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In God have I put my trust:

I will not be afraid what man can do unto me.

Psalm 56:11
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WAGERED HEART



ONE

Bethany Silverton swept her lime green and white striped gown out of the way and closed the picket gate of her family’s new home. Then with gloved fingers, she opened a matching striped silk parasol and rested it against her shoulder. From down the street, the sounds of laughter mixed with the brassy tinkle of piano keys spilled from the nearest saloon and into the main street of Sweet-water, Montana.

Bethany’s friend, Ingrid Johnson, shook her head. “It is shameful that those men drink so early in the day.” The words rolled off her tongue in a soft Swedish accent. “I do not know why the good reverend wanted to build his church here. He could have settled in a more civilized place long before this.”

Bethany hid her amusement behind her parasol. She couldn’t admit to Ingrid how much she liked this raw frontier town. After all, she had complained without ceasing when her father announced they were leaving Philadelphia to go west. She had declared to both of her parents she would never forgive her father for withdrawing her from Miss Henderson’s School for Young Ladies, for making her leave all of her friends behind, for removing her from the glittering society of which her wealthy grandmother — and by extension, Bethany herself — was a part. She had pouted when they traveled, and she’d pouted whenever they stopped along the way, waiting for her father to hear from the Lord if they had reached the place God meant for them to call home.

Now, two years after bidding Philadelphia farewell, she could admit to herself how much she loved the rolling plains and majestic mountains that surrounded her, how much she admired the men, women, and children who had left everything in hopes of making a better life for themselves in the West.

Even more, she loved her newfound freedoms. Her grandmother — the venerable Eustace Vanderhoff Silverton — would be horrified to know Bethany sometimes went riding without a chaperone or spoke to complete strangers without a proper introduction. Such things were not done by young ladies in her grandmother’s world.

Bethany shifted the parasol to her other shoulder and looked at Ingrid. “There were saloons in every town we passed through. You simply must ignore them.” She turned and began walking, Ingrid hurrying to keep up.

Sweetwater, Montana, was in its youth, a town flowering to life in ser vice of the ranchers who laid claim to the vast grasslands. Its main street was lined with false-fronted buildings, including a mercantile store, two saloons, a small restaurant, a bakery, a livery, an apothecary and doctor’s office, and the sheriff ’s office and jail. When the Silverton family arrived less than a week ago, the reverend had purchased a two-story home on the edge of town from a widow who was returning to Missouri.

This, he’d said, was where the good Lord would have them stay.

The first business the two young women reached was the apothecary. A small bell jingled overhead as Bethany opened the door and she and Ingrid entered.

A green-visored man looked up from his paper-strewn desk. His weathered face cracked into a grin. “How do, ladies. Can I help you?”

She stepped forward. “I’m Miss Silverton. My father is Reverend Silverton.” She motioned toward Ingrid. “This is my friend, Miss Johnson.”

“I heard we’d got us a preacher. Glad to meet you, Miss Silver-ton. You too, Miss Johnson. My name’s Wilton. John Wilton. My brother’s the doc here in Sweetwater.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir. Miss Johnson and I don’t want to take up your time, but we wanted you to know that my father will be holding a church ser vice this Sunday morning in a field tent behind our home. The ser vice will start at ten.”

“Me and the missus will be there. My Sarah’s been praying for a pastor to come through these parts ever since we settled here. She’d want me to tell you she’s been eager to come calling on you and your mother, but she’s been feeling a might poorly. We’ve got us a new baby coming real soon now.”

“How wonderful, Mr. Wilton. Children are a gift from God. Please tell your wife I look forward to meeting her too.”

“That I’ll do. And good day to you, miss.”

The next business was the livery stable, where Bethany tacked up a notice of the church ser vice near the main doors. Then they crossed the street to Mrs. Jenkins’s Restaurant. Once inside, Bethany introduced herself to the proprietress while Ingrid — ever shy around strangers — waited in the background. Again they received a warm welcome. The same was true in the mercantile and the bakery.

But as they left the sheriff ’s office almost an hour later, their way was blocked by a man with a week’s worth of whiskers on his chin and a dusty, battered hat on his head.

“Well, would you look at what we got here. Ain’t you a couple of pretty little fillies.”

Bethany lifted her chin and leveled a cool stare at the grizzled cowpoke. “A gentleman, sir, would step aside and allow us to pass.” She spoke with an air of authority, one she’d learned from observing her grandmother. With her eyes, she dared the man to block their path.

In an instant, his face reddened. “ ’Scuse me, miss.” He stepped down into the street.

She resisted a triumphant grin. “Come along, Ingrid.”

Her friend’s eyes were wide with awe. “Are you never afraid of anything?”

Bethany laughed. “You are altogether too meek, Ingrid. You must overcome it if you’re to be happy here. We must be as bold and fearless as the land itself.”

