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Beloved, if God so loved us, we ought also to love one another.




1 John 4:11 


CHAPTER ONE




The MacAnliss homestead

Near Inspiration, Montana

Spring 1882 




Kirsty MacAnliss awoke with a start. Sitting bolt upright in her bed she strained her eyes to see in the darkness enveloping the cabin's small bedroom. 

Silence hung heavily in the air for a long moment. Tugging aside the curtain, Kirsty peered through the window. By the silvery light of the full moon she could see the empty yard and, across the fields, the distant outline of the forest. Kirsty listened intently. She felt her pulse pounding as she sat up in the bed.

Heart thumping furiously, she pulled the covers aside and slid out of bed. Wrapping herself in a heavy gown, she opened the bedroom door and padded barefoot across the main living space of the log cabin. Glancing at the closed door next to her own room, Kirsty wished Abby was here tonight. Her cousin had gone into town and wouldn't be back until late in the morning at the earliest. 

Kirsty was alone, miles from town and out in the middle of the Montana wilderness. She felt a familiar dread overtake her. She wondered if she'd ever become accustomed to living alone on her homestead. Thankfully, for now, she had still had Abby.

Standing still for a moment Kirsty wrapped her arms around herself and listened intently.

No sound. Maybe she'd imagined it all, she told herself. Then, suddenly she heard more noises. Rolling wheels and horses hooves against hard earth. Who would be riding through the territory at this time of night? And why had they stopped at her homestead? 

Now the noises were louder, the unmistakable sound of a carriage and horse's hooves.

Kirsty started to shiver. The room was dark, but she knew every inch of the living space. If she made her way to the left, she'd reach the cold, dark fireplace. Above it, hanging by two nails on the wooden wall above the mantel, was the rifle.

She stepped quickly to the fireplace. The wooden floor was icy cold beneath her feet. Her toes sank into the crescent of soft earth which surrounded the front of the fireplace. 

Touching the tips of her fingers against the wall, she felt the cold bulk of the rifle. She lifted the heavy weapon. It almost slipped from her grasp but she managed to keep hold of it. Making her way past the long table in the middle of the room she came to the closed door. She hesitated a long moment, listening. All she could hear now was the thudding of her own heart. 

Kirsty lifted the wooden bar blocking the inside of the door, taking care not to make too much noise. She dragged in a breath, feeling the chill night air snap at her lungs. Grasping the metal door handle, she eased the door further open and paused for a moment. Now that the door was open, the distant sounds of cicadas were loud. The whispering of nearby forest branches drifted on the night wind.

 A blast of fresh air swept her gown around her legs. Easing her head out of the open door, she ran her gaze around the yard. Nothing.

 Kirsty frowned. She'd expected to see a carriage and horses out in the yard. Perhaps someone standing there, waiting for her. But there was no sign of anyone. The animals in their enclosures were silent, undisturbed. 

Kirsty stepped out onto the porch. She held the rifle straight, ready to fire if necessary. Her throat was tight and her mouth was dry. She had faced dangers before. Plenty of times. However, with no cousin to stand by her side this time, Kirsty felt inexplicably anxious. Years of homestead living had made her senses keen. She could feel trouble in the air.

Then she heard it. 

The sound of a horse over by the side of the barn. Sighing quietly, Kirsty started to make her way over toward the barn. As she made her way toward it she saw something which made her blood chill. The barn door hung slightly open. She knew she'd closed it before going to bed. 

Looking down at the ground she saw the unmistakable lines of carriage tracks. Following them, she saw they led to one side of the barn. Making her way around the edge of the barn she saw a single horse and a buckboard. This buckboard did not belong to her. Now she knew for sure that strangers were on her property. 

Her fingers tightened around the rifle. If she had to resort to self-defense, she knew she would do so.

Stepping carefully, Kirsty made her way toward the half open door of the barn. She didn't know who she'd find inside. But, whoever it was, they had no right to trespass. Maybe they were thieves. Or even worse. Perhaps they were preparing to enter the homestead cabin and rob her of all she possessed. 

Kirsty offered up a quiet prayer.

Lord, give me the courage to deal with this. You have helped me so many times in the past. I ask for Your help now as I face the unknown. Grant me the wisdom and strength to do what's right. Lord, grant me protection.

Instantly, as always after prayer, Kirsty felt her heart warm and her resolve strengthen.

Kirsty's toes sank into the soft earth as she edged her away toward the gap in the barn door. Her fingers curled around the rifle's trigger. Then, astonishingly, she heard the most unlikely sound. The last thing she would have expected to hear on this dark night.

The quiet giggling of a child's voice drifted out from inside the barn.

Kirsty halted, frowning in the moonlit night.

She heard another voice, low and masculine. "Wait here," the man said. "I'll be back in a minute." Kirsty gasped. Readying herself, gripping the rifle, she stepped back, aiming it at the door.

A hand appeared, pushing carefully on the barn door. Kirsty gritted her teeth, ready for confrontation.

Then a figure stepped out from the shadows. The man halted, frozen at the site of the rifle pointing straight at him. Simultaneously, Kirsty gasped as she stared at the features of the tall man who was now rooted to the spot. Her heart sank heavily in her chest and she gasped. Disbelief gripped her. It couldn't be! 

The man's dark brows rose and his jaw dropped as he ran his gaze down the length of Kirsty's petite gown-clad figure. This time it was his turn to gasp.

Lifting his hands in a defensive gesture, he cried out. "Kirsty!"

She groaned disbelievingly, staring at the last man she had ever expected to see standing at the door of her barn. "Logan?" she exclaimed.

By the moonlight, she saw Logan's face turn instantly pale. Pointing the rifle downwards, she held it in one hand and took a step toward Logan Kincaid.

"Logan. Is it really you?" she exclaimed. "What are you doing here?" she demanded sharply.

Logan glanced toward the interior of the barn and then stepped out beyond the open door. Almost as if he was barring her from seeing inside, she reflected. Glancing at the rifle, he said. "It is me, Kirsty." His brows furrowed. "I scared you," he said with genuine concern sounding in his voice.

She felt heat rush to her cheeks. "What would you expect me to do? When I heard the sound of your buckboard I just assumed it meant trouble." She pointed toward the far corner of the barn. "I assume that is your buckboard."

Logan nodded. "What can I say?" He lifted a brow. "Sorry?"

"For scaring me half to death?" she retorted. She felt herself bristle and lifted her chin peering up at Logan's even features. She glanced down at the rifle. "I'm used to dealing with troublemakers."

"Really," he said evenly, sounding unconvinced.

She nodded sharply. "It happens all the time out here."

 "I don't doubt you can take care of yourself." Quirking a brow and smiling, Logan continued: "You always were one to take trouble head on."

She frowned, recalling the way he'd teased her all those years ago. But, back then they'd both been younger. Those were the days before all her troubles had begun.

"How long has it been?" Logan asked casually. He rolled his eyes thoughtfully. "Five years?"

"Something like that," Kirsty replied.

She tried not to think about everything which had happened during the years he'd been away.

Logan reached out a hand toward the rifle. "Let me take that."

Frowning at him, she took a step back and shook her head. "Nope."

Logan smiled. For a brief moment she recognized that mischievous grin. Although Logan had changed, become more heavy-set and even world-weary, he still had that smile. The one which had turned so many female heads in town. The one which could bring instant delight to any woman's heart. But that had been before he had left. She wondered if he had really changed.

She gripped the rifle. "I can look after this myself," she insisted holding the rifle horizontally across her middle.

Once again Logan smiled, this time in temporary defeat. "Okay. After all, I am trespassing on your land." Tilting his head she asked, "Are you going to run us off your land?" As if sensing he'd said something he shouldn't have, Logan's brows furrowed.

"Us?" Kirsty asked quietly. "Who else is here?"

Logan ran fingers through his thick, dark hair. Drawing in a deep breath, his broad chest puffed out beneath the buckskin jacket. His wide shoulders seemed to strain the fabric of the jacket. "I'm not alone," he said and glanced toward the inside the barn.

Recalling the voice of a child she'd heard earlier, Kirsty peered into Logan's dark brown eyes. "You're not?" she asked in a flat voice.

Logan's full lips tightened and he shook his head. Now he looked worried, she told herself. Abruptly he turned and leaned his head inside the open door. "Jack. Alice. Come here, children," he said in a gentle voice. 

Two children? Kirsty felt her mouth open in astonishment. 

Logan extended his hand toward the unseen children. That thought shocked her momentarily. There were two! Kirsty had assumed the single voice she had heard had been that of a solitary child. But she'd been wrong.

Logan pushed the barn door further open. It creaked on its hinges. Two tiny figures leaned their heads cautiously out, peering at Kirsty. 

A boy and a girl. 

Kirsty gasped involuntarily. Both could not have been older than five or six-years-old, she observed.

"Kirsty. I'd like you to meet Jack and Alice," Logan said. Now there was a hint of pride in his voice, Kirsty told herself. Logan placed a hand across the shoulders of each of the children. "Children. This is an old friend of mine," Logan continued. "Say hello to Kirsty MacAnliss."

Kirsty smiled at the children. She took a step forward and saw Alice's blue eyes widen. The little girl glanced worriedly at the rifle. Kirsty shifted it to her side trying to point it away from the children. "Don't mind that," she explained.

But she could still see the worry on Alice's pretty features. Jack wore heavy jacket, woolen pants and brown boots. Alice wore a woolen coat over her pale blue gingham gown and black leather boots. In spite of the warmth of the clothing, Kirsty could see that both children were cold. Jack had the same color of eyes and the same even features as Alice. Kirsty figured they must be siblings. "Hello," Kirsty said to the children. Neither child responded to Kirsty. Instead, they lifted their gaze up to Logan, as if seeking permission. 

Kirsty peered at Logan and considered asking for an explanation. But she saw a curious expression on Logan's features. One that told her there was something he desperately did not want to say at this exact moment.

A question hovered on Kirsty's lips, but she restrained herself. "We can't stand out here talking all night." She flicked her head in the direction of the cabin. "Come into the cabin." she stated. "Unless you're all planning to sleep in my barn".

Instantly, Kirsty saw the eyes of the children widen with delight. "That sounds like a mighty tempting offer," Logan said. He glanced down at Jack and Alice. "What do you say?"

The sight of the children's nodding heads brought a smile to Kirsty's face. Yet more questions drifted into her mind. She pushed them firmly away. Now wasn't the time. "I'll take that as a yes," she said to the children. Then, looking into Logan's eyes she added, "I can't offer much, but at least it's better than the barn. Or a buckboard."

Logan smiled at Kirsty. His darkly handsome features had changed over the years, she reflected briefly. Gone was the boyish charm. The years away from Inspiration had transformed Logan into a man. 

His gaze lingered on her for a moment. She felt her heart quicken. Just like in the old days. "That sounds perfect, Kirsty," he said. "I'll get some of our things from the buckboard. But first, let's get these two into the warmth of that cabin of yours."

As she started to make her way to the cabin, with Logan, Alice and Jack following behind her, Kirsty questions drifted into her mind. 

What was Logan Kincaid doing back in Inspiration? Why had he come here with two children? And even more importantly, why had Logan chosen to bring himself and the children to her homestead in the wilderness of the Montana frontier?


CHAPTER TWO







Logan led the children into the cabin, following Kirsty as she made her way to the table in the middle of the darkened room. Pausing at the open door, he watched Kirsty as she lit a candle, revealing the interior of the cabin. Logan gazed around at the simple and plain interior. 

Paneled walls; wooden floorboards covered with a few animal hides; a fireplace inside which he could still see remnants of burning embers. In a makeshift alcove he saw a stove and various kitchen utensils. There was a couch and two upholstered chairs in the far corner of the room. 

He saw signs of Kirsty's womanly touches in the arrangements of flowers and some colored drawings which had been pinned to the walls. Over to his left were two wooden doors. He figured that must the bedrooms. 

The overall feeling was of efficiency and compactness. He'd been in homestead cabins before. During his years on farms and ranches, working as a hand and general worker throughout the territory. The entire cabin couldn't have been more than thirty feet long by fifteen feet wide. But, there was one other feature he couldn't help but notice. Although it was a small building, and rough around the edges, it felt cozy.

Like a home. 

That realization made something tug at his heart. Glancing down at the children, Logan reminded himself of his mission. The reason he'd decided to come back to Inspiration.

Kirsty waved her hands in his direction and strode to the door. "Come inside. Shut the door."

Logan closed the door behind him and led the children to the table. They sat down on two of the four chairs set around the table. 

"Let me get the fire going," Kirsty said, suddenly starting to fuss around the fireplace. She began stacking the fireplace from a small pile of wood.

Logan went to her and kneeled down next to Kirsty. "I can do that."

Kirsty's eyes met his. For a moment, she looked as if she was about to ask him something. She shook her head. "You go get those things you talked about from the buckboard."

Recalling how much she'd always liked to give orders when they had been friends at the schoolhouse, Logan considered objecting. He saw a familiar steely expression in Kirsty's green eyes. Up close now, he took in her natural beauty. Even features; dark, curving brows; full lips and high cheekbones. Her blonde hair tumbled loosely around her shoulders. 

But, he noticed something else. She'd changed. Gone was the brightness of her younger years. It had been replaced with what he could only describe as a barely hidden weariness behind her beautiful eyes. She was doing everything she could to hide that tiredness. Maybe it was because he'd dragged her out of her bed in the middle of the night, he told himself. Knowing Kirsty as he did, he wasn't looking forward to explaining why he was here. 

Logan stood and gazed down at Kirsty. He nodded and turned to the children. "Jack. You want to help me bring some things inside?"

Jack's eyes widened. Logan knew the boy was tired. The journey from the town of Helena had been longer than Logan had anticipated. But he figured it might be useful for Alice to get a chance to know Kirsty. If they were all going to spend the rest of the night in the cabin, it would be good for Alice to see she could trust Kirsty. 

Logan led Jack outside. Pausing on the porch after closing the door behind him, Logan looked down at Jack. "Kirsty is our friend, Jack. You know that, don't you."

Jack hesitated a moment and then nodded his head.

"Me and Kirsty went to school together," Logan explained.

"You did?" Jack replied looking surprised at that revelation.

Logan nodded. "She was a good friend to me and your pa."

Jack's brows furrowed thoughtfully. He didn't respond to the mention of his real father. But that had been the way with Alice too, Logan reflected. It was going to take a while for them to get over what had happened. And to get used to the idea of Logan being their new father.

Walking across the yard, Logan said: "This is a homestead."

"What's that?" Jack asked.

"It's like a farm. There's lots of these around this territory. The land here is good for cultivating. Folks around here have moved into these parts and started a new life for themselves."

"Are we going to live on a homestead?" 

Logan shook his head. "No. You, me and Alice are going to live in town." As he walked, Logan rested a hand on Jack's shoulder. "That's what you and Alice have been used to back in Helena, isn't it?"

Once again, Jack nodded thoughtfully. Logan didn't like talking to the children about the past, too much. He figured it wasn't fair. It would take a long while for them to get used to their new life. And, for that matter, the same applied to himself, Logan reflected. He was about to start a new life as a family man. Albeit one without a wife. He was still trying to come to terms with that.

As he walked across the yard, the bright moonlight allowed Logan to survey the homestead grounds. The barn where he'd taken refuge with the children was small and makeshift. He noticed a slight leaning of the plain wooden walls and figured that could do with some fixing. He saw an outhouse and additional wooden construction out between the barn and the main cabin. There was a pen for pigs and a chicken coop. Two corrals were set off to one side of the barn. He saw a cow in one of them. He figured the horses might be out back. 

The entire setup was one with which he was familiar. He guessed there would be vegetable patches and crops growing somewhere close by. On his way here, he'd driven the buckboard across a creek. Kirsty had all she'd ever need to live here for years, he told himself. Everything would be arranged so that Kirsty and whoever else was living here with her could enjoy self-sufficiency. 

Logan and Jack took some of their belongings from beneath the tarpaulin stretched out across the back of the buckboard. 

"Pa. Can I ask you a question?" Jack asked as they started to make their way back to the cabin.

Logan was still trying to get used to the children addressing him as their father. Of course, strictly speaking he was. But that one simple word was still capable of catching Logan by surprise. "Sure, Jack."

"Where are we going to live when we get to town?"

Logan slowed, thinking over what Jack had just asked him.  First off, they'd have to stay in a boardinghouse. Logan knew it wouldn't be ideal. But, he had no choice. He had no family left in Inspiration. And, even though he'd been left enough money by his deceased brother to make a fresh start as father to the children, Logan knew it would take a while to find a suitable house to buy. 

Logan mussed up Jack's hair and smiled at the boy, seeing the five-year-old's earnest expression. "Don't you worry. We'll get ourselves a fine place to live. Even if I have to build it myself."

"You can build houses?" Jack asked, wide-eyed again. 

Logan shrugged. "I've done my share of building." He ran his gaze over the cabin. "I've even been involved in cabin raising."

"What's that?"

"It's when everyone in a community pitches in and helps someone build a house. Real fast. Sometimes in a day. If there's enough people to help."

Jack's mouth dropped open. Clearly he'd never heard of houses being built like that. He'd lived in Helena his entire life. "Is that how this was built?" he asked.

Logan shook his head. "Kirsty's parents had this for years."

"Where are they now?"

Logan dragged in a deep breath. Time to change the subject, he told himself. "I'll tell you about that some other time. We need to get you and your sister to bed. It's getting late. Near past midnight, if I'm not mistaken." He scooped out the watch from inside his jacket and examined it. "Yup. I was right. It's well past your bedtime."

Logan felt a drop of rain on his face. Looking up, he saw some dark clouds drifting across the full moon. Within moments, the rain was falling heavily. He and Jack raced across to the cabin, taking shelter beneath the porch roof. Opening the door, they made their way back inside. Logan saw Alice kneeling by Kirsty's side at the fireplace. They were both stacking wood on the fire and talking in low voices. 

Turning as she heard his entry, Kirsty smiled at Logan. "I was just telling Alice that there's a bed she and Jack can use to sleep on." Kirsty stood and wiped her hands. "First though, I'm sure you're all hungry. I have some biscuits and I can cook up some eggs."

"You don't have to go to all that trouble," Logan said.

Kirsty glanced from Alice to Jack. "I think you're about to be voted down, Logan."

Logan saw the hungry expressions on the faces of the children. He nodded. "I think you're right."

"Good," Kirsty said and headed to the kitchen alcove and started busying herself. 

"Do you need some help?" Logan asked, even though he already knew what Kirsty's answer would be. Shaking her head, she pointed to the table. "Just you sit down, and I'll bring the food. Then we can get those two to bed. They both look dog-tired." Kirsty hooked a thumb in the direction of the two doors. "My cousin Abby's room is empty tonight. Jack and Alice can sleep in there."

Logan hesitated, not wanting to pursue the subject of where he would sleep. As if reading his mind, Kirsty turned and peered at Logan. "I figure you know how to sleep on a couch, Logan." She lifted a brow. "Maybe you've done plenty of that these past few years?" It was a question and a challenge, all at the same time. 

Logan looked at the couch. "I've seen worse," he stated easily.

"Then that's settled, then," Kirsty announced as she stood at the kitchen counter preparing the food.

Logan glanced at Alice and Jack. He could see the simple delight on their faces. The buckboard ride from Helena had taken its toll on their spirits. But now, they were about to get a taste of homestead living. Even as he considered that prospect, he felt a tinge of regret. It was a pity their visit to Kirsty's homestead would only be for one brief but memorable night. In the morning they'd be gone and Logan was sure he wouldn't see much of Kirsty after they'd left.


CHAPTER THREE







"Do you want to tell me about how you came to be looking after those two children?" Kirsty asked Logan later. They were seated on opposite sides of the table. The makeshift supper Kirsty had provided had been eaten, and enjoyed by everyone, judging by the satisfied looks on everyone's faces after the meal. Jack and Alice were in Abby's bedroom and they were already sound asleep. Their bedroom door was closed. Kirsty was glad they wouldn't hear what she and Logan would be talking about.

"How much do you want to know?" Logan asked.

Kirsty shrugged. "Whatever you feel like telling me."

Logan curled his fingers around his coffee cup and gazed thoughtfully down at its contents. By the candlelight, Kirsty saw that Logan seemed preoccupied. Being so close to him now, she could examine his handsome features. Memories of five years ago drifted into her mind. But the man seated across from her was so very different from the young man she'd once teased so mercilessly and playfully. 

Of course he still possessed fine features. Broad brows; a firm, scruff-covered jaw; the full straight nose; lips set in a slight, perpetual but curiously attractive twist. He lifted his head and gazed into her eyes. The dark brown pools of his gaze had an immediate effect upon her. She felt her heart quicken. This time it was her turn to lower her head. 

"My brother died," Logan said in a heavy voice.

Lifting her head, she gazed at him. After a long pause, she asked: "And those are his children?"

Logan nodded slowly. "I'm their father, now. All the paperwork has been finalized." His mouth turned down and his brows furrowed into deep ridges. "It's official."

Gazing at him carefully, Kirsty tried to fathom what that must mean for Logan. "And their mother?"

Logan shook his head. Kirsty felt her heart ache, even before he said another word. "Died giving birth to Jack five years ago. That left Alex to look after two little ones all on his own." Logan leaned back in his chair and ran his fingers through his long dark hair. "He did his best for Alice and Jack. I have no doubt of that."

"What happened?" Kirsty asked.

"Alex got a fever. It took him real fast." Logan sighed heavily. "Luckily, a neighbor took care of Alice and Jack before I arrived in Helena."

Kirsty could see the pain etched on Logan's features. She didn't need to know all the details. She could see the effect of the last few weeks on Logan's face. Suddenly those dark eyes were filled with confusion. Pain. 

Kirsty reached out a hand and curled her fingers across Logan's wrist. "Logan. I'm sorry." She meant it.

He smiled weakly. "Thanks, Kirsty."

Kirsty glanced at the closed door. "This must have been so difficult for them. Being left with no parents. I can't imagine how hard it has been for them. Being so young and all."

She looked back at Logan and saw a stern expression on his face. "They have me, now. And I plan to do everything I can to look after them. That's why I decided to come back to Inspiration. I wanted to give them a chance to have a good life. In a place I can trust."

Kirsty realized she didn't know anything about Logan's life over the last five years. He'd left abruptly. All she'd heard was that he'd struck out on his own, looking for work wherever he could find it across the territory. He'd always been capable and practical. Growing up in the same schoolhouse, Kirsty had seen how good Logan was at fixing things and anything that required practical knowhow. 

But being a parent to a young nephew and niece was a whole new situation for a man like Logan. "What did you do after you left Inspiration?" she asked.

He sighed abruptly and shook his head. "I drifted, mostly. Took some work as ranch hand on various spreads. Helped out some homesteaders down near Billings." He lifted a brow and looked skeptically at her. "At the time, that seemed like the kind of life I wanted for myself. Maybe God is telling me it's time to settle down. The drifting life sure isn't the right one for Alice and Jack. That's one thing I know for sure."

Kirsty drew in a small breath at Logan's mention of God. Years ago, Logan had resisted being a regular attendee at the church. His father, Silas, a widower himself, hadn't done a good job when it had come to forming Logan's faith. Bitterness at becoming a widower had soured Silas' mind toward all things godly. So, encouraged by a father who'd lost his faith, the young Logan had kept his distance from the church. Had he ever regretted that decision? Kirsty recalled the many times she had tried to make him see sense. But, she hadn't succeeded.

"And you, Kirsty?" Logan asked abruptly.

"What about me?" She suddenly felt defensive. How much was she willing to tell him about the last five years? About what she faced.

He propped his chin on a hand and gazed across at her, curiosity filling his eyes. "Last time I was here your ma and pa were running this place."

A wave of sadness swept over Kirsty. "They both passed on," she explained.

"When?"

"A couple of years ago. First my pa and then my ma." Kirsty sighed. "Ma just couldn't go on living after pa died."

"They always were so close," Logan suggested.

Kirsty nodded. "Like two peas on a pod. That's how Abby describes them." Seeing Logan's eyes narrow slightly she added: "Abby is my cousin from Billings. She came to help me run the homestead. At first it was for a few weeks. Then the weeks turned into months. So she ended up staying. I couldn't have kept this place going without her help."

"I don't believe that," Logan said sharply. "The girl I remember could do just about anything if she set her mind to it."

Kirsty was taken aback by the obvious compliment. Heat swept across her cheeks. She twisted a loose curl of hair around her finger. Logan's gaze fixed on her hair. Kirsty tried not to admit to herself that she saw a hint of appreciation in that gaze.

"I mean it," Logan insisted, almost like he didn't want to let her off the hook. "You remember when we had that classroom project where we had to plant some trees behind the schoolhouse and you wouldn't let anyone take charge?"

Kirsty laughed, recalling sunny days outside in the schoolhouse garden. There had been arguments, and even one or two fights over who should be the boss. Finally, Miss Grace, the teacher had intervened and had handed control of the project to another girl in class. Kirsty felt embarrassed as she recalled how she had reacted to the teacher's decision. Miss Grace had scolded Kirsty very firmly. But that had been a long time ago, Kirsty told herself. She was different now, wasn't she? Grown up. She had responsibilities. Although, they were nothing like the one Logan had taken on with the care of the children.

"How are you going to cope?" she asked Logan.

His brows furrowed. "With the children?"

Kirsty nodded. "It's a huge responsibility."

Logan dragged in a deep breath and leaned back on the chair. "I'll deal with it," he said abruptly. "I've always found a way. That's one good thing about drifting and being footloose. You learn how to stand on your own two feet. No matter what life throws your way."

Concern flared to life inside her. "Do you have enough money?" She knew it was an intrusive question. Even too personal. But she felt genuinely worried for him and the children.

"My brother left enough of a legacy for me to be able to look after Jack and Alice. We won't be rich, but I'll be able to buy a place for us. Then I can get back to work."

"Who'll look after them when you're working?"

The ridges of his brows deepened. Now there was a tightness to his jaw. "I'll deal with that when the time comes," he said firmly. He wasn't angry, Kirsty told herself. He'd put up that wall again. The one he must have used over the years to keep from getting too close to anyone.

There was a noise from the room where the children were sleeping. Logan stood quickly, pushing his chair back. The chair legs scraped on the wooden floor. He glanced at Kirsty and then started to move toward the door. Kirsty stood and went to the bedroom door ahead of Logan. She opened the door and peered into the dark room. Jack and Alice were sharing Abby's bed which was wide enough for both of them. The children lay in opposite directions to each other, with their heads at the other's feet. 

Kirsty saw Alice's eyes, wide in the candlelight from the main room. "Are you okay?" Kirsty asked in a whisper. Jack was still asleep, his breathing slow and deep.

Alice nodded and didn't say anything lest she should wake her brother. Kirsty felt Logan right next to her. His scent, a mixture of soap he'd used earlier and his own masculine aroma, awakened memories in Kirsty. She pushed them away and eased the door shut.

Logan strode across to the couch. "I'll bunk down here."

He turned to face her, placing his hands on his hips. His broad chest and wide shoulders stretched the plaid shirt he was wearing. For a moment she wondered how someone as large as Logan would fit on the compact, makeshift wooden couch. But there was nowhere else for him to sleep. She wondered what Abby would say if she returned early to find Logan Kincaid asleep in her homestead. Tongues would wag in town. That was for sure. But, Logan and the children would be gone long before her cousin returned.

"I can get you some extra blankets," she said, turning quickly and going to her room. When she emerged, he was standing by the fireplace warming his hands. As she made her way across the floor, holding the blankets over her arm, a thought came unbidden to her mind. At first it shocked her. But then, after a moment's consideration it seemed inevitable.

It felt good to have a man in the homestead. And especially a man as fine as Logan Kincaid. As she handed the blanket to him she thought, with regret, that his presence in the homestead would be all too brief. He and the children would be gone in the morning. And they could both get on with the rest of their lives.


CHAPTER FOUR







Next morning, after a tasty breakfast of beans, ham and biscuits washed down with coffee, Logan headed out to the yard, taking Jack with him. Alice had decided to stay behind and help Kirsty clean up after breakfast. During breakfast, Logan had seen plenty of signs that Alice was warming to Kirsty. Alice had responded well to every effort Kirsty had made to talk about the upcoming day and how much she was looking forward to keeping busy. Alice had seemed genuinely fascinated with Kirsty's descriptions of her daily life. Logan reflected on the sad reality that the little girl hadn't had a mother all her life. To Logan, it made perfect sense that Alice would make that connection with Kirsty. Watching it happen across the breakfast table as he sat next to Jack had warmed Logan's heart.

Outside in the yard, Logan took the chance to inspect the homestead. Last night, in the moonlight, he'd only gotten a hint of how big the place was. Now, in the bright early morning light, he could see the full extent of what Kirsty had to work with every day. Logan ran his gaze around the hog pen, chicken coop, two corrals and vegetable patches. There were two horses in one of the corrals. A cow and calf took up the other corral. The sounds of animals filled the early morning air. The hogs were active in the pens and the chickens were making a real racket. He and Jack wandered over to the fields where some of the crops were being cultivated. There was corn and he saw some pumpkins, potatoes and squashes being grown.

Logan took Jack over to the buckboard by the side of the barn. The small barn looked even more rickety in the daylight. They attended to their horse. Logan hadn't liked leaving the animal hitched up and outside like that. But he'd had no choice. The animal didn't seem to have suffered any ill-effects from being outside overnight. Logan loosened the horse from the buckboard and soon had it inside the corral alongside the barn.

As he closed the corral gate behind him, Logan saw Jack gazing in obvious fascination at everything around him. "This is quite a place, isn't it," Logan said to Jack.

"Does Kirsty run this place all on her own?"

"I think she gets some help from her cousin," Logan explained. "And I'm sure the neighboring homesteaders pitch in from time to time whenever Kirsty needs something." He saw Jack think about that one. "Homesteaders aren't like city folks, Jack," Logan said. "They like to be friendly and look after each other. This is a tough life out here in the wilderness. And everyone needs all the help they can get."

Jack nodded thoughtfully. Logan led Jack on a walk around the cabin. Now that he could see it more clearly, Logan was impressed with how solid it looked. It had been constructed with rounded logs. Gaps had been filled with chink. The cabin had a sloped roof of shingle. There wouldn't be problems with a leaking roof, he told himself. A narrow chimney jutted out the top of the roof. Smoke was easing out of it and drifting up toward the azure blue Montana sky. Logan had seen similar cabins and knew just how much work had gone into making this one. 

He recognized solid workmanship when he saw it. He noted with approval that the cabin itself was on elevated ground. That would ensure good drainage of ground water and reduce the risk of flooding. Kirsty's parents had made some smart decisions when they'd chosen this location for their homestead.

Out back of the cabin were more vegetable patches, neatly bordered with makeshift fences to keep wandering animals out.  Gazing south past the cabin, Logan saw the trail he'd followed from the nearby creek. Memories of driving through the night and worrying about the children were still fresh in his mind. He'd done the right thing by stopping. He'd known this place was where Kirsty's family had settled. Gambling that she would still be living here, he'd chosen to stop for the night. 

Even if he and the children had been forced to stay in the barn, it still would have been better than driving on through the cold night. They'd been delayed on the way north by a loose wheel on the buckboard. Logan had figured he could have made it to Inspiration before nightfall, but he'd been wrong. And, now that the children were his responsibility, he wasn't willing to take even the slightest chance with their health. He was their protector now. Their father. They relied on him for everything, and he wasn't going to let them down. It was that simple.

Yesterday, heading north toward Inspiration, he'd taken note of the terrain, realizing he was on familiar territory. When he'd been younger, he'd spent many days playing with his friends in these forests. The cabin was situated in a wide, flat valley flanked on both sides by groves of trees. There would be a plentiful supply of herbs in those forests, he told himself. And he was sure that Kirsty had the knowledge to know what to look for. 

He and Jack made their way to the yard. The cabin door opened and Kirsty emerged followed by Alice. 

"This is some place you got here," Logan said.

Kirsty propped a hand on her hip and sauntered toward him. She smiled. "I'm glad you approve."

"Who are your neighbors?" Logan asked.

Kirsty tilted her head. "Let's see." She pointed southward. "We got the Shaughnessy family down that way. They're Irish. So we get along pretty well. My parents were Scottish, you know."

He quirked a brow. "I do remember. Your pa's accent got the better of me plenty of times. Yours is better, though." He smiled at Kirsty. "Just." He loved her accent, Logan told himself. It wasn't as strong as her late father's accent, but there was still a gentle, lilting burr to it which never failed to give him a secret delight.

Her lips formed a slightly disapproving pout. One he recalled from long ago. She'd been in the habit of doing that just before unleashing a stinging rebuke. He'd forgotten she was touchy about her accent. "Are you saying you can't understand what I'm saying?" she snapped. Whenever she was getting upset, her accent seemed to become more pronounced. That was another clue.

"I can understand you," Alice chimed in, looking up at Kirsty.

Kirsty placed a hand gently on Alice's head. "Why thank you, Alice," Kirsty said. Glancing at Logan she added: "I'm glad to see someone has good manners around here."

Jack laughed quietly and Logan glanced down at him. Seemed like some things hadn't changed. Kirsty still had a short fuse. Logan told himself he'd have to tread carefully for the rest of the morning. However, it had been good to hear Jack's laughter. As far as Logan was concerned, there hadn't been enough of that in the past few days.

Kirsty pointed east. "Over that way we got the Olson family. They're from Norway." Turning west she added: "And that way there's the Schmitt family from Germany. Of course, there are other families all across this part of the territory. Homesteading is real important in these parts."

"Every nation under the sun," Logan said teasingly. Kirsty peered steadily at him. It looked like she was trying to make up her mind about whether he was playing with her. He felt a familiar sensation. One he hadn't felt in a long time. The simple joy of companionship. Maybe he'd spent too much time working ranches and homesteads, he reflected. Living in bunkhouses, he'd kept himself to himself for most of the last five years. This was a reminder of what he'd been missing.

The sound of rolling wheels caught his attention. Turning, he looked along the northbound trail. The one he and the children would be taking later. He saw a buckboard, pulled by a single horse. A woman, around Kirsty's age, was seated on the buckboard. Logan saw Kirsty's eyes widen and she took a step toward the oncoming buckboard. 

"Abby's back early," Kirsty muttered. She sounded surprised, too. Kirsty turned to Logan. "It looks like you're going to meet my cousin, after all."

Logan peered at Kirsty. He could see concern on her features. Logan smiled down at the children. They both looked curiously up at him. He nodded and said nothing to them. Then he watched as the buckboard made the curve in the trail and headed into the yard.

Once more, Kirsty glanced at Logan and clasped her hands at her waist. Now he could see she was worried. Logan asked himself one question. Why would Kirsty be worried that her cousin was about to meet him and the children?


CHAPTER FIVE







The buckboard rolled to a halt in front of the cabin. Abby stepped down from the seat and paused a long moment. She stood staring at Kirsty, Logan and the children. Kirsty cleared her throat and advanced toward Abby. Her cousin was wearing a brown cotton gown, gray overcoat, black boots and a neat bonnet decorated with a spray of flowers. Abby lifted a hand to the bonnet and shifted it slightly. Then her gaze shifted to Logan and the children. Abby smiled hesitantly. As she strode toward her cousin, Kirsty saw Abby's dark brows furrow as she took in the clearly surprising sight of a handsome man and two children standing in the yard. It must have been the last thing Abby had expected to see.

Kirsty reached Abby and hugged her. "You're early," Kirsty said softly.

Up close now, Kirsty could see how perplexed Abby was. Her cousin's eyes glanced at Kirsty. Abby lifted one brow, and said nothing. She was waiting for an explanation, Kirsty told herself. 

For a moment, Kirsty's mind was a blank. How could she explain the presence of Logan, Jack and Alice? Abby knew all the neighboring homesteaders personally. She'd know Logan wasn't one of them.

Kirsty took Abby by the elbow. Abby took one step as Kirsty declared: "Come meet Logan and his children."

Abby halted abruptly. "Logan?" Abby tilted her head at Kirsty. "Logan Kincaid?"

Kirsty nodded. 

"The same one you've told me about?" Abby continued.

Feeling her face flush warm, Kirsty looked away from Abby. "I mentioned him once or twice. That was all."

"I think it was more than that," Abby objected. Kirsty saw Abby examine Logan. "He cuts quite a figure, doesn't he?"

"If you mean by that he is handsome, I suppose he is," Kirsty said quietly. "In a rugged sort of way."

Now they were close enough that Logan could probably hear what she and Abby were saying Kirsty forced a smile on her face. "Logan. I'd like you to meet my cousin Abby."

Logan lowered his head politely. "Pleased to meet you ma'am," he said in a low voice. He pushed Alice and Jack gently forward. "This is Jack and Alice. My children." Kirsty saw Logan glanced hesitantly toward her. There would be time to give Abby a full explanation later. After Logan and the children had left.

Abby greeted the children with delighted enthusiasm. Alice and Jack seemed pleased at Abby's instant approval. Her cousin was always good at creating favorable impressions. When Abby glanced at Kirsty again, she could see a hundred questions hovering behind Abby's eyes.

"Logan, Jack and Alice are on their way to Inspiration," Kirsty told her cousin.

"You are?" 

Logan nodded. "We plan on settling down there for good," he explained. He rested a hand on Jack's shoulder and the other against the top of Alice's head. "The children and I are going to take up residence in Inspiration. Full time." Seeing Abby's look of curiosity, he added quickly, in a friendly voice: "I'm originally from here. Grew up in the town."

"So Kirsty's been telling me," Abby said and glanced at Kirsty. 

Logan coughed and then peered at Kirsty. "I hope she hasn't been telling you about all the terrible things I did when I was young and foolish," he said good-naturedly.

