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Dear Reader,




This is the first novel in a miniseries set in the Texas Hill Country town of Testament Creek. The series is about three Kansas City women who inherit an equal share in a ranch. Through the course of the novels all three of the women shows their unique strengths as they work together to build their new lives. 

And, of course, each of them finds love along the way. 

I hope you enjoy the series.




MAYA










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

1 John 4:11


CHAPTER ONE







TESTAMENT CREEK, TEXAS




JUNE 1875




"The stagecoach is late," Cal Logan said irritably to attorney Lyle Warner who was standing next to him on the boardwalk in front of the only hotel in Testament Creek. It was midday, and the boardwalk which stretched both sides about half a mile up Main Street was busy with a few dozen of the roughly seven hundred inhabitants of the Hill Country town. Stores were open and doing brisk business. And, judging by the noise coming from inside them, so were the two saloons, one on each side of the street. Cal didn't much care about that, seeing as how he wasn't the type to spend much time in saloons.

Lyle, a short, stocky man dressed in a dark suit, scooped a watch from out of his waistcoat, squinted at it in the bright sunshine, and frowned. "I hope there hasn't been any trouble," he replied.

Cal nodded. "There's been some robberies this year between here and Austin."

Lyle tapped his foot impatiently. "It would be most unfortunate if anything were to happen at this late stage in the proceedings."

Cal smiled. Lyle couldn't help talking like a man who spent his days up to his elbows in law matters. The curiosity which had been pulling at Cal for weeks, tugged on him one more time. Cal decided to try one last time before the stagecoach arrived. Maybe Lyle would spill the beans. "You sure you can't tell me, Lyle?" Cal asked and lifted a brow, looking down at the older man. Cal gave Lyle his best smile.

Lyle shook his head. "You know I can't break client confidentiality, Cal. You'll know soon enough."

Cal sighed heavily. He'd been trying for the last month to find out who it was who'd inherited the Circle T ranch just outside of Testament Creek. As foreman of the spread, Cal had figured he might be entitled to know the identity of who was about to take over the running of the ranch. Not just the running, but the complete ownership. But it seemed Lyle wasn't going to budge. Cal would have to wait for the arrival of the stagecoach. Then he would know to whom Silas had left the biggest ranch for miles around. Cal hoped it would be someone who knew about ranching. If not, he was sure there would be trouble coming his way.

Cal tugged at the collar of his cotton shirt and leaned against the hitching rail. He wasn't used to standing still for this long. He was itching to be back at the ranch. There was work to be done. The sooner this was over, the better, he told himself.

He thought about the old man. At least that was what Cal had called Silas Rowen while he'd been alive. The truth was, Silas had been something of a father figure to Cal. Thinking about the way Silas had died still made a hard pain twist in Cal's gut. Just over a month ago, at the end of April, Silas had been riding into town when his horse had stepped in a hole, broken a leg, and fallen. Silas had ended up beneath the fallen horse. A few of Silas's ribs had broken, busting his insides, and he'd bled out before he'd been found by one of the ranch hands. 

Cal sighed. It had been a tragedy, alright. Texas was a dangerous place to live. Silas had known that. But it hadn't stopped him from coming here a year ago from Kansas City, buying up a ranch and starting a new life at the ripe old age of forty. Silas had been looking for excitement, and he'd found it. Maybe not in the way he'd imagined when he'd first gotten the idea to come to Texas and start life as a ranch owner.

Now he was gone. And a cloud of uncertainty had been hanging over the Circle T ever since Silas had been buried at the church. He'd been laid to rest in the Texas land he'd hoped would be his home for years to come.

Cal heard the roar of wheels and turned his head, looking north. A stagecoach came thundering down the trail.

"There it is," Lyle exclaimed, sounding relieved.

"Sure is in a hurry," Cal observed.

And it was. Horseback riders and folks just crossing the street leaped out of the way to avoid being run over by the stagecoach. When it slid to a halt in front of the hotel, a huge plume of dust enveloped Cal and Lyle. The older man coughed as he stepped back. Cal wiped dust from his eyes and peered up at the two men on the stagecoach's seat. A few large trunks were tied down on the roof of the stagecoach. 

As the dust cleared, Cal took a step toward the stagecoach and tried to see inside. Whoever was in there had drawn down the dark brown blind. The taller of the two stage drivers leaped down from the seat.

"You're late," Cal said to the burly-looking man. 

The driver shook his head. "Had some trouble on the way here. A couple of galoots got the idea there was some good pickings to be had here."

The other man held up his Winchester rifle and laughed. "We gave them some lead to change their minds. They left with their tails between their legs."

Cal glanced at the stagecoach window. "What did your passenger think of that?"

"They didn't see any of it," the driver replied.

Cal frowned. "They?"

The man nodded. "Just as well, if you ask me. They're not used to that kind of thing. Being from Kansas City and all."

Cal glanced at Lyle, but the attorney just gave him a blank look.

The driver went to the stagecoach door and pulled it open. Leaning his head inside, he said: "We're here, ladies. If you'd just make your way out, we can get your belongings down." He turned and looked at Lyle. "I take it you're here to welcome them?" he asked.

To Cal's astonishment, Lyle smiled. "We sure are. We can take it from here." Lyle looked up at Cal. "That's right, Cal, isn't it?"

Cal frowned. For the moment he was speechless. Finally, he managed to blurt out: "What's going on, Lyle?"

Before Lyle had a chance to reply, Cal saw a gloved hand emerge from inside the stagecoach and grasp the side of the open door. It was followed by the figure of a woman dressed in a green gown. But not just any kind of woman. Cal felt his pulse race as the woman's gaze met his. Her green eyes shimmered and she smiled. Cal swallowed. 

She was beautiful. 

The woman stepped down from the stagecoach and delicately clasped her hands at her middle. She was poised and elegant as she peered back into the stagecoach. Whoever she was, she had fine manners, Cal told himself.

For a moment, Cal told himself that the new owner of the Circle T must still be inside the stagecoach. Then he saw another figure emerge. Another woman. She was as equally well-dressed as the first woman. She possessed pretty features and blonde hair, in contrast to the dark hair of the first woman. 

The blonde-haired woman was blue-eyed and dressed in a light blue gown and matching bonnet. She took her place by the side of the first woman and gave Cal the briefest of smiles. 

Cal stepped down from the boardwalk and peered inside the open door of the stagecoach. As he did so, a voice rang out. "I thought we'd never get here."

The sound of the woman's voice made Cal lean back and watch as yet another figure started to step out of the stagecoach. The woman, this time a brunette, was dressed in a red gown. She looked at Cal, extended a white-gloved hand, and made it obvious she expected Cal to help her out of the stagecoach. Cal did just that, assisting her down onto the dusty street. The brunette took a place alongside her traveling companions. Glancing inside the stagecoach, Cal realized there was no-one else in there.

Three women? Cal frowned at Lyle, seeking an explanation. Was this why Lyle had steadfastly refused to answer any of Cal's questions?

"Mr Warner," the first woman said brightly as she shook Lyle's hand. She had a pleasant voice, but there was a firm and decisive quality to it. "A pleasure to see you again."

"Miss Taylor," Lyle said to the first woman.

She smiled and shook her head. "No more formalities, Mr Warner. First names only please, from now on. Call me Prudence."

Lyle nodded. "I shall do just that."

Prudence peered quizzically at Cal. "And you must be Mr Logan. The foreman of the Circle T. Mr Warner here has told us about you."

Cal restrained the urge to demand an explanation from Lyle. Instead, he forced himself to smile and lifted his Stetson from his head. "That's me, ma'am," Cal said. 

Cal glanced from Prudence to the other two women. All three women were in their early twenties, he guessed. And all were beauties. Each of them was staring at Cal. Maybe he was the first cowboy they'd ever seen. That thought made Cal feel uneasy. He shifted on his heels and stared at Lyle.

Now was the time for some introductions, Cal told himself. And explanations. 

There was the sound of luggage being removed from the roof of the stagecoach. The stage drivers were lifting what looked like heavy trunks down from the roof.

Lyle smiled awkwardly at the women and gestured toward the boardwalk. They followed Lyle up onto the boardwalk. As Cal helped the men lift the trunks down from the stagecoach he heard Lyle explain to the women: "Ladies. We will transfer your luggage to our carriage. It is only a short ride to the ranch. I'm sure you all must be tired after your long journey."

Cal felt like he must be dreaming. As he took hold of one end of a trunk and started walking with the other man toward the nearby buckboard, he saw Prudence watching him carefully. Cal and the drivers worked for a few minutes loading the trunks onto the rear of the buckboard. Finally, wiping his hands, Cal stood waiting by the side of the buckboard. He couldn't hear what Lyle was saying to the three women. But, whatever it was, it was making the women nod their heads in unison.

They came over to the buckboard. He saw the blonde's eyes widen as she looked at the buckboard. Cal figured she looked unpleasantly surprised. Maybe she was used to finer carriages, he told himself. 

Curiosity was burning Cal up, now. Lyle and the women paused before getting up onto the wide seat. It was going to be a crush, and no mistake, Cal told himself. Lyle had his own horse which was tied up to the rail alongside the buckboard. He'd be riding behind as they headed to the Circle T. That would leave Cal with the three woman. He predicted some awkward moments during the coming ride to the ranch.

Cal smiled at the three women. "Since we're on first name terms, you can all call me Cal."

All three women raised their eyebrows.

Lyle stepped forward. "This is Prudence Taylor," he said gesturing toward the first woman who'd emerged from the stagecoach. "This is Miss Grace Murray," he said nodding toward the blonde beauty. "And this is Miss Hope Paterson."

Cal shook their gloved hands, one by one. As he did so, he was sure he saw each of their faces flush a slight shade of pink. Maybe they weren't used to the Texas heat, he told himself. Or maybe it was the sight of a Texan cowboy which was making them blush.

Shaking the hand of Miss Prudence Taylor, Cal was taken aback when she leaned closer to him and spoke softly. "You seem surprised, Mr Logan."

"Me, ma'am?" Cal shook his head. "Just admiring all this fine beauty on display. That's all." He'd figured it was a humorous remark to make. Cal liked keeping  things friendly. Especially when he met someone new. But, he realized he'd made a mistake when he saw the reaction to his playful comment. Maybe it was because her was still trying to make sense of what was happening. Were these really the new owners of the Circle T?

He saw Prudence's mouth drop open slightly.

Lyle cleared his throat. "Cal. Just so you know. These three fine ladies are now the owners of the Circle T ranch."

Prudence lifted a brow. "I guess that means we're your boss, Mr Logan."

Cal dragged in a deep breath and schooled his features. He forced a smile. "That's mighty good news, ma'am." Then he looked at all three women who were about to take possession of the ranch. Three outsiders who probably didn't know a single thing about ranching, let alone what it took to live the Texas life. Cal didn't know what to make of it. But there was one thing he did know for sure. 

His world had just been turned upside down.


CHAPTER TWO







"How many head of cattle are there on the ranch, Mr Logan?" Prudence asked as the rancher guided the buckboard northward on the trail. The trail cut across a wondrous landscape of rolling hills, the colors a mixture of bright greens and dusty browns, distant forests and the occasional rocky outcrop. For the last half hour Prudence had gazed upon the landscape with amazement. This wasn't Kansas City, she told herself. Glancing at Hope and Grace, she saw her two companions were also impressed. Lyle, the lawyer, had ridden ahead and would meet them at the ranch. It seemed there were some papers all three women had to sign.

The foreman of the Circle T straightened abruptly and cast a curious glance at Prudence. He seemed momentarily lost for words, as if she hadn't the right to ask a question like that.

She saw him force a smile, just like he'd done back at the town when Lyle had told him that she, Grace and Hope were now the co-owners of the ranch. He'd looked shocked then. Now, he just looked perplexed.

"My name is Cal, ma'am," he insisted, clearly avoiding her question.

"Is it a large spread?" she repeated. Before heading out to Texas, Prudence had done some reading about ranches. She was no expert. Not yet, anyway. That would come in time. But she knew enough to ask questions.

"About a thousand head at the moment," Cal revealed. "More on the way."

Prudence nodded thoughtfully and said nothing in reply. She glanced at Hope and Grace who were sitting alongside her on the buckboard seat. Prudence had only met them for the first time a few weeks ago when Lyle had come to read them the contents of Silas Rowen's will. It would be an understatement to say that all three women had been shocked to learn that Silas had left an equal share of his ranch to each of the three women. The only thing which united Hope, Grace and Prudence was their professional connections with Silas before he'd come out to Texas just over a year ago to start a new life as a ranch owner.

Cal interrupted her recollections. "Does a thousand head sound like a lot to you, Prudence?" There was a mischievous quality in his voice. She thought he might be testing her knowledge.

"A thousand does seem like a large herd," she answered tentatively. "I'm sure it takes a lot of work to manage a herd of that size. But that's what we're looking forward to learning about. Now that we're here."

Cal nodded slowly and glanced at Hope and Grace. "Uh huh. What about you ladies? How do feel about taking ownership of the ranch? Are you looking forward to becoming ranchers?"