She stopped walking at the far corner of the Plains Saloon and tacked another notice to the clapboard siding. The noise coming from inside was louder than ever. Twice she glanced toward the door, battling an almost irresistible temptation to peek inside and learn the cause of so much merriment. But, of course, she couldn’t do anything so unbecoming. She might relish her many new freedoms, but as a preacher’s daughter she had to be mindful of her position. Besides, Ingrid would go straight to the reverend if Bethany did anything so brash as look inside a saloon.

She turned from her task, ready to head for home, then stopped when she felt the hem of her dress catch, cringing as she heard the tearing of fabric. This was one of her favorite dresses, a gift from her Philadelphia cousin, Beatrice Worthington. She’d taken great care of it, and if it was ruined, she would be heartsick. There would be no replacing it in Sweetwater.

“Allow me,” a deep voice said.

She glanced over her shoulder in time to see a stranger bend down to free her skirt from the troublesome nail. When he straightened, she found her head tilting backward, ever backward in order to look him in the face.

He was over six feet tall with broad shoulders, lean but exuding an aura of power. She had never felt so slight as she did now. His features were boldly spaced, his skin dark, his jaw smooth and square. Blue-black hair brushed the collar of his shirt. She could read nothing in his expression, but his midnight blue eyes seemed to look right inside her head, reading her mind, judging her thoughts.

She gasped and stepped backward.

One corner of his mouth lifted, suggesting a smile. He turned away without a word.

“Bethany?” Ingrid’s hand clasped her arm.

She took another step back, her gaze still on the man.

“Look at this, Hawk.” A second cowboy, one Bethany hadn’t noticed before, pointed at the notice she had tacked on the wall. “They’re startin’ a church here in Sweetwater. We’re gonna get civilized. You gonna come to the ser vice on Sunday?”

The man named Hawk looked behind him, his enigmatic gaze meeting Bethany’s once again. She held her breath, awaiting his reply.

“No,” he said and walked away.

“Come on, Bethany.” Ingrid tugged at her arm.

“Did you see him?”

“Of course I saw him.”

“I wonder who he is. Have you ever seen anyone so . . . so . . .” She didn’t know what she wanted to say about him. So handsome . . . so mysterious . . . so dangerous.

“He looked like every other cowboy we have seen in Montana. And certainly not the kind of man you would find in church.”

Bethany turned. “Why do you think that?”

“He said so himself. Weren’t you listening? He would not come even if you invited him.”

“But it’s our Chris tian duty to encourage everyone to come to church. How else are we to reach them with the good news?”

Ingrid shook her head. “Many are called, but few are chosen.”

His eyes were as wild and raw as this land. As if he’s a part of it. Surely that is why God called Papa to this place, to reach men like him.

A delayed shiver of reaction ran through her.

“I can see what you are thinking, Bethany, and I tell you, it will not happen.”

“Who says?” She tossed her head. “I’ll wager I could get him to ser vices if I tried hard enough.”

Ingrid shot her a frown. “Gambling is a sin.”

“Oh, pishposh. This isn’t gambling. It’s a little game between friends.”

“Bethany — ”

“I’ll wager you five dollars I can get him to come to church within thirty days.”

“I do not have five dollars.”

“Well, we’ll pretend you do. See. Then it isn’t gambling.”

“The reverend would not approve.”

“Then we simply won’t tell him.”



TWO

Hawk Chandler glanced at the clear sky. Judging by the sun, they ought to reach the Circle Blue Ranch before nightfall. He swung into the saddle of his copper-colored gelding. His friend, Rand Howard, mounted his own horse, and they rode west down Main Street. Once outside of Sweetwater, they settled into a smooth canter, riding in companionable silence.

Hawk scanned the grasslands. The terrain undulated with benchlands and cutbacks, draws and coulees. The eastern plains were rich in native buffalo grass, a grass that withstood the heat and drought of Montana summers, that survived the frigid, snow-covered Montana winters, that was unharmed by the trampling of hooves. It grew and flourished and filled the bellies of Circle Blue cattle.

From the moment he laid eyes on this range back in ’78, he’d known it was where he would stay. Plenty of grazing. Natural brush shelter in the form of plum thickets and chokecherry trees. And most important of all, water.

The boundaries of the Circle Blue began at the foot of the mountain range. That’s where Hawk and Rand had built the ranch house. Nothing fancy. Just a solid place to keep them from freezing in the winter. They’d brought up the Circle Blue starter herd from Texas in the spring of 1879, and after three years, Hawk had introduced shorthorns from Oregon to the range. He wasn’t rich, but he was doing okay. Plenty of others had come and gone. He was here to stay.

He was a lucky man. There wasn’t much more he could want than hard work to keep him busy in the daytime, good food to fill his belly at night, and a friend he could trust through thick and thin.

Then he remembered a pair of green eyes, wide with surprise, and heard again the soft gasp that had slipped from a shapely mouth.

Maybe there was something more he wanted.

He clenched his jaw and forced the delicate image from his memory. He’d learned his lesson when it came to young ladies like her. They weren’t for him, and he’d do well to remember it.
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“We thank you, Lord, for bringing us safely to our new home. We ask that you bless our work in Sweetwater. Amen.”