Alice glanced up at Logan. "What did you do?" she asked innocently.

Kirsty had to hold in her laughter when she saw Logan's face turn red. "Nothing any other pupil at the schoolhouse wouldn't have done," he replied. She knew he was trying to make light of it but, judging by Alice's puzzled expression, it had ended up sounding even more intriguing. 

Before Alice had a chance to question Logan again, he spoke up: "You and Jack will find out what it's like when you both start going to school, soon."

"Where have you all come from?" Abby asked Logan.

"We've been taking the trail from Helena," Logan replied. "Got delayed last night, so I figured I'd stop and say hello to Kirsty. She showed us her best hospitality. And she let us stay the night. It sure was comfortable." He smiled at Kirsty, apparently oblivious to the effect his words had had on her. Why had he gone and said that?

Abby's brows furrowed and her mouth dropped open. She stared, wide-eyed at Kirsty, but said nothing. For the moment. Kirsty shook her head imperceptibly at Abby, ordering her cousin not to ask the question Kirsty was sure was hovering on her lips. 

"Logan has been showing Jack around the homestead," Kirsty said quickly. 

Picking up on her eagerness, Logan said: "We're mighty impressed. Ain't that right, Jack."

Jack nodded. "It's big."

Abby laughed. "That's why it needed me and Kirsty to work it," she said. Abby gazed admiringly out across the homestead. "It took a lot of hard work. But I think it was worth it."

Kirsty frowned, wondering why Abby had spoken like that. Why had she spoken about all the work they'd done together as if it was a thing of the past? Kirsty looked inquiringly at Abby, but her cousin dragged her attention away from Kirsty.

"I don't know how you've done it," Logan observed. 

"Long hours, for one thing," Kirsty retorted. She glanced at Abby. "And teamwork."

"I don't doubt that for one moment," Logan said. "You two fine ladies must have pulled together to make all this come to pass."

"We got plenty of help from the Lord," Abby declared.

"I'm sure you did," Logan said. Now there was a distinctly defensive tone in his voice. He wasn't to know that Abby possessed a strong faith.

"We could not have made this earth so fruitful if we hadn't been blessed by Him. He gave us the strength to do what we did," Abby said. Abby peered up at Logan. "Prayer and hard work will always achieve things that please the Lord." 

Logan nodded quickly in agreement. "I can see that, Abby," he concurred.

Once again, Kirsty noticed Abby was talking as if everything was over and done with. A thought drifted into Kirsty's mind. She stared at Abby, realizing there might be another reason for Abby's cheerful demeanor, this morning.

"I guess we'll start getting ready to move on," Logan announced suddenly. He looked down at Alice and Jack. "You two can help me."

Kirsty felt a surprising surge of emotion. Was that disappointment she was feeling? "You're leaving so soon?" she asked.

Logan nodded. "I'd like to get us into town as early as we can. Get settled in that boardinghouse I was telling you about."

"Are you staying at Miss Hannigan's place?" Abby asked.

"That's the one," Logan replied. "I hear it's big enough for all of us. We won't be staying there too long, though. I'm figuring on buying us a permanent place to stay. But that might take a while."

"It's a nice place," Kirsty said. She wondered what it would be like for the children to be living in a boardinghouse. There would be restrictions on what they could do. Kirsty couldn't imagine Jack and Alice being completely happy there. But Logan had to make a start somewhere if he was going to get his new family established in town.

Logan, Alice and Jack headed off toward the barn. As she watched them make their way across the yard, Kirsty felt Abby touch her on the arm. Speaking in a low voice, Abby said: "Did Logan Kincaid stay the whole night here?"

Kirsty frowned. "Why, of course, he did. He and the children bunked down in the cabin. I hope you don't mind the children using your room."

Abby squinted at Kirsty. "That's the least of my concerns."

"What do you mean?"

Abby sighed and then folded her arms. "I think it would be wise to keep this to ourselves."

Kirsty tilted her head at her cousin. "You think people will talk?"

Abby looked suddenly grim. "I know they will."

"But the children were here." Kirsty lowered her voice. "I wasn't alone with Logan. Not for one minute."

Abby shook her head. "It won't make any difference in the minds of certain folk," Abby replied. "All they'll want to know about was that an unmarried man stayed overnight at the homestead."

"But Logan's a father to two lovely children."

"Are they really his?" Abby asked. "I never heard you mention that Logan was married."

Kirsty glanced toward the barn. She could hear Logan talking with Alice. It was time to tell Abby all she knew about Logan and the children. Kirsty quickly explained Logan's situation to Abby. As she listened to Kirsty, Abby's features softened with obvious sadness and sympathy. By the time she had finished her account, Kirsty could see Abby's eyes beginning to moisten. 

"Those poor children," Abby murmured. "How they must have suffered."

"They've got Logan, now," Kirsty said. "He'll look after them." Even as she said those words, Kirsty knew them to be absolutely true. Since Logan had arrived she'd sensed a determination in him. He knew how serious was the responsibility he'd been handed.

"The Lord has seen fit to place them under Logan's protection," Abby declared. "That, at least, is a blessing."

"Logan has changed," Kirsty said quietly.

"In what way?"

Kirsty thought for a moment. "When he was younger, he was wild. Almost uncontrollable. But now?" Kirsty shook her head. "He's a new man."

Kirsty started to walk toward the cabin. Over by the barn she saw Logan begin to hitch his horse to his own buckboard. Alice was by his side, stroking the side of the horse's head. Jack emerged from inside the cabin carrying the things which had been brought from the buckboard during the night.

Pretty soon, they were ready to go. Logan guided the buckboard out to the yard. Jack and Alice took their place next to Logan. As he sat on the seat, holding the reins, Logan smiled down at Kirsty and Abby. "Can't thank you enough for giving us shelter when we needed it, Kirsty," he declared. 

"It was nothing, Logan," she said. 

Logan touched the front edge of his Stetson and smiled at Abby. "Pleasure to make your acquaintance, ma'am."

"Call me Abby," Kirsty's cousin told Logan.

He nodded. "Abby it is, then."

"See you pay us a visit sometime," Abby said.

Logan gave Kirsty one long look and said: "I'll be sure to do that."

Kirsty felt her heart skip a beat. Why had he looked at her like that? Didn't he realize his dark gaze could still affect her?

Logan flicked the reins and the buckboard headed toward the trail. Soon it was lost to view as Logan and the children set out on the last leg of their journey to Inspiration. A new life for the children, Kirsty reflected. But a return to familiar haunts for Logan. She wondered how he'd cope. Logan's surprise visit had been an unexpected delight, she told, herself. But it was over now. She and Abby had a life to build for themselves. There was no use longing for something she couldn't hope to have. It was time to leave the past where it belonged. In her memory.


CHAPTER SIX







Later that morning Logan drew the buckboard to a halt outside Miss Hannigan's boardinghouse on the west side of town. From where he was sitting Miss Hannigan's place looked mighty fine. Even grand, Logan told himself. It was a large, white-fronted building on two levels. Constructed in a typically elaborate style it had tall windows  on both floors, a steeply-angled roof and a columned porch which stretched the length of the front.The porch steps led down to a well-tended garden enclosed by a picket fence. The whole building appeared clean and prosperous. It looked like Miss Hannigan's establishment was a thriving concern, Logan reflected.

This was going to be home. He looked at Jack and Alice, both of whom were gazing uncertainly at the building. Logan drew in a deep breath. He was determined to make their stay as short as possible.

The front door flew open and a woman aged in her fifties came rushing out. She wore an elegant, high-necked gray gown, edged with white, lace fringes. Logan recognized Miss Hannigan from his earlier days as Inspiration's resident troublemaker. The silver-haired woman thrust open the garden gate. Her bright green eyes took in the sight of Logan and the children.

"Logan Kincaid. I expected you yesterday." Miss Hannigan's voice quivered with emotion. "What happened?" 

Stepping down from the buckboard seat, Logan smiled at Miss Hannigan. "We got held up. I'll tell you about it later." 

Miss Hannigan lifted a brow. "That sounds mysterious." Jack and Alice leaped down from the buckboard. "And these must your lovely children," Miss Hannigan declared. 

Logan made the introductions and polite handshakes were exchanged. He knew he'd have to get used to introducing the children. He figured everyone in town who'd known him in the past would be curious about Jack and Alice. He'd already made his mind up introductions wouldn't be accompanied by any explanations. Jack and Alice were his children now, and everyone would just have to accept that fact.

Miss Hannigan led them all into the boardinghouse. Logan carried a large carpetbag. Pausing in the hallway, Logan took in the sight of the large staircase leading to the upper floor. The interior of the house was wood. Floorboards and walls were of a deep mahogany color. The floorboards shone from recent cleaning. There was a scent of flowers in the air. Logan's first impression was that the house was homely and welcoming. 

Voices drifted out of double open doors to his right, but Logan just wanted to get the children and himself upstairs. Miss Hannigan led the way to the upper floor. At the end of the corridor, she opened a door and shooed everyone into the room. Inside, Logan put the carpetbag down onto a richly-patterned carpet. A double bed took up most of the room. A large wardrobe stood alongside a bureau and single chair. A dressing table and mirror was set against the wall near the window.

Logan looked quizzically at Miss Hannigan. Did she expect them all to live in the one room? As if reading his mind, Miss Hannigan swept past Logan and back out into the corridor. Thrusting open a door immediately opposite Logan's, Miss Hannigan made an imperious gesture with her hand. "This is your room, children," she declared.

Alice and Jack raced into the room. Logan followed them in and halted by Miss Hannigan's side. There were two single beds, a wardrobe and two chairs by a table at the window. Logan considered there was enough room for Jack and Alice. Although, he figured if they had to spend long hours up in the room, the children might find it confining. But, as he'd told himself so many times before. this arrangement was only temporary. He knew he'd have to keep reminding himself of that fact. If he was going to get through the next few weeks, he couldn't allow himself to forget it.

Jack and Alice sat down on the edge of their beds. Both of them bounced up and down, testing the beds. 

"You'll be wanting to bring your things up, I suppose," Miss Hannigan suggested.

Logan nodded. "We've got what we need."

"I hope you're happy here," Miss Hannigan said. "I know you don't plan on staying long, Logan."

He'd explained everything in his letter. "I'm sure this will be fine, Miss Hannigan."

She looked at the children with bright eyes. "It's so lovely to have the little ones here. We don't often have children staying in our house." There was a hint of longing in Miss Hannigan's voice. Logan wondered why that could be, but he wasn't about to ask.

Miss Hannigan left the room. Logan closed the door and went to the window. At the far end of the dusty street he could see Main Street, the busy boardwalk and a steady stream of horseback riders.

Turning to Jack and Alice he gestured for them to come to the window. He held them close as all three gazed out of the window. "What do you think of the town?"

Jack looked up at him. "Bigger than I thought."

Alice frowned. "Lots of people."

Logan nodded slowly. Their verdict was brief, but to the point. "That means plenty of folks to have as friends. And lots to do."

"When do we have to go to school, pa?" Alice asked.

"I'll have to arrange a meeting with the teacher," Logan admitted. "But, I'm sure she'll have room in her class for the two of you."

Logan saw the ridges of Jack's brows deepen. He knew that Jack was worried about school, particularly about whether or not he'd fit in.  "Maybe tomorrow we can take a walk over to the schoolhouse. Meet the teacher." He tugged playfully on Jack's shoulder. "How does that sound?"

Jack said nothing in response. He just nodded up at Logan. This was going take some extra work, Logan told himself.

Turning, he faced the room. "I think we can make this cozy for you." He wanted to stay positive for them. "I'll go downstairs and bring your stuff up." He smiled at them. "You take your time. Get settled in."

He knew the minute he left the room, Jack and Alice would start horse-trading to see who would have which bed. Logan hadn't brought all of their belongings. He'd left a lot of stuff back in Helena. It would be sent to Inspiration once he'd found a house for the three of them. For now, though, they all had what they needed to get through the next few weeks. And he had enough money to buy what he wanted at the mercantile.

As he made his way downstairs and out to the buckboard, he thought about what had happened over at Kirsty's homestead. He'd seen the way Abby had looked at Kirsty when she'd revealed that Logan had spent the night at the cabin. Even with the children present, Logan knew enough about how people could think that he was sure some folks might have ideas of their own about that. Logan knew there was nothing he could do about Abby thinking what she wanted. 

Kirsty's cousin had seemed like the friendly type. But Logan had sensed a hint of tension between the two women homesteaders. As he started to lift one of the chests from the buckboard, he wondered just how much work Abby really did out at the homestead. She dressed elegant and her entire demeanor made Logan suspect that she might not be entirely cut out for farm work. He'd seen women like Abby before. They were more comfortable in town than in the wilds of Montana.

Walking up the stairs with the wooden chest held firmly in his grasp, Logan thought about Kirsty. Farm life suited her, he concluded. She positively glowed with health, even though he could tell she was tired. That was natural. Working a homestead was hard work. It was also rewarding. Logan had known many good people during his times working farms and ranches. They type of person who worked a homestead was usually tough and decent and hard-working. Kirsty was that kind of a woman. 

However, even though she'd worked hard to keep the farmstead going, she still possessed a delicate beauty. Last night, seeing her by the moonlight, standing outside the barn, holding the rifle had awakened some feelings he'd been convinced had died a long time ago. She'd grown up since he'd last seen her. She still had that feisty quality he'd found so attractive. Logan figured she'd never lose that. But her pretty features and bright eyes still had the power to make Logan glad to be alive. It was that simple. 

As he paused outside the door to the children's room, feeling the weight of the chest strain his arms, Logan asked himself how often he'd get to see the lovely owner of the homestead who lived one hour ride south of Inspiration.


CHAPTER SEVEN







"Are you telling me that Lucas has asked you to marry him?" Kirsty said to Abby as she and her cousin sat at the table in the cabin.

Abby's eyelids fluttered at the very mention of Lucas Bradford, who was a handsome, twenty-five year old clerk in the town bank. He was Abby's beau, and had been courting her for the last few months. Even if Abby were to deny that Lucas had been courting her all this time, the truth was written all across Abby's red cheeks. Kirsty knew how much Lucas meant to Abby.

"Well. Has he?" Kirsty insisted gently.

Abby shook her head. "Not exactly."

"What does that mean?"

Abby tilted her head. "You know what Lucas is like."

"No, I don't. I've only met him a few times in town and at the town social and when he paid that call with his boss to talk about the financing for the homestead."

Abby frowned, visibly frustrated. "He just never seems to be able to get to the point and come right out with it. I guess he's worried I might turn him down."

"You wouldn't do that," Kirsty declared. "Would you?"

Abby smiled gently. Kirsty could see a familiar look of secret delight in Abby's eyes. "He has to ask first," Abby said.

Kirsty frowned and took a sip of her coffee. It was almost lunchtime. She and Abby had been busy since Logan and the children had left. All through the morning Kirsty had guessed there was something on Abby's mind. And she'd been right. Abby had seemed preoccupied. And finally the dam had burst when they'd been attending to the chickens. Kirsty had asked Abby what was on her mind. It was then that Abby had said one word. "Lucas."

After that, Abby had fallen silent again.

Back in the cabin, Kirsty hoped she was getting closer to the truth. "Let me keep this simple," Kirsty continued. "Do you think he's going to ask for your hand?"

Abby looked suddenly serious. Her eyes gazed steadily across the table. Kirsty could see just how much this meant to Abby. When Abby nodded her head, to her surprise Kirsty felt something heavy sink in her middle. It was true, after all. Lucas intended to make Abby his wife. That realization struck Kirsty like a hammer blow. She hadn't expected Abby's confirmation of the truth to hit her so hard.

Kirsty sat back in her chair and peered across at Abby. "When do you think he'll propose?" Kirsty asked, aware that her voice was shaking slightly.

Abby sighed. "Soon. I hope." Mingled with Abby's obvious frustration, Kirsty could once again see the delight in Abby's eyes.

Kirsty lifted her gaze up to the ceiling, trying to comprehend what this might mean for her own future. It was simple, really. If Abby left to go and live in town with Lucas, as she inevitably would after marrying him, then Kirsty would have to work the homestead alone. Without any help at all. Kirsty had wondered what it would be like for her to be in sole charge of the homestead. Maybe she was about to find out.

Forcing herself to lean forward, she reached across and took Abby's hands in her own. Kirsty smiled warmly at her cousin. "I'm so happy for you," she said. 

Abby's brows lifted in a line. "You are?"

Kirsty nodded vigorously. "Of course I am. You deserve to be happy. And Lucas is a fine man."

"He is," Abby responded and grinned broadly. Abby sighed. "Lucas has a real good heart. And he's a godly man, too. Goes to church every Sunday. He's steady and reliable and he has a good future at the bank." Abby lifted a brow. "Or so he tells me."

"I'm sure he does," Kirsty said. Lucas was a godly young man with prospects. What more could Abby want? 

Kirsty tried not to think about her own potentially solitary future. She'd inherited the homestead from her parents. Kirsty didn't even want to think what would happen if she couldn't keep it on as a going concern. She'd seen too many homesteaders give up and sell their holdings. Many of them had moved back east. Kirsty was determined she wouldn't do that. She had to honor the memory of her parents. They'd poured everything they'd had into making the homestead what it was. She'd do anything if it meant she could hold on to the homestead.

Gazing across at Abby, Kirsty had a thought. If she herself had to marry to keep the homestead, would she do that? Even if she was prepared to do it, she couldn't think of any man who would want to come and spend the rest of his life working a homestead with Kirsty MacAnliss.

Kirsty heard the rolling of wheels from out in the yard. She had a visitor. Going outside, she saw a buckboard drawing to a halt. Instantly recognizing its driver, Kirsty called out: "Bridget. What brings you here, this morning?"

The flame-haired and broad-shouldered woman seated on the buckboard stepped down. Bridget Shaughnessy, Kirsty's neighbor to the south was a tall woman with a robust figure, perfectly suited to the demands of homesteading work. She was dressed in a plain blue gingham gown and wore a broad-brimmed hat. 

Bridget's bright green eyes shimmered with good humor. She strode toward Kirsty. "Came to issue an invitation. See if you'd like to come to something special," Bridget said. Her Irish brogue was strong. It was so much stronger than Kirsty's own softened Scottish burr which had been acquired from growing up with her immigrant parents.

Kirsty had been born in America. Bridget had come to America with the intention of settling out west. Like every newcomer Kirsty had encountered in the territory, Bridget was strong-willed and determined to make the most of the new life she was building with her husband, Calum and their three children. Kirsty had known the Shaughnessy family for three years. Their enthusiasm for the homesteading life was undiminished.

"Hello, Abby," Bridget called out to Abby who was standing, arms folded, and leaning against a porch support.

Abby nodded. "Fine morning."

"It surely is," Bridget replied in a loud voice.

Bridget scooped her arm inside Kirstys and started to walk alongside her.  Kirsty felt the strength of Bridget's grasp. This was a woman used to hard work. "We had a visitor yesterday," Bridget said, leaning her head closer to Kirsty.

"You did?"

Bridget nodded. Her sun-kissed pale skin was dotted with freckles after all the time she'd spent out in the open. "Someone you know."

Kirsty schooled her features. "Who?" she asked, even though she already knew the answer.

"A young man who said he knew you when you and he were growing up in town." Bridget seemed unusually excited by the revelation. "Seems like he's returning to Inspiration. Moving back permanently." There was no point in pretending she didn't know who Bridget was talking about.

"That must have been Logan," Kirsty said, trying to sound casual.

"And he had two lovely children with him."

Kirsty nodded. "Alice and Jack."

Bridget's eyes widened. "You certainly seem to know a lot about him."

"He was here, last night."

Immediately Kirsty said the words, Bridget drew to an abrupt halt and released Kirsty's arm. Facing Kirsty, Bridget asked: "Last night?"

Kirsty smiled. "All three of them stayed at my homestead. Logan said he got delayed on his way to Inspiration. So I offered to put him and the children up for the night. Those children needed the rest. Riding in the dark wasn't right."

Bridget's gaze was steady as she listened to Kirsty. Bridget took a few steps away from Kirsty and looked thoughtful for a long moment. Finally, she turned to Kirsty. "And you were here with Abby, I presume."

Kirsty shook her head. "No. Abby stayed in town, last night. You know that Marjorie Jones is about to have her baby. Abby was at Marjorie's house in town to help." Kirsty forced a smile. "Marjorie had a little boy."

Bridget grinned. "That's wonderful. Her and Tom must be so happy." Bridget's eyes narrowed. "Logan stayed the whole night?" sh asked.

Kirsty nodded. "Uh huh."

Bridget's mouth dropped open slightly. Her pale skin turned even more white. "You were alone." Her voice was measured and careful.

Kirsty understood what Bridget was suggesting. She couldn't fault Bridget for being worried on her behalf. Her neighbor was merely showing concern about Kirsty's reputation. But, in Logan's case that didn't apply. Kirsty and Logan had never been alone. The children's presence had made sure of that. "The children slept in Abby's room," Kirsty stated, trying not to mention what Bridget was suggesting.

Bridget nodded and her brows furrowed. She sighed. "I suppose you're right. The children needed shelter. And you were merely doing your Christian duty. Providing the hospitality that is our obligation." Bridget advance toward Kirsty. When she spoke, her voice was quiet. "But you must surely appreciate how it looks. At least in the eyes of some folks."

Kirsty met Bridget's steady gaze. "I didn't really think of it like that. My only concern was for the children."

"Logan seemed quite eager to see you again," Bridget stated. "I got the impression he was planning on paying a call on his way to town."

Kirsty wrapped her arms around her middle. That hadn't been the way Logan had portrayed events. He'd made his visit to the homestead seem accidental. Kirsty had believed him. Now she wasn't so sure. "I don't think he intended to come here. He told me he was delayed when one of the wheels on his buckboard came loose."

The corner of Bridget's mouth creased with the hint of a mischievous smile. "I'm sure that was the case," she said evenly. "I have no reason to doubt him. Calum thought Logan seemed like a good man."

"He is," Kirsty said. "I suppose he told you about the children."

Bridget frowned. "He didn't go into details. But I think I understood what he has to do. Logan has a new life ahead of him. I think he knows being a father is going to have its challenges."

Eager to change the subject away from Logan, Kirsty took Bridget by the arm. "Come into the cabin and tell me all about this exciting invitation." 

As she and Bridget walked arm in arm toward the cabin, Kirsty asked herself if she had anything to worry about when it came to the subject of Logan Kincaid spending the night at her homestead.


CHAPTER EIGHT







"I sure appreciate your help, Miss Chalmers," Logan said to the town's schoolteacher as he stood on the steps of the schoolhouse. Miss Chalmers gazed down at the large group of children who were running around the schoolyard, calling out excitedly to each other. Alice and Jack were amongst the twenty regular pupils doing their best to get to know their future classmates. Jack had just been tagged in a game and he was busy chasing another child as Alice looked on, keeping her distance.

"I'm sure the children will fit in perfectly, Mr Kincaid." She smiled at the scene below. "Looks like they've made a start already."

It was lunch time, late on Logan's first full day back in Inspiration. Glancing up at the large, white-fronted schoolhouse, he nodded. "I recall coming here when I was young, ma'am. It seems bigger than I recall."

"We've had some improvements made over the last few years. Apparently one of the Buchanan brothers fixed the roof. You were a pupil here?" Miss Chalmers asked. 

"Before your time," Logan said. "You didn't know Miss Grace, did you?"

Miss Chalmers smiled. "I'm afraid I didn't have that pleasure. What was she like?"

Logan considered what he could say about his former teacher. But he realized that if he gave Miss Chalmers an accurate account of Miss Grace, he'd also have to tell her about what an unruly student he'd been. Right now, he didn't want to go into that. He was here to make sure the children were placed in a good school. And this certainly looked like the right place.

Even though Miss Chalmers was stern, even serious in her demeanor, she was kindly and soft-featured compared to Logan's teacher. Miss Grace had been a strict disciplinarian. Someone with whom Logan had had many battles. Now he was embarrassed to think about how he'd behaved. He had made Miss Grace's life difficult, he admitted to himself.

"Miss Grace did her best to make sure I learned as much as I could." Logan smiled. "I'm not sure I was an ideal pupil."

Miss Chalmers grinned. "We all have to do our growing up, Mr Kincaid. Sometimes it isn't easy"

"You're happy for the children to start next Monday?" Logan asked. Today was Tuesday. That would give him a few days to look into proper accommodation for himself and the children. Perhaps he might even find a suitable home for sale. He could only hope.

"That would be fine," Miss Chalmers replied. Clasping her hands, she lifted her chin and called out: "Children. Break time is over. Please return to the class." There was instant authority in Miss Chalmers' voice. 

The children halted and gazed up at their teacher. Logan stood to one side of the ten steps which led up to the schoolhouse door and watched the procession of children as they quietly and obediently made their back into the classroom. Miss Chalmers watched them all with a steely expression. Logan wondered just how stern she could be. Once the last child had walked through the open doors she turned to Logan and gave him a surprisingly warm smile. 

Logan looked at Jack and Alice who'd come to stand alongside him. "I think you're going to like it here," he told them. Jack's face was flushed with his efforts. Logan laid a hand on Jack's shoulder. "You'll have some good friends here. I can tell."

Alice smiled up at Miss Chalmers. "Ma'am. Did you teach our pa?"

Miss Chalmers laughed quietly. "He was here before I was."

"You got a good teacher, here," Logan reassured Alice. In response, Alice nodded.

Before Miss Chalmers started to make her way into the classroom, she looked at Logan. "The children usually bring a lunch pail. And we make a start at nine o'clock sharp."

Logan nodded. "Do they need books?"

Miss Chalmers shook her head. "We have everything they'll need. The town is very generous when it comes to giving the school the necessary resources. They understand how important is the education of our children." She smiled at the children. "And that applies to every pupil. Especially new residents of our fair town."

Logan glanced down at Jack and Alice. "You hear that? You officially belong to the town, now. Isn't that something?"

Alice and Jack nodded in prefect unison. Logan figured they looked pleased.

Miss Chalmers shook the hands of both children. "I'll see you both here, bright and early, on Monday." She smiled warmly at Alice and Jack. "I look forward to being your teacher."

Logan felt confidence surge inside him. Miss Chalmers was clearly someone who took her professional duties seriously. She possessed a quiet authority. Alice and Jack would be in good hands.

They said goodbye to Miss Chalmers. Then Logan and the children made their way back to the boardinghouse. When they walked into the boardinghouse, Logan heard voices coming from the dining room.

Miss Hannigan came into the hall from the direction of the kitchen. "You're all in time for lunch." Gesturing toward the open door halfway down the hall, she added: "Everyone is dying to hear about your first morning in town."

"Is that so?" Logan asked cautiously.

Miss Hannigan nodded and started down the hall. Logan followed her, with Alice and Jack at his heels. Inside the long dining room, Logan saw the other four residents. Miss Hannigan had made introductions the previous evening, so Logan was already acquainted with the other guests. 

The two sisters, Lucille and Caroline Brown, both modestly pretty and in their early twenties, were seated on one side of the table. Each was dressed in a plain, blue colored gown. Lucille and Caroline exchanged an eager, slightly inquisitive look as Logan paused at the head of the table, wondering where he should sit. Caroline Brown had come to Inspiration to marry Tom Carling, the town blacksmith. Her sister, Lucille, was accompanying Caroline. Last night, in the sitting room, Lucille had told everyone about her own wish to find a husband. Hearing that admission had caused an awkward moment for Logan. Lucille had fixed Logan with a knowing look when she'd announced her intentions. Logan had averted his gaze as politely as he could. Having only just arrived in town, Logan had plenty to think about without considering if he needed to find a wife.

Opposite them sat the young married couple, Robert Gannon and his wife, Rebecca. Robert Gannon aged, Logan guessed, in his early thirties, sat erect and peered at Logan. Gannon's fingers curled around the lapels of his gray suit. His glance flickered toward his wife, Rebecca. She was elegantly dressed in a gray gown the same color as her husband's suit. Rebecca smiled politely at Logan and then at each of the children in turn. The previous evening, Logan had been impressed by Rebecca's good-natured demeanor. She and her husband had recently arrived in town and were looking to buy a place of their own to settle down. Robert Gannon was taking up a position as assistant at the land agent's office.

As Logan and the children took their places at the table, all eyes settled on him, clearly eager to hear all about his visit to the school. Miss Hannigan insisted that Logan take his seat at the end of the table with Jack and Alice seated on either side of him. Smiling contentedly with the seating arrangements, Miss Hannigan left the room. Logan heard her footsteps hurrying down the hall toward the kitchen. He heard Miss Hannigan issue hurried instructions to Bertha, the cook. Logan's mouth watered as he inhaled the aroma of what he figured was cooked chicken and vegetables.

"How was your morning?" Lucille asked.

"We got the children their school places," Logan explained. "Miss Chalmers seems real nice. And she can't wait for Jack and Alice to get to school."

"How lovely," Rebecca Gannon enthused. She seemed genuinely delighted, Logan told himself. Rebecca looked across at her husband. "Isn't that wonderful, Robert."

Robert nodded. In contrast to his wife, Robert was stern-faced, although Logan was sure he could see a hint of good-humor behind the man's steady gaze. "Education is an important thing," he declared. He lowered his brows and peered at Alice and Jack. "I'm sure you'll make your father very proud by becoming good students."

Jack glanced quizzically up at Logan, clearly wondering how he should respond to Robert Gannon's grand pronouncement and sage advice. 

"I recall my school days," Caroline Brown said brightly. "Don't you remember, Lucille? Wasn't it fun?"

The corners of Lucille's mouth creased. She didn't seem as enthusiastic about school as her sister. "I imagine the schoolhouse here is nicer than the one we went to back east in Philadelphia."

"Oh, tush, Lucille," Caroline exclaimed. "Miss Porter's school was just fine, and you know it." Caroline smiled at everyone around the table. "When we were at school together, my sister was accustomed to trying to get her own way. She didn't always see eye to eye with Miss Porter."

"Caroline!" Lucille snapped. "Miss Porter told me I was one of her star pupils. Repeatedly."

Caroline shook her head and laughed. "She said that to everyone, Lucille."

Lucille gasped. Her cheeks flushed red and she glanced at Logan as if eager to see what he was making of her sister's description of her. Logan looked from Jack to Alice. "I think they'll do just fine," he said and grinned. There were times when Logan felt genuine pride in the children. And this was one of those times. 

Miss Hannigan and Bertha brought the food which, as Logan had suspected was a delicious preparation of chicken, potatoes and green beans, preceded by a tasty vegetable soup. During the long journey from Helena, Logan had had to make do with simple food on the trail. He was glad that, now they were back in civilization, he and the children could start enjoying proper food again.

Before they all started eating, Miss Hannigan said grace. Logan noted the reverence with which everyone bowed their heads. And he was pleased to see Jack and Alice do the same during the prayer.

Then it was time to eat. Logan was surprised at how hungry he was. He helped Jack and Alice fill their plates. Pretty soon, the conversation around the table died as everyone enjoyed the delicious lunch. 

After the two main courses, Berth came in carrying a huge plate with an apple pie. That drew appreciative gasps from the guests. Portions were cut and laid out on plates and handed around. By the time he'd finished his piece of pie, Logan could feel his belly straining from all the food he'd eaten. But it sure felt good, he told himself. This was the closest he'd come to a family meal in a long time. And, by the delighted expressions on the faces of Jack and Alice, he could see just how much it meant to them.

The conversation got going again and continued as all the guests made their way into the sitting room. Bertha brought coffee. The children had gone back up to their room, leaving the five guests taking up places on the two large sofas. After a while, Lucille Brown came to Logan as he was standing by the window. 

"Did you and the children come by trail all the way from Helena?" Lucille said.

Logan nodded. "It took us a few days. We got lucky with the weather."

"Why didn't you come by train?"

"I wanted the children to get to see the territory where they'll be growing up," Logan said. "I figured it would be good for them to see the ranches and homesteads, too. Get to know Montana from the seat of a buckboard, instead of through the window of a train."

"Did you stop along the way?" Lucille asked.

"We sure did," Logan replied. "We met some of the homesteaders." Logan grinned, "They sure were friendly."

Lucille's nose crinkled and she frowned. "I can't imagine living like that. It must be so hard living on a farm."

Logan peered steadily into Lucille's dark brown eyes. She'd been brought up in the city. The idea of country living must seem like her worst nightmare, he told himself. "It takes a special kind of person to make something of a homestead. It's tough, that's for sure. But the homesteaders I met looked happy. They're good families."

"I've no doubt they are." Lucille still didn't seem convinced. "And what about you, Logan?" she asked.

"Me?"

Lucile nodded. "You're not planning on settling down on a homestead, are you?"

"I have the children to consider," he said. "They're used to town life. I figure Inspiration might be a good place for them to grow up." He didn't want to go into too much detail about the lives of the children. 

Lucille seemed satisfied by that answer. But Logan couldn't help wondering where she was leading the conversation. From what he'd gathered, Lucille hadn't found a beau of her own since coming to Inspiration. Not yet, anyway, Logan reflected. After Caroline married, it would be Lucille's turn to find a husband.

Changing the subject, Logan said: "We'd have got here sooner, but one of the wheels on my buckboard came loose. I had to stop and fix it." He gave Lucille a measured look. "Luckily, I knew someone who owned one of the homesteads about an hour out of town. We stayed with her for the night."

Lucille's eyes widened. "Her?" The single word was pronounced with an abruptness which surprised Logan.

"Kirsty MacAnliss owns the place," Logan confirmed and nodded.

Lucille hesitated for a few moments. Her cheeks flushed pink and she glanced across at the sofa where Caroline, Rebecca and Robert were talking quietly. Leaning her head closer to Logan, Lucille spoke quietly, her voice quivering slightly. "You stayed at Miss MacAnliss' place?" she asked.

Logan frowned, wondering why there was such an incredulous tone in Lucille's voice now. "Sure. Kirsty and I were friends when we were at school."

Lucille's brows shot up in a line. "You were?"

Logan shrugged. "Kirsty was happy for us to stay the night. She gave the children her cousin's room. Abby lives there with Kirsty. But she was in town for the night. I slept on the sofa."

Lucille's eyes widened. Her mouth dropped open and Logan heard her draw in a sharp breath. Lucille stared at Logan silently for a long moment. Logan figured he hadn't seen anyone look this shocked in a long time.

Laughter from the three seated on the sofa drew Lucille's attention. Caroline stretched out an arm toward her sister. She laughed again. "Lucille, you must come and listen to what Rebecca said about when she and Robert were traveling to Inspiration by train. It is so funny."

One last time before she went to join her sister, Lucille peered incredulously at Logan. It was then that he knew he'd made a mistake in telling her about his stay at the homestead. Maybe he'd misjudged the whole thing. Perhaps he'd spent too many years living in bunkhouses to understand what he'd done.

However, as he watched Lucille make her way to the sofa, Logan had the awful feeling that this wasn't the last time he'd have to explain why he'd stayed the night at Kirsty's homestead.


CHAPTER NINE







On Wednesday, two days after Logan had left the homestead, and after she'd learned about the possibility that Abby might marry Lucas Bradford, Kirsty made the one hour journey on her buckboard into town.

Abby had stayed behind at the homestead after Kirsty had insisted she wouldn't need any help in town. Of course, Abby objected. But she stayed at the homestead, anyway. 

Kirsty was sure that Abby had wanted to use any excuse to come into town and pay Lucas a visit at the bank. She could understand that. Abby and Lucas had become real close, especially during the last few weeks. It seemed like their courtship was turning into something real serious.

Arriving in town, Kirsty drove up Main Street, taking a simple delight from the sight of the townsfolk going about their everyday business. Inspiration was as much a home for Kirsty as the homestead. The boardwalk was busy on both sides of Main Street. Stores were open and doing a brisk trade. It was a bright, sunny morning. Kirsty sat back on the buckboard seat and guided her horses in the direction of the mercantile. 

Although she loved living on the homestead, Kirsty always felt a special pleasure every time she came to town. She particularly valued her Sunday trips to church. Those were really special. Talking with her fellow worshippers gave her a sense of connection to the town and stopped her from feeling isolated. It felt good to know she lived a short distance from a godly place like Inspiration. A town filled with good people. The frontier could be wild and there were many dangers. Living out in the country, she knew that all too well. 

Kirsty thought about Abby's hopes of marriage. Kirsty knew that, if she was about to take over the running of the farm on her own, the everyday dangers of homesteading would become even more of an issue for her. She tried to push those thoughts and worries out of her head, but it was hard to do so.

 In spite of the concerns she'd nurtured ever since receiving Abby's news, Kirsty felt herself in good spirits. Hard work on the homestead had helped Kirsty keep her mind off the impending changes in her life. However, there had been one person she hadn't been able to keep out of her mind.

Logan Kincaid. 

Ever since he'd left the homestead, Kirsty hadn't been able to get Logan out of her mind. Doing her daily chores, she'd noticed thoughts of Logan becoming ever more insistent. Simply thinking about his handsome features was enough to set her heart racing. 

The truth was that, even though they'd been childhood rivals in most things, Kirsty had always harbored a secret interest in Logan. After every one of their arguments, when they'd patched things up between them, and carried on their friendship, Kirsty had realized Logan meant more to her than a mere acquaintance. He was someone she could trust. Someone she could rely on. 

Logan's wild side had been hard to deal with. But she'd always known where she stood with Logan. And, judging by what she'd seen a couple of nights ago, he was still a man of his word. Still someone who said it like he saw it. The children were lucky to have a man like Logan in their life, Kirsty reflected. Over the coming years, they'd discover just how good a father he could be to them.