Prudence saw Hope and Grace glance at each other. She knew that both women had some reservations about the great adventure upon which all three of them had embarked. She'd heard Hope and Grace express some concerns during the rail journey to Austin and also while they'd endured the rough and tumble trip on the stagecoach. 

Hope smiled at Cal. "I think we all feel a great debt of gratitude to Mr Rowen for leaving this place to us. It really is a great privilege." Hope smiled at Prudence. "I think we're still a little in shock, to be honest."

Cal nodded. "Silas was a good man. A hard-working man. A man of fine character." Cal scoffed. "And, around these parts, that's not something you find too often."

Grace was sitting pressed up against Prudence. She felt Grace stiffen. "Are you saying there's problems with law and order around these parts?"

Cal's mouth turned down. "No, ma'am. Any trouble there is comes with the territory. This is a place where folks come to try and get what they want. Sometimes that attracts good people, like Silas. It also attracts the bad."

Grace frowned. "I'm used to dealing with legal matters, Cal."

"You are?" he asked, lifting a brow.

Grace nodded. "I worked in an attorney's office. That's how I met Mr Rowen. He came into the firm where I worked seeking legal advice on buying the ranch. We met and he seemed to take a shine to me." Grace blushed slightly. "I think he found our advice useful."

"Is that so?" Cal replied. He glanced at Prudence. "And you, Prudence. How did you meet Silas?"

"I was his instructor for a while. He wanted to learn Spanish. And he employed my services as a tutor."

That seemed to surprise Cal. "Spanish, huh? Well that sure did come in handy in these parts. Silas was fluent. You did a fine job, Prudence."

Prudence felt herself blush at the unexpected compliment. "He was a very good student. A quick learner." 

She thought back to the many months she'd spent tutoring Silas. The man had applied himself with fierce rigor to the learning of the Spanish language. Silas had told her he had big plans and that they involved acquiring land and property near the border with Mexico. Silas had planned to make trips into Mexico. Apart from that practical concern, Silas had been an enthusiastic learner because he saw it as part of his new life. Silas had been the kind of man who always wanted to broaden his horizons. And he'd had the money to do so. The question of where that money had some from had never been brought up in any of her conversations with Silas.

Sadness awoke in Prudence's heart as she recalled Silas's bright and alert mind. When it had come to learning, he'd had the enthusiasm of a young child. Silas had been the kind of man who wanted to achieve things in life. Prudence had found him delightful. He'd be sadly missed.

"And you, Hope?" Cal asked finally.

The buckboard hit a bump on the trail and Hope grasped the side of the seat. With her other hand she held onto her bonnet. "I was Mr Rowen's nurse for a short while."

"Was he ill?" Cal asked.

Hope nodded. "Just before he came to Texas he fell ill. For a while it looked like he wouldn't be able to come here at all. But he made a full recovery."

"Thanks to your fine care, no doubt," Cal said.

Hope's cheeks flushed pink. Prudence already knew how modest Hope could be. She didn't like to sing her own praises. Prudence guessed Hope was a fine and highly-skilled nurse. "I did my professional duty to the best of my ability. Mr Rowen seemed to appreciate what I did for him."

Cal nodded. "Looks like he appreciated what every one of you ladies did for him. So much so that he decided to leave the ranch to you all." Cal tilted his head and sighed. "That's one mighty big way to show appreciation," he said, sounding like he could hardly believe it.

The buckboard crested a ridge. Cal drew the carriage to a sudden halt. "There you are," he announced. "That's the Circle T ranch house."

Prudence gasped in perfect unison with Hope and Grace. All three women gazed down into the valley.

"It's beautiful," Hope exclaimed.

Prudence agreed. The white-fronted, two-level, ranch house sat in a wide valley. A semi-circular grove of trees surrounded the cluster of buildings on the north side. The land around the ranch house was sprinkled with the blue of flowers. She'd read about the bluebonnets and already seen plenty of them on the drive up to the ranch.

She saw two corrals, and three large buildings which she guessed were barns or stables. A long building that looked like a bunkhouse was set off to one side past the corrals. A narrow river ran through the valley off to the east. She saw some men in one of the corrals. They were dealing with an ornery-looking horse. The ranch had everything she'd read about in the books back in Kansas City. But seeing it for real made Prudence's heart skip a beat with excitement.

Cal tipped his Stetson up and smiled at Prudence. "What do you think?"

Prudence nodded. "It's big."

"It sure is," Cal said, with a hint of pride in his voice.

Prudence glanced at Hope and Grace. They both looked shocked. Maybe they hadn't realized just what they'd inherited. Well, it belonged to them all now. Each of them was an equal share owner of this ranch. This was where they would all be living. This was to be their home.

Prudence offered up a quiet prayer. Lord. I thank You for bringing me to this beautiful land. And to this wonderful ranch. May I prove worthy of Your gracious gift. I ask that you grant me wisdom and strength in the coming days and weeks. Amen.

Prudence gazed down at the ranch. Her heart was pounding with excitement. She felt Cal's body press softly against hers. Glancing up at him, she saw he was gazing at her with obvious curiosity. Prudence felt her throat tighten as Cal held his gaze steadily upon her. 

A thought drifted into her mind. Cal Logan was handsome. Dark eyes matched his dark hair; angular features were pleasing to the eye; an evenly-proportioned chin and high cheekbones created a perfect symmetry. His broad-shouldered body, so close to her, felt powerful. She schooled her features, even as she felt her cheeks flush with heat.

She told herself Cal must be wondering what was going to happen, now that he had three women to deal with. Three bosses, who'd be able to give him orders. Seeing the ranch for real now, reminded Prudence that she, Hope and Grace had plenty to learn about ranch life. Well, it looked like they'd come to the right place. And, if she was right about Cal Logan, he might just be the best man to show them how to run a ranch. From the first moment she'd met Cal, Prudence had gotten the impression that the handsome ranch foreman knew plenty about ranching.

"Let's go see your new home," Cal said and flicked the reins. 

As the buckboard lurched forward, Prudence smiled at Hope and Grace and wondered what the future held for all three of them. 

One thing was for sure. It would be nothing like living in Kansas City.


CHAPTER THREE







The sounds of the three women's delight echoed through the inside of the ranch house. Cal stood by the window in the parlor and listened to the enthusiastic gasps from all three newcomers as they made their way from one room to another. Lucia, the ranch's housekeeper was doing her best to give Prudence, Hope and Grace a tour of their new home. Cal had figured it wasn't his place to do such a thing, in spite of the entreaties by Prudence.

"I think they like their new home," Lyle said from behind Cal.

Cal turned and went to sit at one end of the long table. To his right, Lyle was busy laying out some papers on the table. "Look here, Lyle. This doesn't make sense. Why would Silas leave a ranch to three women who know nothing about how to run the place?"

Lyle looked over the top of his glasses at Cal. "It was Silas's wish. It's all legal. There's nothing that can be done about it." Lyle lifted a brow. "I presume you're not suggesting we disregard Silas's wishes."

Cal sat back in the chair and shook his head. "Of course not. I wouldn't do a thing like that." He sighed heavily and peered across at Lyle. "But you know this isn't a place for women to be working. They're not going to be able to run this place."

A loud whoop of delight came from upstairs. It seemed like the new arrivals were being shown their bedrooms, Cal reflected. 

Lyle smiled patiently. "If I was you, I'd be careful saying anything like that around those three. Each of them has a strong personality. And I don't think they'd take too kindly to you doubting them, or their abilities."

Cal groaned with frustration. "They don't know what it takes to run a ranch."

"That's where you come in, Cal. You are the foreman here, aren't you?"

Cal sighed. "I'm not going to become a babysitter."

Lyle's eyes widened. "Again, I'd counsel you to be careful with that kind of language. When I met these ladies in Kansas City last month to tell them about their inheritance, they all struck me as women who won't take any nonsense."

"I'm not planning on giving any of them a hard time, Lyle."

"I trust you, Cal. I know how much Silas meant to you. And how highly he thought of you."

Cal thought back to when Silas had hired him. The newcomer to Texas had been looking for a ramrod to handle his newly acquired spread. It seemed he'd interviewed some men, and found that all of them lacked what Silas thought was needed to run a ranch. Cal never did find out why Silas had taken a liking to him. All he did know was that Silas had hired him and given him full responsibility for the running of the Circle T. 

Cal had been honored by Silas's faith in him and had done everything he could to justify that trust. Now there were three new owners of the Circle T. If this was what Silas had wanted, then Cal reckoned it was his duty to find a way to make sure it came to pass.

"You're right, Lyle. I owe a lot to Silas. And I love the Circle T more than anything." Cal heard footsteps pounding down the staircase. The women were coming to the parlor. Cal's jaw tightened with frustration. "I'll do what I have to."

"I know you will, Cal," Lyle said quietly and then went back to shuffling papers.

Prudence, Grace and Hope all came into the parlor. Behind them followed Lucia. The young, dark-haired woman's eyes were bright with delight. She'd clearly enjoyed showing her new employers their home. Lucia lived with her husband Pedro, and their five-year-old son Ramon, in a small cabin to the rear of the main ranch house. She and Pedro had been on the Circle T since Silas had bought the place. They took care of just about everything domestic around the big house.

"I take it from all the noise I've been hearing that you like your rooms," Cal said, trying to sound friendly.

Grace smiled. "This house is so large."

"Plenty of room for everyone," Cal agreed.

Lyle stood and gestured to the seats around the table. "Please. Take your seats, ladies. I have some final papers I'd like you to sign." Lyle asked Lucia to bring some coffee for everyone.

The three newcomers came and sat at the table. Prudence took her place at the head of the table with Grace to her left and Hope to her right. Cal sensed that Prudence seemed to have assumed a natural authority over the other two women. All three seemed to be around the same age. Cal figured they were each in their mid-twenties. 

Lyle started to speak, but Prudence interrupted him. "May I ask everyone to join me in a short prayer?" Prudence asked.

Grace and Hope nodded. Lyle rested his hands on the papers and smiled patiently. Prudence looked along the length of the table at Cal. Despite his faith not being what it had been while he'd been growing up, Cal nodded. "Sure."

Prudence reached out a hand to Grace and Hope. Cal noticed that Grace took Prudence's hand willingly, whereas Hope seemed momentarily to be reluctant.

When Prudence lowered her head, Cal did the same. As she started to speak, Prudence's voice was even and strong and filled with warmth. 

"Lord. We thank You for this precious gift. For this new life which You have brought to us. And we thank you for bringing these new friends into our lives. These people who will help us to do Your will and honor the memory of Your servant Silas Rowen. We pray for his soul, Lord and hope that You have granted him a home in heaven. Grant us the strength and wisdom to do Your will, Lord. Amen."

Cal felt something shift inside him as Prudence spoke her words. He felt mightily moved by what she'd just said. He lifted his head and gazed at Prudence. Her eyes were filled with a steadiness and an obvious joy. She squeezed the hands of the other two women. Grace and Hope smiled at Prudence. Lyle was right, Cal reflected. These women were strong. And they seemed to have already united with a common purpose in mind. 

Making a new life at the Circle T. 

When Silas had passed, Cal had felt unsure about his future at the ranch. But he'd never expected anything like this.

Suddenly, Cal felt out of place. He stood and looked at everyone. "Maybe I should be on my way."

Prudence shook her head. "Not at all, Cal. We would like you to be here to listen to what Lyle has to say." Prudence looked at Lyle. "Isn't that right?"

Lyle nodded. "I have a few details to go over." He glanced at Cal. "Maybe we could use some of your expert opinion. Seeing as how you know everything there is to know about running this place."

Cal felt flattered by the sudden compliment, but he also knew it put extra responsibility on his shoulders. Right now, he wasn't sure he was ready to take all of that on. He folded his arms and settled back in his chair, listening as Lyle went over some of the outstanding issues.

It seemed each of the women had been left an equal one third share in the ranch. And, because of that, all decisions had to be unanimous. Cal had already seen evidence that the women would probably agree on everything. But, in the back of Cal's mind there already lurked some suspicions that there might be some testing times ahead. For him and for the three newcomers. 

From time to time Cal chimed in whenever he was asked about some details of the daily running of the ranch. He just about managed to avoid getting drawn into a long discussion. There would be plenty of time for that later, he told himself.

At one point, Prudence reached down to a small bag by the side of the table and lifted out a red notebook. As Lyle spoke, Prudence jotted things down occasionally with a small pencil. Prudence was the organized type, Cal told himself. 

Finally Lyle got each of the women to sign some papers. The Circle T had finally changed hands, he reflected. He had three employers to deal with now, instead of one. And not one of them knew the slightest thing about running a ranch. Cal tried not think about what kinds of trouble that could lead to. 

This was what Silas had wanted. And that was good enough for Cal.

When the meeting ended, Cal followed Lyle out to the yard in front of the ranch house. "Is that it, Lyle?" Cal asked.

Lyle turned as he untied his horse from the hitching rail in front of the porch. "I don't need anything else, Cal." He patted his saddle bag. "I have all the paperwork here. From now on, its up to those ladies in there what they do with this place."