Nathaniel Silverton lifted his head even as three soft “amens” echoed his from around the supper table. His gaze settled first upon his bride of twenty-seven years. To him, the former Virginia Braddock was as lovely as the day he’d married her, even though her sable hair was now highlighted with strands of silver. Throughout their marriage, she had served beside him. When he’d told her God was calling him to leave Philadelphia — a life made comfortable by the wealth of his family — she hadn’t questioned him or uttered a word of complaint.

God bless her.

The same had not been true of their only child.

At this moment, Bethany looked as submissive and gentle in spirit as her mother. Ah, but looks could be deceiving. His daughter was filled with a fire for life. If he could, he would protect her, shelter her from the trials he knew would come to her — many, he feared, of her own making. Some of her willfulness was his fault; he had spoiled her as a child. Truth be known, he spoiled her still. He couldn’t resist her impish grins and sweet pleadings. She had charm and knew how to use it to her advantage.

Oh, Father. Protect this child of mine. Teach her to be humble and kind.

As if knowing he prayed for her, she looked up, unmistakable mischief in her eyes. What bit of tomfoolery was she up to now? Then she smiled, and he forgot to worry, his heart melting in response.

Nathaniel knew she’d forgiven him for taking her away from Philadelphia, though she was too willful to admit it yet. Not after all the fuss she’d made during their slow journey west. He would have to pray harder about her stubborn streak. Pray and hope it wouldn’t bring her too much heartache before she surrendered it to God.

His gaze moved on, arriving at last to Ingrid. What a contrast she was to his daughter. Where Bethany’s coloring was bright and vibrant — auburn hair, green eyes — Ingrid was pale. Her blond hair was more silver than gold, her blue eyes so light as to be almost gray. While Bethany’s curvaceous body highlighted her young womanhood, Ingrid was tall and almost as straight as a boy. Likewise, their personalities were as night to day. Bethany looked for adventure at every turn; Ingrid sought peace.

The Silvertons had befriended Ingrid and her father, Sven Johnson, on their journey from Minnesota to Colorado. It was in Denver that Sven crossed over to eternity, leaving his daughter with little money and no family. The Silvertons had taken her as one of their own, and so she remained.

“Papa?”

Drawn from his memories, Nathaniel looked at Bethany. “Yes?”

“Ingrid and I met as many of the townspeople as we could today, and we posted notices about church ser vices in several places. But I was thinking. What about the ranchers and homesteaders who only come into town on occasion? How will they know we’re here? Shouldn’t we seek them out and let them know Sweetwater now has a church?”

“Well, I — ”

“I’d like to go with you. Some of the ranchers must have wives and children. They should know you have a family too.”

“Your mother — ”

“Oh, of course Mother should come. And Ingrid too. We could pack a picnic lunch and make a day of it. Wouldn’t it be fun?”

It pleased him that Bethany was interested in helping him in his work, that she wanted to become a part of this community. While it was true she could be stubborn and willful, it was also true she had a good heart.

“You’re right, daughter. We should pay our respects to those who live outside of Sweetwater. If the weather’s good tomorrow, we’ll take the buggy and go calling.” He turned toward his wife. “Virginia, when should we leave?”

“If it’s all the same to you, dear, I’ll decline. There’s much to do here before I’ll feel settled. The house is at sixes and sevens. You and the girls go and have a good day together.”

“As you wish.” He turned toward Ingrid. “We should get an early start.”

Ingrid glanced toward Bethany, a peculiar look in her eyes. Then she shook her head. “Thank you, Reverend Silverton, but I will stay and help Mrs. Silverton if that is all right.”

“Well” — he turned to his daughter — “I guess it’s just you and me. We’ll leave right after breakfast.”



THREE

It was hot for May. Too hot for Hawk’s liking. It shouldn’t be like this until July.

He yanked the pump handle up and down until cool water gushed from the faucet, filling the tin cup in his hand. It took several cupfuls to quench his thirst. Afterward, he leaned down and stuck his head beneath the flow of water. Air whooshed from his lungs at the cold, both startling and welcome. As he straightened, he shook droplets of water from his hair, like a dog just out of the river.

He returned the cup to its nail before starting across the dusty yard, long strides eating up the distance between pump and barn. But he stopped when he saw a horse and buggy approaching at a smart clip, the identity of the vehicle’s inhabitants hidden in the shadow cast by the fringed top. He heard the driver’s “Whoa!” seconds before the horse slowed to a walk. It stopped not far from where he stood.

“Good afternoon.” The man — a stranger to Hawk — stepped from the buggy. He wore a fine black suit. Attire not often seen in these parts. “I’m Reverend Nathaniel Silverton of Sweetwater.”

“Afternoon.”

The reverend held out a hand toward the buggy. “This is my daughter, Bethany.”

He watched her alight, a petite foot and ankle peeking from beneath her flounced and ruffled gown of sunshine yellow. The preacher’s daughter. Pretty as a picture — and the very lady he wanted to avoid.