Kirsty wondered how Logan and the children were settling in to their new life in Inspiration. She was familiar with Miss Hannigan's boardinghouse. It was a clean, well-kept place. Miss Hannigan ran a decent establishment and was careful who she allowed under her roof. Kirsty was sure Logan, Jack and Alice wouldn't have any problems while they stayed there.

Kirsty arrived at Mr Murchison's mercantile and parked her buckboard outside. Getting down, she headed inside the mercantile. Withdrawing the list she'd tucked inside the lace sleeve of her green gown, Kirsty spent the next half hour gathering what she needed from the shelves. One by one she piled her items on the counter. The elderly and kind-hearted Mr Murchison smiled at Kirsty as he watched her add to the growing mound of purchases.

It was when Kirsty had gone to the back of the store to obtain some plain fabric from a shelf in the corner of the store that she heard the soft sound of the bell as the door opened. A pair of slow, steady footsteps made their way close to where Kirsty was standing. Whoever it was halted close to Kirsty on the other side of the high shelving. Two women began to speak in low voices on the other side of the high stack of wooden shelves. 

At first Kirsty paid it no heed. But then, Kirsty froze when she heard her name being spoken. She turned, listening to the speakers. She didn't recognize the voices. Both sounded young and conspiratorial.

"Apparently he stayed at the MacAnliss homestead earlier this week," one woman's voice murmured. "And he was there for the whole night." There was a long pause, and then the woman repeated in an obviously disapproving tone of voice: "The whole night."

Kirsty heard the other woman gasp. "He didn't!" The woman sighed heavily. "And he slept there?"

"That's what I heard," the first woman said.

"Oh, my. That is quite shocking," the other said. "And she was alone?

"Her cousin was in town the whole night. At Marjorie's place." came the confirmation. "Miss MacAnliss was all alone."

Kirsty's pulse quickened and she felt her cheeks flame with heat. There was a long pause. Kirsty could only imagine the expressions on the faces of the two women. If they knew Kirsty was on the other side of the shelving they might not be so eager to enjoy their gossip.

"But Mr Kincaid has children, doesn't he?" 

"He does. He's staying at Miss Hannigan's boardinghouse. For the moment. They say he's come back to live in Inspiration for the good of the children. You know he left under a cloud a few years ago." 

"Someone told me he was always making trouble. A real wild one."

Kirsty's jaw tightened at the unfair and inaccurate description of Logan. She controlled the impulse to go racing around the shelves and confront the women.

"We'll see what happens. If you ask me, I think it's quite scandalous. Mr Kincaid and Miss MacAnliss used to be close friends when they were young." A long pause. "I don't think I need say another word."

Kirsty heard one of the women emit a loud, heavy sigh. More disapproval. The women lowered their voices and started to move away, their steps slow and steady on the wooden floorboards. 

Kirsty felt her legs weaken. She leaned back against the shelf and curled her fingers around its edge, trying to steady herself. Obviously the women hadn't known Kirsty had been standing only a few feet away. Kirsty's heart was pounding furiously. She tried to drag in a deep breath to steady her nerves but found her chest was tight. She felt light-headed. For a few moments, she listened to the women's footsteps, and their casual conversation about what they should buy. She forced herself to remain standing, out of sight, at the back of the store. 

Kirsty was seized by the impulse to go after the two women and demand an explanation. But, if she did that, she knew she'd probably say something she'd regret. Her Scottish temper might get the better of her, she told herself. Gossip, always unwelcome, couldn't be stopped. It was a vice to which too many people succumbed. Even in a town like Inspiration. If she made a scene in the mercantile, that would just make things worse. 

The women had been talking about her and Logan. There was no denying that. And they were suggesting something inappropriate might have taken place while Logan had stayed at the homestead. It was that simple. 

Kirsty groaned quietly. This was terrible. Once talk like this started, there would be no stopping it. Before she knew it, her reputation would be affected. She'd seen it happen before. Once, she'd heard of a couple who'd gotten stranded alone in an abandoned stagecoach station not far from town. Someone from town had found them and it hadn't taken long for tongues to start wagging. Then, to stop the rumors and restore honor, the man in question had married the woman. After that, the couple had left Inspiration for good, declaring they wanted to make a new start to their married life together.

Kirsty frowned. Would the whole town soon be talking about her and Logan in the same terms? Kirsty tried to swallow but found it impossible. She felt faint. Her mind filled with warring thoughts about Logan and herself. And the children. She struggled to make sense of it all, but had to concede temporary defeat. All she wanted was to get out of the store. But first the women would have to leave.

She stood by the shelf for a short while, holding on tight until, finally, she heard the door open and close. Everything was quiet again. She was sure the two women had left.

Making her way to the counter, she peered at Mr Murchison. He looked oblivious to it all. Clearly, he hadn't heard what had been said. Gathering up the bags containing her purchases, Kirsty headed outside. She glanced up and down the boardwalk for any sign of the two women, but didn't see anyone nearby. Piling her bags on the back of the buckboard, she started to make her way around to the seat and was about to step up when she heard her name being spoken.

"Kirsty."

It was Logan's voice.


CHAPTER TEN







Logan peered at Kirsty's pale features. Something was wrong. Kirsty looked worried.

Logan advanced toward Kirsty. "Do you need some help?"

Kirsty paused by the side of the buckboard. Lifting a hand, she fussed nervously with some loose locks of her hair. "No. I'm fine, Logan," she replied abruptly. 

Logan thought Kirsty looked beautiful in her green, lace-edged gown and matching bonnet. More than beautiful, he corrected himself. Stunning. But one thing marred her overall loveliness, Kirsty's usually porcelain-pure cheeks were flushed pink, as if she'd been in a hurry. Or perhaps she'd just received some bad news, he told himself. 

"Are you leaving?" Logan asked.

"I just came into town to buy some supplies," she explained. 

Logan glanced at the back of the buckboard and saw the bags piled there. "You've been buying plenty of stuff, I see."

"Just a few things we need." Her eyes shifted hesitantly from side to side. Two women walked past Logan on the boardwalk. For a long moment, Kirsty stared, wide-eyed at the two women who both ignored Kirsty. He wondered why she'd react like that to a couple of passersby.

An idea flashed into Logan's mind. "I was on my way to the bank. Would you like to accompany me?"

"The bank?" Kirsty exclaimed sharply. 

"I thought maybe you and I could talk a little before you head back home. I can tell what I've been up to since Monday."

Kirsty grasped the side of the buckboard seat. "I'm afraid I can't, Logan. Thank you for the offer, but I really need to be getting home." Kirsty lifted a booted foot onto the side of the buckboard and prepared to lift herself up onto the seat.

"The children will be starting school next Monday," he blurted out, desperate to get her to delay her departure.

Kirsty paused and gazed at him. "They will? That's wonderful news. Miss Chalmers has quite a reputation." Suddenly, Kirsty's face flushed bright red. "I mean. She's an excellent teacher. Or so I've heard."

Logan frowned, puzzling why Kirsty's face had turned as red as a freshly picked apple at the mention of reputation. "Is everything okay, Kirsty?" Logan asked moving closer to her.

She peered at him. Now that he was close enough to touch her, Logan saw the troubled expression in Kirsty's eyes. "Of course everything's fine. Why wouldn't it be?" she replied, her voice quivering slightly with emotion.

He furrowed his brows and gazed steadily at Kirsty. "I've known you long enough to tell when something's bothering you.  There's no problems at the homestead, is there?"

Kirsty dragged in a deep breath and shook her head. "Really, Logan. You needn't concern yourself about me."

Logan took one step closer to Kirsty. He spoke in a quiet voice. "But I do concern myself about you, Kirsty. We've been friends a long time. It's only natural I'd be concerned about you."

Her brows rose. "Friends?"

Logan drew in a deep breath, sensing his pulse begin to race now that he was so close to Kirsty. He nodded his head. "I like to think we can still look out for each other." He quirked a brow. "Don't you agree?" he murmured.

Kirsty's mouth opened, almost as if she'd been shocked by the directness of his words. She smiled warmly, masking her reaction with visible effort. "I do," she said and nodded. Her eyes shifted nervously again.  She hoisted herself up onto the buckboard seat and grabbed the reins. "I really have to go, Logan."

Logan felt a heaviness sinking in his chest. Sighing, he admitted defeat, stepping back from the buckboard. "Sure, Kirsty," he said gruffly.

He stepped back up onto the boardwalk and watched as Kirsty maneuvered the buckboard to face southward. She smiled tentatively at Logan. "It's been nice seeing you," she declared. In spite of the fact that she was leaving, Logan told himself that she had sounded like she had meant that.

Logan nodded wordlessly. He touched the front brim of his gray Stetson. "Some other time."

Kirsty nodded, gave him one last smile and then flicked the reins. The buckboard raced off down Main Street. Logan watched the buckboard for a few moments, then turned, shaking his head. Some things never changed, he told himself. Kirsty MacAnliss could still drive him crazy.

Logan headed northward along the boardwalk. Touching the thick wad jammed into the inside pocket of his jacket, he reminded himself he still had to pay a visit to the bank. As he walked, he tried to figure out what had just happened. Kirsty had been hiding something from him. He could feel it in his bones. He knew her well enough to know that all wasn't well with Kirsty. She was worried. More than that. She looked petrified. As if she'd had a scare. But she'd done her best to keep whatever it was to herself. 

Maybe she didn't trust him, after all. Perhaps, once again, he was fooling himself. Just like he'd done so many times before he'd left Inspiration. He and Kirsty MacAnliss weren't close. If she was so determined to hold back from telling him things, well maybe he would be better keeping his distance from her.

Arriving at the bank, he pushed open the glass-paneled door and stepped inside. Logan ran his gaze around the interior. In the corner was a half-opened door, revealing an office. Logan saw a silver-haired man sitting behind a desk in that room. A wooden counter stretched half the length of the main room. A metal-barred grill atop the counter separated the front of the room from its rear. Behind it stood an eager-faced, blonde-haired young man, peering expectantly at Logan through an opening.

The young man smiled at Logan. "Good morning, sir."

Logan strode up to the counter. Reaching into his jacket, he drew out a thickly stuffed envelope. "I'd like to open an account," he declared.

Logan heard chair legs scraping against wooden floorboards. The man from the office emerged and made his way with brisk steps behind the counter, taking up position alongside the teller. "You'd like to open a new account, sir?" the man asked. Logan assumed this must be the manager.

When Logan nodded, the man extended his hand through the gap in the grill. Logan took the hand and shook it firmly. Holding up the envelope, he released the man's hand and said: "I aim to buy a house in town. And this is how I'll be paying for it."

The man's brows rose. "Let me introduce myself. I'm Mr Leroy Baum. And you are?"

"Logan Kincaid."

Baum's brows furrowed. "Kincaid. We used to have a Kincaid family in town."

"That would be mine," Logan confirmed.

Baum's expression brightened. "Indeed. Then I take it you are returning to town, Mr Kincaid."

Logan nodded. "Settling down. I have two children, so I'll be looking to buy a good-sized house. Either that, or a plot of land so I can build a place of my own. I'll need all the space I can get." He laughed quietly. "The children like to run around a bit, you understand."

Baum's eyes widened. "You're certainly a man who knows what he wants," Baum observed. "Is there a Mrs Kincaid?"

Logan drew in a sharp breath. Even though he'd prepared himself for such a question, actually hearing someone ask it was a whole different thing. "I've adopted the children," he explained. "They were my brother's children. Sadly, he passed away recently."

Baum's features softened. "I am sorry to hear that." Baum seemed uneasy about the personal turn in the conversation. He gestured toward the office. "Please. Follow me to the office. We can finalize all the details and open your account."

Logan followed Baum into the office and flopped down on the leather-covered seat and watched Baum ease down onto his high-backed chair. For the next fifteen minutes, Logan watched as Baum filled in forms in response to Logan's answer to the bank manager's questions. Eventually, it came time to count out the money. After that was done, Baum deposited it in the safe. Logan watched carefully as Baum closed and locked the heavy-looking safe door. At least now, he wouldn't have to worry about being robbed of his money, Logan told himself. Although, out on the frontier, banks did get robbed, Logan was confident that Inspiration was safer than most places.

Logan declined the celebratory drink offered by Baum. Drinking alcohol had been something Logan's father had been dead-set against. Logan had followed his father's lead. Even when he'd been working the ranches and homesteads, Logan had always stayed well away from men who drank heavily. He figured it didn't make for a good life.

Logan followed Baum out to the bank's main office. A customer was closing the door as Logan made his way to the counter. 

"Mrs Neely wants an appointment with you, sir," the young man behind the counter said. 

"I'll fix that, Lucas," Baum said.

"Can I leave early today, sir?" the man asked. 

Baum peered sternly at the man. "Don't tell me you have another meeting with that young lady. What's her name?"

"Abby MacAnliss, sir," the man replied.

Logan peered at the man behind the counter. "You mean the cousin of Kirsty who owns the homestead south of town?"

Lucas squinted at Logan. "Why, yes. Do you know Abby and Kirsty?"

Logan tipped up the front brim if his hat. "I sure do. I was out there the other day on my way into town. Kirsty and I go way back. We went to school together."

"You did?" Lucas asked. He  walked out from behind the counter and extended his hand to Logan. "Lucas Bradford is the name," he announced.

Logan shook Lucas's hand. The man was tall, but not wide-shouldered. He looked like he was used to spending time at a desk rather than on the back of a horse. But there was a kindly expression in the man's eyes which Logan found strangely endearing. "Are you and Abby good friends?" Logan asked.

Lucas glanced at Baum and hesitated. "I guess you could say that." Lucas appeared suddenly nervous about something. Logan wondered what was causing the man to shift on his heels. Then Lucas smiled at Logan. "The truth is I'm hoping to make Abby my wife." Lucas stated the words with obvious pride.

Logan schooled his features, trying not to betray his surprise. "That's good news," Logan just about managed to say. "You say you're hoping. Haven't you proposed yet?"

Lucas shook his head. "I'll be doing that as soon as I can work up the courage."

"Tush, Lucas," Baum exclaimed good-naturedly. "If you reckon Miss MacAnliss is willing to accept your offer of matrimony, then there's no sense holding back. Just ask her." Baum grinned at Logan. "What do you think, Mr Kincaid. They do say love conquers all."

"It sure does," Logan replied. He patted Lucas on the arm. "I think Mr Baum is right. There's no sense in waiting. Strike while the iron's hot."

Lucas seemed delighted by the advice from both men. Straightening his shoulders, he drew in a deep breath. "I think you're both right." Now he really seemed to be warming to the idea. All his previous reservations had vanished. Lucas glanced from Logan to Baum. "You men just might have given me the push I needed."

"Glad to be of help," Logan said. Then he quickly bid the men farewell and made his way out to the boardwalk. Knowing he had to get back to the boardinghouse, Logan crossed Main Street and headed south. As he walked, he reflected on what he'd learned back at the bank. 

If Abby married Lucas, that meant only one thing. Kirsty would have to look after the homestead on her own. Alone. Undoubtedly, Abby would move into town to live with Lucas. Logan couldn't see Lucas moving out to the MacAnliss homestead. Logan wondered if Kirsty knew about Abby's imminent proposal of marriage. And, if Abby did accept, it would all probably happen quickly. Logan knew that marriages out in Montana usually took place quickly. It wasn't like out east where courtships and engagements could last for months. Out here, folks married without waiting too long.

Kirsty faced the prospect of spending the rest of her days running the homestead all on her own. Thinking about that made Logan frown. He asked himself if she wanted that kind of life for herself. Logan didn't doubt that Kirsty was strong enough to do the work needed to keep the homestead going. But was she also willing to live a solitary life out there? Logan didn't have an answer to that question.

Logan turned into the street and saw the Hannigan boardinghouse in the distance. As he made his way up the street, he realized that Kirsty's earlier distress might have something to do with what he'd learned at the bank. If so, he asked himself what he could do to help her. Frustratingly, he couldn't immediately think of anything.

But, one thing was for sure. Kirsty was still his friend. And now she was facing a crisis. Logan resolved to think of something he could do to help her. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN







The sun was beginning to set behind the forest when Abby returned to the homestead from her visit into town. Abby had gone into town in the mid-afternoon. She'd been gone a long time. Kirsty had started to worry. But now that Abby was back, Kirsty could relax.

Kirsty saw the buckboard barreling quickly down the trail. The buckboard rocked from side to side, but Kirsty knew Abby could keep it on the trail. Abby was leaning forward and holding on tightly to the reins. As she watched her cousin returning, Kirsty was glad that Abby had made it back before sundown. 

Kirsty stood up from the bench on the porch, rested her hands against her hips, and ran her gaze across the vivid pink colors spreading, feather-like across the vast, dark-blue sky. She sighed contentedly at the vision of beauty which God had laid out on this evening. She felt delight sweep through her as she gazed upon the glorious vista. These were her favorite moments of the day. A chance to reflect on what had happened. To savor where the Lord had placed her. The express gratitude to Him in quiet prayer. It was her habit to sit out on the porch every evening and feel the simple, plain joy of being with her Lord. No matter how tired she felt at the end of a day, taking the time to be in His presence always lifted her spirits. This evening had been no exception.

She'd finished most of her work of the day and had been enjoying some quiet moments to herself. It had proven hard to stop thinking about what she'd heard in the mercantile. It had been even harder to avoid thinking about her encounter with Logan. She'd seen the concern on his face. He'd clearly known something was wrong. But Kirsty couldn't have spoken to him about what she'd heard inside the mercantile. Not out in the middle of Main Street. In any case, it was none of his concern. He had a life of his own to build. The children were his responsibility, now. Not her. If there was going to be a problem with her reputation, then Kirsty would deal with that on her own.

She watched as the buckboard rolled to a stop in the yard. Kirsty stepped off the porch and walked toward the buckboard. Abby leaped down from the seat. Halting a moment, she gathered her green skirts, composing herself. Abby's eyes glistened with emotion. Kirsty smiled at her cousin, already able to guess what Abby was about to tell her. It must be about Lucas Bradford, Kirsty told herself. 

Abby ran to Kirsty and threw her arms around her. "Oh, Kirsty. You won't believe what has happened," Abby murmured against Kirsty's shoulder as she hugged her.

"I think I can guess, Abby," Kirsty replied carefully. She could feel the excitement in her cousin's shaking body.

Abby leaned her head back and peered into Kirsty's eyes. "Lucas asked me to marry him." Abby grinned like a young child. 

"Abby. I'm so happy for you," Kirsty exclaimed. She drew her cousin close, wrapping her arms around her. Holding Abby tight, Kirsty heard Abby's muffled cries of joy. Kirsty held Abby for a few long moments. There was no doubting the delight which Lucas Bradford's proposal had brought to Abby.

Finally, Kirsty released Abby. "What did he say? Did he get down on one knee?"

Abby nodded abruptly. "He did! It was so romantic. He took me for a special dinner at the hotel restaurant. Then, near the end of the meal, he stood and came around to my side of the table. Next thing I knew he was down on one knee and he was holding my hand and gazing into my eyes." Abby gasped with joy and spun around in a full circle. "It was so beautiful, Kirsty. You should have been there to see it."

"Did he look nervous?"

Abby nodded and smiled. "He looked terrified," she said and then laughed. "After he proposed, he told me he'd spent the entire day worrying about asking me."

"That's only natural. It's a once-in-a-lifetime choice," Kirsty said.

Abby seized Kirsty's hands and gazed, wide-eyed at her. "Are you truly happy for me, Kirsty?"

"Of course, I am," Kirsty replied. "I couldn't be happier for you." Kirsty tugged at Abby's hands. "Did he tell you when the wedding will be?"

Abby nodded. "Soon. Maybe within a few weeks."

"Weeks? That doesn't give us much time to make a dress," Kirsty exclaimed.

Abby's brows furrowed thoughtfully. "I'll need to see what we can do. Maybe we can get some help from the dress shop in town."

Kirsty pouted her lips and frowned. "Nonsense. We're MacAnliss women. We can make our own dresses. We've done it plenty of times before." Kirsty glanced at her gown and then at Abby's gown. "We made these, didn't we?"

"But we're talking about a wedding dress," Abby objected softly. 

"It makes no difference," Kirsty snapped. "A dress is a dress."

"If you say so," Abby replied, although Kirsty could tell her cousin had yet to be convinced.

Kirsty and Abby started to walk hand in hand across the yard. Kirsty recalled how she and Abby had been used to holding hands at special moments when they'd been growing up. This definitely qualified as a special moment. 

Abby laughed suddenly. "Lucas told me he got some advice this afternoon about proposing."

"Who from?"

"Logan," Abby stated.

Kirsty halted, and turned to face Abby. "Logan Kincaid?"

Abby nodded. "Seems he was at the bank today. Him and Mr Baum gave Lucas some pearls of wisdom about seizing the moment. Lucas really took what they said to heart. If it hadn't have been for them, maybe I'd still be waiting for Lucas to ask me."

Kirsty asked herself what Logan Kincaid had been doing giving matrimonial advice to Lucas Bradford. Why would he have done that? 

"Lucas told me Logan is figuring on buying a house in town for him and the children," Abby said.

"He is?"

Abby nodded. "Or maybe building one for himself."

"It's amazing what you can learn when you work in a bank," Kirsty said casually. Trying to control her thoughts about Logan was proving hard. Again. "He certainly seems to be settling down," she added. Dragging her attention back to Abby, she smiled at her cousin. "Never mind Logan Kincaid. This is a wonderful day. For you and for me."

Abby gaze softened. "I know we've talked about this plenty of times, Kirsty. But you aren't disappointed with me, are you?"

"Why would I be disappointed, Abby?"

Abby ran her gaze across the yard and toward the cabin. "When I marry Lucas I'll be moving into town. For good. Of course, we'll come and visit as much as we can." Abby sighed. "You'll be here all on your own."

"I've told you plenty of times," Kirsty replied. "I'll be fine. I can handle the homestead."

"Can you?" Abby asked softly. "Are you sure? I'd hate to think that I'm going to make things hard for you."

Kirsty hugged Abby and then leaned back, gazing into her eyes. "You've never done anything but make life better for me, Abby. I mean that. You know how much I love you." 

Kirsty saw Abby's eyes moisten. "And I love you, too, Kirsty," Abby said, her voice cracking with emotion.

"You getting married is the best thing that's happened to us. God has blessed you with a wonderful man," Kirsty said sincerely.

Abby smiled. "He has. Lucas is real godly. And his family are regular churchgoers, too."

"I'm glad to hear that," Kirsty said. "We'll all meet up when we next go to church," Kirsty said. Kirsty glanced at the cabin. "I think it's time for a celebration. Don't you?"

Abby frowned. "Haven't we still got work to do?"

Kirsty shook her head firmly. "It can wait until tomorrow." Kirsty tugged on Abby's hand and started toward the cabin. 

Tonight was a night for celebration. This was Abby's moment of joy. And a new beginning.

Kirsty schooled her features, masking her own nagging worries. Abby's future had been decided. 

Kirsty told herself there would plenty of time to worry about her own future in the morning.





CHAPTER TWELVE







Logan awoke when he heard the child-like sound of a cry in the night. Sitting up quickly in bed, he paused, listening intently. Another cry rang out. And then silence. 

Logan was out of bed in a moment. He knew where that cry had come from and who had made it. Quickly putting on his pants and shirt, Logan padded in his stockinged feet out into the darkened hallway. He strode across to the door of the children's room. Pushing it slowly open, he eased inside. Faint moonlight illuminated the room. By it, he saw Alice seated on the edge of Jack's bed holding the boy's hand. Jack was sitting up, hair mussed, eyes drowsy with sleep. But there was another look in Jack's eyes which made Logan's heart tighten. One Logan had seen before.

Moving to the bed, Logan sat down on its edge. Jack's forehead was beaded with sweat. Panic seized Logan. He touched Jack's forehead, and felt relief sweep through him. Thankfully, there was no fever. 

Logan peered into Jack's troubled eyes. "Bad dream?"

Jack's lips tightened into a thin line. For a moment, it looked like he was going to cry. Jack's lower lip became suddenly full. But Logan was getting to know Jack. The little boy would fight hard to keep in the tears. Especially with his sister sitting right alongside him. However, that same courage hadn't stopped Jack from waking up in a panic. Logan was sure Jack would have been comforted by Alice being so close. 

Logan took Jack's hand and held it gently. "You want to tell me about it?"

Jack shook his head. Logan exchanged a look with Alice. Her brows were furrowed with worry. She'd seen Jack like this plenty of times ever since their real father had died. These were night terrors. Dreams that made Jack wake in a panic. 

Jack had been so close to his father. He was taking the loss real bad. Logan could only try to understand what it must be like for Jack. He could see the pain written on Jack's features. It was going to take a long time for him to come to terms with losing his father. Logan knew that made it all the more important he do the best he could for both Jack and Alice. It was his job to make their suffering go away. It was that simple. 

He'd made a start today, at the bank, by making sure their money was safe. But, he urgently needed to find a place where he and the children could settle into some kind of normal life. And fast. Living in a boardinghouse could only be temporary.

Jack turned to Logan. "Pa. Can I ask you to do something?" he asked in a quiet voice.

Logan smiled gently. "Sure. Whatever you want. Just say the word."

Jack glanced uncertainly at Alice. She moved her head slightly, clearly encouraging Jack to continue. Logan figured brother and sister had talked about this before.

Jack peered into Logan's eyes. "Can we pray for my ma and pa?"

Logan froze for a moment. He held Jack's gaze steadily, not wanting to betray the sudden emotion he felt. "Pray?" Logan asked.

Jack nodded. "Pa used to pray with us. For ma, you understand."

Emotions swirled around inside Logan's chest. Masking those feelings was hard. But he was determined not to show the children how he'd been affected by Jack's sudden request. 

They were both relying on him in so many ways, now. He hadn't prayed in a long while. And he felt bad about that. It clawed at him every day. 

There had been that awkward exchange with Kirsty back at the homestead when they'd talked about faith. How Logan's had weakened. Right now, Logan was keenly aware of just how fragile his own faith had become. But he wasn't going to let that be an excuse to let the children down. He recalled how his father had prayed. The words drifted up from the depths of memory.

"We can do that," Logan said. Jack's smile cheered Logan instantly. 

Jack and Alice lowered their heads. For a moment, before starting the prayer, Logan was struck by the beauty of the situation. Here were the two most precious children in the world. His children. And they were waiting, heads bowed, for Logan to speak devout words which would bring hope. 

Logan felt the pressure of expectation. He briefly offered up his own silent prayer. Lord. Grant me the wisdom to find the right words. For You and for these precious children you have brought into my life.

Logan drew in a deep breath, lowered his head and closed his eyes. When he spoke, he found his voice contained a surprisingly calm and steady strength.

"Lord. Hear our prayer. We come to You this night seeking comfort. And we know You hear our words. Grant us the grace of Your mercy, Lord. Bring peace into our hearts. Especially into the heart of my dear son, Jack. Take away his pain. Protect him and his beloved sister from all evil. And, as we reach out to You, Lord, we ask that you bless the souls of Jack and Alice's dearly departed parents. Grant them eternal peace. Lord we ask all this is Jesus's name. Amen"

Logan heard Jack and Alice repeat their own amen. Jack lifted his head and opened his eyes. He smiled at Logan. 

"Okay?" Logan asked gently.

Both Jack and Alice nodded at Logan. Relief swept through Logan that the Lord had granted him the blessing of words. Maybe it was a sign of things to come, Logan told himself. He hoped so.

Logan heard a gentle knock on the door. Rising, he went to the door and opened it a crack. Miss Hannigan was standing out in the corridor holding a candle. By the flickering light, Logan could see the concern in the woman's eyes.

"Is everything alright, Mr Kincaid?" she asked.

Logan nodded. "Everything is fine, Miss Hannigan. Jack just had a dream. That's all. He'll be fine once he gets back to sleep."

Miss Hannigan's brows furrowed. "Would he like some warm milk? I have some cookies we made earlier today. Maybe that will help him sleep."

Still holding the door, Logan turned and looked across at Jack. "You want warm milk and cookies?" he asked, giving Jack a smile.

Jack's face lit up. Now, the bad dreams seemed like a distant memory. "Can I, pa?" Usually Logan would have counseled against late-night snacks. But this was a special occasion.

Logan turned back to Miss Hannigan. "If it isn't too much trouble," he said.

Miss Hannigan gave Logan an incredulous look. "Of course it isn't too much trouble. It's only two o'clock in the morning."

Then she strode off down the hallway. Logan heard her thundering steps as she made her way down to the kitchen. Closing the door, he made his way back to the bed. "Once you've had the milk and cookies, you try to get some sleep. Okay?"

Jack nodded obediently. "Sure, pa."

"Can I have some, too, pa?" Alice asked uncertainly.

Logan grinned. "I think Miss Hannigan will bring enough for both of you."

Realizing they'd both called him father, Logan told himself he could get used to hearing them call him by that name. It made him feel like taking responsibility for them had been the right decision.

Logan folded his arms and peered down at Jack. "I'll be next door. Once you and Alice have finished eating, you make sure you get some sleep. Don't hesitate to call on me if you need to."

Alice stood and faced Logan. "I'll look after Jack, pa," she declared. She sounded like she meant it, too. She'd been used to looking after her brother since long before Logan had shown up.

Logan headed back to his room. As he closed the door behind him, he knew he probably wasn't going to sleep much for the rest of the night. Just in case Jack needed him again.

This was what it felt like to be a parent, he told himself. This was what he'd almost missed out on by choosing the life of a drifter. Well, all that was in the past now, he told himself. This wasn't the first time during the last few weeks when he'd been called upon to do the right thing for the children. If it meant making sacrifices, then he knew he was ready for the challenge. The truth was, as he'd sat on the edge of Jack's bed saying that prayer, Logan had felt something new. Something exciting.

He'd felt a wondrous combination of hope and love strengthen his heart. And, from now on, he'd fight with every ounce of his strength to give those children the life they deserved. 

Tomorrow, he had plenty to do. He'd make inquiries at the land office about any property for sale in town. Then, this coming weekend, there'd be one more important thing to do.

He and the children would be going to church.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN







Friday and Saturday passed quickly for Kirsty. She and Abby were busy around the homestead. Kirsty threw herself into hard work, eager to avoid thinking too much about what she'd have to do after Abby left to go live with Lucas. 

Finally, Sunday came around. It was a bright, sunny day. When it was time to leave for church, Bridget and Calum Shaughnessy arrived on their buckboard with their three children seated in the back. It was a custom for at least one of the neighboring homestead families to meet with Kirsty and Abby. That way they could all travel the trail into town together and attend church. This weekend it was the turn of the Shaughnessy family. 

One of Kirsty's delights of sharing the journey was the chance to stop on the way and talk with her neighbors. It was a welcome break in the hour-long journey. They usually halted on a high ridge which overlooked a broad valley. A river snaked its way across the valley. In the distance, snow-capped mountains thrust toward the sky. It was one of Kirsty's favorite places in the territory.

Once they'd stepped down from the buckboard, Kirsty and Bridget sauntered arm in arm along the ridge, walking on the soft grass. Back at the buckboard, Abby fussed with the three boisterous children, all boys aged between four and seven, while Calum looked on patiently. After Abby, the Shaughnessys were the closest Kirsty had to family. Both Kirsty and Bridget wore gray gowns and neat-fitting bonnets. They could have passed for sisters, if it hadn't have been for Bridget's red hair and freckled features.

The breeze from the valley swept up the ridge. Bridget's flame-colored hair fluttered around her shoulders. "I heard the good news."

Kirsty glanced at Bridget. "You did?"

Bridget nodded. "I think Lucas will make Abby very happy."

"I think you're right," Kirsty agreed. 

"She obviously loves him very much."

"And he's besotted with her," Kirsty observed. "They were made for each other."

"The Lord has brought them together," Bridget stated. "He has great plans for them. I'm sure of it. They're going to have a wonderful life together."

Kirsty glanced across at Calum and the children. "Just like He had plans for you and Calum. And looked what happened."

Bridget gazed across at her husband and smiled warmly. "I have to admit that I was blessed the day that man entered my life. And the children, too."

Kirsty felt something tug at her heart, a sudden ache she'd felt many times before. She fought to control it, but to no avail. It usually came whenever she thought about her own future. And the blessings enjoyed by others. She knew it wasn't right to feel like that, but it was hard not to. It seemed like everyone was finding husbands and having children. Families were being created out here on the frontier. Happy families, blessed with abundance and joy.

 Being surrounded by such families sometimes made Kirsty wish she had that herself. Not wanting to spoil the good feelings between herself and Bridget, she schooled her features, composing herself as best she could.

Bridget's eyes narrowed. "Is everything alright, Kirsty?"

There was no fooling Bridget, Kirsty told herself. With typical Celtic insight, she had discerned the trouble in Kirsty's heart. She released her arm from Bridget and halted, gazing out across the beautiful Montana landscape. "No," Kirsty said sharply.

 "What's wrong?" Bridget peered intently at Kirsty.

Kirsty groaned quietly. It was time for the truth. "I heard some women talking about me when I was in town."

Bridget's brows furrowed. "Talking about you? What do you mean?"

"I was in the mercantile and I overheard two women speaking about me and Logan Kincaid."

"You and Logan?"

Kirsty nodded. She rolled her eyes and sighed heavily. "I don't how it happened, but word has gotten around about Logan and the children spending the night at our homestead."

Bridget paused for a long moment. "And they think that was inappropriate?"

Kirsty folded her arms. "That's putting it mildly. You know how gossip gets out of hand. One thing leads to another. Before you know it, people are assuming all kinds of things."

Bridget groaned quietly. "People shouldn't be so judgmental. It says so in the Bible." There was a stern quality in Bridget's voice.

"But that doesn't seem to have stopped them making up lies. How can people not realize that Logan was there with his children?" Kirsty sighed. "That nothing inappropriate could ever have taken place." The hurt was even worse, now that she'd shared it with Bridget. "Nothing happened between me and Logan," Kirsty exclaimed. Emotion made her voice quiver.

Bridget laid a hand gently on Kirsty's shoulder. "I believe you, Kirsty," she stated. "You don't have to explain a thing to me."

Kirsty felt instantly calmer as she gazed at Bridget's kindly features. She smiled at Bridget. "You really are the most wonderful friend. You know that, don't you."

Bridget lifted a shoulder and grinned. "I try to be a help," she said with a mischievous glint in her eye.

Dragging her attention back to the problem, Kirsty asked: "What can I do about this mess?"

"Ignore it," Bridget declared. "That's my advice. Hold your head up high and let them talk all they like. Give it time. They'll soon find someone else to talk about. You have to be better than all the backbiters."

"But my reputation is being attacked," Kirsty objected. "Shouldn't I do something to defend myself?"

Bridget leaned closer. "Kirsty. You and I have known each other long enough. I've told you plenty of times what I think is important." Bridget's gaze became steady. "Character. That's all that matters. The content of your character. Its what you do for others that counts. God wants us to love others. And that means making sacrifices and working hard. You do plenty of both." Bridget lifted her chin and looked straight at Kirsty. "I don't know any woman who works as hard as you do. And now, on top of everything, you're facing the prospect of running a homestead all on your own." Bridget scoffed. "Those folks in town don't know what they're talking about."

"But I have to go into town every week," Kirsty said. "I'm going to have to listen to those rumors. And I'm not going to be able to do anything to refute them."

"Never you mind what folks are saying about you." Bridget's voice rose. "Not one of them could do what you've done by keeping the legacy of your parents alive. You mark my words, Kirsty MacAnliss. The Lord will find a way to fix everything for you. Just have faith."

Kirsty reflected on Bridget's words. There was wisdom in what her friend had said. People would talk. There was no preventing that. She wondered if Logan had heard any of this. After all, he was living in town, going about his business, trying to build a new life for himself and the children. She wondered how Logan would react if he heard that some folks were suspicious about what might have happened while he'd been visiting her homestead. 

Kirsty could understand why folks would be concerned about such things. Even out here, on the frontier, people went to great lengths to lead decent lives. And part of that was maintaining a good reputation. Kirsty sighed. It seemed like hard work and honesty weren't enough to protect a reputation. Still, Bridget was probably right. Time was a great healer. Kirsty had learned that in the years since her parents had passed. It would all be forgotten.

Yells of delight rang out in the air. Kirsty and Bridget turned and saw Calum waving to them. It was time to be going. Another half hours ride would bring them to town. And then the delights of church. That would heal any wounds, Kirsty told herself. 

She scooped her arm inside Bridget's and then both women started to make their way back to the buckboard.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN







"Oh, my!" Miss Hannigan exclaimed as she stood at the foot of the staircase in the boardinghouse. "Look at you two. Don't you both look delightful." She bent down and gazed at the children. "All ready for church?"

Jack and Alice nodded. "Yes, Miss Hannigan," they said in perfect unison. Logan smiled and rested a hand on each of Jack and Alice's shoulders. Jack and Alice were both wearing their Sunday best. Jack wore his neat-fitting dark gray suit. He grasped his broad-brimmed hat in his hand. Alice wore a dark blue calico gown, blue gloves and matching bonnet. Both of the children looked elegant and, frankly, wonderful, Logan told himself. Logan felt pride swell in his chest as he gazed down at them.

"And you, Mr Kincaid. Can I say you look mighty handsome in that suit of yours," Miss Hannigan declared.

Logan felt himself blush at the compliment. "Thank you, Miss Hannigan. It's kind of you to say so."

"Don't let me hold you back. I'll see you all there," Miss Hannigan said. "Bertha and I have a few things left to do, and then I'll be along."

They bid farewell to Miss Hannigan and headed out the door. It was a bright morning. The air was cool and fresh. Logan led the children down the garden path and out the gate. They started to make their way up the dusty street. It was a five minute walk to church. Logan figured it was a perfect morning to take a stroll with the children. 