Cal frowned. "What are you saying?"

Lyle shrugged. "Since they have legal title to the ranch, they can do whatever they want now."

"Even sell it?" Cal asked.

Lyle nodded. "I guess they could. But, judging by their excitement, I don't think they're going to be doing that. Not right away, at least."

Cal hadn't considered the possibility the women might just sell the place. He thought about the trials they faced in the coming months. The hard days of work. The winters. The many difficult decisions they'd have to make. And one other thing. Something which hadn't been mentioned.

The night raiders. Cattle thieves. 

Cal wasn't going to tell the newcomers about the rustlers. Not until he had to. Lyle knew about them. And Cal had noticed Lyle hadn't made any mention of them during the meeting. Maybe he was leaving that to Cal.

Lyle got up on his horse and smiled down at Cal. "Best of luck," Lyle said. There was a mischievous glint in the lawyers eye. He rode off before Cal had a chance to reply.

As he watched Lyle riding beneath the high, broad wooden post with the Circle T name painted on it, Cal tried not to think too much about what the coming days and weeks held.

One thing was for sure. The Circle T was making a fresh start.


CHAPTER FOUR







"Can you believe this place?" Hope asked as she helped Prudence unpack her trunk in her room. Cal and one of the ranch hands had brought the trunk upstairs after Lyle had left. They'd also deposited the other two trunks in each of Hope and Grace's rooms. There were three bedrooms on the upper floor of the ranch house. 

"It is wonderful, isn't it, Hope," Prudence agreed. She sighed sadly. "It was so gracious of Silas to leave all of this to us. I had no idea he intended to do such a thing."

"But you know he asked us to give him that promise before he left for Texas."

Prudence nodded. "I didn't know he'd done that with all of us until you and Grace told me."

Hope shook her head in amazement as she lifted one of Prudence's gown from the trunk and hung it in the wardrobe.

It was true. Their coming to Texas had been spurred by more than just accepting an amazing legacy from a kindly gentleman.

There had also been the promise. 

At the time, Prudence had given it no special thought. The last time she'd seen Silas, after he'd made a full recovery from his illness, he'd gazed into her eyes and asked her to give him her word. To promise that, if he wished to reward her for her help and assistance at some future date, that she would honor and accept what he decided to give to her. She'd been embarrassed, but she'd promised Silas she wouldn't refuse his kindness. 

And that had been the last she'd thought about the promise she'd made. It seemed Silas had extracted the same promise from Hope and Grace. And they had been similarly unaware of what could be the consequence of giving Silas their word.

Now they were owners of a ranch. And it was because each of them wanted to respect the promise they'd given Silas. During their feverish conversations on the long trip to Texas, they'd all agreed it was the only thing they could do if they were to going to honor Silas's memory.

They'd been brought together by the help they'd given to one kindly and very wealthy bachelor. Silas had died, leaving no surviving family. And he'd left everything he owned to three women who'd shown him kindness before coming out to the Texas Hill Country.

Prudence and Hope continued to unpack the trunk. Each of the women's bedroom had the same dimensions and contents. A single bed, a dresser, a wardrobe, a table and two chairs. It was very basic. Silas had obviously furnished the rooms with the bare minimum needed. He had told Prudence he had hoped to find a wife. Perhaps have a family of his own. But that hadn't been what the Lord had intended for Silas, Prudence reflected.

There was a balcony which stretched across the entire front of the ranch house. Access to it was by a door at the end of the hallway. Having finished the unpacking, Prudence and Hope made their way outside onto the balcony. They found Grace out on the balcony.

Grace turned and smiled at Hope and Prudence. She pointed out toward the beautiful vista. "I can hardly believe we're here," Grace announced. 

Prudence, Grace and Hope leaned against the white-painted balustrade. Prudence gazed out across the stunning landscape. Beyond the ranch buildings the land stretched out into the distance. Her gaze followed the rolling hills covered in grass leading to the distant peaks of low hills. There were wildflowers everywhere she looked. Off to the left she saw groves of cedar and oak trees. 

Gazing up at the sky she was awed by its beauty, by the sheer scale of it. Living most of her life in the city, she'd forgotten how grand nature could be. This was God's country. The sublime loveliness of the landscape made her feel humble. She squinted her eyes, taking in the endless blue of the sky.

The air was fresh and the sun was hot. Summer in Texas was going to be warmer than what she was used to in Kansas City, Prudence reflected.

A movement over by the stable caught Prudence's eye. She saw Cal leading a horse out from inside the stable. Seeing he was being observed, Cal smiled and waved up at the balcony. Prudence felt a secret delight at the rancher's simple gesture.

"He is nice, isn't he," Hope said quietly.

"He's very handsome," Grace added.

Prudence shrugged. "I thought he was a little presumptuous."

Grace and Hope stared at Prudence, clearly surprised at her sudden assessment of the rancher. 

Prudence's mouth turned down. "But I suppose he has a kind of rugged charm," she admitted.

Prudence watched Cal rise up onto his horse, grasp the reins tight in his gloved hands and ride across the yard. As he passed the house, he gave one final glance up at the three women watching him with obvious fascination. Looking down at him she was even more keenly aware of the width of his shoulders, and the muscled power of his body. His was a physique shaped by hard work. His skin was sun-kissed after years of being beneath Southern skies. As Cal rode away on the trail, Prudence felt her pulse quicken slightly. She'd only just arrived and she was already being entranced by a rancher.

She dragged in a deep breath. No good would come from encouraging the attentions of the handsome rancher. Now that she and her two companions were co-owners of the ranch, it would be best to maintain a degree of civility with all of the employees.

All three women watched as Cal rode over the crest of a nearby ridge. Then all was silent. The only sound was the whispering of the cool breeze in the nearby oak trees.

Finally Grace broke the silence. "Can I just say how happy I am to be here with the two of you?"

Prudence turned to Grace. "And I am, too."

"Me, too," Hope said. "I can't imagine what this would have been like without you both being here. I would never have come here."

"Maybe Silas knew that when he wrote his will," Prudence suggested. "Perhaps he knew we would take up this challenge if we were all in it together."

Grace nodded. "It is the kind of thing he would have done. He always seemed to thinking of other people. He would often talk about other people's needs when he was arranging his finances. He thought money made folks lose sight of what was important in life."

"And when I was nursing him back to health, he always said people didn't value what they had when they were truly fit and healthy," Hope offered.

"One thing is for sure," Prudence said. "We have to be really grateful to Silas for giving us this opportunity. I was looking at being a schoolteacher for the rest of my life." Prudence saw Grace and Hope look inquiringly at her. "Don't misunderstand me. I love teaching. Especially children. But, I always felt I could make better use of my teaching skills. Maybe here in Texas I can get a chance to do that."

Hope nodded. "Perhaps Testament Creek needs some extra nursing advice."

Grace frowned. "I think running a ranch is going to keep us all busy for a while. Unless Lyle is looking for a legal clerk, I don't there'll be much call for my skills out here."

All three women laughed. "There's a lot we have to learn," Prudence suggested. She tugged on the sleeves of her gown, rolling them up a little. "Maybe its time we got to know this place." She lifted a brow. "After all, we do own it now."

"Lucia asked us to come down to the kitchen after we unpacked," Grace told them. "I guess we better go downstairs."

Prudence inhaled the aroma of home cooking drifting on the wind. It smelled delicious. Lucia must have been busy. Prudence heard her stomach rumble. It had been a while since they'd eaten.

When Grace and Hope heard Prudence's stomach, they both smiled. Hope hooked one arm inside Prudence's left, while Grace did the same with her right arm. Joined together now, all three women smiled at each other. 

"Let's go," Prudence declared. And then they made their way back into their new home.


CHAPTER FIVE







Cal was digging some holes for fence posts when he got a message from a ranch hand who'd been back to the big house. It seemed he was wanted back at the ranch house. Finishing up his work, Cal reflected that the request for him to go to the house sounded almost like an order. 

Curious to know why he'd been called there, he rode back to the house. When he arrived he found Prudence, Hope and Grace sitting on the long bench of the porch. Dismounting, Cal felt like he was being watched by the three women. He'd seen the way they'd looked down at him from the balcony earlier when he'd ridden past the house. He was still an object of curiosity to them, he told himself as he made his way toward the porch. He figured he'd just have to be patient. Once they'd had a taste of ranch work, they'd stop regarding him as some kind of cowboy novelty.

"What can I do for you, ladies?" he asked.

He saw Prudence's brows furrow. Maybe he'd have to stop referring to them as "ladies". Seemed like they were touchy about that.

"We were wondering if you could give us a tour of the ranch," Grace said.

"A tour?" Cal asked lifting a brow.

Hope stood. "We were talking over lunch and we decided we'd like to see the spread." She smiled at the use of that last word, as if it was a whole new way of talking. Cal knew there'd be plenty for them all to get used to over the coming weeks and months.

Cal tipped his hat back a little. "I can't show you the entire spread." He saw their expressions change to disappointment. "For one thing, I don't believe any of you know how to ride a horse."

"I do," Hope declared, with pride in her voice. "We did some riding when I was growing up on my parents farm."

"And I learned some riding," Grace added quickly. She stood and glanced at Hope. "Although I only did some Sunday riding in the park." She smiled at Cal. "Not the kind of horse riding you're used to. More polite, I guess."

Cal looked at Prudence. "And you, Prudence?"

Prudence drew in a deep breath and took her place next to her two companions. "I've never been on a horse."

"Really," Cal said in an even voice. "Never?"

Prudence squinted at him as if he'd just insulted her. "I'm willing to learn. And I'm going to have to, if we're taking over this place." There was a sudden firmness in her voice.

Cal wondered if he should remind her that he was the foreman of the ranch. However, seeing the sudden fire in Prudence's eyes made him reconsider that notion almost immediately.

"I'll have to get someone to give you lessons," Cal said.

Prudence strode up to Cal and looked up at him. "Maybe you can teach me."

Cal was sure his mouth had dropped open. "Me?" He saw Hope and Grace exchange surprised looks.

Prudence nodded. "If you have the time, of course. I know you're busy running the ranch. But I'd appreciate it if you could give me some lessons."

Cal sighed. Thinking about the other ranch hands, he realized there wasn't anyone else he'd trust to teach Prudence how to ride. In any case, he was starting to become intrigued by the beautiful newcomer. Spending some time over the next few weeks, showing her how to ride, wouldn't be the worst thing he could imagine.

"Okay," he agreed. "But, we'll have to take it slow. I might have to go into Testament Creek and buy some new horses for each of you," he said looking at Hope and Grace. "Some of our stock can be a bit feisty."

"We don't need tame horses," Prudence said abruptly.

Cal almost laughed when she said that. "Since you're all new here, I'd feel more comfortable if I picked out the horses for you. That way I'll know none of you will be riding some bronco that'll throw you." He grinned. "Texas ground can be hard," he joked.

He was met with the steady, unsmiling looks from the three women. 

Only Prudence nodded slowly, and looked like she understood Cal's caution. He was thinking of their safety and nothing else.

"In the meantime, you can all use one of the buckboards," Cal said. "That'll be safer and easier. Until you're all ready to ride on your own. There're some trails around the spread, and the buckboard will do just fine, for now." He grinned. "No sense in hurrying things. After all, you told me you're all here for the long haul."

All three women nodded in unison. He saw the steady determination in their eyes. They'd made their minds up, and they weren't going anywhere soon.

They all looked at him expectantly. "I'll go get the buckboard. Then I can show you around the spread."

He got the two horses tied to the buckboard and soon they were driving down the main trail. For the next two hours, Cal navigated some of the lesser trails around the spread, showing the new owners what they'd inherited. He took them across the plains, through the valleys and forests, and alongside the river which cut through the land of the Circle T. He saw appreciation and surprise in equal measure on the faces of the women as they took in the full extent of what they'd taken on.

Cal explained to them how important was the river, since it was the main water supply for the spread and ensured good grazing and water for the herd. As they'd set out from the ranch house, Cal had made the decision to keep the best to the last. He'd show them the herd at the end of the tour. 

He wanted Hope, Grace and Prudence to see the thousands of acres first. To take in the sheer scale of what Silas had bought. This wasn't about just admiring the beauty of this Texas Hill Country land. This was about helping the three newcomers to understand what they were responsible for. Cal knew he'd always be an employee. But Hope, Grace and Prudence were owners. They'd always see things differently from him.

Judging by their silence throughout most of the tour, Cal figured he'd made his point. The women seemed stunned by what they were seeing. It was one thing to see a description of a ranch on a piece of paper. It was a whole other thing to experience it face to face.

Finally, they reached the herd. At first, they didn't see it. They heard the low moaning as Cal sped the buckboard toward a ridge. He saw the women glance at each other as they listened to the distant sound of the herd. 

Then the buckboard reached the crest of the ridge. Cal drew the buckboard to a sliding halt. He heard the women gasp as they looked down into the valley with the river snaking through it.