“I see we are interrupting your work, Mr. — ” The reverend’s voice rose in question as he extended his hand.

Hawk wiped his palm on his trousers and shook the proffered hand. “Chandler. Hawk Chandler. The Circle Blue is my ranch.” He pushed his damp hair back from his face. “I’ve been shoeing horses most of the morning.” It irritated him that he felt the need to explain his appearance.

“And we are sorry to have intruded. We won’t keep you, Mr. Chandler. We only wanted to extend an invitation to you and your family to attend ser vices in Sweetwater this Sunday.”

Hawk’s gaze moved once more to the young woman at her father’s side. Bethany. The name fit her. Ladylike. Elegant. Lovely. Her rosy lips parted slightly as she returned his gaze, and he felt his gut tighten.

“Thanks for the invitation, Reverend. I’m not much on churchgoing, but it was good of you to stop by.” He stepped back one length and nodded. “Good day to you.” Then, without waiting for them to leave, he strode toward the barn.
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Bethany had never seen anyone like him. The muscles of his upper arms bulged beneath his rolled up shirtsleeves. His wet hair glistened in the sunlight, droplets of water shining like diamonds against the black. And his eyes, the way he’d looked at her. It had left her breathless.

“Come along, Bethany,” her father said, his hand on her elbow. “I believe we’ve overstayed our welcome.”

“But Papa, shouldn’t we try to change his mind? We’ve come all this way.” A new thought sprang into her head, one that made her stomach sink. “We don’t know if he’s married. Perhaps we should talk to his wife. She might want to come to church, even if he doesn’t.”

Her father shook his head. “We aren’t giving up, my girl. There will be other occasions to see Mr. Chandler. If he has a family, we will learn that too.”

Reluctantly, she allowed herself to be moved toward the buggy, taking her place once again on her father’s right side. He clucked at the horse and turned the vehicle around.

Hawk Chandler. She recalled the sculpted angles of his face, the heavy brows, the deep-set, brooding eyes. Blue eyes, yet so dark they were nearly black.

“Hawk,” she said softly. “An unusual Christian name, isn’t it?”

“My guess is he’s part Indian.”

“Do you think so?” She twisted to look behind her at the retreating ranch. “But I thought Indians were . . .” Savages. Heathens. The words caught in her throat. While Hawk Chandler seemed many things to her, those words didn’t fit.

Her father understood what had gone unsaid. “My child, never judge a man because of his race. Never. God looks at the heart. So should we. We are all made in God’s image. Whatever the reason Mr. Chandler doesn’t go to church, we’ll pray we can overcome it so that he will join us soon.”

“I’ll do everything I can to make that happen, Papa.”
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Vince Richards leaned against the high-backed leather chair, nodding every so often as the reverend spoke, but he wasn’t listening. His thoughts were locked on the auburn-haired beauty seated beside her father.

From the moment she entered his home, she’d held him captivated. She was perfection — her laugh, her sweet smile, the lyrical sound of her voice. Even the way she drank the tea that Hutchens, Vince’s manservant, had delivered to the drawing room a short while before. Lovely. Absolutely lovely. It wasn’t often one found a truly genteel young woman in Montana.

“We’ve taken up enough of your time, Mr. Richards.” The reverend stood. “It was a pleasure meeting you. I hope we’ll see you in church on Sunday.”

“I’ll be there, Reverend Silverton.” He rose and stepped forward to shake the man’s hand. Then he turned toward Bethany and bowed. “It was a distinct honor to meet you, Miss Silverton. I look forward to the pleasure of your company again soon.”

Nathaniel took Bethany’s arm. “Until Sunday then. Good day, Mr. Richards.”

Vince saw his guests to their buggy, then watched as they drove away. Now there was a young woman who would make a proper wife for the future governor of Montana. And that’s who he meant to be. Not just governor of the territory. He would see that Montana became a state, and, when it did, he would be its governor. Bethany Silverton would make a perfect first lady. Beautiful, cultured, refined. Everything a governor could want in a wife.

He turned toward his house, pride welling at the sight. It had taken a long time to have the materials brought here, a long time for the large brick structure to be built and furnished. But now it was the finest home in all of Montana Territory.

He stepped onto the veranda and took a cigar from his shirt pocket. As he smoked, his gaze scanned the rolling countryside that made up the Bar V Ranch. Five thousand head of cattle roamed the range. Soon there would be ten thousand, then twenty thousand. Perhaps even more. All he needed was time and more grazing land — and more water.

Water.

He bit down on the cigar, eyes narrowing as they slid toward the mountain range to the west. Chandler’s ranch was at the foot of those mountains — the ranch and a spring that never ceased to flow, providing life-giving water for livestock for miles around. If Vince was to own the largest cattle operation in Montana, he needed ownership of the Circle Blue. Once it was his, control of the water rights from the mountains all the way to the Musselshell would be his too.

And there was no mistaking that the Circle Blue would be his. He wouldn’t allow anything or anyone to stand in his way.