He'd been busy the last couple of days. Things hadn't gone exactly as he would have wished. Logan had viewed three properties, none of which had been suitable. In fact, all three had been rundown. Two of them had been too small. And one had been too close to the railway tracks. Logan was looking at the possibility that he'd have to buy some land and build a place of his own. But even that wasn't going to be easy. A visit to the land office had showed him there was a shortage of available land around town. It seemed like Inspiration was becoming a desirable place for folks to come and settle down.

Right now, he and the children would either have to stay in the boardinghouse or find a place to rent until they had a house of their own.

Being unable to find a suitable place to live hadn't been the only problem Logan had faced over the last twenty-four hours. As he considered the other source of concern, Logan felt a heavy sensation in his gut. And it had nothing to do with the enormous breakfast Miss Hannigan had served in the dining room this morning.

His other worry was the gossip he'd overheard about himself and Kirsty. It had all started on Friday when Logan had stopped by the town cafe for some coffee. Sitting by the window, minding his own business, he'd been taken aback when he'd heard his name mentioned by a woman he didn't recognize. She was sitting at a nearby table along with two other women. They'd talked in hushed tones, but Logan had been able to make out what they'd said.

It seemed folks knew about when Logan had stayed over at Kirsty's homestead the other night. There had been no mention of the children. Only that a man from out of town had stayed at the homestead. According to the women this was scandalous and inappropriate.

Sitting there, sipping his coffee, Logan had tried to ignore what was being said. It had been hard to stop himself from going over to the table and correcting the false impression being spread by the malicious gossip. He'd figured that might have made things worse. The fact that the women didn't recognize Logan merely confirmed in his mind that the gossip had nothing to do with the facts.

Logan had left the coffee shop in a hurry. Reflecting on what he'd heard, he realized this was a serious situation. 

For Kirsty. 

Her reputation was being questioned by folks who didn't know the full facts. Logan knew nothing inappropriate had taken place between himself and Kirsty. But this whispering campaign was going to do serious damage to Kirsty's reputation. And then there were the children to consider. If they heard that their father's reputation was being called into question, would they understand what it meant? Of course they were too young to fully comprehend what was being suggested by the rumor-mongers. But that wouldn't prevent some damage being done. And that damage might last a long time, especially since Logan was determined to settle in Inspiration for years to come.

Logan wondered of Kirsty was aware of this. Maybe he'd have to tell her what he'd discovered. Then they could both come up with some way to deal with it. The last thing he wanted was for Kirsty to be hurt by his own actions.

Logan and the children emerged out onto Main Street. Logan paused at the corner of the street. All the stores were closed as was right and proper on a Sunday. A few riders rode up the street. He could see some folks making their way along the boardwalk toward the street which led to the church.

He and the children crossed the street and started to make their way up the boardwalk. Halfway up Main Street, Logan heard the rumbling of carriage wheels. Turning he saw two buckboards rolling up Main Street. Holding the reins of the first one was Kirsty, with her cousin Abby seated next to her. Logan recognized the folks on the second carriage as the Shaughnessy family. On his way to Inspiration, he'd stopped at the Shaughnessy homestead. That had been where he'd confirmed that Kirsty still lived on her family's homestead. Thinking about what he'd heard in the cafe, Logan wondered if his decision to stop at her homestead had been a wise one, after all.

Jack pointed to the carriages. "There's Miss MacAnliss," he cried out. Jack seemed genuinely excited to see Kirsty.

Seeing Logan and children, Kirsty slowed the buckboard and pulled to a stop. The Shaughnessys did likewise. Up close, Logan figured Kirsty looked beautiful and elegant in her gray gown and bonnet. When she smiled at him, he realized how much he'd missed being in her company. 

"Good morning," Kirsty called out. Abby, seated next to Kirsty, nodded politely and smiled.

Logan touched the brim of his Stetson. "Morning." Glancing at Bridget Shaughnessy, he repeated: "Morning, Bridget." He nodded. "Calum." Logan smiled at the Shaughnessy children crowded onto the back of their buckboard. "How are you all this morning?"

"Fine, Logan," Bridget declared. "And don't those two children of yours look wonderful."

Logan glanced down at Jack and Alice. "They're a sight for sore eyes," he said and gave them a broad grin. 

"I take it you're all going to church," Kirsty said. Logan peered up at her. There was an expectant, bright look in her eyes. He told himself she looked pleased to see him. Even if it wasn't true, it was nice to believe that for a moment.

"We sure are."

Kirsty tilted her head. "Why don't you hop on board. We'll take you over there."

Logan glanced down at the children. Both seemed eager to take a ride on the buckboard. The children took their place on the back of the buckboard. Logan took a place next to Abby on the seat. Kirsty flicked the reins and the buckboard continued on up Main Street.

"Have you been busy?" Abby asked Logan.

Not wanting to show his disappointment about his house hunting, Logan smiled and nodded: "Sure have. I've had plenty to do. The children start school tomorrow."

"That's wonderful," Abby exclaimed. She turned to Kirsty. "Isn't that lovely, Kirsty?"

Holding the reins tight in her hands, Kirsty twisted her head around the the children. "You see and be good to Miss Chalmers. I hear she's a real nice teacher. You're both going to learn a lot from her."

"They'll be good," Logan said and laughed quietly. He saw Jack and Alice smile at one another. They both looked delighted to be riding on Kirsty's buckboard. Maybe they'd felt confined in the boardinghouse. Logan had done his best to keep them occupied while he'd been attending to important matters. Being at church today would give them something else to enjoy. 

The buckboard made its way up the street. Arriving at the church, Logan saw many carriages and buckboards parked up in front of the church. Folks were already making their way up the stairs and into the church. Some were mingling in groups for a while in the yard in front of the church. A few heads turned in the direction of Kirsty's buckboard as she drew it to a halt. The Shaughnessy buckboard halted alongside them. Everyone got down from their seats. 

Looking across at the groups of townsfolk, Logan recognized the woman from the restaurant. The one who'd been talking about himself and Kirsty. Upon seeing Logan and Kirsty standing next to one another, the woman's mouth dropped open. She leaned closer to a woman standing next to her and muttered something. The other woman turned and stared across at Kirsty and Logan. Logan grunted quietly. 

Kirsty looked up at Logan. "What is it?"

Logan shook his head and turned to Kirsty. There was no sense in making her aware of what he'd just seen. "Nothing." He ran his gaze down the length of her gown. "Did I tell you how beautiful you look in that gown?" he said quickly. The moment the words left his mouth he saw Kirsty's cheeks bloom with a delightful red tinge. 

She lifted a hand to her throat and smiled hesitantly. "Why, thank you, Logan. It's not every day I get a compliment like that."

Leaning closer to Kirsty, Logan murmured. "If I had my way, you'd  hear those kind of words every day of the week."

Kirsty's mouth opened. She gazed into Logan's eyes, apparently startled by his bold declaration. He'd meant what he'd just said. Sometimes the truth had to be spoken out loud. And this was one of those times, Logan told himself.

Turning back to the gathered churchgoers at the foot of the stairs, he saw that his arrival with Kirsty hadn't gone unnoticed. Eyes filled with curiosity glanced their way.

Logan took the children's hands and led them up the stairs. The pastor, who Logan recalled was named Joseph, stood at the open door. He smiled warmly at Logan and the children. "Someone told me you were back, Logan," Pastor Joseph said brightly.

"Really," Logan said heavily. "Word seems to get around this town."

"Everyone is just delighted you've come back." The pastor smiled down at Jack and Alice. Logan introduce them to the pastor and then led them into the church interior. Most of the pews were filled with worshippers. Logan found an empty pew near the rear of the church. Kirsty sat right next to Logan and the children. Abby and the Shaughnessy family found seats close by.

To everyone who craned their necks around to look at Kirsty and Logan it must have seemed like she and Logan were together. Logan was secretly pleased about that. If anything, it might confirm the suspicions some folks harbored that Logan and Kirsty were more than just friends. 

Kirsty smiled at Jack and Alice. "You must come visit me at the homestead," she said to them. Glancing at Logan, she lifted a brow. "And you to."

Logan felt his cheeks flame with heat. He told himself he'd be happy every day if Kirsty was by his side and looking at him like that. "That sounds like a good idea. Maybe when they're out of school we can pay a visit or two."

Kirsty gave Logan a long look filled with emotion. She nodded. It was as if he'd said exactly what she'd wanted to hear from him. Logan realized his heart was pounding furiously. Kirsty seemed pleased to see him. And he was certainly happy to be so close to her. He was surprised at how the morning had turned out. Here he was, seated alongside Kirsty. And in church. He wondered how that had happened. Had a guiding hand moved them all together? And was that same guiding force bringing Logan back into Kirsty's life?

The pastor made his way to the front of the church and called the congregation to attention. The service was about to begin. 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN







After the service, Kirsty, Logan, Abby and the Shaughnessy family all made their way down to the busy yard in front of the church. All five children immediately started to busily play a game of tag. Kirsty sensed her opportunity had come. Tugging on the sleeve of Logan's jacket, she urged him to follow her away from the group who were busy chatting amongst themselves.

Logan's brows furrowed. "What is it?"

"Can we talk?" Kirsty asked quietly.

Instantly, Logan's gaze darkened. It was as if he'd expected her to ask him that exact question. "Sure." Glancing up the dusty street toward Main Street, Logan added: "We can go that way."

Kirsty glanced at the groups of churchgoers. "What will they think?"

"When they see us together?" Logan asked sharply. Logan glanced at the townsfolk. His features assumed a grim expression. "They can think whatever they like. I don't care."

There was a sharpness to his tone of voice which took her by surprise. "Are you sure?"

Logan defiantly offered Kirsty his arm. She smiled at him and then scooped her arm inside his. She let him lead her away from the group. Kirsty was acutely aware of how this must look. Especially given what she knew about the gossip which was circulating about her and Logan. Glancing back, Kirsty saw Bridget smile at her. Kirsty felt delight flicker into life.

 Off to one side, Jack and Alice had paused their game of tag and were standing still, watching Logan and herself as they strode up the street. Just before she turned back to Logan, Kirsty saw Jack and Alice smile at each other. That was all the encouragement she needed. Now she knew for sure that she was doing the right thing. Logan was correct. It didn't matter what people thought. If her and Logan being together made the children happy, then that was all that mattered. Wasn't it?

By the time they'd reached the corner of Main Street, Kirsty still hadn't found the words to address her concerns. Her mind was a delicious blank as she savored the feelings of being with Logan. It just felt so good to be walking with Logan like this. She hadn't realized how much being with him meant to her. Or how tense her anxieties had made her. All those concerns had been washed away in an instant when she'd taken hold of Logan's arm. 

Over at the homestead it was easy for her to lose herself in hard work. To try to forget about the handsome cowboy whose arm she was now holding. The cowboy who'd left Inspiration, but who was now back for good.

"What did you think of the service?" she asked.

Logan's brows furrowed. "It's the first time I've been in church for a long while." He smiled. "It was good, though. It felt right for me to be there. Especially with you and the children sitting alongside me."

Once again, she was startled by his candor. By his readiness to speak his mind to her. "Oh," was all she could say.

"I figure we'll be regular churchgoers from now on," he continued.

"I'm glad to hear that," Kirsty said.

Logan led her up onto the boardwalk. She was glad to see there weren't many folks strolling on the boardwalk. Main Street was deserted and the stores were closed. It would give her a chance to speak her mind.

"What did you want to say to me?" Logan asked.

Kirsty cleared her throat. "I feel like I have to explain something to you. When you saw me the other day outside the mercantile, I guess you noticed I wasn't my usual self."

Logan quirked a brow, "I sure did. Seemed to me you were worried about something. And I think I know what it was."

Kirsty's eyes widened. "You do?"

Logan nodded. He sighed heavily and paused a moment, as if weighing up his next words. "Gossip. That's the reason you looked so worried."

Kirsty halted, released Logan's arm and turned to face him. "How do you know that?"

Logan's jaw tightened. "I heard something when I was in the cafe. Some women were talking."

"About you and me?" Kirsty asked. 

When Logan nodded, Kirsty felt a heavy weight sink in her stomach. "And I didn't like what they were saying," Logan said firmly.

Kirsty moved closer to Logan and rested a hand on his arm. "Were they talking about when you and the children were at my place?"

To her surprise, Logan shook his head. "No. Only about me. Nothing about the children." He rubbed his jaw. "Thankfully, they were left out of the picture the woman was painting."

Kirsty frowned. "Who was she?"

"I don't know her name," Logan replied. "But she was at the church today."

Kirsty dragged in a deep breath and swallowed. "I saw a few people looking at us."

"They can look at us all they like, Kirsty," Logan said. His voice was suddenly stern. "And they can think whatever they want. We know the truth."

Kirsty nodded thoughtfully. He was right. She and Logan knew what had really happened on that night. And it had all been perfectly innocent. 

"Stories have a way of getting out of hand," Logan said evenly. "I can't say I like it. And I'm stumped if I know what we can do about it."

"The children," Kirsty murmured.

Logan's brows became ridges. "What about them?"

Kirsty looked pleadingly at Logan. "I can't stand the thought of any of this affecting Jack and Alice."

"How could that be?" Logan asked. She could hear the concern in his voice.

Kirsty gazed into Logan's dark eyes. She saw the worry in them. "If we don't do something to prove these folks wrong this could have a lasting impact on the children." She paused and then added: "And on you, too."

Logan straightened, drawing his shoulders back. "I can look after myself. They won't dare say a word to my face." He hesitated, obviously considering her words. "But, you're right. I won't let anything harm those children." Then he added in a voice that shook. "They mean everything to me." 

Kirsty smiled at Logan. "I know they do. I saw the way you looked at them when we were in church. Like you were proud of them, and glad you were there with them." She grinned. "They think the world of you, Logan. Can't you see that?"

"Maybe," Logan said. He sounded pleased with her observation. Glancing at her he added: "You notice things about me, don't you."

Kirsty gazed into Logan's eyes and felt her heart warm instantly. It was a wonderful sensation. One she savored for a long moment. His concern for the children drew her to him. Confirmed her earlier impression that Logan was a different man from the one who'd left Inspiration. From the one who'd teased her mercilessly when they'd been at school together. This Logan Kincaid was someone to whom she could seriously consider becoming more than just a friend. As if sensing her thought, Logan's eyes shimmered slightly. This time, her heart quickened.

 Dragging her attention back to the moment, she scooped her arm inside his. They resumed their measured pace along the boardwalk. Trying to clear her mind, Kirsty fought to come up with a solution to their problem. Because it wasn't just her reputation which was at stake. It was also the future of Logan's children that hung in the balance. Guilt by association was what came to Kirsty's mind as she walked alongside Logan.

Logan halted suddenly. He turned to face her. Taking her by her gloved hands, he peered excitedly into her eyes. "I think I have a way of dealing with this."

"You do?"

Logan nodded. "If people are convinced you and I are more than just friends, then maybe we should do something to prove them right."

Kirsty frowned at Logan. "Like what?"

Logan's fingers tightened gently around her own. Leaning closer, he  spoke softly. "Let them think I'm courting you."

Kirsty gasped. "What!"

Logan's eyes brightened suddenly. "They already think you and I have feelings for each other. Isn't that right?"

Kirsty nodded. "I guess so." If only he knew how he was making her feel, right now, she told herself.

"If you and I and the children spend more time at the homestead, and in town, then maybe folks will stop talking about us in the way they've been doing until now." Logan's eyes shifted from side to side as he considered his idea.

"Won't that make things worse?" Kirsty asked.

"They'll start thinking that our friendship is like it was when we were young. Only this time, we're putting the interests of the children before everything else."

"Is that all we'll be doing?" she asked, trying not to sound as if what he was suggesting also had tempting implications for herself and Logan.

"It'll give the children a chance to spend more time at the homestead." Logan grinned. "They haven't stopped talking about it since we were there. Especially since they've seen the terrible houses for sale in town."

Kirsty realized she hadn't asked him about his house hunting. Judging by what he'd just said, it hadn't been going too well. Maybe Logan was right. If they acted in such a way as to confirm what people were thinking, then it might take the sting out of the opinions drifting around town. Folks might actually believe that her and Logan had a future together. 

Of course she knew that wasn't true. Kirsty told herself it was an impossibility. But, she was willing do anything if it would fix things for the children's sake. Perhaps the gossip would die down fast if the whole town believed Kirsty and Logan were about to form a family.

"What do you think?" Logan asked.

"Does this mean you and the children will be visiting the homestead on a regular basis?" Kirsty asked.

"We won't just be visiting. We'll be coming to help out in whatever way we can," Logan replied. "And whenever you need help in town, we can do that too. We'll look like a regular family."

Kirsty thought about that for a long moment. "Just what do you think you and the children will be able to do if you all come to the homestead."

Logan grinned. "That's for you to decide. It's your place, after all."

Kirsty peered intently at Logan. "Let's get this straight. You want us to pretend to be courting? And, if we do a good job of that, then you reckon the gossip will die down?"

"It's worth a shot," Logan said. "You know that if we deny everything that'll just make things worse. This way we take control of the situation. And Jack and Alice get to spend time at the homestead with you." His gaze softened and she felt her heart quicken again. Was that really his plan? Was he willing to put on a show for the benefit of onlookers? Or was there something more personal involved?

"Isn't that pretending something that isn't true?" Kirsty asked.

It was then that Logan took one last step. He reached out and took her gently by the arms. "Who says I'm pretending, Kirsty?" His voice was low and deep and slow. "If we do this, will you be pretending?"

Kirsty tried to draw in a calming breath, but her chest was suddenly tight. She heard a roaring in her ears as her pulse pounded furiously. She was glad no-one else was on the boardwalk to see this. She was a moment away from tumbling into Logan's arms. The thought of doing that made her heart beat faster. 

Kirsty tried to swallow, but her throat was inexplicably tight. Did he have any idea how he was affecting her with all of this? If she did agree to his proposal, how was she going to cope wth Logan being around the homestead? Even if it was only during the daytime, she knew it would be difficult to control her feelings. Up to this moment, she hadn't realized just how much she felt about Logan. And, judging from the expression in his eyes, he had feelings for her, too. This could all become terribly complicated, she told herself.

"What do you think?" Logan asked, breaking the spell.

"I'm not sure, Logan," Kirsty said softly. "I'm not sure how I feel about this."

She felt Logan's fingers tighten gently against her arms. "I know exactly how I feel about it. Maybe they've done us both a favor. Maybe this is what we both need." His voice was low and steady.

"Need?" she asked.

Logan nodded. "So we can find out how we truly feel about one another, Kirsty."

Now, she felt her legs weaken. Leaning back slightly, she rested against the boardwalk hitching rail. Still, Logan held onto her arms. His gaze softened even more. "Logan," she murmured. "Please. You know this can't be."

Logan's brows furrowed. "Why not? I saw the way you looked at me earlier. And back at the homestead. Don't deny you have no feelings for me, Kirsty. Because I have plenty for you. I didn't know it for sure until I came back home."

"Home?" she asked.

Logan nodded. "This is my home. Even though I drifted too long, I always knew that someday I'd come back. And that you'd be here."

"What are you saying?" she asked.

"This is a chance for us to find out the truth, Kirsty," Logan said firmly. There was conviction in his voice now. "About us."

Her breath caught in her throat. She gazed into Logan's eyes and saw the utter sincerity in them. Suddenly, she caught a movement at the side of her vision. Turning her head, she saw a couple emerge from a nearby street and start to make their way toward her and Logan.

Panicked, Kirsty moved quickly away from Logan. "I think we should be getting back," she stated. 

Logan's gaze shifted to the advancing couple. He nodded.

This time, as they made their way back toward the church, Kirsty didn't rest her arm inside Logan's. This time there was more than mere physical distance between them both. Kirsty thought about what he'd proposed to her. Of course it might be a way of fixing the damage which had been done. But it might also lead to something much more complicated. A situation that would test her feelings for Logan.

As she thought about that outcome to their upcoming charade, Kirsty felt emotion sweep through her like the torrent of a river. 

Kirsty glanced at Logan, realizing for the first time that his intention wasn't just to help her regain her reputation and protect the children.

For the first time Kirsty believed that, if everything went according to his plan, Logan Kincaid intended to ask for her hand in marriage.








CHAPTER SIXTEEN







Logan drove the buckboard down the trail, holding on tight to the reins. Next to him sat Jack and Alice. They were both dressed in practical outdoor wear. Jack wore jeans, a plaid shirt and woolen jacket. Alice wore a practical gingham gown, her overcoat and a hat. Both of them had on strong boots which Logan had bought for them at the mercantile. 

The trail cut down into a valley and toward a distant forest. Logan glanced at the children and saw the visible pleasure on their faces. Jack's eyes were bright with excitement. Alice was holding onto her hat to stop it being blown off by the fast-rushing wind. They were loving every moment of freedom out here in the wild country. Logan smiled to himself. Bringing the children out today had been a good decision.

 It was Wednesday and they were paying their first real visit to the MacAnliss homestead. Logan had persuaded the schoolteacher, Miss Chalmers, that the children would benefit from an outing so they could learn things about the local area and also about how to look after a farm. 

Miss Chalmers had already agreed that the children needn't attend school every single day for the first few weeks. She figured it might be wise for Jack and Alice to gradually get used to being in school. She was sympathetic about their recent difficulties, aware that the children would need time to adjust to their new life. There'd be nothing gained by putting additional strain on the children. They'd been through enough this year.

Logan had agreed, especially since it gave him a good opportunity to bring the children out to the MacAnliss place. Logan flicked the reins, driving the buckboard on into the forest. Jack and Alice gazed up at the canopy of trees as the buckboard hurtled along the forest trail. The air was cooler in here, and the light had a beautiful soft, green hue which made everything seem almost unreal. Logan felt as if he'd brought the children out on some kind of special adventure. It reminded him of his times when he'd been drifting. Those days were gone, but the lessons he'd learned would never be forgotten.

When they got to the MacAnliss place, that would be where the real adventure would start, Logan told himself. He thought back to his conversation on Sunday. To the proposal he'd made to Kirsty. Because it had been a kind of proposal. Thinking back to his visit to church, Logan recalled what had come to his mind as he'd sat in the pew next to Kirsty. Seeing the way everyone had been looking at her had made him realize there was only one way to fix this situation. The possible permanent damage to her reputation.

Marriage to Kirsty.

He also knew that if he'd come straight out with a marriage proposal on Sunday, she would have turned him down flat. And he wouldn't have blamed her for doing so. It would have looked like victory for the gossip-mongers in town. For those who had assumed the worst about Kirsty. And about himself. 

He knew those with the loose tongues were wrong. He also knew that judgment was not for them to pass. Didn't Scripture caution against judging others? 

There was only one judge who knew the truth. The Lord. He alone knew that nothing had passed between Kirsty and Logan. He alone knew what was in each others hearts. For sure, Logan now knew what was in his heart. The prospect of Kirsty suffering, of losing everything she'd ever wanted, her perfect reputation, even her homestead, had awakened a powerful feeling inside him. One he hadn't known was there. A desire to care for her. To protect her. And, given time, even to love her.

And, as he'd sat listening to Pastor Joseph, an idea had drifted unbidden into Logan's mind. At first he'd been shocked by the simplicity of it. But then, as he'd walked alongside Kirsty, turning the idea over in his mind, he'd come to the conclusion that there was no other way. For Kirsty. And for the children.

Logan knew in his heart that the Lord wanted himself and Kirsty to be together. The Lord had brought Logan back to Inspiration so that the children could have a true family. A mother and father who loved them. Even if that meant getting used to a whole new kind of life on the homestead, Logan was convinced that it was the right future for them all.

He'd seen the way Kirsty had resisted his suggestion that they pretend to be courting. She'd been shocked by the proposal. Maybe she didn't believe him. Well, as far as he was concerned, there was nothing pretend about this courtship. It was real, and Logan was determined to see it through to its natural conclusion. He wasn't going to let this chance at happiness, for himself, Kirsty and the children, slip through his fingers. 

He'd witnessed the way the children had warmed to Kirsty. Jack and Alice liked Kirsty. It was that simple. There seemed to be a natural affinity between the children and the beautiful owner of the homestead. 

Logan had seen the way the children had looked at him whenever he was around Kirsty. There was a delight and joy in their eyes every time Logan spoke with Kirsty. He was sure the children would be happy with a family life on the homestead. But he was also realistic enough to know that it would be a big change for them. It might be wise to give Jack and Alice a chance to get to know what homestead life would be like.

The coming days and weeks would be difficult. Not least because Kirsty seemed cautious, even fearful of what might happen. Logan had no doubt she would resist his suggestions, as well as every offer of help and support. Overcoming Kirsty's resistance might prove difficult. However, if it meant she would become his wife, and mother to the children, then that would be a blessing for which Logan would never stop thanking the Lord. 

The buckboard emerged from the forest. The trail wound down into a broad valley. At the far end he saw Kirsty's homestead. 

"We're there," he announced to the children, giving them a broad grin. "You looking forward to learning how a homestead works?"

Jack and Alice exchanged looks. Then Jack peered at Logan. "Are you and Kirsty getting to be good friends?"

"We always have been. Ever since we were both young," Logan replied. He knew what Jack was trying to get at, even in his child-like way. 

Alice squinted at Logan. "Jack thinks we're all coming to live on the homestead. Is that true?"

Logan hesitated, focusing his attention on the trail. The children had clearly been talking to each other about himself and Kirsty. Maybe wondering where all of this might be going. He didn't want them worrying about the future. They deserved the truth, as far as Logan knew it at this moment. "Kirsty and I are real close. Maybe we're thinking we could be together for good."

The mouths of both children opened. Jack glanced at Alice, who nodded as if what Logan had just said confirmed something.

Quickly Logan added: "But, when it comes to grownups choosing to live together, there's a whole lot of things that have to be ironed out. Things they need to agree. And that can take a little time. For me and Kirsty. And for both of you, too." Logan lifted a brow and looked at Jack and Alice. "You understand what I'm saying, don't you?" 

The children nodded. A bump in the trail forced them to grasp hold of the buckboard. Alice hung onto her hat even tighter.

"Let me ask you a question," he said. Both children gazed, wide-eyed at Logan. "Do you think you might like living on a farm like the one Kirsty owns?"

Both children looked blankly back at Logan. He figured he might have some persuading to do. "It can be a whole lot of fun. And we wouldn't be living in a town. There's plenty of things you can do when you live in a place like this." Logan gazed around at the beautiful countryside. He sighed contentedly. "And this is God's precious earth. He sure made this place special. And you'd have plenty of friends. There are other families close by, and they all have children." He smiled at them. "What do you think?"

Once again, they both looked back at him with steady expressions. He couldn't read them at all. Logan frowned. He still had work to do if he was going to win them over to the idea of life on a homestead.

They arrived at the homestead. As he drew the buckboard to a halt, Kirsty came out from inside the cabin. When the children got down from the buckboard seat, Kirsty went to Jack and Alice and hugged both of them. That sight made Logan's heart warm. He stepped down and went to Kirsty and the children, both of whom were smiling. 

"You arrived just in time for some lunch. Come on inside," she said.

Logan and the children followed Kirsty into the cabin. As he strode in, his nostrils were hit by the mouth-watering aroma of fresh cooking. Abby was seated on a chair on the right side of the room. A white dress was draped across her legs and she held a needle and thread between her fingertips. Abby looked up and smiled. "Hello, there," she said. Holding up the dress, she added. "Have you any idea how much work is involved in making a wedding dress?" she asked rhetorically.

Kirsty laughed quietly. "I don't imagine Logan has had much experience of that."

Logan shuffled his booted feet on the wooden floorboards. "I can't say I have. But it sure looks pretty. When is the big day?"

"Hasn't Kirsty told you?" Abby asked, glancing at Kirsty.

"It's in two weeks." Kirsty said.

"A church wedding followed by a celebration over at the town hall." Abby peered in a friendly manner at Jack and Alice. "And you two are certainly invited. Along with your pa, of course."

Alice gasped. "A wedding?" She looked up at Logan. "Are we going to a wedding, pa?"

Logan nodded and smiled at Abby. "Looks like we are." Logan grinned at Alice. "You know what that means?"

Alice shook her head. "Nope."

"We'll need to get a pretty dress for you." He glanced at Jack. "And maybe a new suit for you, Jack." Logan immediately wondered if he'd be able to keep that promise. There were limited options when it came to buying clothes for children. But he figured he'd work something out.

"Maybe we'll be able to do something about that," Kirsty suggested. She smiled at Alice. "Me and Abby are pretty good when it comes to making up dresses. Have you ever made a dress for yourself, Alice?"

Alice shook her head. Logan knew that, living in a decent-sized town like Helena, there had never been a call for her to do such a thing. His brother had always provided for the children.

"Well maybe you can help us make something up that you can wear on the day," Kirsty continued. "What do you think, Abby?"

Abby nodded emphatically. "We sure can."

Alice grinned with delight and anticipation.

Kirsty headed to the cooking area. Abby laid her dress on a nearby table and went to Kirsty. Both women started to prepare the food to be laid out on the table.

"You want some help there?" Logan asked.

Kirsty and Abby gave him matching looks of disbelief. "You're our guests. Don't be silly." Kirsty gestured to the table. "Take your jackets and coats off and sit down at the table."

Logan grinned. Maybe he'd have to get used to following orders while he was around the MacAnliss homestead.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN







By the end of the afternoon, and with the sun heading down toward the tops of the distant trees, Kirsty figured she'd told the children only some of what it took to run a homestead. Even though she knew she'd never be able to explain it all in one afternoon, she'd made a start. For their part, the children seemed fascinated, especially with the animals. Realizing Jack and Alice had both grown up in a large town, Kirsty was sure that being so close to animals must be strange, but also exciting. 

She could only imagine what must be going through the children's minds as she led them and Logan around the homestead. Maybe they were amazed at the way she lived. Or perhaps they were appalled at how rough life could be on a homestead. She couldn't really tell. Both children were quietly attentive throughout the afternoon. With Logan also in close proximity, it had made for an afternoon unlike any she'd ever had on the homestead.

Kirsty had first shown them the livestock. Horses, pigs, chickens and the cow. Also the few head of cattle, out in the pasture, which had to be looked after. As he'd followed Kirsty around, keeping close to the children, listening to her as she explained the kinds of daily tasks she had to do, Kirsty had seen Logan carefully school his features, his lips tight shut. 

Once or twice he'd looked about to say something. Perhaps add some detail based on his own experience. She didn't doubt that he already knew everything she was telling the children. But, every time, he'd controlled the impulse to speak. It was as if he wanted give her the chance to share the details of her everyday life with the children.

As Kirsty busied herself with showing off the life she'd built for herself, she reflected on what had happened since Logan's fateful declaration on the Sunday after church.

Kirsty understood that Logan had brought the children out to the homestead for a reason. To give them a chance to see what homestead life was really like. He'd said it was part of their schooling. 

She was also sure he had selfish reasons for coming to her place, today. He wanted to follow up on the suggestion he'd made. Put an end to the rumors about what might have happened the night he'd stayed at the homestead. 

He'd proposed a pretend courtship. But, Kirsty wasn't so easily fooled. She'd seen the look in Logan's eyes when he'd spoken to her on the boardwalk. Logan was hoping for more than just a pretend courtship. Kirsty knew he didn't merely want to put an end to the rumors. Didn't only want to repair her damaged reputation.

No.

Kirsty was sure Logan Kincaid had his mind set on something else. Something much bigger than that. As she'd leaned against the hitching rail on Main Street, she'd felt it in her thundering heart, watching Logan inch closer to her. She'd sensed a determination in Logan. He'd looked at her with such passion, even with longing, that she'd almost given in and let him kiss her. The temptation had almost overwhelmed her. But, at the last moment, she'd dragged herself away from him. And, since that Sunday, she'd done all she could to keep the memory of that encounter out of her mind. And when she had reflected upon it, she'd struggled to make sense of it.

But now he was back. He was on her own territory. And, all afternoon, being so close to Logan, she'd found it impossible to keep her eyes off him. He'd been charming, amusing and entirely pleasant. He'd joked with the children; shown genuine interest in Abby's wedding preparations; and had insisted on helping with cleaning up after the lunch. Standing so close to him in the kitchen area, Kirsty had worked hard to remain aloof and unaffected by his presence. 

It had been impossible.

Every time Logan looked at her; every time he made a casual comment to her; every accidental brush of his arm against hers, caused her heartbeat to quicken. It was futile to pretend that Logan had no effect on her. There was nothing pretend about how she was beginning to feel about Logan. And it was turning her world upside down. 

That only made her confusion worse. She faced the prospect of living alone on the homestead after Abby left to live with Lucas. There was also the real problem of what to do about her growing feelings for the cowboy who'd walked back into her life.

Ever since the night he'd arrived at the homestead, her emotions had been a churning torrent, made worse by the growing uncertainties in her life.

Given all of this, she'd come to one simple conclusion. It was crucial she keep Logan at a distance. A pretend courtship which might be ended by mutual arrangement was one thing.

Falling in love with Logan Kincaid was something else entirely. 

Maybe the time had come to tell Logan exactly how things stood between them.

Having spent a couple of hours around the homestead, Kirsty could see that the children were showing signs of tiredness. They all returned to the cabin. Abby, seated and working on her dress again, was pleased to see them all coming back inside. Exchanging knowing looks with her cousin, Kirsty managed to hint that she wanted to speak with Logan outside. 

Alone.

Picking up on Kirsty's wish, Abby drew the children closer and started explaining to them how she was stitching the dress.  

With the attention of the children distracted, Kirsty looked up at Logan. "Would you like to take some air on the porch before you leave?"

Logan's brows furrowed, as if he realized there was more to her suggestion than a casual conversation. "Sure."

Logan followed Kirsty outside. She closed the door firmly behind her and led Logan along to the far end of the porch. The sun had settled behind the trees on the west side of the valley and the air was becoming noticeably cooler. It would be dark in just over an hour. Logan would have to leave soon to make sure he could get the children safely back to town before darkness fell.

"What's on your mind, Kirsty?" Logan asked abruptly.

Surprised, she looked up at him. "What makes you think I have something to say to you?"

Logan quirked a brow. "I know that look. It's the one you used to get when we were at school." He smiled. "You know. When you just had to make a point about something and nothing was going to stop you making it?" He tilted his head. "That's the look you've got in your eyes, right now."

Kirsty shook her head. "I can see you haven't forgotten our school days."

"I can read you like a book," he countered. "Even after all these years."

Kirsty rolled her eyes. "I seem to recall you didn't much like reading. Every time the teacher asked you to read aloud in class you threw a fit."

"I did not!" he snapped. Lifting his chin proudly, he added: "I was a perfect student."

Kirsty's laugh echoed out across the yard. Logan squinted at her and shook his head.

Kirsty folded her arms and gazed out across the meadow. This wasn't going to be easy. But then, being with Logan Kincaid had never been without its dangers, she told herself.

"So?" Logan asked. "What did you want to say to me?"

"It's about what you said to me on Sunday." 

Logan's brows furrowed. "Yeah?"

Kirsty faced Logan. "I know you mean well. That you're trying to protect my reputation. And stop folks from talking about us. Thinking bad about me." She peered into his dark eyes and shook her head. "But it isn't going to work."

Logan's expression darkened. "Why?"

"Because folks have already made their minds up."

He shook his head. "Not everyone. Most folks at the church didn't even give us a second look. Forgiveness is a virtue. I think most folk will forgive. It's their duty to do so."

Kirsty nodded. "You're right. But it's only a matter of time before everyone who doesn't go to church knows. Word will spread fast. Then it'll be too late. Not even a pretend courtship is going to fix that."

Logan was silent for a few long moments. In his eyes, she could see careful deliberation. He was trying to weigh his next words with care, she told herself. Logan moved closer. Then he did something which startled her, sending sensation flaming through her body. He reached out and curled his fingers around her elbow. His touch made her gasp quietly. But she didn't move away from him. It was just like when she'd been with him on Main Street. She was momentarily transfixed.

Logan drew her close to him with the gentlest of movements. Close enough that she could inhale his intoxicating scent. Kirsty's throat tightened as she met Logan's steady gaze.

"Who said anything about this being a pretend courtship?" he asked in a deep, quiet voice.

Kirsty felt her mouth drop open. She dragged in a deep breath and felt her heartbeat race furiously. 

 "This isn't going to work. You know it, as well as I do, Logan." She heard her voice quivering, and she was startled at how defensive it made her sound.

Logan shook his head. "I've been going over what I said to you. And I've come to a conclusion." He moved even closer. If he wanted to do so, he would only have to dip his head slightly and his lips would be on hers. She gazed at him. "As far as I'm concerned, this courtship is real." His voice dropped to a low growl filled with certainty. "I mean to court you with everything I've got. That's how much you mean to me. How much your happiness means to me."

His words rang in her ears, mingling with the thundering sound of her pulse. Her breath hitched in her chest. For a long moment, all she could do was gaze up at his handsome, determined features. 

Thoughts tumbled into her mind. This couldn't be happening. Surely he didn't mean what he'd just said. He'd told her this would all be a temporary situation. An act for the benefit of others. Once it was over, they'd both move on, explaining that they'd agreed to a parting of the ways. 

But now he had changed his mind?

"What are you saying, Logan?"

"Isn't it clear? Ever since I came back, I haven't been able to get you out of my mind, Kirsty. I think about you all the time."

Kirsty gasped, realizing just how much he was opening up to her. How far he was willing to go. She felt fear grip her. His words were scaring her because she knew where they might lead. This wasn't the conversation she'd intended to have with him. She'd wanted to tell him that they should both keep their distance. And make sure the children didn't get hurt by raised hopes or expectations. 