Cal gazed at the approximately one thousand head of cattle and felt a familiar sense of pride well up inside him. The cattle were huddled by the side of the river. Some of them were drinking and some were grazing. The herd was a huge unmoving mass. Even from up here, on the ridge, Cal could almost feel the contained power of the herd. It looked awe-inspiring, and he knew how dangerous it could be. How it would only take a moment for that deceptive tranquility to change into lethal unstoppable force. But for now, his ranch hands were doing a fine job. "There you are," he announced. "Ain't that the finest thing you've ever seen."

The women sat in stunned silence for a long moment. The only sound was the steady lowing moan from the herd and the occasional yell from the six riders moving slowly around them. 

"I've never seen anything like it," Prudence admitted. Cal heard awe in her voice.

"There're so many of them," Grace said breathlessly.

"How can so few men control so many cattle?" Hope asked.

Cal grinned. "They can do it because every one of them is a good man. Expert at what they do. I made sure I picked only the finest ranch hands. Silas paid them top rate, but that wasn't the only thing on my mind when I hired them. I wanted the best men. And I got them. Some of these men worked with me on other ranches before."

Cal saw Prudence glance at him with curiosity in her eyes. It was the first time he'd spoken about his past life. 

"They've been here from the start?" Prudence asked.

Cal nodded. "Every one of them. We couldn't run this place without them."

The women gazed down into the valley and were quiet again for a few moments. He knew they were beginning to realize what they'd taken on. Seeing the herd had driven home the truth.

"You want to take a closer look?" he asked. "Maybe I can tell you a few things about how to look after a herd.

They all nodded. He could see they were wide-eyed with sudden uncertainty. Were they wondering just how much detail he was going to give them? He decided he'd go easy on them. After all, it was their first day on the ranch. They had plenty of time to learn.

"Then let's go," Cal said, his voice full of enthusiasm. He flicked the reins and drove the buckboard down the hill and toward the herd.


CHAPTER SIX







For Prudence, the first month on the ranch passed quickly. There had been so much to discover about her new life, she'd barely had time to take it all in. Hope and Grace had confided in Prudence that they'd also found it all quite overwhelming. Thankfully, when it came to the running of the Circle T household, Lucia had been a great source of help and guidance. The Mexican woman had a kindly and patient nature. Her husband, Pedro, was similarly helpful. The three women had struck up an instant friendship with their resident family.

 There had been a hundred and one details to learn about the ordinary life of the ranch. All the basics of life had to be learned all over again. How to fetch water; how to use all the facilities of the ranch house kitchen; how to attend to matters of personal hygiene. It seemed that every aspect of their lives would have to learned anew.

There were few of the domestic comforts of the city. And, in a way, as the weeks passed, Prudence found herself enjoying the simplicity of ranch life more and more. 

When she, Hope and Grace had traveled south to Texas, Prudence had been filled with doubts. She'd worried she wouldn't like Texas. That she'd find the place harsh and inhospitable. But the the truth had turned out to bet the opposite. Texas, at least this part of it, the Hill Country, was wonderful. Prudence was beginning to savor the glorious beauty of the landscape. Being summer, every morning she awoke to bright sunshine. And she loved it. It filled her heart with a simple delight. 

Of course, the heat of the Texas sun had taken some getting used to. Prudence still wondered if she ever would accustom herself to the fiery temperatures of the afternoon. It would be just one more thing she'd have to get used to, she told herself.

And then there had been Cal Logan. 

The ranch foreman had made a powerful impact on Prudence. And even that was an understatement. She'd spent a lot of time with Cal during the first few weeks. He usually came to the ranch house at the end of the day to share dinner with herself, Hope and Grace. It was during those meals that Cal had shared with them the details of his day's work. Prudence had learned about the daily routine of ranch life; she'd learned about the kinds of problems which had to be dealt with; she'd listened, fascinated as Cal had described a whole new kind of life. A life about which Prudence quickly realized she knew almost nothing.

Cal had kept his word about teaching Prudence and the others how to ride a horse. The day after he'd shown them the herd he'd gone into Testament Creek and returned with three horses tethered to his own. Cal had spent time at the livery, examining the three horses and had chosen the ones he believed would be right for his three new employers.

Prudence's horse was a beautiful pinto. The moment she'd seen the horse in the corral, Prudence had fallen in love with the animal. It was just about the most beautiful horse she'd ever seen, she'd told herself as she'd stroke the horse's head and met the pinto's cautious gaze. She gave the horse a name. Lucky.

Cal had chosen a dappled horse for Grace and a beautiful brown one for Hope. Since that day, Cal had spent at least an hour each day with the three women, teaching them the rudiments of horse riding. 

At first, Cal had struggled to contain his impatience. It quickly became apparent that, even though Hope and Grace knew something about riding, they both still had plenty to learn if Cal was going to be satisfied he could let them roam free across the ranch. Cal had been firm about that. He'd gotten them all to promise him they wouldn't go riding solo until he was satisfied it would be safe for them.

All of this had meant Prudence and Cal had been spending a whole lot of time together. On their first meeting, Prudence reckoned she'd misjudged the handsome rancher. On that first encounter, she'd sensed a wariness in him. And, more than once, his doubts about whether she, Grace and Hope would be able to run the Circle T had irritated her. 

But now, after these few weeks, she sensed something different about the tall, wide-shouldered, impossibly handsome and highly capable Texas cowboy. Now that he'd seen how serious she and her friends were taking their responsibilities, Cal had warmed to them all. It seemed like every day his respect for them had grown. Bit by bit, Cal was starting to get used to the fact that she, Grace and Hope were going to be on the Circle T for good.

One morning, around eleven o'clock, Cal returned from his work out on the spread. It was Prudence's turn for a lesson on her pinto. She stood by the corral and watched him ride into the yard. When he dismounted and strode casually over toward the corral, he grinned at Prudence. He looked delighted to see her. But then, for the last few days, he'd been looking at her just like that. And, every time, it had had the same effect on Prudence. She'd felt her cheeks flush warm and her heart beat faster.

"Morning," Cal said brightly.

Up close, she saw his jeans were covered in dust. Noticing the way she was looking at him, Cal glanced down and slapped his hand against the leg of his jeans sending a cloud of dust into the air around him.

"I've been busy," he explained and smiled.

"I can see that," Prudence said.

Cal glanced at the house. "Aren't Grace and Hope coming?"

Prudence shook her head. "They're helping Lucia prepare lunch."

Prudence knew Grace and Hope might be watching her and Cal from through the kitchen window.

"I'm feeling hungry already," Cal said.

Prudence opened the corral gate. "Maybe we should get started."

He hesitated. "I was thinking we could take a ride together," he stated.

Prudence felt her mouth drop open. She was sure she looked surprised. "Really?"

Cal nodded and then glanced up at the blue sky. "It's a beautiful day." He looked at the pinto standing ready and saddled. "And I think you and Lucky there might like to go out. Not too far, you understand. Just a confidence builder, if you like." 

The thought of riding alongside Cal made her pulse race faster.

"What do you say?" he asked and quirked a brow at her.

"Sure," she told him. Even as she said that, she felt her heartbeat thundering.

Soon she was on Lucky, settled in the saddle. Cal led her out into the yard and got up onto his own horse. "We won't go far," he explained.

Prudence gripped the reins tightly as Cal led her across the yard. Glancing toward the kitchen window, she saw the faces of Grace and Hope. Both women's faces betrayed their delight. Prudence smiled at them and they both looked, wide-eyed, back at her.

It felt strange to be following behind Cal. Until now, the most she'd done on the horse had been to hold onto the reins while he'd led her and Lucky around the corral. Of course he'd given her plenty of instruction about posture, and what she should do with her legs and feet. It seemed like there'd been a thousand things to learn when it came to riding her pinto.

As they emerged out onto the trail past the high wooden gate, Prudence felt a sudden sense of freedom. Even with Lucky loping along at a leisurely pace, she felt oddly liberated. Gazing out across the plain, she got her first understanding of what it might be like to ride fast and free beneath the Texas sun.

Cal turned and smiled. "You okay?"

Prudence nodded. "Fine," she stated.

"We won't go far," Cal explained. "How does it feel?"

Prudence smiled at him. "Wonderful."

He nodded and grinned. "I thought you'd like this. I'll take Hope and Grace out this afternoon."

Prudence followed behind Cal. Lucky seemed to take the lead from Cal's horse. Prudence wondered if Cal had worked secretly with Lucky when she hadn't been around.

"Let's go off the trail," Cal announced suddenly. "Just for a short while."

 Before she had a chance to respond, he turned his horse onto the low, bluebonnet-sprinkled grass of the plain. Lucky followed obediently and without any special prompting by Prudence. Glancing down, Prudence saw the horse's hooves sinking into the low grass. There was something hypnotic about the movement of the horse now that it was no longer on the hard-packed earth of the trail. 

Every once in a while Cal turned, just to check on her. Every time he did so, she tried to smile at him, just to make sure he understood how much she was enjoying this. His close attention reminded her about another thing she'd noticed about Cal these past few weeks. He had a natural concern for the well-being of others. She understood why the ranch hands all seemed to hold Cal in such high regard. He cared for others and wanted to make sure they were safe and secure. She'd seen plenty of evidence of that concern around the ranch.

Cal Logan was a good man. It was that simple, Prudence told herself. And, there was one other, very important thing she couldn't help noticing. 

With every day that passed, Cal Logan was paying more and more attention to her. 


CHAPTER SEVEN







In the bunkhouse, the evening after the ride out with Prudence, Cal was awakened by the sudden shaking of his shoulder. Opening his eyes, he peered at the face staring wide-eyed at him in the bunkhouse semi-darkness. It was one of the ranch hands, Emerson.

Cal sat up in his bunk. "What is it?" he asked the ranch hand.

"Boss. You gotta come, and quick. We've got a problem," Emerson hissed. 

Cal heard some of the other men shifting in their beds. Almost half of the bunkhouse's fourteen beds was occupied tonight. The other men were out on the range. 

Twisting out of bed, Cal guessed what might be the trouble. Sitting by the bedside, he ran a hand through his hair. "Rustlers?" he asked Emerson.

To Cal's surprise, Emerson shook his head. "Uh huh. Something worse. Intruder around the ranch house."

Cal jerked forward. "He didn't get into the house, did he?"

Emerson stood. "We got him before he got any funny ideas."

Cal pulled on his jeans, boots and shirt. "Where is he?"

"In the barn. A couple of the men are holding onto him until you come and sort things out," Emerson announced.

Cal rested a hand on Emerson's shoulder. "You boys did well," Cal told the man. Emerson was a fine ranch hand, Cal reflected. Like all of the men, he was willing to go the extra mile if it meant keeping the Circle T safe from intruders.

Cal and Emerson made their way outside. The night was cool and the sky peppered with shimmering stars. A full moon cast a silvery glow across the Texas land. On any other night this would have been a beautiful night to be out, Cal reflected. But not when dangerous men had made it their business to put their boots where they weren't welcome.

As Cal and Emerson made their way toward the barn, Cal reflected on the fact that this wasn't the first time they'd had to deal with intruders. And he had a pretty good idea where the man had come from.

A sudden thought seized Cal. "No-one in the house knows this is going on, do they?"

Emerson shook his head. "Not so far as I know. We trailed this critter from down near the border fence. The galoot ran us around for a while. At first, we couldn't work out where he was headed. Then he ended up here. That was when we decided enough was enough, and grabbed him."

Cal rounded the corner of the barn. The ranch house was still shrouded in darkness. He was glad none of the women had noticed the disturbance. But it still worried him that the man had come onto their private property in the first place. Cal had made a decision to downplay the recent trouble with rustlers. He'd mentioned it a few times in conversations with Prudence, Hope and Grace. But he hadn't wanted to worry them too much. They had enough to deal with learning how to run a ranch.

Cal and Emerson entered the barn and closed the wooden door behind them. The man was seated on a chair in the middle of the half-empty barn. His hands were tied behind his back and his pistol belt was lying a few feet away on the floor. 

A ranch hand stood on either side of him. Each held a pistol. The intruder wasn't going anywhere, Cal concluded. Not until he'd told them what they needed to know.

The man was dark-haired and swarthy. A thick beard covered his chin and his eyes burned with fury. He was dressed in a heavy black jacket and pants, no doubt chosen to hide his appearance in the night.

Cal hesitated. Recognition dawned in his mind. He'd seen this man before. Cal halted in front of the man. "You're one of Largo's men," Cal said abruptly.

The man's brows furrowed for the briefest of moments. Then his features became unreadable again. He said nothing as he fixed his gaze on the hay-covered floor.

Cal reached down and took hold of the man's chin. He forced the intruder to look up at him. "Why did Largo send you here?"

The man shook his head, loosening Cal's hand. "I don't know what you're talking about." His voice was heavily accented. Mexican.

"What's your name?"

Again the man was silent.

Emerson spoke up next. "I've seen him before. You're right, Cal. He's one of Largo's men. I saw him in Testament Creek during the horse auction a few weeks ago."

Cal nodded. "Yeah. That's right." He peered at the man. "If you're not going to talk, then we'll just have to return you to your master."

The man's eyes widened. Now there was a different kind of emotion in them. Fear. "Where are you taking me?" he gasped.