He tossed his cigar into the dust of the yard and went inside.
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Rand set his bowl of stew on the table opposite Hawk. “Did you get the last of those horses shod? If not, I can do it in the mornin’.”

“I finished. Except for the roan. He’s gone lame again. I figured to put him out to pasture for a while, see if he doesn’t heal up.” Hawk took a couple bites of his supper. “We had visitors today.”

“Who? Richards? When’s he gonna believe you’re not sellin’?”

Hawk shook his head. “It wasn’t Richards. It was the new reverend and his daughter. Came to invite us to church.”

“They did, huh?” Rand chuckled. “Guess if they’re gonna go to all that trouble to bring a personal invitation, we oughta go.”

Hawk resumed eating without comment.

“I don’t suppose the reverend’s daughter was that blonde we saw outside the saloon.”

“No.”

Rand swallowed his disappointment. “Well, I reckon I’ll go anyway. You gonna change your mind and come with me?”

Hawk shook his head.

Rand understood his friend’s reluctance to mingle with the town’s growing population. He’d come to know Hawk pretty well in the five years they’d been together, well enough to know that he’d suffered his share of scorn from folks when they learned he was a quarter Sioux. Didn’t matter that Hawk had spent his whole life living with white folks, that he was as upright and honest as any man Rand ever knew.

Never ceased to amaze him how otherwise kind and caring folks — even some who called themselves Christian — could act like that. Made him ashamed, it did. Downright ashamed.



FOUR

Bethany stared at the ceiling, watching as the encroaching dawn lightened her bedroom, all the while twirling a strand of hair around her index finger and worrying her lower lip.

Now that she’d found Mr. Chandler, how was she to get him to church? She couldn’t wait for her father to go visiting again. Papa would take his own sweet time. How could she win her bet with Ingrid that way?

I wonder if he’s married.

Oh, how very much she hoped not. She could still win the wager if he was, but it wouldn’t be as rewarding if he had a wife.

She pushed away the blankets and swung her feet over the side of the bed. A ride would help clear her thoughts. And if that ride happened to take her near the Circle Blue, perhaps she would learn if there was a Mrs. Chandler. Her father wouldn’t approve of her riding out so far from town, of course. Well, she needn’t tell him. Besides, as long as Ingrid was with her, what harm could there be?

She poured water from the pitcher into a bowl and quickly performed her morning ablutions. Then she ran a hasty brush through her unruly curls before capturing her hair into a bun at the nape. As she slipped into her riding habit, she heard a door open and close, then the creaking of the stairs. Her father was up for his morning prayer time. She and Ingrid would have to wait until he emerged from his study before they could leave.

She checked the mirror one more time, approving her appearance and dark umber riding habit. Then she hurried down the hall to Ingrid’s bedroom. “Get up, sleepyhead.”

Sprawled on her stomach, Ingrid opened one eye. “What time is it?”

“Time to get up if we want to go for a ride.”

“What ride?”

“Our ride. Don’t you remember?” Bethany pulled back the coverlets on the bed. “We wanted to go for a ride today.”

Suspicion clouded her friend’s face as she sat up. “I do not recall anything about a ride.”

“Oh, you’re so forgetful.” Bethany swept over to the chair near the window and perched herself on it. “Look outside. It’s going to be a beautiful warm day, and I’m not leaving this room until you’re up and ready to go riding with me. I had such a lovely time with Papa yesterday. The countryside is beautiful. Especially over by the — ” She caught herself. “Over by the mountains. I want you to see it. Maybe we’ll see some buffalo. Wouldn’t that be exciting?”

While Bethany chattered, Ingrid got out of bed, washed, and went to her wardrobe. Not until she was dressed did she speak again. “You do not fool me, Bethany. It is not buffalo you wish to see.”

Bethany feigned hurt feelings. “Must you be so suspicious of me?” Then she laughed, her excitement bubbling to the surface despite her best effort.
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The stallion quivered, his eyes wild with fright, his legs braced. Rand gripped the rope, holding the horse steady while Hawk stepped into the saddle.

“Okay. Let him go.”

For one moment after Rand stepped backward, the rangy black didn’t move. Hawk wasn’t fooled. He tightened his hold. A second later, the horse erupted into the air with fury, his body twisting in a vicious attempt to unseat its rider. All four hooves struck the hard earth with teeth-jarring impact. Horse and human grunted in unison.

Hawk heard Rand’s yell of encouragement as the wild horse took flight again. The stallion echoed the sound with a shrill neigh as he dropped his head between his legs, back arched. Hawk’s body flowed with the animal’s movements rather than against them, his free arm acting as a balance as the stallion bucked and twisted and spun around the corral. Dust filled Hawk’s nostrils and stung his eyes. Sweat poured from beneath his hatband and down his back.

Fight all you want. I’ ll win in the end.

As if he’d heard, the horse stopped bucking and stood dead still in the middle of the corral. Surprised — he’d expected this to take more time — Hawk looked at Rand, who shrugged in response. In that same instant, the animal threw his back legs toward the sky, his nose almost touching the ground.

