecting you up at the house for supper at seven. Be on time, boy.”

“Yes, sir.”

Frank’s eyes widened. “Why’s Anderson having you up to the house for supper?”

Although Jake had told Frank about his plans to be a rancher, he’d never shared his past or his feelings for Reb with his friend. Self-consciously, he cleared his throat.“Reckon it’s because I’m the lucky son-of-a-bitch that’s marrying Reb.”

Frank’s eyes widened further, and Jake wondered how they managed to stay in his head. “Goddamn! Reb’s marrying you?”

Jake couldn’t stop the smile from spreading across his face. “Yep.”

Frank’s face fell and he looked like a mongrel pup that someone had just kicked out into the snow. “But what about your land in Texas?”

Jake threw a glance around the bunkhouse before motioning Frank closer. “We’re still going,” he said in a hushed tone. “Only now Reb’s going with us.”

“Is her father gonna like that?”

“Probably not, which is why we need to keep quiet about it.”

Nodding his understanding, Frank straightened his lanky frame. Then his face broke out into a broad smile. “Goddamn! You are a lucky son-of-a-bitch!”

Jake had never seen so much cutlery set out beside one plate in his entire life. One fork, one knife, that’s all a man needed to eat a meal. He realized sitting at this table that all the decisions he and Reb had made that morning regarding their leaving had been easy. What was difficult was trying to decide which damn fork to pick up. It wouldn’t be so bad if they all looked the same, but they didn’t. If he picked up the wrong one, everyone would know. Dear Lord, she must have grown up making these decisions at supper every night.

She cleared her throat and Jake’s gaze snapped from the silverware to a pair of blue eyes. She twirled a fork in her hand. Jake nodded slightly and picked up an identical fork. Lord, he hoped she wasn’t planning on bringing all this cutlery with her on the trail.

“Now then, Jake,” Anderson began. “I had a meeting with my lawyer today and out of fairness to you, I have had my will rewritten to leave this ranch to any children that you and Rebecca have together, thereby assuring this unfortunate offspring takes nothing away from your own children.”

Jake saw the fire ignite in Rebecca’s eyes. His own temper heated up, but he controlled it.

“Mr. Anderson, I’ve always considered you a fair man, but this here doesn’t sound fair to me. With all due respect, sir, this child is Reb’s and is entitled to a part of this ranch.”

“This child is another man’s leavings. Rebecca is damn fortunate you have chosen to overlook her transgressions and for that I intend to show my appreciation.”

The fork clattered as it hit the china and Rebecca shoved her plate back. “I’m finished. May I be excused?”

“No, you may not be excused. You’ll wait until your betrothed is finished before you leave this table.”

Carefully, Jake set his fork down. “Actually, sir, I’m finished. I’m not used to such fine fare, and I need to be checking on that foal. If you’ll excuse us …”

Anderson nodded. Neither Jake nor Rebecca could leave the table fast enough. Jake took her elbow when they reached the hall. “Let’s get some fresh air.”

They walked outside, heading for the corral.

“Has he been like that the whole time?” Jake asked.

“When he talks to me. I guess I should be grateful he says as little as he does.” She spun around. “You understand why I can’t stay, don’t you?”

“I understand,” he said solemnly.

“Even though I’m getting married, he’ll never accept this child. He’ll always single him out…. I don’t want this child feeling different, Jake.”

“He won’t.” He looked off into the night. It dawned on him that since he didn’t walk around with a large “B” branded on his forehead his parentage might not be as evident to everyone else as it was to him. Out of fairness, he realized he should at least tell Rebecca. He forced his gaze back to hers. “I’m a bastard, Reb. My mother was a …” He swallowed. It was just a word, but it was a word that should never be associated with a mother, especially his mother. “She was a prostitute. I don’t know for sure who my father was. I have an idea but I can’t be positive.”

Resting her hand on his arm, she searched his eyes. “That’s what you meant about being called names. Oh, Jake, I just thought you meant children’s teasing. You know firsthand what this child would go through growing up.”

A sadness crept into his eyes. “What they say about words not hurting … it’s not true. I would have preferred the sticks and stones.”

She studied his face. He may not have had sticks and stones, but she was certain he’d had some fists. “Did you get into fights because of your background?”

Self-consciously, he rubbed the uneven bridge of his nose. “Yeah.”

She touched the scar above his brow, wondering how many other things she didn’t know about him. Things she would learn in time, things about her that she supposed he would learn.

He wrapped his fingers around hers, bringing her hand away from his face, and they continued walking towards the corral.

Rebecca rested her arms on the fence, her chin on her arms. “He’s giving us ten of these horses as a wedding present. Pick out the best and we’ll take them with us.”

“Speaking of what we’re taking with us….” Jake gave her a hard stare. “You’re not planning on taking all those forks with you, are you?”

Her laughter filled the night, washing over him like a summer storm. “No. Two should do it. One for me and one for you.”

Jake released a sigh of relief. “Thank God.”

She slipped her arm through his as they started walking back towards the house. “What are all those men doing outside the bunkhouse this time of night?” she asked.

They stopped walking a few feet from the house. Jake rubbed the back of his neck. Some of the men had seemed downright disgruntled when the news of his marriage to Reb had spread through the bunkhouse. Others had thrown threatening glances his way. He couldn’t blame them.“Well, they heard you were marrying me and most of them ain’t believing it.” “And why not?”

“Because they have the same opinion I do.” “Which is?”

Oh, Lord, he was going to lose her now. “That you’re a beautiful woman and could marry any man you wanted. All you’d have to do is let him know. As a matter of fact, Reb, I was thinking … if there’s someone else—”

She put one of her slender fingers to his lips. “Don’t you think they’re going to think it a little strange if you don’t give me a good-night kiss?”

“Would you mind?”

“If they thought it strange?”

“No.” His eyes lovingly caressed her face. She was offering him more than he’d hoped for. “Would you mind if I gave you a good-night kiss?”

Her smile was warm, her lips inviting. “No, I wouldn’t mind at all.”

He removed his hat. Placing a roughened hand on the nape of her neck, bringing her close, he leaned down to brush his lips against hers, feeling the softness, the fullness of them against his own. He lingered only a moment before pulling back, afraid the temptation to taste the sweetness of her mouth would overpower him.

“Good night, Reb.” His voice was drowned out by the catcalls and kissing sounds of the men at the bunkhouse. “Damn cowboys,” he muttered.

Smiling up at him, she turned and started skipping back towards the house. “They’ll be worse at the wedding!” she called out over her shoulder.

Jake headed towards the bunkhouse, shoving his hat down low over his brow, ignoring every question that was asked since every question was the same, only asked in a different voice. How had he managed to convince Rebecca Anderson to marry him?

Rebecca blew the lamp out before walking to the window of her bedroom. Looking out over the east side of the ranch,her gaze fell onto the bunkhouse. As she traced the outline of her lips with her finger, she wondered if Jake was already asleep. Although the kiss had been brief and as light as fairy wings, she could still feel exactly where his lips had covered hers. She had been surprised to feel her heart beating so hard, to hear its thundering in her ears, and to realize she felt disappointed when he had said good night.

A lifetime. She wrapped her arms around herself and smiled. A lifetime.
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