Cal smiled at Emerson and the other two ranch hands. "I think we'll pay a visit to Señor Largo's ranch. He might be interested in seeing you. Especially since I'm sure he'll be disappointed that you let yourself get caught."

The man's face turned white. His gaze shifted abruptly from Cal to Emerson.

Cal leaned forward. "Unless you want us to take you into Testament Creek. Maybe the sheriff can get you to talk, instead."

Caught between those two options, the man shook his head. "Do what you want," he grunted.

Cal nodded to the men. "Keep an eye on him while we get the horses ready."

Soon they were mounted up. Cal and Emerson rode on either side of the intruder. The man's hands remained tied behind his back. The other two ranch hands made up the quartet, one at the front, the other at the rear. Cal wasn't going to lose this chance to confront Largo. He'd been waiting for an opportunity like this ever since the rustling had started soon after Silas had had his accident.

All five riders made their way past the ranch house and were soon making their way westward on the trail. It was about a fifteen minute ride to the border of the Largo spread, and then another half hour to the huge ranch house.

Rafael Largo had been a thorn in Silas's side since soon after the Kansas City man had bought the Circle T. Largo had purchased his own spread soon after Silas had moved into his own ranch house. No-one knew where Largo had come from. The only thing which the townsfolk of Testament Creek knew was that Largo was part Mexican, very wealthy and that he didn't attend the local church in town. Largo claimed that he worshipped the Lord in his own was and in the privacy of his own home. But many people just didn't believe that story. There had been whisperings that Largo wasn't a believer and that terrible things took place on his palatial estate.

 Cal thought back to when Largo had come to the Hill Country. At first, Rafael Largo had seemed like the friendly type. Although clearly rich, the man had been courteous to Silas. He'd even offered to provide workers to help Silas. But, following Cal's advice from the start, Silas had resisted every offer of help from the wealthy neighbor.

And that was when the trouble had started. Rafael Largo seemed to be the kind of man who didn't take kindly to being snubbed. From the time Silas had made it clear no help would be needed from Largo, troubling incidents had started to occur on the Circle T. Cattle had gone missing; the river had been inexplicably contaminated; border fences had been damaged. 

None of the trouble had been laid at Largo's door, but Cal had been convinced from the start that Largo had been behind every one of the incidents. The sheriff had investigated, but had proved nothing. That hadn't surprised Cal. He was sure Sheriff Brady was on the take from Largo. Cal had seen Largo and the sheriff being way too friendly during the last few months.

So, for Cal, tonight's event was no real surprise. But it was new in one way. Never before had anyone been caught near the ranch house. That was new. And, since there were new residents in the house, ones Cal had pledged to protect, he had no choice but to deal with Largo personally.

During the ride, the man was completely silent. Cal didn't even try to get him to talk. Finally, they crossed over onto Largo land and found the trail which led to the big house. A short while later the five riders rode through the open gate and into the wide yard in front of the Largo ranch house. All five riders halted at the foot of the six steps leading up to the outside porch of the Largo residence.

Lamplights came on inside the house and the front door opened. A bull-chested man in his fifties wearing a patterned dressing gown strode out onto the wide balcony. Lamplight cast shadows across Rafael Largo's dark features and broad brows. His penetrating gaze, unforgettable to those who met him for the first time, cut through those it looked upon. 

"What's the meaning of this, Logan?" Largo growled.

Cal gestured to the rider. "We caught one of your men on our spread, tonight."

Largo's brows furrowed. He glared at the man and said nothing. Cal thought it was significant that Largo had not immediately denied that the man worked for him.

They got the man down from the horse and untied his hands. Cal pushed him toward the steps. "I'd have taken him into town and given him to the sheriff," Cal stated. He grinned at Largo. "But I reckon you and the sheriff are as close as two peas in a pod. Your man might have been home after a couple of hours in a cell."

Largo's eyes widened. "Are you accusing me of something?"

Cal shook his head slowly. "Just stating the facts as I see them."

The man staggered up the steps and seemed about to say something but Largo cut him off with a stern wave of his hand and a burning look. The man lowered his head and turned to face Cal and his men. There was hatred in those eyes, Cal told himself. Cold hatred.

Thinking it would be worth one last try, Cal spoke out: "What was he looking for, Largo?" 

Largo and the man exchanged a look. Both men's lips tightened into thin lines.

Cal shook his head and sighed. "Just make sure none of your men take it into their heads to make any more midnight visits to the Circle T. The new owners have arrived. They might not take too kindly to any unwanted visitors."

Largo's eyes widened. "New owners? The women Silas left the ranch to?" Largo sounded genuinely curious.

Cal wasn't surprised word had gotten around about the newcomers. A month was plenty of time for gossip to get going. And he was sure Largo had been making inquiries. Maybe he already knew too much, Cal reflected. He wasn't going to add to Largo's store of knowledge.

Now it was Cal's turn to be tight-lipped. He waved a dismissive hand and then got back onto his horse. "Just stay off our land."

Largo advanced to the edge of the steps. "Or what will you do?" he barked.

"We won't be so patient next time," Cal stated.

Then, he and his men reined the horses around and headed back out onto the trail leading back to the Circle T.


CHAPTER EIGHT







"We had a visitor, last night," Hope said to Prudence over breakfast. "And I don't think he was friendly." Lucia had left the kitchen a few moments before leaving the three women alone in the kitchen.

Grace's eyes widened and she glanced at Hope. "During the night?" She frowned. "That's highly irregular."

Prudence smiled. Grace's legal training meant she saw everything in terms of the law. But what Hope had just revealed was genuinely worrying. "Do you mean there were intruders?"

Hope nodded. "I heard some loud voices, last night. I looked out my window and I saw Cal and some of the ranch hands riding out."

"What time was that?" Prudence asked.

"Just after midnight," Hope replied.

"There was a man with his hands tied behind his back," Hope added. "They all rode out along the trail."

Grace gasped. "Were they taking him prisoner? Maybe they were taking the man into town so the sheriff could lock him up."

Prudence scooped some of the scrambled eggs into her mouth and thought for a few moments. She'd seen Cal this morning, and he hadn't mentioned anything about a night-time intruder. Had he been hoping the incident would go unnoticed?

"We need to know what happened," Prudence suggested. "If we've got trespassers, we need to know who they are and why they were on our land."

Hope and Grace nodded. Prudence liked the sound of her own words. It felt good to declare that the Circle T belonged to her, Grace and Hope.

"Cal and the men came back a short while later," Hope added. "Without the man they'd been leading away."

Prudence decided she'd speak with Cal when he returned from his morning's work. He usually came back to the big house near twelve o'clock.

Sure enough, from her bedroom window later, Prudence watched Cal ride into the yard at midday. He dismounted and started toward the house. Prudence raced downstairs and reached the hallway just as Cal was walking through the open front door. Prudence paused at the foot of the stairs. Cal was dressed in jeans and plaid shirt. His brown boots were covered in dust. He carried his Stetson in his right hand. His features were flushed a delightful, healthy color. Cal looked like someone who'd been busy that morning.

Cal's brows lifted and he grinned at Prudence. "Afternoon," he murmured. He seemed delighted to see her.

Prudence flicked a thumb in the direction of the parlor. "Can we speak for a moment?"

Cal's eyes clouded slightly. "Sure we can," he said with a hint of hesitation in his voice.

They sat alongside each other on the parlor sofa. Prudence rested her hands in her lap and regarded Cal carefully. The hesitation she'd seen out in the hall had now become a clear discomfort. Cal shifted awkwardly on the sofa.

"It is my understanding that a man came onto our ranch, last night," Prudence declared. "An intruder. Is that true?"

Cal sighed and then nodded. "It is."

Prudence waited a moment, assuming Cal would tell her more, but he remained silent. "Aren't you going to tell me what happened?"

"There isn't much to tell," Cal said casually. "And I don't think you should concern yourself about it."

Prudence scoffed. "That's for me, Hope and Grace to decide. We do own this place, after all." She knew her tone of voice was harsh and she saw Cal's brows furrow.

Cal peered at Prudence. "As I said, Prudence. Maybe you should just forget about it."

Prudence shook her head firmly and straightened her shoulders. "May I remind you that you are an employee of the Circle T. You're the foreman of this ranch. You have an obligation to report anything of concern to us."

Prudence saw Cal's jaw tighten. Maybe he wasn't used to being spoken to like this. Well, that was unfortunate, Prudence told herself. Because she wasn't going to start her new life by giving the foreman of the Circle T permission to hide things from her and her friends.

Cal sighed heavily. When he looked at her, his gaze was dark. Cal nodded. "I was going to tell you all."

"Really," Prudence snapped. "Why do I find that hard to believe? You could have told us this morning. Or even last night." This was her first disagreement with Cal. Her voice was shaking slightly. Cal's eyes narrowed. She could see that the conversation was bothering him.

"I had work to get to, this morning. I didn't have time to go over all this," Cal objected evenly. He was quiet for a moment and then continued. "We caught an intruder on the ranch, last night."

"Where?"

"Just outside the house," Cal replied.

Prudence gasped. "Was he trying to break into the house?"

Cal shrugged. "We don't know. We caught him as he was skulking around the back of the barn."

"Do you know what he was after?"

Cal shook his head. "He wouldn't tell us."

"Has this happened before?

Cal sighed. "In the last few weeks we've been having problems around the ranch. Some cattle have gone missing. And there have been some other things going on. Damage to fences. Water contamination."

"So when were you planning on telling us about all of this?" Prudence asked sharply.

"I did mention it. Once or twice."

Prudence frowned, recalling Cal's casual comments about various problems around the ranch. But she hadn't realized it was this serious.

"We would have gotten around to discussing it sooner or later," Cal admitted. He sounded as if he regretted not revealing any of this.

Prudence sat back against the end of the sofa. "Was the man planning on stealing anything? Or was he going to cause some other kind of damage?"

"He wouldn't say a word," Cal replied. "That's why we took him back to where we thought he'd come from."

Prudence frowned. "I thought he was a stranger."

"He was. But we figured he must have something to do with your neighbor, Rafael Largo," Cal explained.

Prudence had heard Largo's name a few times in recent weeks. If he had something to do with the troublemaker, she figured she should know more about her neighbor.

 Cal continued: "When we took him to the Largo ranch, it turned out we were right. He was one of Largo's men, alright."

"You haven't told me anything about this Rafael Largo," Prudence said. "Did he admit to sending one of his men to our place?"

Cal laughed quietly. "You don't know Largo. He isn't the kind to admit to anything, much less that he'd send a man to trespass on the Circle T in the middle of the night. Largo is a tough man. I should know."

"Have you and Largo crossed swords?" she asked.

Cal laughed quietly. "You could say we've exchanged some harsh words. He and Silas didn't get along, either."

Prudence gasped. "He wasn't mean to Silas, was he?"

"Let's just say that Silas wasn't the kind to let Largo bully him. Largo bought his own ranch a while after Silas had arrived and built the Circle T house." Cal gazed around the room with obvious appreciation. "Silas picked this spot personally for the new ranch house. There was a smaller place on another part of the spread. But Silas just loved this setting with the live oak trees circling it. And he loved the bluebonnet flowers out back." Cal sighed. "Silas said he adored the natural beauty of the place."

"So, how come Largo wanted to cause trouble for Silas?" Prudence asked.

"Greed," Cal said bluntly. "Largo wants more land. And he's willing to do whatever it takes to get it. Including causing trouble for any of his neighbors." Cal lifted a brow. "And that means you, Grace and Hope."

Prudence frowned. "Doesn't Largo have enough of his own?"

Cal shrugged. "His spread is pretty big. But, he's an ambitious man. There're plenty of men like Largo out here, these days. There's big money to be made from cattle." He smiled at Prudence. "You and the your friends are going to discover that."

Prudence leaned forward. "May I remind you that Hope, Grace and I didn't come here for the money, Mr Logan. We came because we gave our word to Silas. We all want to honor our promise to him." Prudence realized her voice was shaking again. Cal had touched a raw nerve. "He left us this place. And it is our duty to do the best we can to honor his legacy to us."

Cal lifted both his hands. "Sorry. That didn't come out right. I didn't mean to question your motives."

Prudence composed herself for a few moments, gathering her thoughts. Cal had presented her and the others with a problem. She wasn't about to let Rafael Largo believe he could get away with intimidating the three new owners of the Circle T. Something would have to be done.

Cal stood quickly, taking Prudence by surprise. "I better be getting back," he declared.

Prudence stood and faced him. "I thought you'd come back for lunch."

Cal shook his head. "I just remembered something I have to do."

Cal moved quickly to the hall and she followed him. He stepped out onto the porch and turned to face her. "You take care now," he said and placed his Stetson on his head. She watched him mount up and ride off.

Prudence turned to the staircase when she heard footsteps. Grace and Hope came downstairs. 

"Was that Cal?" Grace asked.

Prudence nodded. 

"What did he say about last night?" Hope inquired.

Prudence closed the door. "Let's go to the parlor. I've got something to tell you. And I have a suggestion to make."