Realizing that perhaps it was too late for that, Kirsty felt anxiety seize her. It wasn't just about her now. Not just about her reputation. It was about Logan and the children, too. For a moment she felt bewildered.

As if sensing her confusion, Logan continued. "Tell me you don't feel something for me, Kirsty. If you do, I'll admit I've made a mistake. One that I'll have to work hard to fix. But I'll do what's right, if you say the word. I'll take all the blame. Make sure everyone knows the truth, no matter what happens to me."

Kirsty knew the moment for truth had come. All she had to do was look into his eyes and tell him there was no future for her and Logan. And that nothing good would come from pretending otherwise. The words hovered on her lips.

But she couldn't utter them. Couldn't say them aloud because they weren't true. She didn't want to send Logan away. Didn't want to banish him and the children from her life. 

She sighed. All of this was happening too fast. She felt as if life was crowding in upon her. Pressing down on her. She needed time to think. Logan had only been back in her life a short while, and he'd already turned her world upside down.

Suddenly, she knew what she had to say. Looking into Logan's eyes, she murmured. "Give me time, Logan. Just give me some time to think. To get used to all of this. Can you do that?"

She'd expected she might see disappointment in his eyes, but she didn't. Instead, his gaze showed something quite different. 

Hope.

The corner of Logan's mouth creased with a barely hidden delight. Then he lifted his hand and touched his fingertips beneath her chin. She felt a curious lightness in her entire body. That simple touch had ignited feelings she hadn't known existed. Logan nodded. "I can do that, Kirsty. I know everything in your life got turned inside out. And me coming back hasn't made things any easier."

"It's not your doing, Logan," she breathed. "I've known this day was coming for a long time."

His brows lifted. "You knew I'd be coming back?"

Kirsty shook her head. "I knew Abby and Lucas were sure to get wed. I was sure they would. Maybe I just didn't want to admit to myself just how much it would affect my future."

Logan's gaze became intense. "As far as I'm concerned, you do have a future." His head dipped and his brows furrowed into deep ridges. When he spoke his voice was steady. "Your future is with me."

A confusing mixture of delight and uncertainty awakened in her. She lifted up her heart to the Lord. Inside herself, quietly, she asked the one question which burned in her mind.

Lord, where are you leading me? 

Gazing up into Logan's eyes, she knew the answer. Panic seized her. Suddenly, she knew she had to take a step back. From Logan and from everything. She couldn't think straight.

Lowering her head, she eased away from Logan. Walking slowly along the porch, she paused and turned, looking at him with a fervent gaze. "Just give me time." 

That was all she could say. And then she headed back into the cabin. Holding the door open, she heard Logan's footsteps. 

Abby looked up at Kirsty. "I was just telling the children that we should do some shopping tomorrow. In town. What do you think?"

"Shopping?"

Abby nodded and smiled at the children who were both kneeling on the floor in front of her. "If we're going to make some wedding outfits for these two delightful children, we're going to need to buy some things."

A polite refusal hovered on Kirsty's lips. But, before she could say anything, she heard Logan's voice from behind her. "That sounds like a mighty fine idea." 

Kirsty whirled her head around and gazed, wide-eyed at Logan. She didn't get a chance to object.

"We can meet in Main Street. Say, ten o'clock?"

Abby smiled with satisfaction. As she went back to her stitching, Kirsty peered at Logan. He was smiling right at her. In spite of everything she'd said, he looked undeterred. She thought about being in town tomorrow with him and Abby and the children. They would be on full display for everyone to see. Like they were already a family. 

This pretend courtship was starting to seem very real, indeed.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN







"Haven't you bought enough?" Logan asked Kirsty and Abby as they were walking together in a northerly direction along the boardwalk of Main Street.

Kirsty turned her head and smiled at Logan. "Almost finished."

 Logan didn't like the mischievous look in Kirsty's eyes. He was sure there was more shopping to do. Already, two hours had passed. He gazed at the bags which Kirsty and Abby were carrying and wondered how women could spend so much time and money on things. 

Logan's legs were aching with all the standing he'd been doing. Waiting for Abby, Kirsty and Alice to make up their minds had been hard work. Back at the mercantile, every shelf had been examined carefully. Rolls of fabric had been scrutinized. Logan couldn't believe how many different colors of thread existed. Buttons and lace, too. The whole thing was a mystery.

Logan held Jack's hand as they walked behind Abby, Kirsty and Alice. Logan smiled inwardly as he watched Alice slide her hand into Kirsty's. From his point of view, the morning was going well, even if he and Jack were having to work extra-hard to keep up.

Logan looked down at Jack. "You okay?"

Jack smiled, but Logan could tell the little guy was tired.

"This is hard work, isn't it?" Logan leaned his head closer to Jack and murmured. "When women go shopping, there's no telling what can happen."

Jack's mouth opened with an impending reply, but he was cut off by Kirsty's voice. "Hey! I heard that."

Logan looked up at Kirsty. "Just trying to share some fatherly wisdom with Jack."

Kirsty's brows furrowed and she scowled good-naturedly. Finally, she smiled at Logan. He felt his spirits rise. She'd done that a few times this morning. And each time she'd smiled at him it had made him feel real good. Made his heart warmer.

Then, as if to spoil everything, an elegantly dressed couple, mature in years, came walking along the boardwalk toward Kirsty, Abby and Alice. The woman hitched her shoulders and gave Kirsty what could only be described as a stern look,mingled with disapproval. The short, wide-chested man, who Logan assumed was her husband, peered at Kirsty, his expression similar to that of his wife. A flash of recognition surged in Logan. He knew the man.

Logan saw Kirsty's shoulders tense immediately. Logan released Jack's hand and stepped in front of the passing couple, halting them in their path. The couple stopped abruptly, and stared at Logan. Abby, Kirsty and Alice came to a hesitant stop. They each squinted at Logan.

Logan raised his Stetson. "Mr Wheeler. Don't you remember me?"

The elderly man narrowed his eyes and examined Logan. "I don't believe I do," he said shaking his head.

Logan grinned. "You used to own the livery, didn't you?"

Wheeler stared at Logan for a long moment. His eyes widened with sudden recognition. "Logan Kincaid? Is that you?"

Logan nodded briskly. "It sure is me." Thrusting his arm out, he shook Wheeler's hand. "It's been a long time. Five years?"

Wheeler glanced hesitantly at his wife and quickly released Logan's hand. She was peering sternly at him. Again, disapproval was written across her angular features. 

Logan ran his gaze down the length of Wheeler's neatly fitted suit. "You don't look like you work in a livery."

Tugging at the lapels of his gray jacket, Wheeler laughed. "I sold it. Got too old for the work."

"Retired, eh?" Logan asked.

Wheeler coughed and cleared his throat. "Logan, here, used to work for me at the weekends. Looking after the horses and generally cleaning things up." Wheeler laughed and quirked a brow at Logan. "I recall you didn't always want to do what I asked. In fact, you were just plumb idle."

Logan shook his head and laughed. "I admit I was a lazy one. But my pa wanted me to keep busy at the weekends. He figured I'd get into trouble if I didn't have something to keep me occupied at the weekends."

"Your pa was a good man. I was sorry when he passed," Wheeler said, sounding like he meant it.

Logan lowered his shoulders. "It's been a long time. I've been away for a few years. But, I'm back for good." Laying a hand on Jack's shoulder, he glanced down proudly at the boy. "This is my son, Jack." Logan glanced over at Alice. "And that is my daughter, Alice." Kirsty placed a hand at Alice's back and urged the little girl forward a couple of paces.

Alice curtsied right in front of Mrs Wheeler. "Pleased to make your acquaintance, ma'am," Alice said in her sweetest voice.

Mrs Wheeler's mouth popped open. She stared down at Alice and then at Jack, who'd extended his hand to her. "Likewise, ma'am," Jack said with perfect politeness. Logan grinned proudly at the children.  City manners sure did come in handy sometimes, Logan told himself.

Mrs Wheeler took Jack's hand and shook it slowly. She was clearly taken aback by the sudden turn in events. What had started out as passing judgment on passersby was fast becoming a friendly reunion, Logan reflected. Jack shook Mr Wheeler's hand and stepped back alongside Logan.

Kirsty moved to Alice's side and rested her hand on the little girl's shoulder. Instinctively, Logan edged Jack closer to Kirsty and Alice. 

Now they were all standing together, Logan met Mrs Wheeler's startled gaze. "Me and Miss MacAnliss have been friends since schooldays, Mrs Wheeler. You understand, don't you?"

Mrs Wheeler was staring at the two adults and the boy and girl standing in front of her as if she couldn't quite understand what was going on. Logan could see the confusion in the woman's eyes. 

"You've known one another that long?" Mrs Wheeler asked.

Kirsty nodded. "Logan and I are long-time friends." She smiled at Logan. "Isn't that right?"

Logan smiled. "Kirsty's helping the children and I get settled again in Inspiration," he declared. "She's been real helpful."

"Indeed," Mrs Wheeler said. Logan could tell that the woman was assessing him and Kirsty with great care. If she'd heard anything about him and Kirsty, he hoped this little encounter would show her that town gossip couldn't always be trusted. By the way she and her husband had tried to quickly pass him and Kirsty by, Logan was sure Mrs Wheeler had heard some whisperings.

Mr Wheeler took a step forward. "These are fine children, Logan. You must be very proud."

"I sure am," Logan replied. Glancing down at them, he added: "I couldn't be more proud." Logan looked at Kirsty. "And me and the children will be spending time out at Kirsty's homestead. Miss Chalmers, the schoolteacher, thinks it'll be good for Jack and Alice to learn the ways of homesteading."

"Is that so?" Mrs Wheeler asked, clasping her hands at her middle and giving Logan a querying look.

"And I'll be helping Kirsty look after the homestead," Logan said. He saw Kirsty's eyes widen slightly. "For a while, anyway," he added quickly. "When I was away, I learned plenty about ranching and homesteading." Logan grinned mischievously at Kirsty. "I'll be hoping I can be useful around the place." Logan tilted his head. "Isn't that right, Kirsty?"

Kirsty hesitated a moment and then nodded her head. "Sure. Of course."

Logan figured Kirsty didn't sound too sure. He gave Mrs Wheeler a long look. "You understand," Logan said, grinning down at the children. "I don't go anywhere without my precious children. We're together day and night." He playfully mussed up Jack's hair. "Ain't that right, Jack."

Jack grinned at Logan. "Sure is, pa."

Logan saw Kirsty give Mrs Wheeler a blank look. He wondered if she understood what he was doing. Judging by the gradually softening expression on Mrs Wheeler's features, she knew Logan was telling her, in no uncertain terms, that his friendship with Kirsty had history. And that his intentions were honorable, dictated as much by the needs of the children as by his desire to help Kirsty on the homestead. And also that, whatever gossip she might have heard could not be relied upon.

Mrs Wheeler glanced at her husband. "We must be going, Rufus."

Mr Wheeler smiled at Logan. "Nice to meet you again, Logan. Hope you and the children get settled in town."

"Thank you for the kind words. We're here to stay," Logan informed Mr Wheeler.

When Mrs Wheeler looked at Kirsty one final time, her expression was no longer stern. There was understanding in her eyes. She bowed her head slightly. "Miss MacAnliss. It seems I might have misjudged you. If I have, then all I can do is give you my best wishes." Mrs Wheeler glanced down at the children. Her eyes brightened slightly. It was the nearest she would get to smiling, Logan told himself. "My husband is right. They are delightful children." She peered at Logan. "Mr Kincaid. I'll wish you a good day. Welcome back to Inspiration."

Logan touched the front brim of his Stetson. "Thank you, ma'am."

Then the Wheeler couple moved off.

"They seemed nice," Abby said. 

Kirsty gave Abby a quizzical look. "You think so?"

"They were just being polite," Logan offered.

Now it was his turn to be on the receiving end of Kirsty's steady gaze. "Maybe at the end, they were. But not at the start."

Logan glanced down at the children. They were listening to every word. There would be plenty of time for him and Kirsty to talk later. Logan peered at Kirsty. "What's next on the shopping list?" he asked, trying to change the subject.

"The selection at the mercantile was sparse," Abby declared. Peering up the street, she added. "Next stop, Mrs Nichol's haberdashery."

Logan dragged in a deep breath. He could already feel his legs start to ache. 


CHAPTER NINETEEN







The following morning, Logan arrived early at the homestead with the children. Soon Abby and Kirsty were busy with the children, getting started with the making of Alice's dress for the wedding. As she sat next to Abby in the cabin's main living area, Kirsty watched as Logan played with Jack at the table. Logan seemed preoccupied today. Kirsty wondered what was on his mind. 

Yesterday, in Main Street, he'd gone to great lengths to impress upon Mrs Wheeler that he and Kirsty were more than just old friends. He'd done it in an indirect fashion. Kirsty figured he hadn't wanted to spell it out in front of the children. But to the adults standing on the boardwalk, Logan's meaning had been clear.

Logan had just about declared to Mr and Mrs Wheeler that he and Kirsty were courting. Later, at the haberdashery store, Abby had innocently mentioned to the owner, Mrs Nichols that they'd met Mrs Wheeler. Mrs Nichols had casually commented that anything they'd said to Mrs Wheeler would soon be common knowledge around town.

Upon hearing that, Kirsty had exchanged a long "told-you-so" look with Logan. If that had been his intention, then he'd done well, Kirsty told herself. Maybe it would give credibility to the pretend courtship she and Logan were cultivating.

If she was being honest, Kirsty had enjoyed every moment of their shopping trip to town. Striding up the boardwalk, on the bright, sunny morning, with Logan and the children alongside her, Kirsty had seen the way some townsfolk had looked at her. Some with suspicion, some with surprise. But almost every one of them had seemed taken aback by the presence of the children. 

Maybe they'd actually looked like a family out shopping in town, Kirsty reflected. Just an ordinary occurrence in Inspiration. What had they all expected? Something scandalous? Instead, they'd seen a man, a woman and two delightful children taking time to enjoy a day in town. Just like any other family in Inspiration. 

The morning passed quickly. Kirsty lost track of time. Both Abby and Kirsty took turns explaining dressmaking to Alice. The little girl was a fast and enthusiastic learner. 

Soon though, it was time for Kirsty to go outside and attend to some of her daily tasks. As delightful as it was to have Logan and the children at the homestead, there were plenty of things that needed doing. Abby offered to help, but Kirsty insisted she'd be fine. Abby and Alice went back to their work.

Kirsty made her way outside, avoiding Logan's querying look. If that had been an offer of help, she was glad she'd made her disinterest plain. Outside, Kirsty attended to the animals for a while. Eventually she heard the door to the cabin opening. Logan emerged and strolled across to the pig pen. The pen had been constructed of sod walls with a deep trench inside each wall to stop the hogs from rooting at the wall and damaging it. Logan halted, watching Kirsty as she worked, throwing pig feed from a bucket.

Bending low, Kirsty glanced up at Logan. "Having fun?" she asked, lifting a brow.

"Just watching," he replied. "Want me to help?"

Kirsty shook her head. "No." She carried on with her work, acutely aware he was watching her. The pigs grunted. "I don't think they like you standing there," Kirsty suggested.

"I've been around pigs before," he admitted. "And not just those kind. The human kind, too."

Standing, Kirsty wiped the back of her hand across her forehead. It was warm this morning and the sun was bright. "That's not very charitable."

"I guess not. Working as a hand on a ranch, you get to see all sides of humanity. The good and the bad. Some men can be bad. There's no denying that fact."

"Everyone can find redemption, Logan," Kirsty said. "Even the ones you think are beyond hope."

Logan nodded thoughtfully.

Kirsty stood up straight and peered down at the pigs, who were busy rooting around. "I keep forgetting about all those places you worked on."

Logan thrust his hands into the pockets of his jeans. "I guess you'd call it work experience. Still. It seems to have come in handy."

Kirsty peered at him. "What do you mean?"

Logan ran his gaze around the homestead. "I figure I could be pretty useful around this place."

"Who says you're going to get that chance?" she challenged. Logan lifted a brow in surprise. She knew where he was going with this line of conversation. She wanted to head him off before he got too deeply into it.

"Have you forgotten what I said to you?" Logan said calmly.

Ignoring that question, Kirsty stepped out of the pen and placed the bucket on the ground at her booted feet. Logan's eyes narrowed and he reached out a hand toward her face. Kirsty leaned back, but Logan smiled. "You got some dirt on your nose, there," he said. Squinting, she saw the dirt on the tip of her nose. Logan swept it off with the slightest of touches. "That's better," he said appreciatively.

Then, as if encouraged, Logan took a loose lock of hair which had settled against the side of Kirsty's cheek. Tucking it back behind her ear, he smiled. "And that's even better. Now I get to see your face." His eyes narrowed approvingly. The corners of his mouth creased with the hint of a smile.

Heat raced to Kirsty's cheeks. Taking a step back, she felt her legs collide with the walls of the pen. Feeling herself stumble backwards, she thrust her hands out, eager to prevent a fall. Logan surged forward, grasping her arms and pulling her quickly toward him. Before she knew what had happened, she was being held tightly in his arms.

"Whoa there!" he exclaimed.

Pressing up against Logan, she felt the strength of his arms. She raised her hands and curled her fingers around his heavily-muscled shoulders. The fabric of his plaid shirt was rough against her skin. 

Logan quickly spun Kirsty around, moving her away from the pig pen. The sudden movement dragged her out of the momentary reverie of being in his arms. Kirsty gave Logan a stern look and pulled herself free of his gentle embrace. The nerves in her body still tingled from the memory of how it had felt to be in his arms. She'd had a glimpse of Logan's strength and it had surprised her. Years of outdoor work had sculpted a firm physique.

Logan ran a hand through his dark hair and turned away from Kirsty. Suddenly he looked ill at ease. Even self-conscious. Maybe he felt he'd stepped over a line, she told herself.

"Thanks," she said quietly. She giggled. "Although, it wouldn't have been the first time I'd have ended up sitting in mud."

Logan laughed quietly. "Now why can't I imagine that?" he asked rhetorically.

"I've an idea," she told him. "I bet there's something you don't know a whole lot about."

Logan lifted a brow. "There isn't any job I haven't done around a homestead."

"What about fruit trees?" she asked abruptly.

His brows shot up in a line. "Have you got fruit trees?"

Kirsty shook her head. "My parents planted some." Gazing out toward the far end of the valley, she added. "The government passed a law. They'll give me extra land if I cultivate fruit trees."

"What kind?"

"Apples," she said. "We got some bare roots to plant. I know it'll take years for them to grow, but they're coming along nicely." Kirsty looked up at Logan. There was interest in his eyes. "You want to help me? I have some pruning to do."

Logan nodded quickly. "Sounds like something to do," he replied and gave her a smile.

"We can take the horses," Kirsty said,

Logan started toward the small stable by the barn. "I'll saddle them up."

"I can do that," she said catching up with him.

Logan stretched out a hand and she halted. "Let me do that. I've spent most of the morning watching Abby and Alice make a dress."

Kirsty nodded slowly. "Okay."

Soon, Logan had the horses ready. Kirsty explained to Abby that she'd be back soon. And then Kirsty and Logan were riding out across the valley, heading southward for the apple orchard. Kirsty rode fast along the narrow trail. Logan kept a steady pace alongside her. Once or twice she glanced across at him and saw the broad grin on his features. He looked like a man who'd had the reins loosened on him. 

They made their way across the flatland of the valley, down a steep incline. Then she led Logan across eastward to where there was a tree-lined slope near the valley's deeply sloping side. There, nestled along a stretch of flat land were the neat lines of the modestly-sized apple trees, arranged many rows deep. They stretched out across to the edge of a distant ridge.

Reining up, Kirsty drew her mount to a halt. Logan stopped beside her. They dismounted and each tied their horses' reins to a nearby tree. Kirsty regarded the trees with satisfaction. She'd been right. They were coming along nicely. The trees were still bare, not yet producing leaves. Kirsty had made sure the pruning had been done regularly. They'd be ready to produce in a couple of years. The important thing, though, was that she'd get the extra acres after they'd matured. Then she'd have an even bigger spread to look after. She pushed any thought of how she'd cope with the extra workload firmly out of her mind.

Logan strode across to the trees. Thrusting his hands against his hips, he stared out across the many lines of trees stretching off to the edge of the ridge. He turned to Kirsty and nodded. "Impressive. And you've been looking after all these yourself?"

Kirsty walked up to Logan's side. "As much as I can. In between doing everything else." For some reason, she was pleased that Logan was impressed. Sharing things like this with him made her feel happy. "Let me get the cutters," Kirsty said, dragging her attention back to the task at hand.

She went to her saddle bag and removed two cutters. Handing one to Logan, she told him: "Let's get to work."

Dipping his head, Logan smiled. "Yes, ma'am."

Kirsty squinted at him and then shook her head.

"I suppose you'll tell me you know how to do this," Kirsty challenged.

Tilting his head, Logan sighed. "Show me what to do." 

 For the next hour she and Logan busied themselves, pruning the apple trees. Kirsty instructed him on where to cut and just how much to remove without damaging the trees. He was a fast learner. Pretty soon, each one of the trees had a small pile of cut branches lying on the earth. Logan chatted with her throughout the work. He kept on trying to make her laugh and, most of the time, succeeded. 

The sun beat down upon them as they worked. Finally, Kirsty decided it was time to take a short break. Feeling thirsty, she went to her horse and took the water bottle. Lifting it to her mouth, she drank the slightly warm liquid. It was refreshing. As she finished drinking she was aware that Logan was watching her intently. Water had dribbled down the length of her neck and his gaze was fixed on the glistening line.

Thrusting the flask out to him, she said quickly. "Your turn."

Logan took the bottle and drank from it. At first Kirsty dragged her gaze away from Logan. But, moments later, she looked back at him. What she saw made her heart quicken. Logan's powerful throat was working hard as he swallowed the water. His chest was rising as he dragged in deep breaths. For a moment, the sight was curiously compelling. When Logan paused and glanced at her, Kirsty lowered her gaze to the earth beneath her booted feet. Shifting awkwardly, she tried to mask any hint that she'd been affected by the sight of Logan drinking the water.

Looking up at Logan again, she saw him holding the flask out to her. He didn't say a word, but there was a knowing look in his eyes. There wasn't much she could hide from Logan Kincaid.

She took the flask and placed it back in her saddlebag. Logan ran his gaze across the broad expanse of the valley floor. "Where does your land end?" he asked.

Kirsty pointed south. "Just past that gully." She turned and faced eastward. "If this works, then I'll get extra acres over in that direction. A lot of the land between the homesteads in these parts still belongs to the government."

His brows lifted in a line. "One hundred and sixty acres isn't enough?" 

Kirsty nodded. "Sure it is. Abby and I can barely look after it, as it is. We only work ten acres. Not including the orchard. But my parents started this planting. I just want to make sure what they did won't go to waste."

"Are the Shaughnessy family planting trees, too?" Logan asked.

Gazing off the the south, where the Shaughnessy family had their homestead, Kirsty shook her head. "Bridget told me she has more than enough. She doesn't want more land. She figures it'll take all she has to make what she already owns work."

Logan nodded. "Some folks just reckon they have enough."

"My ma and pa planted these trees," Kirsty said. "Otherwise, I'd probably be content with what I've got. The apples will be useful. And, once I'm here on my own, it'll take all I have to look after the homestead." Realizing she'd brought up a difficult subject, she hoped Logan would ignore what she'd just said. But he didn't.

"About that, Kirsty," Logan said and took a step closer to her. "You know what I said to you before. That I want to help you, in any way I can. Have you thought about what I said?"

Kirsty frowned at Logan. "Of course I have, Logan. How could I not think about that." She looked pleadingly at him. "I'm grateful for your offer to help. I truly am." Sighing heavily, she folded her arms tightly around her. She knew his offer wasn't just about helping her around the homestead. It promised so much more than that. "But you know it isn't that easy."

"Why?"

Kirsty's shoulders sank. "Because you're asking me to consider being more than a friend."

"I want us to be closer," he murmured. "Don't you?"

 She saw a sudden change in his gaze. It was darker now. More serious. Gone was the light-hearted demeanor of earlier. Now he was talking about something which meant a whole lot to him.

Kirsty swallowed, feeling her chest tighten. Just like it had when he'd spoken like this to her before. She let her arms drop to her side. It was time to lay her cards on the table.

"You're asking me to consider becoming a wife. And a mother to Jack and Alice. Isn't that what you're saying?" Her voice shook with emotion and the urgency of what she'd just said. "Do you realize what you're asking of me, Logan?" Those last words caught in her throat. It was all she could do to keep from turning away from him. But his gaze was steady. She felt rooted to the spot.

Logan didn't even flinch. He nodded his head once, his gaze locked firmly upon her. He reached across and took both of her hands. Lifting them up, he curled his fingers around hers. 

Lifting her hands to his mouth, he pressed his lips against the back of her fingers. His touch sent shockwaves through her. Head bowed, his moist, warm lips still upon her hand, Logan lifted his eyes and gazed at Kirsty. Her breath eased out of her lungs. Heartbeat racing, she felt her mouth open with shock. 

Suddenly the heat of the valley felt oppressive. She hesitated, allowing him to keep hold of her hands. Logan kissed her fingers for a few more seconds. He lifted his lips away from her fingers and raised his head. There was a hint of satisfaction on his features. Still not saying a word, Logan gazed into her eyes, seeking something from her. Lost for words, all she could do was desperately try to gather her racing thoughts.

Deep inside herself, she tried guessing what he'd say next. How he would try and explain what he'd just done. He'd stepped over a line. That was for sure. It had been exquisite. She was surprised at the delight she'd felt as he'd kissed her fingers. Her breath caught in her chest. She had to do something. Anything to get a hold of her emotions.

Maybe there was still time to keep him at bay. Perhaps it wasn't too late, she told herself urgently.

Tugging her hands loose, she took a step back. Logan's eyes widened with instant frustration. Whatever he'd planned on saying, the moment had passed. 

"It's getting near lunchtime," Kirsty blurted out. "Abby will want me to help her." Kirsty strode across to her horse and stepped up onto the saddle. Looking down at Logan, she saw both acceptance and defeat on his features. Once he'd mounted his own horse, they both started back across the valley.

Kirsty rode fast, saying nothing to Logan. The pace of her horse's hooves matched perfectly the cascading thoughts tumbling in her mind. And, all the way home, Logan kept pace with her, saying nothing. 


CHAPTER TWENTY







"How was your visit to the MacAnliss homestead?" Miss Hannigan asked Logan the morning after he'd been there. 

Logan hesitated. "Fine."

Logan was entering the boardinghouse having escorted the children to the school a short while before. 

Wiping her hands on a white apron, Miss Hannigan was emerging from the kitchen area and standing in the hallway at the foot of the stairs. "I just made coffee. Would you like to take some in the parlor?" It didn't sound like an invitation, Logan told himself. More like an instruction. Maybe Miss Hannigan had something to tell him.

"Sure. That would be nice," Logan said and headed into the parlor. He was glad to discover  no-one else in there. The last thing he wanted was a repeat of the awkward conversation which had taken place earlier that morning over breakfast. The other guests had also been curious about his recent visits to Kirsty's homestead. There had been questions and lifted brows and curious looks. Lucille  Brown had been the one to ask the questions while her sister, Caroline, had remained tight-lipped. Of course, the probing had been polite, even innocent sounding. Logan had managed to dodge the queries as well as could be expected. But he was beginning to think he must be missing something. Did people know something he didn't?

Miss Hannigan was soon seated alongside him on the sofa and pouring coffee from an elegant silver pot into equally tasteful china cups.

Miss Hannigan settled back on the sofa, holding her cup and saucer and regarding Logan with a steady gaze. "Well?"

Logan took a sip of coffee and lowered his cup onto the saucer. "Well, what?"

Miss Hannigan lifted a brow. "I guess you noticed all the interest, this morning, over breakfast."

Logan shrugged. "Not really," he said, realizing he didn't sound at all convincing. 

Miss Hannigan scoffed. "Logan. You're not going to tell me that you haven't noticed the interest folks have in your courtship of Miss MacAnliss."

Logan was sure his eyes had widened at the mention of a courtship. He peered evenly at Miss Hannigan as he lifted the cup to his lips. "Who said I was courting Kirsty?"

Miss Hannigan scoffed once again, this time louder. "Everybody knows. The whole town is talking about it."

Trying to contain his interest, Logan lifted a querying brow. "Is that so." Pausing, he took another sip of coffee and then asked: "What are they saying?" He tried masking the intensity of his interest, but he knew there wasn't much chance of fooling Miss Hannigan. Once she got on a case, there was no stopping her. Having strangers under her roof, Miss Hannigan was used to getting to the bottom of things.

Miss Hannigan placed her cup and saucer down on the small side table. Folding her hands imperiously in her lap, she gave Logan a good-natured smile. "They're saying you're going to be proposing to Kirsty any day now."

He thought he'd been ready for anything, but he'd been wrong. His breath hitched in his chest. Clearing his throat, Logan stared at Miss Hannigan. "Who exactly is saying all this?" he just about managed to say.

"Well. For a start, Mrs Wheeler. You know. Her husband used to own the livery. She said she met you and Kirsty and the children the other day." Miss Hannigan grinned. "Mrs Wheeler is one of the town's top gossips."

"I guessed that," Logan said slowly. "She certainly seemed to form an opinion about us."

"Mrs Wheeler has been telling everyone who'll listen that she was most impressed with you and the children." Miss Hannigan paused.

"And?"

"She said there has been a terrible misunderstanding."

Logan lifted a brow. "About what?"

Miss Hannigan frowned. "You know. About that time you stayed over at the MacAnliss homestead."

Logan rubbed his slightly stubbled jawline. He felt his cheeks flush with heat. It wasn't often Logan got embarrassed. But, sitting here with Miss Hannigan, he felt like he was being grilled. Maybe it was time to make his position clear.

 "Last I heard, folks were coming to all sorts of conclusions about that. And not all of them favorable to Kirsty." He backtracked quickly and cleared his throat again. "I mean, Miss MacAnliss."

Miss Hannigan smiled as if Logan had just confirmed something very important. "I told you not to worry about that. Its in the nature of people to be curious."

"There's curiosity and then there's being downright judgmental," Logan objected.

"I know it can't be easy," Miss Hannigan said. "What with you returning to Inspiration, and all. With the children to think of every day. And trying to find a place to settle down."

Logan shrugged, but he knew how bad it all sounded. To anyone looking on, it might seem like Logan didn't know what he was doing. But he did. He was determined to bring Kirsty into his life. Even if she couldn't see that it was the only way forward for all of them.

"Anyhow. It seems lots of people saw you, the children and Kirsty with her cousin, Abby around town the other day," Miss Hannigan continued, warming to her subject. "And at church. Seems like folks believe Abby MacAnliss isn't the only one who's going to be getting married soon."

Logan couldn't decide if what Miss Hannigan was saying was good news or not. He should have been pleased. Maybe he'd achieved something, after all, if the consensus of opinion in town had changed from censoriousness to cautious approval about his friendship with Kirsty. Perhaps folks were beginning to believe that he and Kirsty were intent of marriage. That might clear up any remaining scandal hanging over Kirsty's reputation. Logan was happy about that. At least he'd made some progress, but there was still a long way to go.

Miss Hannigan had no idea of the resistance he was coming up against with Kirsty. Logan was courting Kirsty. That much was still true. Thinking back to the way she'd looked at him when they'd visited the fruit orchard, Logan told himself there had been real reluctance in Kirsty's eyes. Not just reluctance, he corrected himself. More like worry at the prospect of becoming a wife and mother. There was a wall between him and Kirsty, and he wasn't sure he was going to be able to break it down.

Logan's heart sank. Was he that much of an ogre? Was the prospect of life on the homestead with him such a horrible thing to consider? Somehow it didn't matter that the opinion of the townsfolk had altered, thanks to some strategic intervention by Mrs Wheeler. None of it mattered if Kirsty wasn't willing to let him into her heart. And, after what he'd been seeing recently, the chances of that happening were diminishing by the day.

Miss Hannigan's voice brought his attention back to the parlor. "Can I ask you a personal question, Logan?"

Logan felt heat rush to his cheeks again. "Sure."

Miss Hannigan shifted on the sofa, as if she was considering her next words carefully. "Do you and Miss MacAnliss have genuine feelings for one another?"

Logan's mouth dropped open. He almost dropped his coffee cup.

Suddenly, seeing Logan's shock, Miss Hannigan stood up, fussing with her hair. Logan watched her, momentarily taken aback by the woman's reaction. 

Miss Hannigan turned and peered down at Logan. "Forgive me, Logan. I shouldn't have asked that. I have no business prying into your personal life." Miss Hannigan's features flushed pink with embarrassment. "I'm almost as bad as those town gossips I've been criticizing."

Logan stood and faced Miss Hannigan. Smiling at her, he shook his head. "Don't go troubling yourself, Miss Hannigan. I understand why you'd want to ask that. I don't think you're prying."

"You don't?" she asked, her shoulders sagging with relief.

Logan shook his head. "Kirsty and I go way back. To school. Our friendship has endured some rocky patches."

"You're only friends?" Miss Hannigan asked. "Is that what you're saying?"

Logan frowned. "I thought I was courting Kirsty. I genuinely did." Logan ran a hand through his hair. "But, right now, I'm not so sure."

Miss Hannigan rested a hand on Logan's shoulder and smiled. "You know what that tells me?"

Logan narrowed his eyes. "What?"

"It sounds like a real courtship," Miss Hannigan said. "You know, the kind that doesn't go smoothly is always the one that finishes with the happy ending."

Logan laughed quietly. "You think so?"

Miss Hannigan nodded. "I think you're only trying to do what's right, Logan. For Kirsty and yourself and for the children."

Logan felt relief that at least someone understood what he was trying to do. "I've seen how good your are to my children," Logan said. "The kindness you've shown them has touched my heart, Miss Hannigan." He laid a hand on his chest. "Truly, it has."

Miss Hannigan gasped. "I suppose that's what I'm really concerned about." She sighed. "Those children are so beautiful. And they surely deserve to find a place where they can be happy. With two loving parents who'll dote over them." She sighed heavily. "It's the least they deserve, after all they've been through."

Logan nodded slowly. "I know that, Miss Hannigan. I feel it every day I wake up and realize what I must do for them. That means making a home." He paused and added: "A family."

Miss Hannigan gazed earnestly at Logan. "Miss MacAnliss would make a wonderful mother to them. You know that, don't you." Miss Hannigan lifted a hand to her mouth. Her eyes widened with shock. "I hope you don't mind me saying that, Logan. But it's the truth."

Logan smiled warmly. "I do know that. As sure as anything I've ever known." He laughed softly. "You should see Jack and Alice when they're at the homestead, Miss Hannigan. They're full of excitement. Laughing the whole time. Learning new things. It's a whole new way of life for them. I can just imagine what it would be like for them to be living there." Lifting a brow, he continued. "As a family. With Kirsty as their mother."

"And you as a father." Lifting a brow, she added: "And husband."

 Those words sounded sweet, Logan told himself. But they also awakened the frustration about the way Kirsty was holding him at bay. 

 After hearing what Miss Hannigan had told him, Logan figured he'd gone some way to healing the wound to Kirsty's reputation. He was pleased about that.

He knew he faced what seemed like an insurmountable barrier. The wall which Kirsty had put up around her heart was strong, almost unbreakable. And, right now, Logan wasn't sure he'd be able to break through it and finally claim her as his wife.





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE







It was the evening before the wedding. Kirsty and Abby were alone at the homestead. No visitors. Just Kirsty and her soon-to-be-married cousin. 

They sat outside, on the porch, each on a separate, wooden chair. The sun was beginning to set behind the hills to the west and the air was cool and clear. The sound of cicadas drifted on the soft breeze. The work around the homestead had been completed earlier than usual. Kirsty had decided to get everything done earlier in the day so that they could prepare for Abby's big day.

"You don't think we've forgotten anything, do you?" Abby asked, urgency tightening her voice.

Kirsty reached across and gently patted her cousin's knee. "We haven't stopped for the last two weeks. I can't think of a single thing we could have overlooked." Counting on her fingers, she continued. "We've made the dress; arranged the flowers; prepared your hair; got the buckboard all made up and pretty. And that's just a few of the things."

Abby groaned nervously. "I know I shouldn't worry." Flashing a concerned look at Kirsty she exhaled: "But I do. What if I've left out something obvious?"

"You're forgetting we've all been involved in this. Bridget and Logan and the children. We've been thorough." Kirsty giggled. "Bridget said she's as nervous as anyone."

The Shaughnessy family would be accompanying Kirsty and Abby into town the next morning. Kirsty was glad about that. Having others around during the journey into town would lighten the mood, Kirsty told herself. "Logan said the children can't wait. It's their first wedding." Mentioning Logan made Kirsty's heart quicken. "It's been a team effort."

"Do you think Lucas is nervous?" Abby asked.

"He's probably shaking in his boots," Kirsty said and laughed. Abby just frowned. Maybe that hadn't been the wisest thing to say at this moment, Kirsty reflected. "Lucas told Logan that everything is all set for the celebration at the town hall. He's put a lot of work into making it perfect. Logan offered to help out and Lucas accepted. Logan's becoming well-known around town. A regular busybody."

"The whole town is coming to the celebration after the wedding," Abby said, exaggerating.

"Maybe not the entire town," Kirsty countered. "But enough to make sure it'll be a day to remember." About a hundred people had been invited. Enough to fill the dancehall. 

"What about the church?" Abby asked worriedly. 

Kirsty sighed and gave Abby a reassuring look. "Stop worrying. It's all set there, too. Plenty of people have worked real hard to make sure this goes perfectly." She smiled at Abby. "It's going to be a wonderful day, Abby. Trust me."