Hawk parted company with the saddle and somersaulted toward the corral fence before hitting the dirt. The force of connecting with the ground knocked the air from him as he tumbled onto his back. He lay still, eyes closed, trying to drag a full breath into his lungs.

Rand laughed. “You took wing on that one. A flyin’ hawk if ever I seen one.”

Ignoring his friend, Hawk painstakingly sat up, his gaze turning toward the quivering horse.

One of us is the boss here, and it isn’t you.

With a grimace, he pushed himself up from the dirt and brushed off his trousers as he strode across the corral. The stallion’s breathing was labored; white rings circled his eyes as he watched Hawk’s approach. Tension passed between them.

“Easy,” Hawk crooned, picking up the rope and reaching for the saddle horn. “Easy, boy.”

As soon as his leg swung over the animal’s back, the twosome went airborne again.
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As Bethany and Ingrid rode around the side of the barn, a wild scene met their eyes. The man they’d seen with Hawk Chandler outside the Plains Saloon sat on the corral fence, shouting encouragement and waving his hat. In the corral, Hawk rode a horse that looked as if it meant to kill both the rider and itself.

Bethany nudged her mare forward, drawn by the drama of man against beast. Reaching the corral, she dismounted, then stepped onto the bottom rail of the fence. Her gaze never wavered from Hawk. She forgot Ingrid and the man on the fence, too captured by the battle of wills taking place inside the corral to notice anything else.

The struggle between horse and rider continued for a long time before the exhausted animal accepted defeat. The fight gone out of him, the stallion stood in the center of the corral, dragging in noisy gasps of air. Hawk Chandler waited a few moments before he nudged the horse with the heels of his boots, moving him forward at a walk, then a trot. He didn’t look at her as he rode by, yet she sensed his awareness of her presence. A tiny thrill raced along her spine.

“He’s good, ain’t he?”

She looked at the man on the fence. “I’ve never seen a wild horse ridden before.”

He hopped to the ground and stepped toward her, putting his hat back on his head as he did so. “I’m Rand Howard.” His brow lifted in question.

“Bethany Silverton. And this is my friend, Ingrid Johnson.”

“The new preacher’s daughter. Pleased to meet you, Miss Silverton. Miss Johnson.”

Bethany returned her attention to the corral.

Hawk Chandler had drawn the lathered stallion to a halt. Without haste, he stepped down from the saddle, all the while speaking softly to the horse, his voice but not his words carrying to the observers. His hand stroked the sweaty black neck. Then he placed his foot in the stirrup once again and remounted. The stallion’s ears twitched forward, then back, listening to the soothing murmur. Several more times, Hawk guided the horse in a wide circle around the corral. When he dismounted again, he gave the stallion another pat on the neck before loosening the cinch and removing the saddle and pad.

It was a pleasant thing, watching him work. Bethany could have stood there all day.

Hawk turned from the horse, and his gaze, hard and unflinching, met hers. Heat rose in her cheeks, but she couldn’t look away. He walked toward her, his gait easy, his stride long. The closer he got, the more intimidating he seemed.

She forced herself to smile. “Good day, Mr. Chandler.” She tilted her head to one side. “My friend and I were out for a ride and heard a commotion. This was exciting to see.”

“You’re a long way from Sweetwater.” There was nothing welcoming in his tone.

“I know, but the day was warm, and it’s such lovely country.”

“It’s not safe for you to ride out this far from town on your own.”

“But I was here with Father just yesterday. We saw nothing to be afraid of.”

“You don’t always see danger coming in this country, Miss Silverton.”

She didn’t care for his advice, but perhaps she could take advantage of it. “I . . . I didn’t think of that, sir. Perhaps . . . would you mind escorting us back to town?”

Not for all the world would she admit, even to herself, how much she hoped he would agree. She wanted to talk to him, to get to know what went on behind those dark eyes. And if he had a wife? Well then, she would want to know her too.

Wouldn’t she?

Unsure of herself — an uncharacteristic feeling — Bethany lowered her gaze.

Rand broke the silence. “How about if we offer these nice ladies something to eat and then I’ll see them back to town.”

An escort home by Mr. Howard wouldn’t serve her cause. It wasn’t him she desired to know. It wasn’t him she wanted to come to church. “We wouldn’t want to put you or your wife out, Mr. Chandler.” She looked at Hawk, anxious for his answer.

“There’s no Mrs. Chandler. And we’ll go into town together. I mean to have a word with the reverend and tell him to keep you at home before you wind up in trouble.”

At that, a flash of anger replaced all other emotions. “My father has no need of your advice, sir. I may be a woman, but I assure you I’m not helpless.”

For the first time, she saw him grin, and it had a startling effect on her equilibrium. She forgot everything in that moment.

He climbed over the fence and dropped to the ground near her. “That’s debatable, miss.” The humor vanished as quickly as it had come. “And I still mean to talk to your father. Next time you might not find the men you meet as friendly as we are.”