CHAPTER NINE







Later that afternoon, Prudence guided the buckboard through the open gate of the Largo ranch complex. Next to her sat Grace and Hope. All three women wore the same gowns they'd worn on the day of their arrival. Prudence drove the buckboard to a halt outside the front of the huge Largo ranch house.

"This place is bigger than ours," Grace observed gazing up at the front of the ranch house. It was white-fronted, just like their place. But this was more like a mansion. Tall, shuttered windows stretched across the front. The porch ran the entire length of the house and was elevated from the yard. The fenced-in porch was large enough to accommodate a large table at both ends and six chairs. 

Beyond the wide, dusty yard Prudence saw three corrals, and six outbuildings, probably barns, stables and bunkhouses. It had taken a long time to drive the buckboard along the trail across the Largo spread. She'd seen a huge herd of cattle and twice as many ranch hands as they used at the Circle T.

"Largo must have money," Grace observed.

"That may be the case," Prudence announced. "But, we're not going to allow him to interfere in us running the Circle T."

The women got down from the buckboard and paused at the foot of the steps. Prudence smiled at Grace and Hope. "You remember why we're here."

Hope and Grace nodded. "We need to give Señor Largo a clear message," Hope said.

"That we're here to stay and that no-one is going to run us off our own land," Grace added firmly. Prudence recalled Grace's outraged reaction back at the house when she'd heard about Largo's actions toward Silas. Grace had an acute sense of justice. She hated anything that stank of unfairness. She'd been the first to agree to Prudence's suggestion that all three of them pay Largo a visit. Just to make it absolutely clear where they stood on the subject of neighborly interference.

They walked up the stairs. Grace knocked on the door. Grace's gloved knuckles rapped sharply upon the glass pane of the high wooden door.

The door was opened by a Mexican woman. "We're here to see Señor Largo," Hope declared. Hope thrust out a calling card. It was one she had left over from her time back at Kansas City, but it would suffice as an introduction.

The Mexican woman's mouth opened in surprise as she peered at the card. It probably wasn't every day that three women called upon her boss, Prudence reflected. 

The servant disappeared, closing the door behind her. A minute later, a man came to the door. He was tall, dark-haired and powerfully-built. He was dressed in an elegant black suit, neat shoes and white shirt. Prudence guessed he was in his fifties. His skin was smooth and his eyes narrow. When he smiled, it seemed forced and somehow insincere. This must be Rafael Largo, she told herself.

He held the card in his hand and was clearly perplexed. "Am I right in supposing that you three ladies are the new owners of the Circle T?" he asked. His voice was deep, resonant and heavily accented. Prudence thought there was even something animal-like about his voice.

"We are indeed, sir," Prudence said. 

Clearly taken aback for a moment, Largo ran his gaze slowly from Prudence to Grace and to Hope. "You have me at a disadvantage, ladies," he said.

"How so?" Grace asked.

"If I'd known we were to have the pleasure of such beautiful visitors, I would have prepared some special afternoon tea for us to enjoy." 

"I take it you are Señor Largo," Prudence stated.

The dark-haired man bowed slightly. When he smiled at Prudence, she felt a chill run up her spine. "I am."

Prudence quickly introduced herself, Hope and Grace.

Largo pulled the door open wide and gestured. "Please. Enter."

For a moment, Prudence, Hope and Grace exchanged a long look. They were about to step over the threshold into their neighbor's private domain. There would be no going back, Prudence told herself. But they'd come with a purpose in mind, and she as determined to see it through to the end.

They all stepped inside and paused, admiring the wide staircase in the high-ceilinged hall. Largo led them into a sumptuously-furnished parlor. Expensive leather-covered chairs and sofas; rich wooden dressers and tables; carpets with Mexican inspired designs covered the floor. The whole house spoke of wealth and privilege, Prudence told herself as she took her place on the sofa alongside Grace and Hope.

Largo asked for coffee to be brought. He sat on a high-backed chair next to the fireplace. If he'd been caught off his guard at the door, then now he had completely regained his composure, Prudence observed. This was a man used to putting on a performance. In another life he would have been on the stage, sh told herself.

"To what do I owe this very delightful surprise?" Largo asked. He smiled at all three of them.

Prudence had to hand it to Largo. When needed, he could be charming. But that was always the way with the greedy and the powerful, she told herself. Wasn't it? On the surface, they seemed pleasant enough. But underneath there was so much to fear. She knew she'd have to tread with caution.

"Unfortunately we have come on a very serious matter, Señor Largo," Hope said, sounding serious.

Largo lifted a brow. "Oh, really. And what is that?"

"We understand a man came onto our ranch last night," Prudence declared. A shadow crept into Largo's dark eyes. "And we have cause to believe that he was one of the men who works for you."

Largo touched a hand to his chest. It was a theatrical gesture, and one that struck Prudence as fake. "One of my men?" Largo exclaimed.

Prudence nodded. "Our foreman caught him and, I believe, brought him to your ranch, last night."

Largo tilted his head. "Mr Logan did bring someone here."

"So you admit it," Grace demanded.

Largo shook his head. "I admit the man does work here. But I did not instruct him to trespass on your land, ladies." Largo smiled sarcastically. "The poor man was under the influence of drink. He lost his way in the dark."

Hope scoffed. "You want us to believe he was intoxicated?"

Largo fixed Hope with a weary stare. "You ladies are new to ranch life. You'll find out soon enough that ranch hands can be difficult to manage." Largo waved a dismissive hand. "I have dismissed the man. And I apologize if he caused you any distress."

Once again, Prudence heard the insincere tone in Largo's voice. This was a man completely comfortable with lying, she told herself.

The coffee arrived. After a few minutes, Prudence laid her cup on the side table and peered at Largo. "I'm afraid what you've told us is quite unsatisfactory, Señor Largo."

Largo paused, looking at Prudence over the rim of his coffee cup. "It is?"

Prudence nodded and glanced at Grace and Hope. "I think I speak for my partners when I say that we need assurances from you that you will not interfere in any way with our ownership of the Circle T."

Largo seemed taken aback by the directness of Prudence's tone. "I give you my word, ladies," he said evenly. "Is that not enough?"

Prudence peered at Largo for a long moment, trying to judge whether he was telling the truth. Of course he wasn't, she told herself. He had every intention of interfering. She could see it written on his features. What Cal had told her was true. Largo had something in mind for the new owners of the Circle T. He wanted something. And he was willing to go to great lengths to get it.

Grace, Hope and Prudence sat up straight and faced Largo directly. "We know the law, Señor Largo," Grace declared. "And we know our rights."

"You do?" Largo said with more than a hint of sarcasm. Maybe he wasn't used to dealing with strong-minded women, Prudence told herself. 

Grace straightened her shoulders. "Silas left us the Circle T. It belongs to us now. And we aim to keep it."

Prudence smiled at Grace, feeling proud of her friend. It was important that Largo understand who he was dealing with.

Largo placed his coffee cup down. "Silas was a man who didn't always know what was best for him. He and I didn't always agree. I tried to persuade him to do what was right, but he wouldn't see things my way."

"You tried to force him to sell the Circle T to you," Prudence stated.

Largo seemed surprised that Prudence would know that. "I came to this land after enjoying some success in other parts of the territory. I bought my ranch and built this home. Silas was here before me. I asked him if he would sell his land to me, and he decided not to. It was that simple. I didn't agree with his decision, but I accepted it."

Prudence didn't believe that for a moment. She could just imagine how much trouble Largo had caused for Silas. Thinking about her kindly benefactor suffering at the hands of a man like Largo made Prudence feel a sudden indignation. She knew that, if she Grace and Hope stayed any longer, then there would be problems with their arrogant neighbor.

Prudence stood and looked down at Largo. "We've made our case, Señor Largo. You know where we stand." Prudence watched Hope and Grace rise and take their place alongside her. "There is nothing more to say on the matter. We trust a man of your character understands that we do not wish to be troubled by you or your employees." Prudence made sure there was firmness in her voice. She owed it to Hope and Grace that she should speak plainly.

Largo's eyes widened and he stood, facing the three women. "I have caused you no trouble."

"You will leave us in peace to run our ranch?" Hope demanded.

Largo's gaze became steady. An unreadable mask settled across his features. "You have my word." His voice was acid. He was lying, and Prudence knew it.

Prudence almost scoffed out loud. She just about managed to contain her reaction as she, Hope and Grace made their way back to their buckboard. 

Driving the buckboard away from the Largo ranch, she reflected on what had just happened. She'd come here looking for the truth. And now she knew it beyond all doubt. She'd seen deception in Largo's dark gaze. She'd heard it in his false words. Her heart ached when she thought about the hardship Largo had caused in Silas's life. Had Largo had anything to do with Silas's death? That thought made her jaw tighten. Cal had been right. Largo was a dangerous man.

But there was one thing about which she was certain.

For some reason, Rafael Largo wanted the Circle T and would do anything in his power to get his hands on it.


CHAPTER TEN







When Cal returned to the ranch house later in the afternoon, he was shocked to find that none of the three women was at the house. As she provided coffee to him in the kitchen, Lucia told Cal that they had left two hours before. They'd taken the buckboard and hadn't told Lucia where they were going. 

Cal thought the three may have gone into town. After finishing his coffee, he considered another, more troubling, possibility. During his conversation with Prudence, he'd seen a determined glint in her eyes. He was starting to get to know Prudence well enough to know that look. It meant trouble was brewing.

Cal decided to wait a while on the porch. Impatience built up inside him as he waited for their return. The thought that they all may have gone to visit Rafael Largo was infuriating. He'd tried to warn Prudence not to get involved with the neighboring rancher, but clearly she hadn't taken his advice. He was tempted to go riding out to the Largo spread, but knew it might not be the best idea. If they were there, and he faced Largo, Cal wasn't sure he'd be able to control his frustrations.

 It was clear to Cal that he had no control over the new owners of the Circle T. Each of the women had a mind of their own. He'd seen plenty of evidence of that during the last few weeks when he'd been giving them a crash course in how to run a ranch. They were hard workers. They were also single-minded and determined. And, when you combined all of that together? Well it spelled trouble with a capital T. 

It wasn't just that they were stubborn, Cal reflected. That was bad enough. What bothered him was that they really didn't understand what it took to live out here in Texas. This wasn't Kansas City. The rules were different in the Hill Country. The dangers were different, too

 Ever since they'd arrived Cal had done his best to guide them in the right direction. But he knew there was only so much he could do. There was a limit to how far he could go when it came to being involved in their lives. He was just a foreman. A ramrod on the ranch. And that was the way it was going to stay. There was a line he wasn't willing to cross.

Telling himself that, he knew deep down that it wasn't true, though. He'd spent plenty of time with all three women, but there was one of them in particular with whom he'd spent the most time.

Prudence.

Just thinking about her made his heart beat quicker. And that was something new for Cal. She sure was beautiful. It had been a secret delight to be so close to her, especially when he'd been giving her the riding lessons. He recalled the gentle way he'd touched her, teaching her good posture on the horse; the scent of her hair as he'd leaned closer; the softness of her skin when he'd touched her hands while instructing her on the right way to hold the horse's reins.

The ride out from the corral had been a pleasure too. He'd enjoyed watching her delighted expression when she'd realized that she could ride along next to him. It gave him a quiet satisfaction to know that, even in a small way, he could make one part of her life better.

Cal dragged in a deep breath as he sat on the porch seat. Frustration made his nerves quiver. He'd have to talk with Prudence about a few things.

Hearing the rumble of buckboard wheels, Cal turned and saw it heading toward the ranch. The flash of the red, green and blue gowns in the bright Texas sunlight told him the women had arrived home. 

Cal strode out onto the yard as the buckboard ground to a halt. Prudence was the driver. She looked surprised to see him. All three got down from the buckboard.

Cal thrust his hands into the pockets of his jeans and tilted his head. "You ladies been somewhere nice?" he asked.

He saw them glance at one another. Then Prudence spoke up. "We paid a visit to Rafael Largo."

Cal nodded. "Uh huh." He schooled his features, not wanting to reveal even a hint of his disapproval at that discovery.

There was a long awkward silence. Then Cal asked: "What did you think of him?"

Grace lifted a brow. "Well, he wasn't exactly rude, but I could tell he didn't approve of us paying a visit."

"Yeah? What did he say about last night?" Cal asked, getting straight to the point.

"We made our views known quite plainly," Hope announced. "We told him to leave us alone."

Cal tipped the front of his hat up. He'd been right about the three women. He was sure they had put Largo well and truly in his place. Maybe that was a good thing. Then again, it might cause new problems in the near future.

"How did he take that?" Cal asked. He smiled, admiring the spirit shown by his employers.

Prudence frowned. "Can I have a word with you, Cal?" she asked and hooked a thumb in the direction of the corral.

Hope and Grace exchanged a look and then headed to the house. Cal followed Prudence across the yard. Prudence rested her arms against the wooden corral fence. Cal leaned against the fence and glanced hesitantly at Prudence. Her delicately-shaped, furrowed brows and full, pursed lips told him she had something on her mind.

Before she had a chance to say anything, Cal spoke: "I thought I warned you about Largo."