Abby sighed heavily and settled back on her chair. Abby brushed a hand down the length of her blue, gingham gown. Her cousin looked momentarily lost in thought. Maybe Abby was running everything over in her mind, Kirsty told herself. Abby always had been an organized person. She liked everything to be well coordinated. But sometimes you just had to trust that things would go well. Trust in the Lord, Kirsty said to herself. If Abby did that, everything would be fine.

Tomorrow, Abby would be dressed all in white. She'd look amazing, Kirsty reflected. Hours of work had gone into the wedding gown. It had paid off. The wedding outfit, complete with lace veil, was plain but elegant, perfectly-tailored, and very beautiful. And, for Logan's daughter, Alice, a simple cream dress had been fashioned, thanks to Abby and Kirsty working with the little girl.

Kirsty leaned back in her chair and gazed out across the valley. She'd been so busy these past days, she hadn't had a moment to consider what her life would be like once Abby and Lucas had tied the knot. In fact, she'd done all she could to avoid thinking about the day after tomorrow. What it would be like to wake up alone, knowing that every morning would be like that. 

As she'd done before, she pushed thoughts of her future firmly out of her mind, chiding herself for being so selfish. Tomorrow was all about Abby and Lucas. It would be the beginning of a wonderful future for her cousin. Kirsty had no doubt about it. Lucas was a good man. Kind and thoughtful. Kirsty knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that Abby loved Lucas.

Of course, at first, Abby would find it strange living in the home Lucas owned on the west side of town, near the bank where he worked. Over the past months, Kirsty and Abby had made visits to Lucas's home during his courtship of Abby. It was a pleasant, white-fronted home in a quiet, tree-lined street. Being prudent by nature, Lucas had bought the home a year before and furnished it tastefully, although Kirsty was sure it wouldn't take Abby long to put her own personal stamp on the place.

Married life was all about mutual discovery and love. It was about new beginnings and fresh challenges. And about joy and delight, leading eventually to family and long-lasting happiness. It all sounded so wonderful, Kirsty reflected. So, how come, deep inside herself, she felt an ache every time she reflected on those things?

Was the ache in her heart caused by how things stood between herself and Logan? Was that the reason why, during most of her waking moments, thoughts of Logan were never far away? He'd been to the homestead a few times over the last couple of weeks. And, each time had been more difficult for Kirsty than the last. She thought back to the way he'd kissed her hand when they'd been at the orchard. The memory of his soft lips against the back of her fingers, the warm caressing motion of his fingertips, was burned into her mind.

She hadn't mentioned the incident to Abby. But, every time Logan had come to the homestead, Kirsty had seen the way Abby had looked at her. There had been hope and expectation in her cousin's eyes. For his part, Logan had been the perfect gentleman, courteous and thoughtful and considerate.

While Abby and Kirsty had worked on the dresses, Logan had helped around the homestead. He'd thrown himself into just about every task. Everything from attending to the horses, the cow, the pigs and the chickens. He'd spent time showing Jack how to work the small molasses mill out back of the barn. With the horse tied to a wooden bar, and circling the small metal mill, Jack and Logan had fed the sugar cane from the farm into the mill. It was time-consuming work, but Jack had been thrilled to be involved in making sugar. The promise of making cakes had added to the delight.

Abby glanced across at Kirsty. "Are you thinking about him again?" she asked abruptly.

Kirsty felt her face turn red. "Is it that obvious?"

Abby nodded. "It is, really."

Kirsty sighed. "I don't know what to say about Logan."

"I can fix that," Abby said and grinned. "Handsome. Kind. Warm-hearted. And a good father to Jack and Alice." Abby lifted a brow. "Did I miss anything?"

Kirsty frowned. "I think you did." Gazing earnestly at her cousin, she added. "Husband?"

Abby's expression became impassive and wide-eyed. "Do you think he's going to ask you to marry him?"

Kirsty lifted her head and gazed up at the darkening sky. Emerging stars flickered like diamonds. They made her think of wedding rings. Dragging her gaze away from the sky, she turned to Abby. "He told me he wanted to restore my good name with the people of the town."

"No-one is talking about that any more," Abby said.

"Logan fixed it," Kirsty agreed. "I thought that, once everyone accepted that his stay here was innocent, that would be the end of the matter." Kirsty sighed. "But not for Logan. If anything, it seems to have made him even more determined to persuade me to marry him. Maybe, my trouble just put the idea of marriage in his head."

Abby twisted in her chair and faced Kirsty. "Is that a bad thing?" She spoke with a steady, patient voice.

Kirsty shook her head. "Of course not."

"Maybe he has feelings for you," Abby suggested. "Has he said anything about that?"

"He sure has," Kirsty confirmed. She smiled ironically. "There's one thing about Logan Kincaid. When he wants something, there's no stopping him. He speaks his mind."

Kirsty fell silent for a few long moments. She wondered what Abby was about to say. When her cousin did speak, Kirsty was relieved it wasn't anything to do with Logan.

"Lucas is like that," Abby said and then, tilting her head, she smiled. "In his own way, of course. He's not a cowboy, like Logan. But Lucas can be determined. Whenever he chooses."

Kirsty reached her hand across and rested it on Abby's arm. "Lucas loves you very much. I'm so happy for you both." Kirsty was glad of the respite from talking and thinking about Logan.

"Thank you, Kirsty." Abby ran her gaze around the front of the homestead, taking in the yard, the enclosures for the animals and the barn. "I'm going to miss this place," she admitted. "We've had some fine old times here, you and me." Glancing at Kirsty she added: "Don't you think?" 

Kirsty smiled warmly. "The best of times, Abby." A feeling rose in Kirsty's heart. She looked across at Abby. "Do you mind if I say a prayer, Abby?"

"Why would I mind that?" Abby replied.

"It's for you and Lucas. I just feel that it's the right thing to do."

"Go ahead." Abby closed her eyes and lowered her head. 

Kirsty closed her eyes and spoke, letting her heart find the words. 

"Lord. Bless Abby and Lucas. They're about to embark on a lifetime journey together. You have brought the joy of marriage into their lives. Grant them Your love and protection. We ask for Your blessing and trust that love will fill their hearts all the days of their life. Give them the strength to face the trials ahead and to reach out for all the joys You provide. Make firm the bonds of their love for each other. We ask for this in Your name. Amen."

"Amen," Abby affirmed.

Lifting her head and opening her eyes, Kirsty saw her cousin's moist gaze staring back at her. Kirsty rose from her chair and Abby did the same. Kirsty hugged Abby. Both women shared a quiet moment, holding one another, sharing the emotions brought forth by the prayer.

Kirsty leaned her head back and gazed into Abby's eyes. "You don't go crying now," she said. "You'll set me off." Kirsty drew in a deep breath. "Tomorrow is your big day. And it's going to be the most perfect day you've ever had." She shook Abby gently. "You hear?"

Abby nodded her head and forced herself to smile. "I love you, Kirsty. I always will. You know that, don't you."

"And I love you, Abby."

"You'll come and visit me and Lucas, won't you?"

"You try and stop me," Kirsty declared.

As both women made their way back into the cabin, Kirsty asked herself if she and Abby were going to get even one minute of sleep tonight.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO







"Are you all ready to go?" Miss Hannigan called out from downstairs. In the children's room, Logan finished fussing with the buttons on Jack's little waistcoat. Tilting his head, and examining Jack, Logan nodded. "You look good, Jack," Logan declared.

Jack smiled and looked at himself in the mirror.

"What about me, pa?" came Alice's voice from the other side of the room.

Logan strode across to Alice and halted, thrusting his fists against his hips. "Didn't I already tell you you're the prettiest princess in Montana?" he asked and gave Alice a broad grin. "Don't tell me you've already forgotten what I said."

Alice fussed with her white dress and then peered up at Logan.  Kirsty and Abby had done a fine job making the dress with Alice. Logan had to admit his daughter looked real pretty. Judging by her delighted expression, Alice thought the same.

There was a knock at the door. It opened slightly and Miss Hannigan thrust her bonnet-covered head into the room. "Are you all ready? It's getting near the time. The wedding starts at two o'clock. We don't want to be late." 

Miss Hannigan was going to accompany Logan, Jack and Alice to the church. Lucas, having known Miss Hannigan from business affairs at the bank, had invited the owner of the boardinghouse. 

"Let's go," Logan said to the children and hurried them out into the hall and down the stairs, following close behind Miss Hannigan.

Pausing at the foot of the stairs, Miss Hannigan examined all Logan and the children. Smiling, she declared: "You all look wonderful."

Miss Hannigan was wearing an elegant brown gown and matching bonnet. "You look mighty elegant yourself, Miss Hannigan," Logan said. Glancing down at Jack and Alice, he added: "Don't you think Miss Hannigan looks nice?"

The children nodded and smiled. "Yup," they both said in perfect unison.

Miss Hannigan let out a deep sigh of contentment and waved a cooling hand in front of her face. "Thank you." Maybe compliments had been in short supply for Miss Hannigan in recent years, Logan reflected.

Then, after one final rush, checking they had everything, they were outside, and making their way toward the church. Logan held the hands of the children, while Miss Hannigan walked alongside Alice. 

It was a sunny Saturday afternoon. The air was cool and the sky clear of the slightest hint of cloud. A perfect day, Logan told himself. Perfect for a wedding.

Making their way out across Main Street, Logan saw final preparations being made over at the town hall. A man on a ladder was hanging decorations over the open double doors. Logan had helped Lucas arrange the celebration. There would be food and music and dancing. He was sure it would be a memorable afternoon, and evening, for everyone concerned. 

Most of all, Logan was looking forward to spending some time with Kirsty. He'd seen her a few times during the past couple of weeks. At times she'd seemed distant, as if she'd made a decision to keep herself away from Logan. He'd just busied himself around the homestead. Anything to avoid feeling awkward around Kirsty. Thinking about the way he'd kissed her hand when they'd been at the orchard, and the way Kirsty had reacted, Logan figured it hadn't been one of his brightest ideas.

Logan, the children and Miss Hannigan made their way up the street which led to the church. A crowd of about a hundred people had gathered in the yard at the base of the steps up into the church. They were all waiting for the arrival of the day's most important person. The bride.

Logan saw a figure emerge from the inside of the church and take up position at the open doors. 

Even from where Logan was standing he could see that Lucas appeared terrified. Logan waved up at Lucas and the bridegroom waved tentatively back at him. Another figure emerged from behind Lucas. Pastor Joseph leaned his head close to Lucas and spoke. Lucas nodded and then followed the pastor back into the church. It would be best that Lucas didn't see his bride's arrival, Logan told himself. The pastor was keeping things well under control.

Having had a chance to get to know Lucas better over the last week or so, Logan had concluded that the young bank employee was a good man. A gentleman, in every sense of the word. Lucas had a good heart. He'd make a fine husband for Kirsty's cousin.

Logan recognized some of the faces in the crowd of wedding guests. The Buchanan family. The Baxter brothers and their wives. During the last weeks he'd gotten to know many of the people in town. House hunting, and searching for land to buy, had meant he'd had to speak with lots of different individuals. He'd also spent plenty of time in the local cafe, feeding the children cakes. And at the mercantile, buying candy sticks.

 Most days, when they weren't at school, he'd been accompanied by the children. And that was the way he preferred it. It seemed like word had gotten around about Logan's situation. His status as father to two delightful children, and unmarried, had led him to become the focus of great interest amongst the young ladies of the town. The ones who were on the lookout for a husband. Logan had politely resisted all expressions of interest. As far as he was concerned, he was still courting Kirsty. Nothing had changed his mind about that.

Gradually, as the days had passed, Logan had been welcomed back into the life of the town. He was starting to feel like he belonged. Again. Starting to believe that his idea of returning to Inspiration had been a good one.

Only one person would make him feel complete. Reassure him that he had a real future here. And that was Kirsty.

Logan thought about the evening to come. He had plans. There were things he wanted to say to Kirsty. He hoped he'd get the chance to speak with Kirsty alone.

"There they are," Miss Hannigan exclaimed. Logan heard the rattle of carriage wheels. Turning, he smiled when he saw two buckboards heading up the street. Behind him, the crowd of wedding guests lifted their voices in greeting. The sound of quiet applause drifted on the air.

He recognized the Shaughnessy family on the first buckboard. Logan had met the family when he'd first arrived back. He'd spoken with Bridget when she'd visited the MacAnliss homestead last week. She was a delightful, high-spirited Irish woman. Logan liked her a lot.

Their carriage drew to a halt.  Abby and Kirsty's  carriage halted alongside that of the Shaughnessy family. Logan felt the impulse to go across and offer to help, but he restrained himself. He didn't want to intrude on Abby's big entrance. Nor did he want to crowd Kirsty. Logan was sure she had plenty on her mind, already. The last thing she needed was him sticking his nose where it wasn't wanted, he told himself.

"She looks radiant," Miss Hannigan enthused breathlessly.

"Abby's pretty," Alice announced like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

Logan nodded. "She sure is."

When Abby stepped down from the flower-bedecked buckboard, an appreciative roar rose up from the gathered guests. Logan turned and saw all the smiling faces. Whenever anyone got married, it was a special day in Inspiration. Today was no exception.

Logan saw Kirsty fussing with Abby's white wedding dress. All the work had been worth it, Logan reflected. The dress was beautiful. Abby held a bouquet of flowers in her gloved hand. Her eyes were bright with joy. Logan felt happy for Abby.

Kirsty was dressed in a pale blue dress, one he hadn't seen her wear before. She looked stunning. Her hair was tied up beneath a neat-fitting blue bonnet. Logan's heart began to ache slightly as he let his eyes take in the sight of Kirsty's elegant, poised beauty.

A voice called out from the top of the stairs. Pastor Joseph beckoned to the waiting guests. "Please. Make your way into the church. The ceremony is about to begin," he declared in a clear voice which echoed across the yard.

Instantly, everyone began to crowd their way up the stairs. Logan looked at Abby and Kirsty one last time. Both women were waiting patiently, finishing the preparations prior to Abby making her entrance. Lucas would be impatiently waiting for his bride at the front of the church. Logan could just imagine how nervous Lucas must be at this moment.

Taking Jack and Alice by the hand, Logan said: "Let's go. We don't want to keep Abby waiting, do we?"

Miss Hannigan glanced approvingly across at Abby and then followed Logan and the children toward the church stairs. They were the last to reach the open doors. Turning, Logan saw Abby and Kirsty walking slowly toward the church. Kirsty leaned her head close to Abby and said something. Whatever it had been, it had the instant effect of making Abby smile.

Spaces at the front had been allocated to Logan, the children and Miss Hannigan. There was one space at the end of the pew. A Bible had been placed on that space. Logan knew it was where Kirsty would sit after she'd accompanied Abby into the church. Just thinking about Kirsty sitting alongside him in church made Logan's heart fill with good feeling.

The church was full to the brim. Every seat was taken. There was the steady murmur of voices. Seated next to Jack, Alice held Miss Hannigan's hand. Logan saw Lucas turn his head and peer, wide-eyed down at him. Logan nodded and smiled at Lucas. Lucas didn't smile back.

Logan had been right. Lucas was pale with fright. Logan held onto the laugh which bubbled up inside him. Everything would be fine in a short while, he told himself. And then, once Abby was his wife, Lucas would wonder why he'd been so terrified.

Music started up from the small church organ on the other side of the room. The bridal entrance music echoed all the way up to the high roof of the church.

Logan heard sudden movement behind him. Voices gasped with appreciation. The music rang out as everyone turned their heads to watch Abby advance into the church. Logan craned his neck around. Alongside her, Kirsty walked slowly, glancing occasionally at the base of Abby's dress. Just to make sure there wouldn't be any problems, Logan guessed. 

Logan glanced at Lucas. He'd turned and was gazing at his bride with genuine wonder on his features. Logan felt his heart warm. This was what it was all about, he told himself. This was why he'd come back. During his years away from Inspiration, he'd thought often about how special the town was. He'd come to realize that he'd turned his back on something unique. The kind of place where a man could settle down and raise a family. Make a good life for himself and those he loved.

Watching Abby as she took her place alongside Lucas, Logan told himself that there was no place like Inspiration. Kirsty sat down next to Logan. Now that she was close, Logan could appreciate how beautiful Kirsty was. He caught the aroma of her intoxicating scent. She looked wonderful in the blue dress. Kirsty smiled nervously at Logan and then nodded to the children who both waved at her.

Then it was time for the pastor to begin the ceremony. Kirsty glanced one last time at Logan, smiled tentatively, and then turned to face the couple who were about to become man and wife.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE







It was early evening and the wedding celebration had been in full swing for a long time. The floor of the town hall was packed with people dancing and laughing. Music filled the air, provided by the group of fiddlers up on the stage. A few, long tables had been set out around the room. The remains of the feast which had been enjoyed by those seated at the tables over the last few hours were still visible in the form of empty plates and half-filled glasses. On one side of the table, taking pride of place in front of the stage, with their backs to that stage, sat the newly-weds, Mr and Mrs Lucas Bradford.

Kirsty smiled contentedly. Abby was laughing at something Lucas had said in her ear. In fact, Kirsty reflected, Abby hadn't stopped smiling since emerging from the church as the latest married woman in Inspiration.

Similar tables were placed around the room. All the guests seemed to have enjoyed themselves, Kirsty reflected. Now, though, things were starting to wind down. One or two people were starting to make their way out the doors over to Kirsty's left. She guessed some folks just didn't want to overstay their welcome.

Kirsty was standing at the edge of the dance floor. She held a glass of sarsaparilla drink. Her feet were sore and she was beginning to feel a little bit tired. It seemed like every man in the room had wanted to dance with the cousin of the bride. All except one, she told herself. 

Logan was seated at the same table as Abby and Lucas. The children sat next to Logan. They were shouting something in Logan's ear, desperate to be heard above the noise of the music and the cacophony of voices from the hundred or so guests crammed into the town hall. It truly was a celebration, Kirsty told herself.

Kirsty recalled the speech Lucas had given during the meal. He'd spoken well. Most importantly, he'd spoken of his love and adoration for his new wife, Abby. His words had touched Kirsty deeply. She knew Abby had made a good decision. Kirsty was sure Abby would be happy for the rest of her life with Lucas. The Lord had delivered Abby safely into the hands of a good man.

Throughout that meal, Kirsty had seen Logan glance across at her from time to time. Every one of those glances had been filled with appreciation and barely-disguised approval. Every one of Logan's glances had made Kirsty feel good. But, Logan hadn't spoken to her once.

That was what had made the last couple of hours so frustrating. Logan hadn't said a word to Kirsty. Sure, he'd been polite and courteous. But, each time she'd gone anywhere near him, he'd put up a barrier between them. His gaze had become steady. His lips tight. Not once had he asked her to dance with him. It was almost as if he was freezing her out again.

Kirsty felt frustration well up inside her as she glanced across at the table. A group of five children, all about the same age as Jack and Alice, came to the table. Soon, Jack and Alice were dashing off into the crowd of dancers, apparently bent on causing innocent mischief with their new-found friends.

When Kirsty looked back at the table again, she saw Logan stand. Tugging on his jacket, he paused a long moment. His gaze settled on Kirsty and she felt her heartbeat quicken. Logan sure looked handsome today. He wore a dark suit, waistcoat and freshly-polished black boots. His tall figure filled out the suit with casual ease. Standing there, watching her the way he was doing, she sensed his confidence. And when he started to walk slowly in her direction, she saw the assurance in his purposeful movement.

Kirsty swallowed, realizing she was suddenly nervous. He was going to ask her to dance. If he did, what would people think? Seeing Kirsty and Logan dancing together, would the townsfolk start to wonder again? Would it even reawaken the recently buried scandal?

She turned and looked at Logan. Kirsty saw him gaze out across the heads of the people gathered on the dance floor. Was he thinking the same as her? Was he worried about how it would look of he asked her to dance?

Kirsty dragged in a deep breath. Swallowing the remainder of her drink, she layed the glass down on a nearby table. Her heart was pounding furiously. Turning, she looked around at the nearby faces. No-one was paying her any heed. So why was she worrying about dancing with Logan Kincaid?

Then, Logan was within touching distance. Kirsty straightened her shoulders and searched her mind for some clever words. None came.

A few moments passed, agonizingly slowly, and then, inexplicably, Logan was walking right past her.

He didn't even turn his head to look at her as he strode away from Kirsty. She watched his back as he weaved his way through the crowd of guests. 

Shock rippled through her. How dare he just ignore her like that! Indignation twisted in her middle. Looking feverishly around, she tried to see if anyone had noticed what had just happened. But, thankfully, everyone was carrying on as normal.

Frustration sweeping sharply through her, Kirsty stamped the heel of her right boot once on the wooden floor. Why had Logan done that? Her jaw tightening, she peered through the crowd and saw Logan making his way out of the hall and through the double doors. Frowning, Kirsty considered what she should do.

There was only one thing to do, she told herself.

Striding through the crowd, she made her way to the door and out onto the boardwalk. Main Street was quiet. The thundering sound of dancing footsteps and the melodious tunes echoed out across the deserted street.

The sky was a deep shade of blue. It would be dark soon. The evening air was cool. Kirsty wrapped her arms around herself and peered up and down the length of her side of the boardwalk. There was no sign of Logan. She frowned, wondering where he might have gone.

She saw a movement across the other side of the street. 

Logan. 

He was walking slowly southward down that side of the boardwalk. He didn't turn to look at her.

Stepping down from the boardwalk, Kirsty made her way across the dusty street. Once on the other side, she picked up pace, eager to catch up with him. In the shadows cast by the buildings, she could see the bulk of Logan's wide, hunched shoulders. Her footsteps thudded on the wooden planks of the boardwalk. She wondered where Logan was headed. He seemed unaware that she was rapidly catching up with him.

Glancing around, Kirsty saw that she and Logan were alone on the street. Music drifted across the street from the open doors of the town hall. She'd moved so quickly, she felt her breath catch in her chest.

Finally unable to contain her frustration any longer, she called out. "Logan!"

He halted abruptly and turned his head slowly. She closed the final few steps separating them and came to a stop. 

"What?" he asked and lifted a brow. "Are you following me, Kirsty?" he asked. His voice was low and contained what she was sure was a slight hint of amusement.

Kirsty tilted her head. "Where are you going?"

"I just needed some fresh air," Logan replied and gazed up at the darkening sky. "It's a beautiful evening."

Thrusting a hand against her hip, Kirsty frowned. "Why have you been ignoring me?"

Logan quirked a brow. "Have I?"

"You know you have," Kirsty insisted. "All evening. Not to mention those times you've been out at the homestead in the last couple of weeks."

Logan lifted a hand and tipped the front of his hat up from his forehead. "How can I explain, Kirsty?" he said. His brows furrowed. "It's complicated."

"Try me," she snapped. Kirsty felt impatient. Now that she was with him, and no-one was around to pry, she was desperate to know why he'd been acting cool toward her.

Logan sighed. "I figured you and Abby had more than enough to deal with. Planning the wedding ain't something to be done by halves." He grinned. "You both sure did a fine job."

Kirsty knew he was trying to be evasive. "That's not the only reason you've been keeping away from me, is it?"

He frowned. "Me and the children have been to your place plenty of times this past couple of weeks," he objected.

"Being there was one thing," Kirsty retorted. "Acting the way you did was quite another."

Logan took two steps toward Kirsty. His boots made firm, heavy sounds on the wooden boardwalk. Even here, in the soft shadows, she could see the sudden darkness in his gaze. When he spoke, his voice was low and emphatic. "I would never do anything to hurt you, Kirsty. Or offend you. That's the last thing I'd want. You know that, don't you."

Kirsty met Logan's fierce gaze with one of her own. "Do you still worry that people will think badly of me when they see us together?" She paused and then added softly: "Or are you afraid they'll think badly about us?"

Kirsty realized the danger of even hinting that she and Logan had any kind of connection. That they were more than just close friends. But, there was no denying the strength of her feelings. And now, standing inches away from him, she felt the power of his attraction as keenly as she'd ever felt it.

Logan nodded slowly. "As I said. I wouldn't want to do anything to cause you pain, Kirsty. It's that simple. I saw how you reacted when we were out there at the orchard." Logan sighed. "I stepped over the line when I kissed your hand. And I've felt bad about it ever since."

Kirsty gasped. "That's not true, Logan." She tried to harness her chaotic thoughts. "You didn't offend me. I was just surprised. That was all."

"Are your sure?" he asked sounding skeptical. Lowering his head, he sighed. "You know I only want the best for you, Kirsty. Nothing else will do."

The affection for Logan which she'd been trying so hard to contain suddenly broke free. Now it was her turn to take a step toward Logan. A sudden urge awoke within her. She wanted to reach up and touch the side of Logan's face. The way she'd done before. She wanted to feel his smooth skin. Anything to reassure him that there had been a terrible misunderstanding. She realized that pushing him away, keeping him at arms length, had hurt her as much as it had hurt Logan. She could hear the pain in his voice.

Suddenly, from somewhere nearby, Kirsty heard the sound of a door opening. Footsteps sounded on the boardwalk. Logan's eye flashed brightly as he glanced over her shoulder. Then, abruptly, Logan reached out and clutched Kirsty by her upper arms. Dragging her quickly toward her right, Logan guided her into the darkness of an alcove. 

Kirsty's body crushed up against Logan's powerful physique. His arms embraced her as he drew her into the protective darkness. Kirsty gasped as she settled the side of her head against Logans hard chest. His scent overwhelmed her senses. She could hear his heartbeat, thundering frantically. He felt warm and strong.

On the boardwalk, the footsteps continued to come closer. Logan shifted Kirsty to one side, drawing her even further into the darkness. She asked herself if they were both completely hidden, or whether the advancing stranger would see them as they passed.

Kirsty held her breath as she listened to the steps grow louder. If they were discovered, how would she and Logan explain what they were doing? Wouldn't it just start up a whole new scandal? 

Holding her head close to Logan, she felt his hand reach up and fingers curl protectively around her head. If they were discovered, maybe Logan would come up with a plausible explanation. But she knew their were limits to his resourcefulness.

The footsteps were close now. Even and steady, they grew louder. Then, Kirsty heard them right next to her. She caught the aroma of cigar smoke as it drifted in the air. She froze, her breath tight in her chest, expecting that, any moment now, a voice would call out in surprise.

But it didn't. Instead, the footsteps continued on past. A few excruciatingly long moments passed. Then, the footsteps faded into silence. 

Kirsty exhaled and leaned against Logan. It had been a close call. Faced with the prospect of being seen alone in public with her, Logan had made a snap decision, preferring to hide her rather than subject Kirsty to even more gossip. Once again, he'd protected her.

Glancing up, she saw Logan gazing down at her. There was a kindness in his gaze. "You okay?" he murmured.

Kirsty nodded. "I'm fine."

Somewhere deep inside, she knew she should step away from Logan. That she should admit the moment had passed. They could  go back to the town hall and pretend none of this had happened. But, even as she thought that, she knew it wasn't what she really wanted. Gazing up into Logan's dark eyes, she felt her heart warm.

Logan lifted a hand, his fingertips resting beneath her chin. Lifting her face up to his, he dipped his head and his lips settled upon hers. Sensation flamed into wonderful life as Logan kissed her. Logan drew her close to him, his arms enclosing her in a warm embrace. The kiss seemed to last an eternity. Kirsty told herself she could have stayed in his arms for a long time. Joy swept through her, awakening delight.  She'd tried to deny the truth of her feelings far too many times. Sinking into his embrace, she allowed herself to be swept up in the joy of the moment. It felt right to be in Logan's embrace. All the recent difficulties, all the misunderstandings, faded into nothingness as she rested in his arms.

Moments later, Logan lifted his head and peered down into her eyes. "Kirsty," he breathed in a low voice. She loved the sound of her name on his lips. "Do you know how I feel about you? Do you have any idea what I want to say to you, right now?" There was a sudden urgency in his voice, a breathless quality she'd never heard before.

Kirsty smiled calmly up at Logan. Shaking her head, she lifted up her hand and touched a fingertip to his lips. "Don't say anything you might regret, Logan," she told him. She moved her hand, resting it against the side of his cheek.

Logan's heavy sigh caressed her cheeks. A flash of impatience lit up in his gaze. "Kirsty MacAnliss," he snapped in a low voice. "You can be the most frustrating woman in the world. You know that, don't you."

Kirsty grinned at Logan. "And you wouldn't want me to be any other way, would you?" she teased. Memories awakened of how they'd tormented one another when they'd been at school.

Logan smiled and then rolled his eyes. 

Before he had a chance to say another word, Kirsty took a few steps back and checked to see if there was anyone on the boardwalk. It was deserted.

Stepping out onto the boardwalk, she watched as Logan emerged from the depth of the alcove. Kirsty realized it would have been hard for anyone to see her and Logan in the darkness. It had been a fortunate choice of hiding place.

"We better get back to the hall," Kirsty announced quietly. "They'll be wondering where we are."

"You go first," Logan said.

She wanted to say to him that they could just enter the hall together. That she didn't care what people thought. But she knew doing that would distract attention from the joy of Lucas and Abby's wedding celebration. The last thing Kirsty wanted to to was reignite a scandal, or the idle gossip, which Logan had done so much to put to rest.

As if he had read her mind, Logan nodded. "I think you're right."

Every nerve in her body was still tingling with the memory of the kiss. Walking away from Logan wasn't going to be easy. But Kirsty knew it had to be done.

"I'll see you back in there," she said.

Logan nodded. Kirsty turned away from him.

"Kirsty," Logan said firmly.

Glancing back at him, she halted. "Yes?"

Logan's brows furrowed. "I meant what I said." He took one more step toward her. When he spoke, his voice shook with emotion. "You're everything to me, Kirsty MacAnliss."

Kirsty gasped quietly. Her heart started pounding, just like it had done when he'd kissed her. Lost for words, all she could do was smile at him and nod. Then she stepped off the boardwalk and started back toward the distant sounds of celebration.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR







After church on the Sunday following the wedding, Logan was walking down the steps of the church with Jack and Alice when he saw Lucas Bradford standing at the foot of the steps. Lucas was smiling up at Logan, just like you'd expect a man to do twenty-four hours after marrying the woman he loved.

 Right next to Lucas stood Abby and Kirsty. Both were dressed in their finest Sunday best gowns. Logan walked up to Lucas and grinned. "Good morning," he said. Touching the front brim of his Stetson, he bowed his head to Abby and Kirsty. "Ladies."

Logan glanced at Kirsty. After what had happened the previous night out on the boardwalk, Logan had expected Kirsty to look at him with at least some favor. Logan had revealed the true extent of his feelings to her. Instead of an approving look, however, Kirsty's features were set in a blank, unreadable expression.

"How are the newly-weds, this morning?" Logan asked and smiled at Abby. Logan's gaze flickered up to the blue sky. "Fine weather for the first day of married life."

Abby hooked her arm inside Lucas's. "We're happy, Logan." Smiling up at Lucas, she added. "We're just glad everything went so well."

Logan laid a gentle hand on Jack's shoulder. "Did you have a good time at the wedding?"

Jack nodded enthusiastically. Alice chimed in. "We made some new friends, too."

"That's good. You can never have too many friends," Kirsty said brightly. Logan told himself that, even if things were rocky between him and Kirsty, the beautiful homesteader would always have a soft spot for his children. At least that was something, Logan reassured himself.

Lucas peered at Logan. "Abby and I were wondering if you could help us out."

Logan's brows lifted in a line. "How?"

"We're moving my belongings from the homestead to Lucas's place," Abby explained. "And we wondered if you'd like to come and help us. We could do with an extra buckboard."

Logan glanced at Kirsty. Her lips were a thin, tight line. He thought about the prospect of continuing where he'd left off last night. The children might like a visit out to the homestead. "Sure. I'd be glad to help."

 He'd planned on taking the children for a ride on his buckboard after church. It was sitting only a few yards away from where they were all standing.

"Why don't the children come with me and Lucas," Abby suggested. "And you and Kirsty can use your buckboard, Logan. How does that sound?"

Logan wasn't going to object to a chance to spend some time with Kirsty. "That sounds good." Kirsty's eyes widened slightly. Logan restrained the urge to frown.

Soon, they were all seated on their buckboards and riding southward down Main Street. Kirsty was sitting right next to Logan. Up ahead, Lucas and Abby were busy talking and joking with Jack and Alice.

Logan turned to Kirsty. "You didn't want me to come, did you?" he said evenly.

Kirsty frowned. "What gives you that idea?"

Logan shrugged. "Just a feeling."

Kirsty pulled her shoulders back and clasped her hands tightly in her lap. "Well, this time you're right. I don't think it's wise for you to be coming out to the homestead today."

"Why?"

"You can say that after what happened last night?"

Logan's brows furrowed. Holding tightly onto the reins, he peered ahead, trying to contain the sudden emotion triggered by her words. "And what exactly do you think happened last night, Kirsty?"

"You know perfectly well what I'm talking about."

He shook his head. "I sure don't. I thought I made myself perfectly clear. I told you how I feel about you. How much you mean to me."

"That's the problem," Kirsty countered. "You spoke too plainly. I understood what you were trying to tell me."

"Which is?" Logan asked, lifting a brow.

Kirsty paused for a long moment and then sighed loudly. "You know what today is, don't you."

Logan squinted at Kirsty. "I just said. It's Lucas and Abby's first day as a married couple."

Kirsty shook her head. "It's also my first day looking after the homestead all on my own." Logan heard the emotion in her voice. "I've got a lot to think about." She sighed. 

She sounded distressed. Perhaps all the frantic preparations for the wedding had given her a chance to forget about what she was facing. And now that was all over, it had all come crashing in on her.

Logan gazed ahead and thought about what that might mean for Kirsty. She'd be worried and anxious about the start of her new life. He thought he knew what it meant to face an uncertain future. His circumstances were completely different from Kirsty's. He couldn't really imagine what all of this meant to her. "I'm sorry, Kirsty. I guess I didn't think it through." He leaned forward and narrowed his eyes. "I should have realized this is a big day for you. But it still doesn't change what I said to you last night." Glancing at her he added: "I meant every word of it."

Even though he understood this was a momentous day for her, Logan told himself he wasn't going to back down. Winning Kirsty's heart was too important to him. 

Kirsty gazed, wide-eyed at Logan. For a moment, he was sure she was about to say something. But she didn't. Kirsty was silent for a few minutes as the buckboards rolled southward out of town and headed down the trail. 

Kirsty stared straight ahead, her lips fixed into a tense line. She looked lost in thought. Logan didn't like it when she cut him out like this. But, at the same time, he could understand she wanted to keep him behind the line she'd drawn. The one he'd stepped over too many times.

Logan heard the children's laughter drifting on the breeze as the buckboards sped down the trail. He was glad they were happy. Gazing out across the rolling hills, Logan felt a strong sense of belonging. This was the only place he ever wanted to be. It was a beautiful land that filled his soul with peace and joy. It also made him realize he wanted only the best for the children. And for Kirsty.

He thought back to the pastor's sermon that morning. Pastor Joseph had spoken about how we are often placed by the Lord in a particular station in life. He puts us where we will find the life He wants for us. It's up to us to make a choice. We can either cooperate with God's generosity, or we can choose to reject that grace. If we rebel, there're always consequences. The Lord knows what we need, even if we fool ourselves into thinking we have it all figured out. 

The words had struck a chord with Logan. He felt he'd been rebelling for too long. Thankfully, the Lord had seen fit to bring order to Logan's drifting existence. And He had done it by bringing three wonderful people into Logan's life. Jack and Alice were treasures Logan would always cherish. And Kirsty was equally precious to him. Logan knew that for sure. 

He faced real obstacles if he was going to win Kirsty's heart. But he wasn't going to quit. He'd been led here for a reason. He wasn't going to throw this chance at love away. Because it was love that the Lord had brought into Logan's life. 

Love for Kirsty MacAnliss. Just thinking about that made his heart sing. 

Along with his adoration of the children, his love for Kirsty was precious.

Kirsty was silent for a long time. Logan figured she was lost in thought. He respected her need to be silent for a while. He was happy enough sitting alongside her, riding the trail.

Just before arriving at the homestead, Kirsty opened up to him again. "When we get to my home, can you just let me get on with helping Abby?" she asked.

"Sure," Logan agreed. He noted the way she'd described the homestead as her own place.

Kirsty looked at Logan. "You and I can talk some other time."

After that, she fell silent again. The buckboards rolled into the yard at the MacAnliss place. For the next hour, Kirsty and Abby were busy loading up Abby's things onto Lucas and Logan's buckboards. Jack and Alice used the time to play with the animals and generally run around the homestead making plenty of noise. Logan and Lucas waited outside while Kirsty and Abby prepared things inside the cabin.

Soon, the buckboards were stacked high with the bags and boxes containing Abby's belongings. Kirsty was still inside the cabin with Abby. Lucas leaned casually against his buckboard and peered thoughtfully at Logan. He could tell Lucas had something on his mind.

"How does it feel to be a married man?" Logan asked.

Lucas grinned. "Wonderful." He grasped the lapels of his jacket. "I couldn't be happier."

"I'm glad," Logan replied. 

Lucas's eyes narrowed. "Maybe I won't be the last person to marry into the MacAnliss family."

"What do you mean?" Logan eyed Lucas carefully.

"Abby has been telling me all about you and Kirsty."

"What's she been saying?"

Lucas leaned back against the side of the buckboard. "Only that you've been courting Kirsty. Of course, everyone in town knows that you and Kirsty are good friends."

Logan frowned. "That's not what they were saying a few weeks ago."