Her irritation returned, even stronger than before. “Less friendly than you, Mr. Chandler?” She tossed her head as she turned toward her mare. “I shouldn’t think that possible.” After she was mounted, she looked at Rand. “Ingrid and I thank you for your kind invitation to dine, Mr. Howard, but we must decline. Good day.”

She hoped Ingrid followed as she rode away. She didn’t dare look back. Not until she’d put more distance between her and Hawk Chandler.
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Hawk and Rand rode behind the two women. By now, Bethany had to know they were there, that she hadn’t cowed him with her superior air or swayed him with her coy glances. But she never looked back. Not even once. She rode that mare with her head high and her shoulders straight as an arrow.

Maybe she had a point. Maybe he shouldn’t take it upon himself to tell her father how to manage her. But once he’d suggested it, he had to carry through. Besides, he was right. A woman alone without even a gun or a rifle could get into all sorts of trouble, if not from disreputable men, then from snakes or wolves or other wild animals.

Up ahead, Bethany stopped her horse. “Ingrid, look. What on earth is that?” She pointed toward a mound of sun-baked bones.

Hawk rode up beside her. “The remains of a buffalo herd.”

She looked at him, obviously considering whether or not she should deign to acknowledge him. Curiosity apparently won. “What killed them?”

“Greed.”

Her brows rose as her eyes widened in question.

It was Rand who elaborated. “Hides pay about three fifty each in Miles City. Maybe more by now. The buffalo herds of the southern plains were wiped out in the seventies. Now this territory’s about the last place for the buffalo, and I reckon we won’t find any here in another year or two.”

Hawk touched his heels to his horse’s sides. “Most cattlemen think they can’t raise their herds where there’s buffalo.”

“You don’t agree?” Bethany asked, catching up with him.

He shrugged.

Once again, his friend filled the silence. “Buffalo come through; they sweep away horses and cows right along with them. Chances are you’ll never see your stock again. Besides, they eat the grass the cattle need. Now that the railroad’s reached Montana, there’s going to be more and more men coming to build their ranches, men with big plans for the grasslands here. Those plans don’t include buffalo herds. Anyways, long as there’s people willing to buy their hides, there’ll be hunters willing to kill ’em.”

“We saw some buffalo on our way to Sweetwater,” Bethany said softly, sadness touching her face. “I thought they were magnificent. They were frightening and yet so noble.”

She confused him, this girl. One moment, the flirt. And the next —

“Have you ever killed a buffalo, Mr. Chandler?”

“No, Miss Silverton, I haven’t.”

She smiled, and it was as if the sun had come from behind a cloud. “I’m glad.”

In that moment, completely against his will, so was he.



FIVE

“I wish I’d never made that miserable wager.” Bethany passed a dripping dish to Ingrid. “Then I wouldn’t have to see Hawk Chandler ever again.” She groaned. “The way Papa carried on. All I did was go for a horseback ride like I’ve done countless times before.”

“We can forget the wager if you would like.”

“We will not!” Bethany dropped a dirty skillet into the wash water, splashing soapy suds onto her apron. Her eyes narrowed as she began to scrub, imagining it was Mr. Chandler beneath the wire brush. “I’ll win that wager, and I’ll make him pay for the trouble he’s caused me.”

Even now, five days later, her father’s angry scolding echoed in her mind. “I’ll not have a daughter of mine behaving like some wild street urchin. Riding out alone so far from town without protection. Calling on unmarried men without a chaperone. I won’t have it, Bethany Rachel. I will not have it.”

“But Papa — ”

“You’ll not sweet-talk me out of this. I forbid you to ride that horse of yours for two weeks. You’ll have so much to do around the house you won’t have time for more shenanigans.”

“But Papa — ”

Her protests had been to no avail.

So here she stood, up to her elbows in dishwater on a sunny morning, her mare locked up in the stable. This was Hawk Chandler’s fault. If he hadn’t insisted on coming back to town with her . . . If he hadn’t told her father how dangerous it was for her to be out riding on the prairie . . . If he hadn’t told the reverend about their visit to his ranch . . .

It was his fault, and by hook or by crook, she meant to get even.

Ingrid touched her shoulder. “You should not be thinking such things.”

“What things?” She scrubbed the skillet even harder.

“You know what things. You should forgive Mr. Chandler. He was only trying to protect us.”

“Don’t you stand up for him. Don’t you dare stand up for him. I’m almost as mad at you as I am at him.”

Her friend’s hand fell away and her gaze dropped to the dish she was drying.

Bethany knew she should apologize. Ingrid’s feelings were easily hurt. But right now she didn’t care. It stung her pride that Rand Howard had been the first person to arrive at church on Sunday. Even a blind fool could tell he was there because of Ingrid. Worse still, he’d come alone. After all the trouble Hawk had caused Bethany, he hadn’t had the decency to come to church and apologize.

She stepped back from the counter and tore off her apron. “I’m going for a walk. I can’t stand it in here one more moment.”