Prudence turned her head quickly. Her eyes flashed. "But you didn't tell me the whole story."

"What do you mean?"

Prudence faced him, leaning her elbow against the fence. "Seems like Largo and Silas were having a feud."

"Is that what Largo told you?"|

"He said that he and Silas had some disagreements over the property. I got the impression he was trying to run Silas off his own land," Prudence said. "Is that right?"

Cal thought about all the trouble they'd been having on the Circle T ever since Largo had moved onto his own land and built the hacienda there. From the moment Largo had arrived a year ago it had been clear there was going to be trouble. Silas had established the Circle T and had built his own ranch house on his favored location, clearing the southern half of the circular grove of trees. 

Largo had paid a few visits, just as a matter of courtesy. But when he'd found out the location of Silas's ranch house things had soured between Silas and Largo. From that moment on Cal had been dealing with what he could only describe as a range war. But not one fought out in the open. Nor one that claimed lives and was fought with violence. It was more like one which had been fought by stealth and deception. With Largo being the kind of man he was, that hadn't surprised Cal one bit.

Cal sighed. "Largo harassed Silas something terrible," he admitted.

Prudence's mouth opened. "What kind of things did he do?"

Cal told her about the constant harassment, the night raids, the cattle going missing. He told her about the many times that Silas had paid a visit to Largo demanding justice. How the local law had let Silas down and ignored what was going on at the Circle T. As she listened, Prudence's face became pale. Her eyes filled with sympathy as Cal told her about some of the things which had happened to Silas. How Silas's life had been made miserable.

As he concluded, Cal saw Prudence's expression change from sympathy to rage. She clutched the top bar of the fence. "Largo is a snake. I knew it. I can tell a liar when I see one." Her voice shook with indignation. She peered up into Cal's eyes. "You don't think Largo had anything to do with Silas's accident, do you?"

Cal shook his head and sighed. "I guess it would be easy to assume he had something to do with it. But we looked into it in detail. I think Silas was just unlucky that day. The horse broke its leg and Silas got caught underneath it. I don't think there was anything he could have done."

"You're sure about that?" she asked urgently. "Because if Largo had anything to do with Silas dying, I'll make it my mission to bring him to justice."

Cal gazed in wonder at Prudence. He'd never known a woman like her. There was a fire in her soul.

Suddenly he was seized by an impulse he couldn't control. Cal reached across and laid his hand gently on Prudence's arm. She glanced at his hand and then up into his eyes. He'd caught her off guard. "Don't go doing anything foolish, now, Prudence. You have to promise me you'll stay away from Largo."

Her gaze was fierce and direct. He could see her weighing up her next words. For a moment, she looked like she was about to give in to another outburst. 

Then she sighed and nodded. "There are other ways to deal with men like him," she said.

That didn't exactly reassure Cal. "Like what?"

She took a step away from the corral, loosening his hand from her arm. He wondered if she'd disapproved of him being so familiar with her. Maybe he'd made a mistake, he told himself.

"We'll think of something," she stated.

"I don't want any of you going over to the Largo place, do you hear?" Cal declared.

Prudence lifted a brow. "Don't worry. We won't be paying any more visits. My friends and I will find a way to get justice for the Circle T. And we'll find out why Largo is so interested in this place."

"That's easy," Cal said. "He's greedy."

Prudence shook her head. "No. There's more to it than that. Señor Largo has something in mind. And we're going to find out what it is."

Cal didn't like the sound of that. It spelled trouble for the Circle T.

And then, with her chin held high, Prudence started back toward the big house. Cal scratched the back of his head and asked himself what he was getting himself into.











CHAPTER ELEVEN







The following morning Grace suggested they all go into town. Prudence and Hope agreed. Prudence knew that Grace wasn't interested in doing shopping. She had other things on her mind.

In Grace's room last night, Prudence had listened to Grace as she'd spoken about how to deal with Largo using the law. Prudence told Grace what Cal had said about the sheriff of Testament Creek possibly being influenced by Rafael Largo. That had just seemed to rile Grace up. She'd said there were plenty of other ways to involve the law in the trouble being caused by Largo. Grace said that, even in a small community of less than a thousand folks, the law could still be enforced. Even if the sheriff didn't want to do what he was being paid to do by the good people of the town.

The women were all dressed in their gowns and ready to leave on the buckboard when two riders arrived at the house. One of them was Cal.

 Prudence saw that the other rider was sitting awkwardly on his horse. He looked injured. That was confirmed when Cal dismounted and went to the man's horse. 

Cal glanced at the three women. "Might need some help here with Lucas."

Hope gasped, her nurse training kicking in. She leaped down from the buckboard and went to the injured man. Prudence and Grace stepped down and helped all they could to get Lucas down from the horse. Then between them all, they carried the ranch hand into the house. They laid Lucas down on the long sofa. He moaned and gripped his shoulder.

"What happened?" Hope asked urgently as she attended to the man.

"A steer ran into his horse," Cal explained. "Threw him. Lucas landed hard and awkward."

Hope looked at Lucas. She smiled gently at him. "I'm going to open your shirt."

Lucas's eyes widened and he looked up at Cal, who smiled down at the ranch hand. "She's a nurse. Let her do what she's good at." 

Hope smiled up at Cal. "Why thank you, Cal. That's mighty nice of you to say so."

"Your welcome, Hope," Cal replied.

Prudence saw how much Lucas trusted Cal's advice. The young man nodded. Prudence glanced at Cal. It was clear that the ranch hands had a lot of respect for Cal. That kind of thing could only come after a long time of working together. Of sharing trials and difficulties.

Lucas relaxed and Hope unbuttoned the shirt. She examined the damaged shoulder. There was a cut there too. Prudence saw blood staining the inside of Lucas's shirt. Alongside her, she heard Grace sigh heavily. Grace seemed to sway for a long moment. Grace lifted a hand to her forehead and took a step away from Lucas. 

"Are you okay, Grace?" Prudence asked, taking Grace by the elbow and leading her to a nearby chair. 

Grace sat down. "I'm not used to the sight of blood," she explained. Her face was a shade paler than it had been moments before. She stood quickly. "Maybe I should take some fresh air."

Lucia came running into the parlor. Hope gave Lucia some instructions about what she needed and the woman went running off. 

Hope turned to Prudence and Grace. "I'm going to stay here and help Lucas," she said.

"Of course," Prudence agreed. "Grace and I will go into town."

Cal peered at Prudence. "Any particular reason?"

Prudence glanced at Grace and then shook her head. It would be best if Cal didn't know what Grace had planned. "Not really," Prudence said to Cal. He didn't look convinced. In fact, he looked downright suspicious. It was clear he had no intention of leaving the ranch. He'd probably want to make sure Lucas was fine.

Before Cal had a chance to say anything else, Prudence and Grace bid Hope farewell and headed out to the buckboard. Soon they were riding down the trail. It was a sunny day. Grace regained her usual healthy color soon after they departed.

By the time they arrived in Testament Creek, Grace was fully recovered and chatting with Prudence about how she planned to deal with the law and order problem in town.

Main Street was bustling with activity. The boardwalks on either side were busy with Testament Creek's folks going about their business. All the stores were open. As they drove past the saloon, Prudence heard the sound of a fight inside there. Men's voices were raised and she heard the tumbling of what sounded like chairs being thrown around. She flicked the reins of the horse, eager to get away from the saloon. 

The sheriff's office was halfway up the street on the left. Prudence parked the buckboard outside the sheriff's office. She and Grace made their way to the front door. As she was about to knock on the door, it was pulled open. A white-haired, portly man stared at her from beneath equally white bushy eyebrows. He wore jeans, black boots, a white shirt and a waistcoat upon which was pinned a silvery, metallic star. He was currently tying a belt into place. From it hung a holstered pistol.

It was the first time Prudence had been so close to a real-life sheriff. She drew in a sharp breath. "Sheriff Brady?" Prudence asked abruptly.

Brady's brows furrowed. He looked from Prudence to Grace. "Who wants to know?"

Prudence introduced herself and Grace. As she did so, she saw the sheriff's attention being caught by the ruckus going on over at the saloon. Brady twisted his head and called out. "Tyler. Get over to the saloon, right now. See what's going on."

A tall, dark-haired young man, probably in his mid-twenties Prudence guessed, appeared behind the sheriff. He was similarly dressed to Brady, only he didn't wear a star. Prudence figured Tyler must be some kind of deputy. The young man, who was extremely handsome, seemed surprised to see Prudence and Grace. He hesitated a moment as he pushed past the sheriff. Prudence thought the young man had kindly eyes. 

He smiled as he strode out onto the boardwalk. Thrusting his Stetson on his head he said: "Ladies. Nice to meet you." And then he went off running across the street toward the saloon. Prudence saw Grace watch Tyler carefully as he raced across the dusty street. When Grace turned to look at Prudence, her face seemed flushed. She met Prudence's curious gaze. For a moment, Prudence thought that Grace had been taken aback by the sight of the handsome deputy. Grace quickly composed herself and peered at the sheriff.

"If you've got something to say, I suppose you better come on inside," Sheriff Brady said.

Prudence and Grace followed the sheriff into the cool interior of the office. There was a desk off to one side, with a leather-backed chair behind it. A rack of rifles hung inside a cabinet on the wall. Opposite the front door a corridor led to two jail cells. Inhaling quietly, Prudence thought she could detect the scent of alcohol in the air.

Brady sat down, propped his booted feet up on the corner of the desk and leaned back. "What can I do for you ladies?"

"Do you know who we are?" Grace asked.

Brady's brows shot up. "Sure I do. You're the new owners of the Circle T."

"How do you know that?" Prudence asked.

This time Brady frowned. "I'm the sheriff. Not much happens in this town without me knowing about it."

Prudence wanted to add that perhaps the sheriff had found out about them from Rafael Largo. But she managed to bite her tongue.

Grace took a step closer to the desk. "Sheriff. I'll get right to it. We've come to register a complaint."

"What about?"

"About an invasion of our privacy," Grace said.

Brady frowned. "What in tarnation does that mean?"

"An unnecessary and unwanted intrusion on our private property," Grace added.

The sheriff looked even more confused. He ran a hand through his white hair and scowled at Grace.

Prudence stepped forward. Grace was still talking like she was in a city law office. "I think what my friend is trying to tell you, sheriff, is that we caught an intruder on our property."

"You did?" Brady said and sat forward. He rested his elbows on the desk. "Who was he?"

"We don't know," Grace said.

Brady frowned. "But I thought you said you caught the man."

"We did," Prudence said. "Or at least Cal Logan did."

At the mention of Cal's name, the sheriff leaned back in his chair. His eyes shadowed slightly as if even thinking about Cal put Brady on the defensive.

"So why didn't Logan bring the man to me?"

"He took him to Señor Rafael Largo instead." Prudence waited a moment, judging Brady's reaction. The sheriff tried to mask the effect of Largo's name, but Prudence could see it worried the man.

"Why did he do that?"

"Because he assumed, rightly it turned out, that the man was one of Largo's employees," Grace said. "He has since been let go and no longer works for Largo. At least that was what Largo told us when we went to see him."

The fact that they had visited Largo didn't seem to come as a surprise to Brady. That told Prudence that the man had had conversations with Largo after their visit.

"So if he's gone why are you telling me all this?" the sheriff asked. "He didn't steal anything. Or assault anyone, did he?"

Grace leaned her fists on the table and fixed the sheriff with a stern look. "He was trespassing, sheriff. Isn't that a crime around these parts?"

"Well, I suppose it is," Brady said slowly.

Grace's face turned beetroot red. "You suppose so! What kind of law and order do you have in this town?"

Now it was Brady's turn to defend himself. He stood and faced Grace. "Now there's no need to get like that, young lady," Brady said.

"Don't call me a young lady," Grace exclaimed.

Prudence sensed the time had come to calm things down. Since meeting Grace, she'd seen plenty of instances of her temper. 

 Prudence smiled at the sheriff. "We've reported the crime to you, Sheriff Brady. Now its up to you. I guess you could try and find the man."

Brady scowled at Prudence. "You saying you want to press charges?"

"Against Largo? Yes." Grace exclaimed. "For sending the man in the first place."

"You don't have any proof of that."

"We don't believe Largo's explanation that the man was drunk and lost his way," Prudence said. 

"If he prompted the man to intrude on our property, that makes Largo an accessory. We want proceedings brought against him," Grace declared emphatically.

Brady gasped and then cleared his throat. "I don't see how you can do that. He's the most upstanding member of our community."

"Is he?" Grace asked sharply. "That doesn't mean he is above the law." She lifted a brow. "Or does it?"

The sheriff hurried around the desk. Raising his hands, he smiled nervously. "Maybe you need to take some time to think this over."

Grace shook her head. "We've thought it over. At the very least, we want an investigation carried out."

Sensing a compromise, Brady seized upon it. "Leave it with me," he said and then gestured Prudence and Grace toward the door. 

At that very moment, the door flew open and Tyler the young deputy came striding in. "Sheriff! You better come. Bob Gannon is  causing a whole lot of trouble over at the saloon."