Lucas nodded thoughtfully. "That was an unfortunate misunderstanding. But I think you sorted that out. Folks have moved on from that." Lucas eyed Logan carefully. "Seems like the whole town thinks you and Kirsty and the children are about to become a regular family."

Logan sighed. "Try telling that to Kirsty."

Lucas turned and faced Logan. "Why?"

"Let's just say that Kirsty has enough to be dealing with taking over this place here," Logan said and ran his gaze around the homestead. "The last thing she needs is talk like that."

"She's going to find running this place on her own a hard business," Lucas said.

"I agree." Logan pointed out across the fields. "All those crops are going to need extra hands."

"Kirsty is a tough woman."

Logan laughed uneasily. "I know that. I've had first hand experience of just how tough she can be."

Lucas frowned. "Abby thinks Kirsty is in love with you."

Logan froze, peering at Lucas. He could hardly believe the man had come right out and said that. Logan felt the air ease out of his lungs. He took a moment to gather his composure. Then he said: "Did Abby tell you that?"

Lucas nodded. "She sure did. And I figure she knows Kirsty pretty well." Logan saw Lucas examine him carefully.  "Are the feelings mutual?" he asked. It was an innocent sounding question. Logan almost laughed at the casual way Lucas had asked it. 

"This isn't some kind of bank transaction, Lucas," Logan said, feeling suddenly defensive.

Lucas laughed quietly. "Forgive me, Logan. I have a habit of seeing things like they're entries in a ledger. I expect things to balance out."

Logan groaned. "When it comes to hearts, there's no balancing the ledger, Lucas," he declared. He lifted a brow and peered at Lucas. "Sometimes the numbers just don't add up."

"I've still got plenty to learn when it comes to matters of the heart."

"Abby will soon fix that," Logan announced. "Mark my words."

Lucas grinned. "And I'm looking forward to her doing just that."

The door to the cabin opened. Kirsty and Abby emerged. Abby was carrying a carpetbag containing what Logan knew were the last of her things. It was placed on the back of Logan's buckboard. He called out and the children came running back from behind the cabin. Soon, Logan and the children were seated on the buckboard. Lucas and Abby sat on the other buckboard. Abby's arm was scooped inside Lucas's. 

She smiled down at Kirsty who was standing with her hands on her hips. "I won't say goodbye," Abby stated. 

"Today isn't the day for saying that," Kirsty said. Logan heard a defiant tone in her voice. He wondered what Kirsty and Abby had been saying to each other in the cabin.

"That offer still stands," Abby said.

Logan glanced at Kirsty, wondering what it could be. Kirsty shook her head. Again, there was a firmness to the gesture. "I can manage on my own," she announced. "You know I can."

Abby smiled hesitantly. "We'll come over in a few days. Just to see how you're doing."

"You mean you're going to check up on me," Kirsty replied. She glanced at Logan and the children. For a moment, he saw a softening of her gaze. Then it was gone, replaced by a familiar, steady look.

Abby shook her head. Suddenly, Kirsty came to Logan's buckboard. He thought she was about to say something to him. Instead, she grasped the side of the buckboard and looked up at Jack and Alice. "You promise to come see me, now. Won't you?" Kirsty's voice cracked with emotion. She glanced briefly at Logan. His heart skipped a beat.

Jack and Alice nodded in perfect unison.

"We'll come over when they're out of school," Logan said.

Kirsty nodded and stepped back from the buckboard. Right now, in some inexplicable way, Logan thought she looked vulnerable. It was as if she'd suddenly realized the great change which was about to come into her life. The children leaving seemed to have triggered uncontrollable feelings in Kirsty.

Before he had a chance to say anything, Lucas flicked the reins of his buckboard, sending it lurching forward.

Abby waved at Kirsty as the buckboard headed for the trail. "See you soon," Abby called out.

To Logan, Kirsty's smile seemed forced. He drew in a deep breath and nodded to Kirsty. She smiled back at him and the children. Then, Logan flicked the reins, sending the buckboard after Lucas and Abby.

As the buckboard picked up speed on the trail, it occurred to Logan that Kirsty had not said goodbye to him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE







 A couple of hours after Abby had left, the Shaughnessy family arrived at Kirsty's homestead. They were on their way home after spending time in town after church. Bridget's husband, Calum looked after the three children outside while Kirsty took coffee with Bridget at the table inside the cabin.

"How are you?" Bridget asked, leaning her elbows on the table and examining Kirsty.

Kirsty sipped her coffee and shrugged. "Fine. I've been busy since Abby and Lucas left. That's the way it's going to be from now on." She ran her gaze around the interior of the cabin. "I've plenty to do if I'm going to keep this place going."

"That's one of the reasons I told Calum to stop on the way home. So I could talk to you about something."

For a moment, Kirsty assumed Bridget was going to ask about Logan. But, she didn't. Instead, Bridget revealed: "We saw Abby and Lucas coming back into town."

"Did you speak with them?"

Bridget shook her head. "We saw Logan." Kirsty felt her brows furrow. Clearly noticing that, Bridget added quickly:  "And the children, too."

There was a long pause. Now Bridget was going to ask about Logan. Kirsty could feel it in her bones.

"He came out to help Abby take her things to her new home," Kirsty told Bridget. Saying those words caused a heavy weight to settle in her middle. Was she ever going to be able to talk about all of this without feeling this way? Would she ever be able to mention Logan without feeling a sinking sensation of regret?

Bridget said nothing. She merely nodded and then took another sip of coffee. Kirsty got the distinct impression Bridget was trying to avoid any further mention of Logan.

From outside, Kirsty heard the delighted laughter of the Shaughnessy children. The sound triggered another ache in her heart. Until Logan and the children had left earlier, Kirsty hadn't realized how much she'd become used to having Jack and Alice around. She knew they'd come to visit from time to time. But, their presence was never going to be permanent because she and Logan would never be able to work things out between them.

Bridget examined Kirsty. "Are you sure you're feeling okay?"

Fussing with her hair, Kirsty sighed. "I guess I'm just a little tired. That's all."

Bridget reached her hand across the table and curled her fingers around Kirsty's wrist. "You know that if you need anything you can ask us. Calum and I are always happy to help."

"Thank you, Bridget. You've always been a great friend."

Bridget lifted a brow. "Just a friend? I'd have thought that, after all we've been through, you'd think of me as more than just a friend."

Kirsty rested her hand on Bridget's. "You know what I mean. Abby always said we'd never have been able to make the homestead work if it hadn't have been for the help you and Calum gave us. You made us feel a part of a community."

Bridget narrowed her eyes. "About that, Kirsty. I have something to tell you. I was speaking with Karl Olson and Gustav Schmitt this morning. They asked me to tell you that they're willing to help you while you get settled. Now that Abby has left to go live with Lucas."

"Help me?"

Bridget nodded. "Karl and Gustav have said they can come to your place and give you some help with some of the heavier tasks around the homestead."

"But I don't need their help," Kirsty replied. "I'm used to working this place. I know what needs to be done."

"And so do Karl and Gustav. They say it'll take you a while to adjust to working this place on your own."

Kirsty started to object again, but Bridget lifted a hand. "Let me finish, Kirsty MacAnliss," she stated firmly. Kirsty leaned back on her chair and waited for Bridget to continue. "I happen to agree with Karl and Gustav. And so does Calum. He'll be coming on the days when Karl and Gustav can't."

Kirsty widened her eyes at Bridget, but kept her lips firmly closed. She was prepared to let Bridget finish speaking, but she wasn't going to agree to accepting the help from the other homesteaders. Although the Olson and Schmitt homesteads were close, if both men came to her place, it would take them away from the work they had to do on their own spreads.

Bridget peered at Kirsty. "Now, we're only talking about a few weeks. Not forever. But the consensus amongst us homesteaders is that you need help. And that's what we're here for. To help each other."

Now that she had presented her case, Bridget leaned back in her chair, looking expectantly at Kirsty.

"Are you saying you've all been taking about me?" Kirsty asked. "Discussing my situation?"

Bridget drew in a deep breath. "We held a meeting about you."

"A meeting!" Kirsty exclaimed.

Bridget nodded emphatically. "And it was agreed that you would be given all the help you need. You are a part of this homesteader community. If we can't help you when you are in need, who can we help?"

"I'm not in need, Bridget," Kirsty objected. "Really, I'm not."

"Nonsense, Kirsty," Bridget countered. "We have to show Christian love to all our neighbors. And you are our neighbor." Bridget gave Kirsty a stern look. "In case you hadn't noticed."

Kirsty was taken aback by the directness of Bridget's response. Bridget's feisty Irish character was on full display now. When she got like this, there was little chance of winning an argument. Even Bridget's accent had become more pronounced as emotion had gotten the better of her. 

Kirsty sighed. "When is all this supposed to start?"

"Tomorrow. Gustav Schmitt will be here early in the morning. I expect he'll know what to do. But I'm sure you'll tell him what you need done. Then, the next day it'll be Karl Olson. After that, Calum will be over."

Kirsty gasped, feeling exasperated. "They can't come every day. I don't need that."

Bridget leaned forward, placed her elbows on the table and peered sternly at Kirsty. "Are you telling me you don't want our help? That you're going to refuse?"

Kirsty met Bridget's unmoving gaze. Put as plainly as that, Kirsty realized she wasn't willing to turn down the offer from the homesteader community. Maybe Bridget was right. Kirsty was a part of the community, even if, right now, she was reluctant to admit it. Was pride getting the better of her? She hoped that wasn't the case. And was that the real reason she'd been pushing Logan away? Or at least, holding him at arms length. Was she trying to prove something to herself? Was her stubbornness a sign of a deeper problem within herself?

She offered up a silent prayer. Lord, help me to find the answers I need. Help me root out the things within me which are making me feel like this. And making me hold all those closest to me as far away as possible. Help me overcome my stubbornness. My pride.

"Well?" Bridget asked, waiting for Kirsty to answer.

Kirsty nodded. "I accept your very kind offer." She hoped she sounded sincere, since doubts still lingered at the back of her mind.

A satisfied grin spread across Bridget's features. 

Kirsty held up a hand. "However, I insist that I'll be the one who decides how long this help continues. Whether it lasts for days or weeks, I'll be the one who decides."

Bridget bowed her head. "Of course. That's only common sense. You know what you need to do around your own homestead. Because its all yours now, isn't it."

Kirsty nodded. "I guess it is," she admitted softly. Gazing at Bridget, Kirsty added: "You know, I was trying not to think about what it would be like once Abby left to live with Lucas. I just assumed I'd handle it. Just like I've always done in the past."

"You're a strong woman, Kirsty," Bridget said. She smiled warmly at Kirsty. "I've absolute faith in you. I know you'll make this work. Your ma and pa would be proud of you."

Kirsty lifted a brow. "You think so?"

Bridget nodded. "They were good people. Faithful and good-hearted."

"I miss them very much," Kirsty said, feeling sadness spread to her heart.

Bridget patted Kirsty's hand gently. "I'm sure you do. But, you know what your pa would say to you. It's time to move on. To keep fighting for what you believe is right."

Bridget's words lifted Kirsty's spirits. She was right. Her pa would want her to carry on. But not in a faint-hearted way. He'd want her to do her best. To make a new start and carry on the work which he'd begun.

"I'm so lucky to have you as a friend," Kirsty admitted.

Bridget's cheeks flushed. It wasn't often that Bridget looked embarrassed, but she looked it right now. 

Waving a dismissive hand, Bridget smiled. "There you go," she scoffed good-naturedly. "You'll be making me cry in a minute if you say another word."

Kirsty heard pounding footsteps out on the porch. Bridget stood. "Those children of mine are making an awful lot of noise. I must go and see what they're up to."

Bridget went outside. Kirsty remained seated at the table, thinking over what Bridget had just told her. Maybe it was time to admit she wasn't alone, after all, Kirsty told herself. People wanted to help. Deep down, Kirsty was glad of their offer. Her fellow homesteaders were all good people. Maybe this was the Lord's way of showing her the way forward. To accept her station in life, and the community within which she lived. This was her future. This was where she belonged.

Kirsty stood as she heard Bridget laughing with the children. There was only one thing which tugged at her heart, though. One question that lingered in her mind.

Was Logan Kincaid going to be part of her future?


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX







On the Monday morning after he'd helped Abby and Lucas move her things to their new home in town, Logan walked into the land office. He'd been thinking all night long about how he could buy some land. Since there were no acceptable properties for sale in town, Logan figured it was time to think about building a place for him and the children.

As he closed the door behind him, Logan saw a tall man standing in front of the counter. He was talking with Robert Gannon, one of the residents at Miss Hannigan's boardinghouse. Hearing the door close, the tall man turned and peered at Logan. The stranger, aged Logan guessed somewhere in his forties, was dressed in a dark suit and Derby hat. He looked like he belonged in a city, Logan told himself. The man's angular features were striking. Eyes that were as black as coals gazed steadily at Logan, sizing him up. Thin lips, long nose and broad forehead with dark, angled brows created an almost devilish appearance, Logan told himself. Logan hadn't seen the man around town.

Logan tipped the front of his Stetson. "Morning."

The stranger's features remained impassive. 

Behind him, Robert Gannon smiled nervously. "Morning, Logan. I'll be with you in a few moments. I'm just dealing with this gentleman's inquiry." 

Lifting a hand, Logan rested against a wooden counter near the door. "Take your time, Robert," he said.

Gannon cleared his throat. "Mr Haas. I'm sure we can clear this issue up. I know you're new in town."

The man whose name was Haas whirled around and faced Gannon. When he spoke, his voice sounded gravelly and dry. "That's where you're wrong, young man. I was here a few years back." Logan saw the man smile sarcastically. "Of course, everything has changed since I was here. The town was only just getting started." He grinned. "Word has gotten around that this is quite a desirable place to come and live."

"I can confirm that," Logan chimed in brightly, believing he was being friendly. "This sure is a friendly town."

Haas twisted his head around and stared disapprovingly at Logan from beneath furrowed brows. "Do you mind?" he said in a slow, acid voice.

Logan shook his head and cleared his throat. "Pretend I'm not here," he said and waved a hand.

Turning back to Gannon, Haas lowered his voice. Logan could still hear what the man was saying. "I've explained my situation to you, young man. I'd be obliged if you'd speak with your senior whenever he gets back in the office." Then he added in an ironic tone of voice that made Logan bristle. "I understand this is all above your head. As you just told me. You're new in the job."

To his credit, Gannon didn't react to that clear provocation. He gave Haas a patient smile. Logan dragged in a deep breath and remained where he was. The temptation was strong to go over to Haas and tell him not to speak to Gannon like that. He'd gotten to know Robert Gannon while staying at the boardinghouse. Logan knew Robert was a good man. He didn't like to see him being humiliated like this.

Haas drew himself up to his full height. "As I explained. It has come to my attention that a certain land holding is now eligible for me to enforce my claim. Please tell that to your boss. I'm sure he has the details on file. They've been there long enough." He took a step away from the counter and touched the brim of his Derby hat. "You can send any messages to me at the hotel."

Giving Logan one final look, Haas left the land office, closing the door behind him with unnecessary force. Now that the man was gone, Logan felt the tension drain out of the room.

Logan smiled at Gannon. "I'm glad he's gone."

Gannon sighed and leaned against the counter. "So am I."

"He's new in town?" Logan observed.

Gannon nodded. "Just got in this weekend. He's from Billings."

"Is that so?" Logan replied. "What's he here for?"

"Seems he has a claim on some land around these parts," Gannon said. "It goes back to when Inspiration was just starting up as a town."

"Where's the claim?" Logan asked.

Gannon's features froze. "I don't know. Even if I did know, I couldn't tell you that, Logan." He shifted awkwardly. "You know I'm not allowed to talk about private matters. Client confidentiality is important in this job."

Logan nodded and smiled at Gannon. "I know, Robert, I wouldn't want to do anything to get you fired from your new job." Logan grinned. "You only just got here."

Gannon ran a finger along his collar. His brows furrowed and his eyes were filled with worry. Whatever Haas was up to, it had made Robert Gannon feel distinctly uneasy.

"What can I do for you, Logan?" Gannon asked.

"I need to buy some land," Logan declared. "I've looked at every house for sale in town." He sighed. "There aren't too many. And I haven't seen anything I'd spend a dime on. I need a place for the long haul. Me and the children will be here for years to come."

"You're settling down for good," Gannon said.

Logan nodded. "I sure am. So I need some good land. Preferably not too far from town. Jack and Alice are in school now. I took them there this morning."

"How are they doing?"

Logan smiled. "They're fitting in fine. Miss Chalmers is a good teacher. I think they're going to enjoy school." He laughed quietly. "Which is more than I can say for myself."

"You telling me you were a troublemaker?" Gannon asked.

Logan shook his head. "One of these days, you and I can sit down over a drink and I'll tell you all about my youth." Logan lifted a brow. "I made some bad choices. I guess I didn't appreciate what I had. But that's all changed." Spreading his hands on the counter, he looked at Gannon. "Now. What land do you know about which might be up for sale?"

For the next half hour Logan and Gannon went over some of the available plots of land which might be up for sale. Logan knew that land changed hands all the time out here on the frontier. Claims traded hands every week of the year. Years ago, when the land had opened up, before the government had gotten involved in regulating claims, there had been a frenzy of buyers and sellers. Some folks had become rich buying and selling. And, like everything else where there was profit to be had, it had attracted the good and the bad. Thankfully, things had settled down in recent years. Logan was hopeful he'd be able to buy some suitable land. But, he also knew he might have to be patient.

Agreeing to call back into the office later in the week, Logan left and made his way up the boardwalk. As he walked, he couldn't help thinking about Kirsty. He wondered how she was doing. Today would be her first full day on her own over at the homestead. Earlier that morning, over breakfast, Logan had made the decision to allow Kirsty plenty of space and time. The last thing she needed was for him to be crowding her. In spite of feeling a powerful eagerness to go over to offer his help, he had restrained himself.

Thinking back to the way she'd looked at him yesterday as he and the children had driven away on the buckboard, Logan felt a tugging sensation in his heart. He'd seen the moistness in Kirsty's eyes as she'd said goodbye to Jack and Alice. He liked to think that some of those carefully controlled tears had been caused by his own departure. But he couldn't be completely sure about that. 

When it came to the children, Logan was convinced that Kirsty had strong feelings for them. Having watched them working on the wedding dresses, Logan had seen the way Kirsty and Alice had bonded. And it was clear that Kirsty also took delight in Jack's presence on the homestead. When Logan and the children were on the homestead, the air was filled with laughter and joy.

So how come the only person Kirsty seemed determined to hold at a distance was himself. Just thinking about that caused a heavy ache in Logan's middle. Well, if Kirsty wanted Logan to stay away from the homestead, that was exactly what he was going to do. 

He wasn't sure how long he would hold out. The temptation to go and visit Kirsty was strong. But he'd try and resist for as long as he could. In the meantime, he had to try and find some land to buy. And that wasn't going to be easy.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN







It was Wednesday on the MacAnliss homestead. Calum Shaughnessy had arrived early that bright, sunny morning. He hadn't come alone. He'd brought two of his boys, five-year-old Sean and six-year-old Connor, to help. From the moment they'd arrived all three had thrown themselves into the work. In the morning, they'd worked out in the fields, tending to the crops. 

Now it was near lunchtime, and they were all working around the cabin. With Connor's help, Kirsty attended to the cow, the chickens and the hogs. A fence had also needed mending. Calum and Sean had been working on that for an hour. Just like on the previous days, Kirsty felt like she was working with a team. It felt good. Like she was making progress. Still, she couldn't shift the thought that all of this was merely a temporary situation. A time for honest reckoning was fast approaching. 

 The previous two days had seen the Olson and Schmitt men come to the homestead. Determined not to be outdone by the highly capable and experienced homesteaders, Kirsty had worked alongside them throughout the day. To be fair to the two men, Karl Olson and Gustav Schmitt had followed Kirsty's instructions. Each man had nodded patiently, smiling courteously as Kirsty had told them what she wanted them to do. Not once had either man imposed their own opinions on her. She'd been grateful for that. By the end of both days, plenty of work had been done.

Kirsty went inside the cabin and prepared some lunch for the Calum, Sean and Connor. Once it was finished, she laid the plates out on the table and made her way to the yard. 

As she stood in the yard, her hands planted against her sides, she gazed out across the fields. She could see Calum and two boys working hard. Kirsty called out to them. "Food is ready. Come and get it."

Calum, Sean and Connor started to make their way toward the cabin. As they strode across the field, Kirsty's gaze was caught by the flash of sunlight on metal. It had come from a westward direction, over by the forest which spread along the base of the low-lying hills. Kirsty lifted a hand to her eyes, shading them from the bright sunshine. She saw a movement in the deep shadows of the forest. Kirsty made out the vague shape of a horseback rider. A figure, dressed in dark clothing sat atop a black horse. She took a few steps across the yard, eager to see who could be watching her from what was obviously meant to be a hiding place.

Clearly reacting to Kirsty's movement, the rider moved suddenly, withdrawing into the shadows of the forest. Moments later, she lost sight of the horse and rider. Frustration wrenched at Kirsty. She wondered who it could have been. 

Calum and the Shaughnessy children arrived at the yard. Calum came up to Kirsty. When he saw Kirsty's concerned look, the good-natured smile disappeared from his even features. "Something wrong?"

"I thought I saw someone over in those trees," she told him. "A rider on horseback."

Calum's dark brows furrowed. "You want me to go and check it out?"

Kirsty shook her head. "No. Whoever it was, they've gone." 

It wasn't unusual for riders to use the trail. Not only was it the only trail south in this part of the territory, it also linked many of the homesteads. What unsettled Kirsty was the fact that the unknown watcher had felt the need to hide their presence. She thought about Logan. Could it have been him? Instantly, she dismissed the idea. Logan knew he was always welcome on the homestead. He would never have hidden in the trees like that, she told herself.

Later, after lunch, Calum leaned back in his seat and patted his stomach appreciatively. "That was a fine lunch," he declared. Smiling at Connor and Sean, he added: "Ain't that right, boys."

Connor and Sean grinned. Kirsty smiled back at the boys. "You want some apple pie?" she asked them.

Their eyes lit up. Calum looked across at Kirsty. "Are you trying to stop us from doing any work, Kirsty? Once those boys get to eating pie, I think we can say goodbye to any work this afternoon."

Kirsty saw worry crease the brows of Connor and Sean. She knew their father was probably joking. "Maybe a small piece each then. What about that? And we can keep the rest for later."

Calum nodded. "That makes sense." He lifted a brow and peered at his sons. They both stared back at their father and didn't say a word in protest. Maybe he was just trying to teach them an important lesson in moderation, Kirsty told herself. It couldn't be easy bringing up children out on the frontier. There were so many ways that children could end up on the wrong path. But Calum was a good father to his boys. Kirsty had already seen plenty of evidence of that.

As Kirsty was standing by the table, dishing out the pieces of apple pie, Calum looked up at her. "Bridget asked me to tell you something, Kirsty."

"Yeah? What?" she asked handing Calum his plate.

"We've got a barn raising on Saturday. And we'd be mighty honored if you'd come over."

Kirsty frowned at Calum. "You want me to help out with a barn raising?"

"Well, not exactly. We're having a get-together with the other families. The Olson and the Schmitt families, as well as a few others from homesteads around here. There's going to be plenty of us." Calum forked some pie into his mouth. He grinned and then, after chewing a while, he continued speaking. "We're having a celebration afterwards."

"What are you celebrating?" she asked.

"Raising the barn, of course," Calum exclaimed as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. "It doesn't happen every day of the year. Our old one is getting too small. We need a new one."

"Okay." Kirsty handed the pie-filled plates to Connor and Sean. Both boys tucked in hungrily. Kirsty smiled when she saw the delight on the boys' faces. 

"Bridget says we don't need any excuse to celebrate," Calum said. 

"She's right," Kirsty admitted. Sitting down, she looked at Connor and Sean. "Are you boys going to help with the barn raising?"

Connor nodded. "Pa says me and Sean can lend a hand."

"And they're looking forward to it," Calum said. "Ain't that right."

Having filled their mouths with more pie, all Sean and Connor could do was nod wordlessly.

"We might even have some folks coming from town to help us," Calum revealed.

"Really?" Kirsty replied, trying not to sound too interested. She wondered if that meant Logan and the children would be coming, too. "Maybe I can bring some food," she suggested.

"Make sure you bring some pie," Calum told her and scooped more into his mouth. "So, will you be coming?" Calum asked, lifting a brow.

Kirsty smiled at Calum and nodded. "I'll be there."

Calum grinned. "Bridget will be pleased."

"Tell her I can't wait," Kirsty added.

Calum and the children finished eating their pie. Then it was time to head back out and resume work. As Kirsty cleaned things up in the kitchen area, she thought about the prospect of seeing Logan and the children on Saturday. Of course, he might not come, she told herself. She'd seen the way he'd looked at her before he'd left on Sunday. There had been disappointment in his eyes. And Calum had made no mention of Logan specifically. Kirsty asked herself if she was letting her imagination get the better of her. Best to push thoughts of Logan Kincaid out of her mind, she concluded.

And then, with the cabin back in good order, she headed out to the fields to resume work. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT







"Logan. Can I speak with you in private for a moment?" Robert Gannon murmured to Logan as both men emerged from the boardinghouse dining room having just eaten breakfast. It was Friday morning and Logan would soon be taking Jack and Alice to school. He didn't have much time, but Gannon's expression was serious.

Logan paused in the hall at the foot of the stairs and looked at Gannon. "Sure."

He smiled at fellow guests Lucille and Caroline Brown as they made their way past Logan and into the parlor. Robert's wife, Rebecca lifted a brow at her husband as she passed him by and went into the parlor to join Lucille and Caroline. Robert remained tight-lipped until his wife was in the parlor.

Logan felt curiosity tug at him. Gannon wore a look of deep concern. "What's this about?" Logan asked.

Gannon's eyes shifted toward the open parlor door. "Outside," he murmured and then headed for the front door. Both men made their way out to the porch. Gannon leaned his shoulder against the porch support. Logan took his place alongside Gannon, waiting to hear what the man had to say. It was a cool morning. Bird sounds hung on the air of the tree-lined street.

Gannon leaned his head close to Logan and spoke quietly. "I thought you'd be interested to know something I found out. It's about that man, Haas. You know, the one you met in the land office the other day."

Logan squinted at Gannon. "What about him?"

Gannon frowned. "First. You have to understand that normally I wouldn't talk about this."

"I know you have your professional duties, Robert. I understand that."

Gannon sighed. "I appreciate that, Logan. But, I figured you need to know this. It's only right and proper that I tell you what I've found out."

Logan's curiosity flamed into life. He turned to face Gannon. "Is it about Haas?"

Gannon nodded. "And it concerns someone close to you."

Logan peered at Gannon. "Who?

"Miss Kirsty MacAnliss," Gannon murmured.

Logan drew in a sharp breath. Gannon knew how close Logan and the children had become to Kirsty MacAnliss. All this week, at the boardinghouse dining table, the children hadn't stopped talking about Kirsty's homestead. That had led to some searching questions from Lucille and Caroline Brown regarding just how often Logan was planning on paying calls to the MacAnliss place. 

During other conversations with Robert Gannon, Logan had hinted to the land office man that his friendship with Kirsty was more than just a casual acquaintance. Logan figured Gannon was under no illusions about how much he liked the beautiful homestead owner.

"What about Kirsty?" Logan asked breathlessly. "Is she in some kind of trouble?"

Gannon looked thoughtful for a long moment. "Not immediately."

Logan grasped Gannon's arm. "Tell me what you know, Robert."

The other man looked steadily at Logan. "Haas came to the land office yesterday afternoon. He was in my boss's office for a long time. Voices were raised. And it wasn't just Haas doing the shouting." Gannon grinned. "My boss was holding his own, too." Gannon peered at Logan. "There's something about that man, Haas. Something I don't like."

"What has he got to do with Kirsty?" Logan insisted abruptly.

"Nothing to do with her personally," Gannon explained. "But plenty to do with the land she owns."

"What are you talking about?" Logan demanded.

Gannon tilted his head in the direction of the garden path and made his way down the porch steps. Logan followed Gannon who stepped onto the grass. It seemed like he didn't want anyone in the house overhearing what he was about to say.

Gannon looked straight at Logan. "Haas is an absentee claim owner." Gannon paused, waiting for Logan's reaction. Logan didn't have a clue what Gannon was talking about.

Logan could only frown. "What's that?"

"There are men out West who make a living trading claims. They buy them at a discount from eager sellers who bought the land claims when they weren't worth much."

"What's that got to do with Kirsty? Her pa and ma owned that land for years," Logan said.

Gannon shook his head. "Seems like they didn't own it the way they thought they did."

"Why?"

Gannon sighed heavily. "Haas is claiming that the land belongs to him."

"What!" Logan exclaimed. "That's impossible."

Gannon frowned and then nodded. "It should be. But it ain't."

"How can Haas claim he owns Kirsty's land?"

Gannon's eyes narrowed. "It seems the land her homestead is on was originally purchased by a claim jumper who squatted on it years ago. Back then there was no way of enforcing claims legally. So, the government let folks claim land if they could show evidence they were intending to improve it."

"So how did Haas get his hands on the claim?"

Gannon peered at Logan. "He bought the claim."

"How?"

"That's the way Haas makes his living," Gannon explained. "He buys claims and then waits for them to become valuable. Sometimes for years. Then he moves in, makes his claim legal, and then sells it out from under the poor homesteader who thinks they've owned it all along."

Logan grunted. "You're telling me Kirsty doesn't even own that land?" He could hardly believe what Gannon was saying.

"She does." Gannon tilted his head. "And she doesn't," he added quickly.

"What do you mean? Either its hers or it belongs to someone else." Logan dragged in an impatient breath. "Which is it?"

"It depends," Gannon said. 

"On what?"

"The only way Haas can enforce the claim is if the owner fails to meet certain conditions," Gannon said.

"Like what?"

Gannon suddenly looked uncomfortable. Logan wondered what the man was about to say. Whatever Gannon was thinking, it was making him sweat.

"There's a technicality in the contract. In order to prove the claim, it has to be worked for a certain number of years."

Logan nodded impatiently. "I know that. Five years. They have to work it for five years. And then it belongs to them. That applies to all the homesteaders."

Gannon shook his head. "There's a catch. If the owner is a woman, alone, she can only hold onto the claim if she is a widow." Gannon paused for what seemed to Logan like an interminably long  time. "Or if she is part of a family residing on the claim."

Gannon's words hammered into Logan. He took a step back, feeling as if something hard had just slammed into him. He was silent for a few, long moments. Gannon was staring at Logan.

Logan ran a hand through his hair. "Are you saying that Haas is going to exploit the fact that Kirsty is unmarried so he can take her homestead away?"

Gannon swallowed. "I'm saying exactly that, Logan." The man's voice cracked with emotion. Logan figured Gannon knew how unfair this was. No, Logan snapped inside himself. It was more than unfair. It was unjust.

"He can't be allowed to do that, Robert," Logan exclaimed.

"He has the legal title, Logan," Gannon said. "He bought it years ago. It's old. But it is legal. If he wants to, he can enforce it."

"And then what?" Logan snapped.

"He'll probably sell it on to someone else. For a fat profit," Gannon added with obvious distaste.

"Can't Kirsty offer to buy it from him?"

Gannon lifted a brow. "You know Kirsty better than I do. Do you really think she'd do that? Even if she has the money, which I doubt she has."

Logan knew Gannon was right. Haas would be looking for big money. More than Kirsty had at her disposal. Logan knew homesteaders were never rich. They certainly didn't have enough cash at hand to satisfy the likes of Haas.

A thought crowded into Logan's mind. The only solution. "Then I'll buy it from Haas."

Gannon's eyes widened. "You?"

Logan nodded. "I have the money."

"And then what? If you do end up owning the MacAnliss place, what are you going to do? What will Kirsty say? What will she do when she finds out you own the land she thinks belongs to her?"

Logan groaned and then sighed loudly. Gannon was right. If he did that, there was so much that could go wrong. She might resent him. She may never forgive him. He could end up losing Kirsty forever. Logan thought of what that would mean to Jack and Alice. He'd already seen how disappointed they'd been staying away from the MacAnliss place during the last few days. 

His mind was like a battlefield. Chaotic thoughts warred with one another, making it impossible for Logan to figure out what he should do. 

"When is Haas planning on making his move?" Logans asked.

Gannon rubbed his chin and thought for a moment. "My boss told Haas to come back to the office on Monday. That's when it is all going to be finalized."

"Monday?" Logan snapped. "That only gives us the weekend to come up with a way to stop Haas."

"My boss did all he could to delay this. Haas wanted it all sown up by today. But it isn't going to happen."

Logan rubbed a hand across his brow. "What can I do? I'm not going to stand by and let Haas rob Kirsty of everything she owns. Not because of some stupid bureaucrats in Washington."

"Why don't you talk to Haas, yourself," Gannon suggested. "See if you can talk sense into him. Maybe he'll change his mind."

Logan nodded. Gannon was right. Maybe Haas would respond to such an approach. But, the moment he said that to himself, Logan knew he was fooling himself. 

There was evil in the world. Men could be corrupted. Logan had seen plenty of that during his years drifting and working ranches. Haas was the kind of man who would take delight from enforcing his legal rights. Even if it caused misery to someone like Kirsty.

Turning away from Gannon, Logan lifted up his heart and said a silent prayer. 

Lord. Help me find a way to save Kirsty. Give me the grace of understanding what to do. I love Kirsty with all my heart, Lord. And my children need a mother. They need a family. And Kirsty is the only woman who can offer that. I know that's why You brought her back into our lives, Lord. Help me, Lord.

Gannon was watching Logan carefully, as if awaiting Logan's final decision. 

The answer came to Logan. As the idea drifted clearly into his mind, Logan felt his heart lift. A cautious delight spread its warmth throughout his being. Of course, he said to himself. It was the only way. The solution was staring him in the face. 

He laid a hand on Gannon's arm. "You said Haas can only enforce this contract if Kirsty is unmarried or isn't part of a family."

Gannon nodded. "Yes. That's true."

Logan lifted his head and grinned triumphantly. "Then I know what I need to do." Logan saw Gannon frown as he continued: "It looks like I'm the only person who can stop Haas from stealing what doesn't belong to him."





CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE







Kirsty left the homestead in the middle of Saturday morning. She'd spent the early hours working. Having secured the cabin, she hitched the horse to the buckboard and headed southward down the trail. It was just under an hours ride to the Shaughnessy place. 

As she drove the buckboard, holding tight onto the reins, she thought about what would be waiting for her at the Shaughnessy homestead. Many of the neighboring homesteaders would be there. She was looking forward to seeing them all again.

However, one other person would be there. And she still wasn't sure how Logan Kincaid would greet her. She'd been frosty with him last weekend. Pushing him away had been a hard thing to do, but she'd felt it had been necessary. Especially since she was starting her life all over again. At least, that was what she'd been telling herself all week.

Kirsty couldn't deny that her feelings for Logan had been growing steadily since he'd returned. The memory of the way he'd kissed her still made her heart quicken. And, if she was being honest with herself, during the last few days there had been plenty of times when she'd longed for his presence next to her. Especially during the evenings when she'd been alone in the cabin. That had been when the reality of her situation had struck home. 

She'd missed the sound of the children running around. Their laughter had been a great tonic these last weeks. And attending to their various needs had been a surprising source of delight to Kirsty. The cabin had felt empty this week. There was no way she could sugarcoat that fact.

Lifting her head, Kirsty gazed out toward the forests on either side of the broad valley through which the trail cut. Her heart ached with the beauty of this place, she realized. She was still on her own land. At least she had that, she told herself. It was hers, but there was something missing. She knew what it was. 

Logan. The children. And them all together as a family. That was what was missing. It was a vision of happiness and contentment. After everything that had happened in the past weeks, she doubted it would ever come true.

Narrowing her eyes, she saw a rider advancing toward her from the south. Growing up on the homestead had taught Kirsty to be cautious when it came to strangers. Her rifle was stowed beneath the buckboard seat.

As the rider came closer, she saw that it was a man. Kirsty guessed he was aged in his forties. He was neatly dressed in a dark suit and waistcoat and wore a Derby hat. He looked more like someone used to city living, she reflected. As he drew closer, she saw his features. They were angular, with a thin nose, dark brows and high cheekbones. The man slowed his horse, clearly intending to stop and talk with Kirsty. She started to slow the buckboard. Drawing her shoulders back, she lifted her chin and peered at the man. Shifting her legs back a few inches, she felt the rifle press through her gown and against her legs.

The man halted his horse. Kirsty drew the buckboard to a halt. The man lifted his hat and grinned. "Good morning ma'am." He glanced up at the blue sky. "Fine day, don't you think?"

Kirsty forced herself to smile. "It sure is." She furrowed her brows. "I don't believe we've met, sir."

"I'm just passing through," he said. Running his gaze around the valley, he sighed. "This sure is fine country. The kind of place a man would be proud to own."

Kirsty bristled slightly at that last remark. She noticed that the man hadn't offered his name. Drawing herself up, she stated: "This is my land, sir."

"Your land?" the man exclaimed.

Kirsty nodded. "I know this trail is used for access, by homesteaders around here and folks passing through on their way to town." Kirsty fixed her gaze upon the man. She felt her body tense. There was something about this man that bothered her. His casual manner contained a hint of menace. 

Peering into the man's dark eyes, Kirsty said boldly: "I'd be obliged if you'd move along."

The man's features tightened. His eyes narrowed and he leaned forward, resting his elbows on the pommel of his saddle. "You'd be obliged if I'd get off your land?" he said slowly. "Is that so."