She hurried out the back door without even a bonnet. What did she care if the sun darkened her complexion? Who would notice as long as she was a prisoner in her own home?

Holding her skirts out of the way, she walked across the open field behind the house, making for the cottonwoods and willows. On the bank of Spring River, she sat in the shade of the leafy trees.

But even here she felt confined. As if it would help, she plucked the pins from her hair, setting it free to fall down her back.

It wasn’t fair. It truly wasn’t fair.

She was fond of Ingrid. She loved her like a sister and was happy Rand Howard was interested in her. He seemed a nice sort.

But, oh, it stuck in her craw that Rand had asked permission to call on Ingrid when all Hawk had done was scold her, treating her like a child and getting her in trouble with her parents.

The nerve of that infuriating man.

Wretched, uncouth cowpoke. You’re a beast, that’s what you are. 

As she acknowledged the hurtful words spewing from her heart, her anger turned to shame.

“I’m sorry, God.”

This morning her father had called her petulant. Perhaps it was true. Maybe she had behaved like a spoiled child.

“I don’t mean to be this way, Lord.”

She closed her eyes, meaning to pray and to seek God’s guidance, but instead, her thoughts returned to Hawk. They’d returned to him all too often since the day she met him outside the saloon. Even her dreams betrayed her.

There is no earthly reason why I should think of him. He’s nothing to me.

Many a young man had called upon her since her coming out, but there’d never been anyone who caught her fancy, no one who made her heart race. And now, to have this taciturn cowboy infiltrate her thoughts . . . Oh, it wasn’t to be borne! He wasn’t even a believer.

God, help me stop thinking of him. I don’t care about my silly wager. She sighed. Well, maybe I do just a little.
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Rand whistled as he and Hawk rode toward Sweetwater. He couldn’t wait to see Ingrid again.

In all his twenty-five years, he hadn’t felt this way before. It seemed as if he’d been looking for her all along. He wasn’t about to let her get away now that he’d found her. He meant to sweet-talk that gal into marrying him. It didn’t matter that he owned little more than his clothes, tack, a couple of horses, and a piece of land. It was enough to make a start. He would build a house, warm and tight against the cold Montana winters. They would be happy there.

He grinned. If he and Ingrid were happy as man and wife, could be he’d build a bigger place than originally planned, just in case they were blessed with a baby before the first year was out.

“What’s got into you?” Hawk asked.

“Nothin’ in particular. Just glad I’m havin’ supper at the Silver-tons. You oughta join us. The reverend invited you too.”

“I don’t think Miss Silverton feels the same.”

“So what are you going to do? Head on back to the ranch after you check on those supplies you ordered?”

“I haven’t decided.”

“Miss Silverton’s mighty pretty to look at across a supper table.”

This time Hawk replied with a grunt.

Rand chuckled. “Suit yourself.”
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Hawk dismounted in front of the mercantile and watched his friend continue down Main Street toward the reverend’s house. No way would he admit that he’d like to see Bethany again. Ever since he’d left the Silverton home last week, he’d been haunted by the memory of her angry gaze following him out the door.

He turned away from the store and cut between two buildings, headed for Spring River, hoping a walk would clear his head. The trees were in glorious spring foliage, a stark contrast to the brownish- green grasslands. A welcome breeze rustled the leaves overhead as he followed the river’s edge.

He stopped when he saw Bethany, seated in the shade near the riverbank, knees pulled close to her chest. A vision to behold. Her hair fell in a mass of curls, touching the ground behind her. Her eyes were closed, but her lips were moving. Talking to herself or to God?

He stepped closer to a tree, melting into the shadows.

Bethany opened her eyes and released her legs, then stretched her arms high over her head. A smile played across her mouth. She pulled up the hem of her skirt and, with nimble fingers, untied her shoes and removed them. Then she rose and stepped to the river’s edge, testing the water with the toes of her right foot, drawing back with a gasp at the cold water. But she didn’t give up. She pressed her lips together in determination, lifted her skirt almost to her knees, and stepped into the river.

In the years since Hawk had left Chicago, he’d avoided women for the most part, except for the ones who worked in saloons from here to Texas. A man couldn’t compare those painted, hardened faces with Bethany’s fresh-faced beauty. Rand was right. It would be a pleasure to look at her across the supper table.

It would be better, of course, if he didn’t allow himself said enjoyment. There was no room in his life for a woman. Any woman. This one in particular. She was the daughter of a preacher. He didn’t have much use for church. She was a lady. He was no gentleman. She was used to the finer things that came with money and a place in society. That same society had no use for someone like him.

If he was smart, he would turn around and walk away, straight back to the mercantile. Better yet, he ought to mount up and ride his gelding back to the Circle Blue as fast as the horse could carry him. Instead, he stepped from the shadows and moved toward the river.

“Afternoon, Miss Silverton.”

She jerked as she looked up. Her foot must have slipped on the slick rocks that lined the riverbed. Eyes wide and arms flailing, she fell backward into the swift-flowing water.
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