 The tone of his voice had changed. Gone was the jovial, cheerful tone. Now the menace in his voice was unmistakable. Kirsty didn't like it one bit. She pressed her legs against the rifle. The prospect of reaching down to lift the rifle filled her with dread. But she'd do it if she had to.

She saw the pistol at the man's waist and knew he'd be quicker than her.

The man tugged on his reins and shifted his mount a few feet closer to Kirsty's buckboard. Now he was looming over her, she could see the darkness in his gaze. There was cruelty there, she told herself. Kirsty's breath hitched in her chest, but she forced herself to remain calm. She was determined not to show fear to the man. He looked like the kind who would take pleasure from someone else's pain.

"I guess you don't know who I am, Miss MacAnliss, do you?" he murmured.

"How do you know my name?" Kirsty demanded.

The man grinned. "I know a whole lot more than you'd think about this place." He lifted a brow. "And about you."

Kirsty rested her left hand against the seat. From there, the rifle was only inches away. Maybe she could get a hold of it fast enough. Before this man had a chance to pull his pistol from the holster.

Kirsty's heart was pounding furiously. She grasped the buckboard's reins. "I'll be moving on now, sir," she managed to say. 

The man tilted his head. "Will you, now? I was hoping you and I could have a little talk. About something close to your heart."

Kirsty frowned, wondering what on earth the man was talking about. Just as Kirsty was about to flick the reins and try to make her escape from the stranger, she heard a sound from behind her. Turning, she looked northward back up the trail. She saw a buckboard hurtling down the trail toward her, dust flying up from the wheels. Kirsty narrowed her eyes and felt her heart lift as she recognized who was driving the buckboard. One large figure and two smaller figures sat on the buckboard seat.

Logan and the children.

The man straightened and peered at the advancing buckboard. Kirsty saw the man's jaw tighten with frustration.

Moments later, Logan drew his buckboard alongside Kirsty's. Relief mixed with joy flooded through her body as she smiled across at Logan. 

Jack and Alice smiled at Kirsty. The cloud of dust from Logan's buckboard swirled around the rider. The man coughed and then glared at Logan.

Logan stepped down quickly from his buckboard and came to Kirsty. Reaching out, he laid a hand gently on her arm. "Are you okay, Kirsty?" Logan seemed genuinely concerned. She had to admit she was glad to see him.

She squinted at Logan. "Of course, Logan." Kirsty saw the other man glance from her to Logan. He seemed surprised that Kirsty and Logan knew one another. Kirsty saw Jack and Alice watching her and Logan.

Logan turned to the rider and looked up at the man. "I'll be accompanying Miss MacAnliss from here," he declared. There was a sudden firmness in Logan's voice. He sounded like he'd just issued an order.

Kirsty saw the rider stare at Logan for a long moment. Logan's shoulders tightened as he stood, defiantly facing up to the rider. Finally, the rider nodded. He touched the front brim of his hat. "Nice to have met you, Miss MacAnliss," he said. Then the rider glanced at Logan. "And you, sir. I hope to see you some other time." Those last words had been spoken with unmistakable menace, Kirsty told herself.

Logan smiled coldly at the rider. "Sooner than you think," he replied.

Kirsty frowned, wondering why Logan had said that. Did he and the rider already know one another?

The man dug his heels into the side of his horse and rode away. Kirsty sighed with relief. 

Logan's brows furrowed. "What happened?" he asked. 

"Nothing. I just met him on the trail. He's a stranger." She wanted to ask Logan if he knew the man. But, looking across at the puzzled expression on the children's faces, Kirsty told herself this wasn't the time for that conversation.

"Let's get to the Shaughnessy homestead," Kirsty said, taking hold of the buckboard reins.

Logan looked like he wanted to say something else. Instead, he nodded. "You're right. We've got a barn to raise."

"You're going to tell me you've done that before?" Kirsty asked lifting a brow.

Logan grinned. "Sure I have. It'll be a piece of cake," he said. Glancing at the baskets stowed at the back of the buckboard he added: "Speaking of which, I hope you've brought those cakes the children love so much."

Kirsty smiled at Alice and Jack. "Of course I have." The smiles of the faces of the children lifted her spirits. All the worries the stranger had just caused faded away when Kirsty saw the delight on the faces of Jack and Alice. "And I'm sure there'll be plenty more to eat when we get there. Bridget likes to cook."

Glancing at the children, Logan said: "They've been talking about this all morning."

"It's going to be a wonderful day," Kirsty said, determined to lighten her spirits.

When Logan smiled at her, Kirsty felt her heart warm instantly. "It is already, Kirsty."

He went back to his buckboard and soon they were all riding southward toward the Shaughnessy homestead. Kirsty tried to push what had happened to the back of her mind. But it proved impossible. She wondered who the stranger was. And what he wanted. When he and Logan had faced each other down, she had been convinced that Logan and the stranger were acquainted. She promised herself she would ask Logan later that day.

For now, though, she was happy. She, Logan and the children were together again. And that fact made the sun shine even brighter as they made their way down the trail.


CHAPTER THIRTY







By late in the afternoon, the raising of the barn at the Shaughnessy place had almost been completed. Logan stood alongside three of the homesteader husbands, Gustav Schmitt, Karl Olson and Calum Shaughnessy, and examined the result of the last few hours of hard work. About a dozen other men were busy around the newly constructed barn. Over by the cabin, Logan saw a large gathering of women, all frantically busy laying plates out on the long table which had been set up in the yard. Kirsty was in amongst them. Logan noticed that she seemed to be making a determined effort not to look over to him. 

 Right now, plates of food were being set out on the table. Dinner was about to be served. The excited squeals of children cut through the warm, late-afternoon air. Jack and Alice were busy playing with about a dozen of the other homesteader children. Logan smiled appreciatively. This entire afternoon had turned out to be a real gathering of homesteaders. There was a real sense of a community get-together. Everyone knew one another. They'd come from far and wide. He was the only outsider.

The tall frame of the barn was completely raised. Now, all it needed was finishing touches of external walls, a roof and doors and the Shaughnessy family would have a beautiful new barn to replace the slightly dilapidated one near the homestead's cabin. Logan felt a sense of satisfaction. There was nothing like hard, physical work to clear the mind of worry. And he'd had plenty to worry about since seeing Kirsty on the trail talking with Haas. Logan hadn't been able to stop asking himself if Haas had spoken to Kirsty about ownership of the homestead. Judging by Kirsty's reaction, it looked like Logan had arrived in time to prevent that from happening.

The slap of a hand across his shoulder dragged Logan's attention back to the present. Calum Shaughnessy grinned at Logan. "Thanks for helping, Logan." Calum glanced at Karl and Gustav. "And you, too. Many thanks."

Karl Olson, tall, broad-shouldered and blonde-haired, smiled at Calum. "We are all in this together," he said. Karl's Norwegian accent was charmingly thick, Logan told himself.

Gustav nodded. "Karl is right. We must help one another. It's the only way we will prosper." Gustav's German accent was heavy, too. In contrast to Karl, Gustav was short, but possessed a bull-like physique. Logan had witnessed Gustav's surprising strength during the last few hours. Those broad shoulders and thickly muscled arms had proven useful.

A voice called out Calum's name. He looked toward the cabin. "I think my wife is calling me," Calum said and smiled. Logan saw Bridget waving to her husband. Calum glanced from Logan to Karl and Gustav. "I take it you're all staying for the celebration."

"We sure are, Calum," Logan said.

Calum nodded and then headed off toward the cabin.

Once Calum had moved off, Logan turned to Karl and Gustav. "Can I ask you men a question? I need your opinion about something real important," he said.

Karl and Gustav exchanged looks. Then Karl said. "Of course."

"Do you think this is a good life for a family?" Logan asked. "I mean, are your families really happy living on the homesteads?"

Karl's brows furrowed. "I don't understand the question."

Gustav peered at Logan. "Are you asking if it is hard for our families to live this kind of life?"

Logan nodded. "I guess I am."

Gustav thought for a long moment. "My wife didn't always want to be a homesteader," he admitted. "When we came here, at first she wanted to settle in town. But, back home, our ancestors were farmers. This is what they were used to doing all their lives. So it seemed natural for us."

"And the children?" Logan asked. He knew Gustav had four children. Karl had three. 

Gustav and Karl exchanged another long look. 

"My children are very happy on the homestead," Karl said. "They are learning new things all the time. My wife schools them at home. It is too far for them to go into the schoolhouse in town."

Gustav nodded. "My children are happy. We've always been a God-fearing family. My wife and I feel that God has blessed us with this life. We are truly grateful." He shrugged. "It can be hard. Especially during the winter." He gestured toward the other men who were helping with the barn. "But these men are my friends. I always know I can rely upon them if I need something. Or if there is a crisis in our family."

Karl grinned at Gustav. "How do say it in English? We stick together through thick and thin." Karl pronounced the words one by one, his accent making them sound almost funny.

Gustav laughed and slapped Karl on the shoulder. "That we do, Karl," he said enthusiastically.

Karl peered at Logan. "Now do you understand?"

Logan nodded. "I do, Karl. I've been a drifter for too long. I've reached a point where I have to make a decision."

He sighed and gazed across at the cabin. He saw Kirsty pause for a moment and rest her hands on her hips. For the first time since he'd stood alongside Karl and Gustav, Kirsty looked in Logan's direction. She smiled. Logan felt his heart skip a beat. 

He glanced at Karl and Gustav. Both men were watching him carefully. It was Gustav who followed Logan's gaze. He nodded sagely when he saw Kirsty. When Gustav turned to look at Logan, he saw understanding in the German's eyes.

Maybe he'd just shown his hand, Logan reflected. He didn't care about that. Didn't care how many people knew he had feelings for Kirsty. Because it was true, he was no longer prepared to pretend otherwise. The time had come to act. 

Haas wasn't going to wait past Monday. Logan knew that, if he didn't win Kirsty's heart with one final effort, then he might lose her forever.





CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE







After the meal, Kirsty was helping out in the kitchen when Bridget came up to her and tugged on her sleeve. 

"Would you like to take some fresh air?" Bridget murmured.

Wiping her hands on her apron, Kirsty nodded. "Sure."

The small kitchen area was packed with homesteader wives, chatting excitedly, bumping shoulders as they cleaned up after the meal. Some children were causing controlled mayhem in the living area of the cabin. Through the kitchen window, Kirsty could see the men seated at the table in the yard. There was much laughter and good humor as the men relaxed after a long day of physical labor. 

Kirsty followed Bridget into the main living space of the Shaughnessy homestead. Bridget opened the door and gestured for Kirsty to follow her. Outside, the sky was darkening slightly as the sun headed toward the distant mountains. The air was clear and cool. Over at the table, Logan turned and saw Kirsty. His brows rose expectantly for a moment, and then dipped as he realized she wasn't coming to the table. Logan went back to attending to Jack and Alice who were sitting alongside him. 

Kirsty dragged her gaze away from Logan. She could feel the cool beginnings of evening against her skin as she followed Bridget around to the garden area at the rear of the cabin. A short distance from the cabin there was a creek and a grove of trees. 

From the other side of the cabin the laughter of men rang out in the air. Here, in the garden with Bridget, Kirsty felt a relief sweep through her. It was good to be able to share a quiet moment with her best friend. However, Bridget had a familiar look in her eye. One that put Kirsty on her guard.

Kirsty was careful where she put her feet as she followed Bridget to the far end of the garden plot. Whatever Bridget planned to say to Kirsty, it was clearly meant to be private. 

"What do you want to say to me, Bridget?"

Bridget folded her arms and peered at Kirsty. "It's about you and Logan."

"What about us?"

Bridget's brows shot up in a line. "Have you seen the way he's been looking at you today?"

Kirsty clasped her hands at her middle. "I did notice once or twice."

"Twice! A lot more than twice, I can tell you," Bridget exclaimed. "The man can't keep his eyes off you."

Kirsty felt her cheeks flush with heat. "What of it?"

Bridget groaned quietly and gave Kirsty a stern look. "I've been thinking about what we were saying a while back. About you and Logan being together."

Kirsty sighed. "Bridget. I can't talk about that. Not now."

"Why not? Logan Kincaid is a fine man. A changed man. Now that he has children to think of, he's become responsible. I saw him when he was in church. He's a God-fearing man." Now that she was warming to her task, Bridget's Irish brogue was getting heavier with every word. "You're not going to find a better man than Logan. I can tell you that for sure."

Pausing for a long moment, Kirsty stared at Bridget. She could hardly believe that her friend had spoken in such an open and direct manner. Bridget was famous for getting straight to the point. And she had certainly done so this time. 

"I can tell you've been thinking about this for a while," Kirsty said.

Bridget nodded emphatically. "I have. And I have been talking with Calum. He is of the same opinion as me."

Kirsty's mouth dropped open. "Calum hasn't said a word to me about Logan when he's been at the homestead this week."

"Calum is careful about expressing his opinions," Bridget reassured Kirsty. "But he is in full agreement with me."

A worrying thought came to Kirsty. "You don't mean Calum's been talking with Logan, do you?"

To Kirsty's relief, Bridget shook her head. "Calum would never interfere in a courtship."

"Who said Logan and I are involved in a courtship?" Kirsty countered.

Bridget's response was exactly as Kirsty would have expected. She said nothing, clasped her hands at her middle, lifted a querying brow, and gave Kirsty a long look.

"Okay. I admit Logan has been courting me." Kirsty stated.

Bridget smiled. "There. I told you. That wasn't so difficult, was it?" She sounded triumphant and pleased.

Kirsty raised a hand. "But nothing has come of it. And nothing will."

Bridget scoffed. "Tush and nonsense, Kirsty. Don't go pretending to yourself that Logan is only a friend. You can't fool me. He's much more than that. And you know it."

Once again, Kirsty was taken aback by Bridget's honesty. Deep down, Kirsty knew that Bridget was right. Logan was more than just a friend. 

So much more, she told herself.

There was no sense in denying it. She only had to think about how she'd felt when he'd driven up to her buckboard earlier that day out on the trail. She'd felt like she was being rescued from trouble. Protected. 

But one other emotion had stirred in her heart. It had been impossible to deny. Kirsty knew she couldn't deny it any longer.

She'd felt genuine love when she'd seen Logan leap from his buckboard and stride toward her.

Love.

Not just the affection for a good friend. But, love.

She'd seen the look of concern in Logan's eyes. And, once the dark-eyed stranger had been banished, she'd seen Logan's gaze transform into the deepest affection. At that moment, something had awakened in Kirsty's heart. And there was no sense in pretending otherwise.

All throughout the day, she hadn't been able to get Logan out of her mind. 

She'd taken secret delight watching him work with the other men as they'd thrown themselves whole-heartedly into the raising of the barn. And, while Logan had been busy working on the barn, Kirsty had spent time with Jack and Alice. She'd enjoyed wonderful moments with them, sharing in their excitement at this gathering of homesteaders. 

It had been a prefect day. A day of joy and surprising delights. It felt good to spend the day with godly people, all of whom were determined to build a decent life for themselves. It had made her realize that this was where she belonged. This was where God had placed her. She was sure of that now. Now that she had this life, no-one was going to take it away from her.

Kirsty looked at Bridget. "You're right, Bridget," she said. "Logan makes me feel happy."

Bridget lifted a brow. "Just happy, Kirsty?"

Kirsty shook her head. "Much more than that." She still couldn't say the word that rested in her heart. But she was sure Bridget knew exactly what she meant. "From the first moment he walked back into my life, I haven't stopped thinking about what life would be like with Logan." It felt good to be honest with Bridget. 

Bridget's gaze softened. "You and Logan belong together, Kirsty. And those children deserve a good life. A family life, complete with mother and father."

The thought of being mother to Jack and Alice awakened a warm sensation in Kirsty's heart. A growing certainty blossomed into life. For the first time ever, she thought it could become a reality.

"Do you think its possible, Bridget?"

Bridget smiled. "I think its what God has planned for you,"

Mingled in with the heart-warming promise of a life with Logan and the children, Kirsty still sensed uncertainty in herself. "But I don't know for sure if that's what Logan wants."

Bridget shook her head. "There's only one way to find out." Bridget reached out a hand and rested it against Kirsty's cheek. "Tell him how you feel. Give him a chance to open up to you. He'll soon tell you how he feels about you. I think you can trust him to tell you the truth."

Kirsty's heartbeat began to race at the prospect of declaring her feelings to Logan. But there were dangers in doing so. If they opened up to one another like that, wasn't there a chance it could all go wrong? He'd been distant with her recently. What if he'd changed his mind about her?

Her attention was caught by the sound of a child's laughter. Looking across at the cabin she saw Jack starting to race across the field. Stumbling occasionally, he was heading toward the creek and the grove of trees. As he ran, giggling excitedly, Jack turned his head and looked behind him, back toward the cabin. Then Kirsty saw the reason why Jack was looking that way.

Logan strode out from behind the cabin. "Jack. Come back here," he called out.

Logan's voice rang out across the field, but Jack ignored his father. Jack was determined to reach the trees. Suddenly, Kirsty thought about the creek. It would be dangerous for Jack. If he fell in, it was deep enough for Jack to get into trouble. She had to stop him. 

Without saying a word to Bridget, Kirsty lifted her skirts and started running across the field. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO







Kirsty stumbled twice on the loose earth, but managed to stay on her feet. Glancing across at Logan she saw that he was striding quickly after Jack and peering at Kirsty as she raced toward the creek. The little boy had now reached the grove of trees. Being small, it was easy for Jack to quickly race beneath the branches. Moments later, he was lost to sight.

Urgency seized Kirsty as she thought about Jack taking a tumble into the creek. If he did fall in, she was sure he could hurt himself.

Reaching the trees, she ducked beneath the branches and forced herself through the grove. She emerged out on the edge of the  the creek. Sliding to a halt, and slightly out of breath, she peered at Jack who was standing right at the edge of the creek with his back to Kirsty. 

"Jack. Stay where you are," Kirsty ordered.

Jack turned and smiled at Kirsty. "My pa is coming after me. But I got here first. I told him I'd race him to the water."

Kirsty strode to Jack and reached out a hand to him. "Take my hand."

Jack obeyed, gazing up quizzically at Kirsty. "Why were you running?"

"You shouldn't go near the creek. Not while you're on your own, Jack."

The boy frowned and then looked past Kirsty. She heard the sound of branches being pushed aside. She saw Logan emerging. Behind him, Bridget followed close behind.

"Jack. Come here," Logan said firmly.

Kirsty released Jack's hand and the boy ran to Logan. Bridget emerged from the grove.

 Slightly breathless, she peered at Jack. "There you are, Jack," Bridget said. "Are you trying to be naughty?" she asked and then grinned.

Jack shrugged and looked up at Logan. For his part, Logan looked sternly down at Jack. Logan glanced at Kirsty. "Thank you," he said softly.

Fussing with her hair which had become caught in the tree branches, Kirsty smiled. "He's fast."

For a moment, Logan's gaze met Kirsty's. Then Bridget stuck out a hand to Jack. "Come with me, Jack," she said. "Let's go see if there are any of your favorite cakes left back at the cabin, shall we?"

Jack's eyes lit up and he ran to Bridget. Before she led Jack away, Bridget smiled knowingly at Kirsty. Moments later, she and Logan were standing alone by the side of the creek.

Neither of them said anything for a short while. The soft murmur of the creek drifted on the air, mingling with the whispering of the wind through the branches of the trees.

Finally, Logan cleared his throat. "Its been quite a day."

Kirsty nodded. "It sure has. You must be tired after all that work."

"To be honest, it felt good to be working with the others. Especially with men like those," he said glancing back in the direction of the cabin. "They really know what they're doing."

"It's the life they've chosen," she said.

He nodded. "A good life. That's for sure. Homesteading sure brings out the best in people."

She hadn't heard him talk so positively about her kind of life before. "It only brings out what is in there to begin with," she said to him. She really believed that. She'd heard of people who'd tried the homesteading life only to discover that its hardships had made them realize some unpleasant truths about themselves.

As if he was reading her mind, he said: "I guess it teaches folks the truth about what kind of people they really are." He gazed intently at her. "What matters most to them."

Kirsty met his gaze and tilted her head. Her conversation with Bridget emboldened her to get to the heart of the matter with him. "What's important to you, Logan?" 

Logan lowered his head and gazed at Kirsty. He didn't say anything as he advanced. Halting in front of her, Logan lifted his hand and rested the tips of his fingers beneath her chin. His touch sent waves of delight flooding through her. She gasped as she looked up into his eyes.

"You're important to me," he breathed. His words shook her, and she felt her pulse quicken. "More than that," he added. He moved closer. Now she caught his scent on the breeze. "You mean everything to me." Lowering his voice to a soft murmur, he added. "You are truly precious to me, Kirsty."

She felt herself sway. Every muscle in her body seemed to soften as she gazed up into his eyes; as she listened to his every word; as she savored his touch.

She knew what she wanted him to do. And, as if sensing her wish, Logan leaned closer and kissed her. The warmth of his lips sent waves of delight sweeping through her. Logan's arms encircled her, drawing her into his embrace. She felt the strength of his body as she leaned against him. Her mind became an exquisite blank as his kiss continued, sweeping her into a world of joy. Kirsty wanted that joy to never end.

Then he lifted his head and gazed down at her. The corner of his mouth creased with the hint of a smile. His eyes were bright with obvious delight. She'd never seen him look so happy.

"Kirsty," he murmured. She loved the sound of her name on his lips. His eyes flickered hesitantly. He looked as if he wanted to say something more than just her name.

Reaching up, she ran her fingers through his dark hair. "Yes?"

"I have to tell you something," he said quietly.

Smiling up at him, she remembered Bridget's words. "Say what's in your heart, Logan."

His eyes widened slightly. He seemed surprised by her encouraging words.

Holding her close to him, Logan dipped his head and gazed with fervent intensity into her eyes. "Kirsty MacAnliss." He hesitated, and his breathing quickened. "I love you."

His words rang in her ears like sweet music. Joy sprang to life in her heart. She smiled at Logan and dragged in a deep calming breath. There was really only one thing she wanted to say to him. 

"And I love you, Logan Kincaid," she said, meaning it with all her heart. Immediately she'd said the words, a weight lifted from her shoulders. She smiled at him, feeling her spirit rise.

Logan's eyes lit up. This time there was nothing hesitant about his smile. It was as broad as could be.

"You do?" he gasped. 

She laughed quietly. "I do love you, Logan," she murmured. Tilting her head, she furrowed her brow playfully. "I think I might have always loved you. I just didn't realize it before now."

Now it was Logan's turn to laugh. With his arms still wrapped  around her, Logan lifted his head and gazed up at the darkening sky. His joy-filled laugh echoed across the creek. His powerful chest shook as he held her close. It was a laugh which contained delight and relief in equal measure.

Lowering his head, he smiled at her. "You're amazing. You know that, don't you."

Kirsty gazed at him. She realized she could be happy for a very long time if it meant hearing him say sweet words like those to her. "And so are you, Logan." Lifting her hand, she caressed the side of his face. The day old stubble was rough against her skin. "You've changed. That crazy, impulsive boy I once knew has grown up to be a strong, responsible man." She smiled at him. "And you know what?"

Logan lifted his brows. "What?"

"I kind of like it," she admitted.

She felt Logan's body relax against hers. His arms tightened around her. Being in Logan's arms felt good. It felt right. She never wanted him to let her go. He spoke in a low murmur. "When I was gone all those years, I thought about you. Plenty of times."

"You did?"

Logan nodded. "I used to wonder what your life was like. I knew you'd probably be homesteading. Carrying on the life your parents built." He sighed. "But I never realized just how tough and strong-hearted you were. It takes a lot of guts to live a life like this," he said.

"I think everyone over at the cabin would agree with you on that," she said.

Logan's brows furrowed. "They've won my respect today. I can see what they're making for themselves. And their families."

The mention of family, made something sharp hitch in her chest. Instantly, she felt the physical need to put space between herself and Logan. She felt like something was pulling her away from Logan, tugging at her, trying to ruin everything between them. The merest mention of family had done that. She tried to fight the feeling, but it was too strong.

Stepping to one side, she released herself from his embrace. Wrapping her arms around herself, she paced a short distance along the side of the creek. She didn't look back at Logan. But she was sure that, if she'd done so, she'd see a surprised look on his face.

Maybe he was leading up to something, she told herself. Perhaps the next thing he'd speak about would be Jack and Alice. She thought back to what Bridget had said about becoming a mother as well as a wife. She asked herself if she was ready for that. Secretly, in her heart, Kirsty knew the answer to that. In spite of the uncertainty and doubt, she knew, deep down, that becoming a mother to the children would be the greatest gift God would give her. All she needed was the courage to accept her Lord's will.

She offered up a silent prayer. Lord. You have brought all of these blessings into my life. And I feel I hardly deserve such generosity. Grant me the strength to face my doubts. And grant me the wisdom to accept Your will and let Logan and the children into my life for good.

Kirsty sensed Logan move closer to her. Turning, she saw him at her side. His brows were furrowed with worry. Hesitating a moment, he ran a hand through his hair.

"There's something I have to tell you," Logan said. "Its about that man we met today on the trail."

Kirsty narrowed her eyes. "What about him?"

Logan dragged in a deep breath. He looked uncomfortable, as if he was about to tell her something terrible. 

Suddenly, inexplicably, she knew she didn't want to know, Whatever it was, it meant nothing, compared to what Logan had just told her. Now that she knew Logan loved her, and that she loved him, nothing else in the world mattered. If she and Logan loved one another, she wouldn't let anything, or anyone, stand in her way.

As Logan's mouth opened, she lifted her hand to his lips and placed her fingers across his mouth. Logan's eyes widened.

"Whatever you're thinking to tell me about that man, I don't want to know."

She felt his gasp against her fingers. He looked at her with astonishment.

"But, Kirsty," he started to say.

Kirsty shook her head. "No, Logan. Maybe some day you can tell me about him. But not now. Not after what we've said to one another."

Logan's shoulders slumped as if a great weight had been lifted from them. Kirsty leaned closer to Logan, wrapped her arms around his body, and nestled against him. Logan's arms slid around her. Resting in Logan's embrace again, she felt happiness return. This time, all the doubts had been banished.

Kirsty rested the side of her head against Logan's chest. She heard the powerful, steady beating of his heart; she felt the warmth of his body; she inhaled his exquisite manly scent. This was where she belonged. She knew that now. Resting there for a long while, she felt peace settle upon her. She thought of all the times she'd rejected Logan's advances. All the times she'd pushed him away. 

The time for doing that was over, she told herself. She loved this man. And she loved both of his precious children. 

Logan shifted, and Kirsty leaned her head back, gazing up at him. She saw a fresh determination in his eyes.

"Kirsty. I've told you how much I love you," Logan murmured. Kirsty nodded. "You believe me, don't you," he said.

"Of course I do," Kirsty replied softly.

Logan dragged in a deep breath. He swallowed, and she thought he looked suddenly nervous. He glanced left toward the creek. His eyes narrowed. They shifted thoughtfully. With all that had happened, she figured she knew what he might ask her next. A few weeks ago, all of this would have seemed like an impossible dream. But not any longer.

Logan took a step back and grasped Kirsty's hands. His gaze was steady and very determined. "Kirsty."

"Yes, Logan?"

Slowly, Logan eased down onto one knee and gazed up at her. Startled, she gasped as she met his unshifting gaze. 

"Kirsty MacAnliss," Logan said. His voice was shaking with emotion. "Will you do me the great honor of agreeing to become my wife?" Logan gasped, as if he could hardly believe what he'd just said. "Will you marry me, Kirsty?"

Kirsty heard a roaring sound in her ears. Heart pounding furiously, eyes moistening with emotion, she sighed with joy.  She nodded quickly and smiled at Logan. "I will," she exclaimed. 

Logan's features lit up like a new sunrise. "You will?"

Kirsty nodded briskly and laughed. "I will marry you, Logan Kincaid."

He rose quickly, still holding her hands with great tenderness. Facing her directly, he gazed at her, his eyes filled with intense affection. Delight and joy filled her heart. 

"I love you, Kirsty," he declared. And then he swept her into his arms, embracing her. His head dipped and he kissed her again. Her entire being came to life as his tender lips caressed hers. He held her for what seemed like an eternity. Finally, he released her. 

Cupping her chin in his hand, Logan gazed into Kirsty's eyes. "I promise to always love you and care for you," he said softly. He leaned his head closer and kissed her briefly.

When he'd lifted his lips from hers, Kirsty smiled up at him. Reaching her hand up, she shifted some loose, dark hairs which had settled upon his forehead.

"What are the children going to say?" she asked Logan.

He laughed quietly. "They're going to be real happy about this. Back at the boardinghouse, all they talk about is you and the homestead and how much they'd like to live there."

"Really?" she asked lifting her brows.

Logan nodded. "Their dream is going to come true."

Kirsty smiled. "They're not the only ones whose dreams are about to come true," she told him.

"Shall we go and tell them?" Logan suggested.

Kirsty nodded. "I can't wait."

Logan slid his arm around Kirsty's waist. They made their way through the grove and across the field to the cabin. Emerging into the yard, Kirsty saw the heads of everyone seated at the table turn and look at her and Logan. There were some shocked expressions as they took in the sight of her and Logan standing, locked together like this. There was no sight of Alice or Jack. Kirsty figured the children must be inside the cabin with Bridget.

Gustav, Karl and Calum left the table and came across to her and Logan.

"We have an announcement to make," Logan declared. His voice was filled with pride as it echoed across the yard. The three men exchanged smiles.

The door to the cabin opened. Bridget emerged, with Jack and Alice on either side of her. Kirsty saw Alice's mouth drop open. Jack's eyes widened. Then both children broke into a run, racing toward her and Logan.

Both children tumbled against Kirsty's skirts. She held Jack and Alice close to her. Smiling at the children, she laughed. 

"Is it true, pa?" Alice asked.

"It sure is," Logan announced. He ruffled Jack's hair. "Kirsty is going to be your ma," Logan said. Looking at Kirsty, Logan added: "Isn't that right."

Kirsty gazed down at the children. Both them were staring up at her, wide-eyed. Their faces were bright with joy. "Your pa is right." Kirsty leaned down and smiled at them. "Your pa and I are going to be married."

Both children cried out with delight and threw themselves into Kirsty's arms. She hugged Jack and Alice tightly against her. She heard muffled moans of happiness from the two of them. Holding them close, Kirsty savored their expression of pure joy. 

Finally, she released them and stood. She took Jack and Alice by the hand and gazed at Logan.

Logan addressed the gathering of homesteaders which had congregated around himself and Kirsty. "I just wanted you all to know the good news." He slid his arm around Kirsty's waist and grinned. "Kirsty has agreed to become my wife."

Every homesteaders began to cheer and applaud. Bridget raced up to Logan and Kirsty.

Bridget hugged Kirsty. "I'm so happy for you," she said. Her voice cracked with emotion. Turning to Logan, she hugged him too. "You've got yourself someone real special there, Logan. But I guess you already know that."

Logan smiled at Kirsty. "I sure do, Bridget."

For the next few minutes Logan and Kirsty received congratulations from each of the homesteader families. A toast was raised to the newly-announced couple. It was the perfect end to what had been a wonderful day, Kirsty reflected as she stood alongside Logan and the children. The celebrations continued until the sun was beginning to set behind the distant mountains.

Then it was time for Logan and the children to head back to Inspiration. Getting ready to follow him in her own buckboard, Kirsty said her farewells to the Shaughnessy family and the other homesteaders. Logan announced that invitations to the wedding would be forthcoming. That was fine by Kirsty. After the homesteaders, invitations would have to be made to folks in town. Especially her cousin, Abby. Kirsty wondered how Abby would react to the news. She'd be excited. That was for sure.

Heading back up the trail in the growing darkness, Kirsty's heart sang with happiness. The children kept looking back at her. Logan could hardly keep his eyes on the trail. Pretty soon, they'd be moving into the homestead, Kirsty told herself. Then they'd all be a family. 

Kirsty lifted up her heart to the Lord and offered a quiet prayer. Thank you, Lord. For giving me this wonderful blessing. My gratitude will be everlasting.

Logan called back to Kirsty. "What do you say to going to church tomorrow and telling the whole town."

"That sounds like a good idea," Kirsty replied. "I'll bring my buckboard and collect you at the boardinghouse."

Logan nodded. "That's a good plan." He turned to Jack and Alice. "What do you think?"

The sound of the children's delight rang out across the darkening fields.

Kirsty smiled. They'd be at the homestead soon. It wouldn't be the MacAnliss place anymore. It would be the Kincaid family home. 

And, as she guided the buckboard along the trail, Kirsty told herself she liked the sound of that.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE







"Are you all ready?" Logan heard Kirsty call into the boardinghouse. Outside, the Sunday morning sunshine was bright. As he and the children made their way downstairs, Logan saw through the open door. Kirsty was standing on porch. She looked beautiful, dressed in her green gown and matching bonnet. Logan's heart skipped a beat and joy filled his heart. He saw Kirsty's buckboard parked beyond the garden gate.

Miss Hannigan emerged from the parlor, tugging on her gloves. She was dressed in her Sunday finest, too. Jack and Alice raced outside and threw themselves at Kirsty. Laughing happily, Kirsty reached down and hugged both children.

"You can come with us, Miss Hannigan," Logan said.

Miss Hannigan shook her head. "I'll let you all go ahead. I'd like to take some exercise." Glancing through the open door, she added: "It's a lovely day."

Logan figured Miss Hannigan just wanted to give him, the children and Kirsty a chance to begin the day together. Not just the day, Logan reflected. Their new life. Upon Kirsty's arrival a few minutes earlier, Miss Hannigan had already congratulated her on the wedding announcement. 

He was still reeling from what had happened yesterday. Kirsty was going to be his wife! From this moment on, his life would be complete. Glancing at the children, his heart warmed as he witnessed their joy. Finally, they would have the family they deserved. They'd live at the homestead. Logan and Kirsty had talked about that briefly, last night, before he'd brought the children back to the boardinghouse. They'd also discussed when the wedding would take place. It couldn't come soon enough for Logan. 

Kirsty had reminded Logan that she already had a suitable dress, having made one for Abby's wedding. Maybe they'd be married within a week or two. They'd find out this morning when they told Pastor Joseph. 

They all hurried to the buckboard. As usual, the children sat on the back. Logan took the reins and glanced at Kirsty. "Ready?"

Kirsty slid her arm inside Logan's. "Let's go and tell the whole town."

Logan smiled and then flicked the reins, sending the single horse moving at a slow stride. Main Street was quiet. Folks were making their way northward along the boardwalk, in the direction of the street which led to the church. A few people glanced at Logan, Kirsty and the children. The onlookers stopped in their tracks and peered disbelievingly at the occupants of the buckboard. Logan grinned. It seemed they'd been noticed.

As the buckboard passed the hotel, a solitary figure walked out onto the boardwalk. The man, dressed in a dark suit and smoking a cheroot, halted and stared at the buckboard. He looked shocked to see Logan and Kirsty and the children all together on the same buckboard.

Logan's breath halted in his chest as he realized who he was looking at.

Haas.

Kirsty tugged on Logan's arm. "Is that the man who stopped me on the trail yesterday?"

"It sure is," Logan confirmed, slowing the buckboard. An idea came to him.  A chance to do something to put an end to Haas's ambitions once and for all.

Logan steered the buckboard toward the hotel and halted a mere few feet away from the Haas. 

"Morning," Logan called out.

Haas, still visibly shocked looking, took a puff of his cheroot and quickly blew out the smoke. He didn't say a word in response to Logan's greeting.

"Just thought we'd stop and say hello," Logan continued. "And I thought I'd give you the good news."

Haas lifted a weary brow. "What's that?"

Logan swept his arm around Kirsty's shoulder and hugged her tight. "Miss MacAnliss and I are engaged to be married."

Haas coughed loudly and dropped his cheroot. "You're what?"

"We're getting married," Kirsty confirmed. "Isn't that wonderful?"

Haas took a while to get his breath back. Eyes watering, he stared at Logan and Kirsty. Then he peered at the children. Haas cleared his throat. When he spoke, his voice was a dry wheeze. "You're all going to be living at the homestead?"

"We sure are," Kirsty stated. Turning, she smiled at the children. "All four of us. One big happy family. Isn't that right?"

Jack and Alice didn't let Logan down. They both cheered loud enough that the sound echoed all the way down Main Street.

Logan peered at Haas and smiled. "I'm sure you're happy for us," he said in a teasing tone of voice. 

Haas's brows furrowed and he was silent for a few long moments. Reaching down, he picked up his cheroot and stuck it between his lips. For a long moment, he peered steadily at Logan. Logan saw the darkness in Haas's eyes. Logan didn't doubt that the man knew he'd been beaten.

Haas bowed his head once and then smiled. "Congratulations. I hope you'll all be happy in your homestead."

Logan sighed. Sometimes life could be so good, he said to himself. He corrected that thought immediately. The Lord was good. He moved in mysterious ways, but He knew how to bring good into the world. Haas had been defeated, and he knew it.

 Logan knew that his beautiful bride-to-be and their precious family were all the good he'd ever need.

He bid farewell to Haas and drove the buckboard all the way to the church. On the way there, Kirsty looked at him. "What are you smiling so much about?" she asked.

"I'll tell you some other time," he replied.

They arrived at the church and made their way inside. They told Pastor Joseph the good news. He was overjoyed and gave them his most sincere blessings.

And, once the church was filled to capacity with the congregation of worshippers, Pastor Joseph stood and made the announcement of Logan and Kirsty's engagement. He invited Logan, Kirsty and the children to stand up as everyone applauded.

The blessings of the Lord were great, indeed, Logan said to himself as he gazed at Kirsty and the children.
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