Instantly, Brady looked relieved. They all stepped out onto the boardwalk. The sheriff said a hasty farewell and then ran across Main Street with his deputy trailing behind.

Prudence glanced at Grace. Her friend didn't look at all happy.

"That didn't go well," Grace said. 

"He's in Largo's pocket. No doubt about it," Prudence said.

Grace nodded. "I have an idea."

"What are you going to do?" Prudence asked Grace.

Grace hooked a hand inside Prudence's arm and started to lead her in the direction of the southern end of Main Street. "I'm going to send a telegram," Grace said. And, for the first time since they'd arrived at the sheriff's office, Grace looked pleased.


CHAPTER TWELVE







Hope had finished tending to Lucas's wound when Cal decided to head into town to try and find out what Prudence and Grace had been getting up to. Cal got Lucas settled on a bed in one of the downstairs rooms. Hope insisted on staying with Lucas for a while. Lucia was in attendance to lend a hand whenever needed. Since it looked like he didn't have to be around any longer, Cal got on his horse and rode down the trail. 

It was the middle of the afternoon as he rode out across the grassland, heading southward to town. The sun was bright and hot. Cal reflected on the great work Hope had done with Lucas. It seemed the skills each woman possessed would be put to good use out here in Texas. 

Cal knew there would always be a need for good nursing, and Hope certainly fit the bill. She'd attended to Lucas with great care and kindness. She'd seemed pleased to be using her skills. It couldn't have been easy going from being a nurse to suddenly needing to learn everything about running a ranch, Cal reflected as he headed down a long, steep hillside. 

In the distance the trail cut across an area of flatland dotted with scrubs and through some groves of trees. It then wound its way alongside the creek. Cal rode down into a valley. Up ahead, he knew the trail rose and narrowed again. It edged along a deep crevasse leading down to the creek's edge. When the rains came, this was a dangerous place. Parts of the trail had eroded over the years. For a buckboard, it could be treacherous. This was the main trail into town. Cal figured he would be in town before Grace and Prudence left. Then he could escort them back to the ranch. At least, that was what he hoped he'd be able to do.

Reaching the crest of a ridge, Cal paused, savoring the vista of the land ahead. He saw the riverbed snaking through the hills. Beyond the narrowing trail, he saw the flat country. Seeing a plume of dust in the distance, he narrowed his eyes. Taking out the small spyglass from his saddlebag, he focused it and saw a buckboard. The colored gowns of Grace and Prudence shimmered in the bright sunshine. The women were chatting animatedly while Prudence drove the buckboard. Cal smiled to himself and moved the glasses, preparing to stow them away and ride down to meet the women before they reached the narrow pass by the river's edge.

His attention was caught by a glint of light as he scanned the narrow valley. The reflection of light on metal. He focused the glasses. What he saw made him grunt quietly. 

Two men, mounted on horseback, were hiding in the shadow of a grove of live oak trees. They were dressed in dark outfits. Their mounts shifted nervously, as if they'd been waiting a while. Where they were hiding lay to one side of the trail along which Prudence and Grace were driving.

The men were waiting for the two women. 

It was going to be an ambush!

How had they known where to wait and that now would be a good time? Looking to the right, Cal saw the narrow, westward trail which had allowed the men to reach the spot by the trees. He knew that hardly-used trail was an alternative route into town. It wasn't a good trail for a buckboard. But the two horseback riders could easily have used it to ride northward, ahead of Prudence and Grace.

Cal took one last look at the buckboard. They'd be riding past the two ambushers within a few minutes. Cal knew he had to act. Digging spurs, he drove his mount down the hill. He cut across west, aiming to come up behind the two men. He knew had to be quick. And he had to be quiet. Using the spyglasses, Cal had seen that the men were fully armed.

Cal slowed as he came to the grove of trees by the trailside. Bending low beneath the branches, he halted, got down and tethered his horse. He took his Colt .45 out from his holster and edged forward, careful that his steps wouldn't betray him.

The light was soft beneath the trees. Cal dragged in a cooling breath, feeling his heartbeat quicken. Moments later he reached the two riders. They were still unaware of Cal. He leaned against a tree and watched as one of the men turned to the other and spoke: "They'll be here in a couple of minutes." 

Both men lifted bandanas around the lower part of their faces. Each held a pistol at the ready. They planned to do the women harm, Cal told himself. Indignation rose within him as he moved slowly around the tree trunk. He felt anger that these men would even consider causing harm to two innocent women. The men were clearly being paid to do this. There was no other explanation which made sense. 

And Cal could imagine who had paid them. Largo must be behind this. But for now, Cal pushed that thought away. All that mattered was that Prudence and Grace needed to be protected.

Cal took a few steps forward. Now he was six feet behind the horses. Sensing that he was there, the horses turned slightly. One of the men tugged on the reins and twisted in his saddle. It was then that he saw Cal standing behind him.

The man cried out and started to lift his gun, but Cal called out: "Don't move!"

Ignoring Cal, both men wrenched on their reins. One of the men lifted his pistol and fired at Cal. Lead slammed into the tree trunk behind Cal and he dived to one side, landing on the thick grass. He rolled a few feet and then lifted his head, raising his Colt at the same time. He was ready to fire if he had to.

The men were struggling to control their horses which had been panicked by the sound of the single shot. For a moment, Cal thought the men were about to advance on him. Maybe finish him off. Instead, the masked men exchanged one look. Perhaps they'd planned what to do if they were discovered. 

Cal started to rise from the grass, expecting a firestorm beneath the trees. His fingers gripped his pistol, ready to fire. But the men pulled hard on their reins. Both horses lurched forward heading straight for Cal. His eyes widening, Cal leaped to one side as the horses pounded past him. Their hooves thudded heavily on the ground. Cal landed next to a tree and saw the riders lower their heads beneath the branches as they forced their way past Cal's own horse. Moments later, the riders were gone.

Cal considered chasing after them, but rejected that idea. He needed to make sure the men wouldn't try to double back and cause harm to Prudence and Grace.

Cal raced to his horse and was soon emerging out onto the trail past the trees. Waiting a few moments, he could hear the rolling wheels of the buckboard in the distance. He composed himself, eager not show any sign of what had just happened. 

The buckboard roared around the bend in the trail and headed straight for Cal. He saw Prudence's eyes widen with surprise when she saw him. Leaning back, she pulled on the reins and drew the buckboard to a halt amidst a cloud of dust. Cal rode up to the side of the buckboard. 

"Cal. What are you doing here?" Prudence asked.

Forcing himself to smile, Cal said: "I thought I'd come into town and see what you two have been getting up to. Thought maybe you might need some help."

Grace's eyes narrowed and she glanced over toward the grove of trees by the trail. Grace seemed to have an eye for trouble, Cal told himself. Maybe it was being around all those attorneys which had made her that way, he concluded.

"Now that you're on your way home, maybe I should take this chance to enjoy the company of two fine ladies," Cal said brightly.

Cal was pleased to see that Prudence didn't seem disappointed to see him. In fact, she looked downright delighted. Her eyes were bright and he couldn't help noticing the way she was glancing up and down at him as he sat on his horse.

Cal saw some packages in the back of the buckboard. "You've been shopping?"

Prudence waved a dismissive hand. "Just a few things we needed."

Cal quirked a brow. "Maybe it was just as well I wasn't around." He smiled. "You know what they say about men and shopping."

Grace frowned. "No. What do they say?"

"Men would rather tame a wild bronco than spend time buying stuff in a store," Cal joked.

Prudence laughed quietly, while Grace just took a few moments to think that one over.

"You ready to go home?" Cal asked.

"Lead the way," Prudence instructed.

As they made their way northward, Cal glanced casually back in the direction of his confrontation with the men. It had been a close call. Something hard settled in his gut as he thought that Prudence and Grace had come perilously close to getting into deep trouble. Cal resolved to find out who the men were. And figure out ways to guarantee the safety of all three women. It was clear that some enemies were targeting the new owners of the ranch. The reason for that would have to wait for another day.

But, for now, he had to get these two precious women back to the safety of the Circle T ranch house.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN







After dinner that evening Cal said he wanted to speak with Prudence, Grace and Hope in the parlor of the ranch house. Helping Lucia to tidy up after the meal, Prudence reflected on what Cal would want to talk about. Maybe he'd want to discuss what had happened on the trail back from town. As she and Grace had been driving on the buckboard, and nearing the place where they'd met Cal, Prudence had heard the sharp crack of a single gunshot echo down the valley. She'd heard enough gunshots around the ranch since her arrival to be able to recognize the distinctive sound.

When Cal had met the buckboard, Prudence had noticed he'd seemed uneasy about something. But he'd said nothing about the sound. His friendly attitude had seemed forced.

Later, after they'd arrived home, Grace had asked Prudence if she thought Cal had been dealing with some troublemakers in the grove of trees next to where they'd met him. Grace had also heard the shot and was sure something had happened.

During the dinner, Cal had seemed pleasant enough. He'd been friendly. As usual. But, once or twice, Prudence had seen a hint of darkness in his gaze. He was worried about something, and she could guess what it might be. 

In the parlor she, Grace and Hope took their places on the sofa. Cal stood with his back to the empty fireplace. He thrust his hands into the pockets of his jeans and gazed down at Prudence and her friends.

"What do you want to say, Cal?" Prudence asked.

Cal sighed. "It's about today."

"What happened at the pass?" Grace asked. "We heard a gunshot."

Cal's brows rose. "You did?" He seemed genuinely surprised. 

Grace nodded. "Just as we were riding along the side of the creek, we heard a single gunshot."

"The sound does carry a long distance," Prudence said. She'd been doing some reading and had discovered some surprising facts about guns. Shots could be heard for miles, if the terrain was right.

"You're not telling me anything I don't already know," Cal said with a surly tone of voice. It seemed like they'd stolen some of his thunder. He nodded. "In any case, you're both right. You did hear a gunshot."

Grace gave Prudence a triumphant look. "I told you."

"You both are turning out to be regular detectives, aren't you," Cal said looking from Grace to Prudence.

"We just want to know what's going on," Prudence declared. "Especially if it involves us."

Cal shifted on his heels. "Well, you see, that's the thing. What happened down there today did involve you." He peered intently at Prudence. "There were two men down there today. I'll tell you as plain as I can. They were going to dry-gulch the two of you."

Prudence frowned. "What does that mean?"

Cal gasped in obvious frustration. "I mean they were intending to cause you both some harm." His voice was full of feeling, now. More than she'd heard before.

"Oh!" Prudence exclaimed, quietly shocked. Suddenly it all seemed so much more serious. 

Hope reached across and took Grace's hand. "Oh, my dear. The two of you were in danger. I should have been there with you." Hope gazed at Prudence. "You weren't frightened, were you?"

Prudence glanced at Cal and met his concerned gaze "We didn't know for sure until now. Did you see the men?"

"I did," he said grimly. "That shot you heard was fired at me." All three women gasped in unison. "But the men made their getaway before I could do anything to apprehend them. Or even find out who they were."

"Didn't you see their faces?" Grace asked.

Cal shook his head. "They were wearing bandanas over their faces. I didn't recognize them." He lifted a brow. "Could this have anything to do with what you both did today while you were in town?"

Prudence and Grace exchanged looks. Grace nodded. Then Prudence described their conversation with Sheriff Brady. As he listened, Cal's features darkened. Prudence saw his jaw tighten when she described how the sheriff had treated herself and Grace. It seemed Cal and Sheriff Brady weren't on the best of terms.

"So he refused to take your complaint seriously," Cal said.

Grace shrugged. "It doesn't matter. After we spoke to him, I sent some telegrams to my legal colleagues back in Kansas City."

"You did?" Cal seemed amazed that Grace would do such a thing.

Grace nodded. "I figure we can cause a bit of trouble for Sheriff Brady. Especially if the local judge knows about what's going on."

"You figuring on getting the sheriff replaced?" Cal asked.

"That's not all," Grace stated. "I also asked my colleagues to look into the background of Rafael Largo."

"You've been busy," Cal observed wryly.

Grace grinned with obvious delight. "I like to know who my enemies are."

Cal laughed quietly. "Maybe the sheriff should be worried. And maybe he had something to do with those two men."

Prudence breathed out sharply. "You don't think he arranged for those two desperadoes to be there, do you?"

"I don't know," Cal replied. "But we can't rule it out. If you annoyed him as much as you said you did, there's no saying how far Brady would be willing to go to stop you interfering in what he does for Largo."

"You believe the sheriff is corrupt?" Hope asked.

"I know it for sure," Cal said. He grinned at Grace. "Depending on what you get back from your inquiries, maybe the time has come for the sheriff to take early retirement. But we won't know for while." He frowned. "In the meantime, I'm going to have to teach you ladies one more skill."

"What's that?" Prudence asked.

When Cal smiled at Prudence she felt something warm in her middle. And she felt her cheeks flush hot, too. She was sure her face was as pink as the flowers in the garden behind the house. Cal's appreciative glance told her that was probably the case.

"I'm going to have to show you all how to shoot a pistol," Cal announced. 

All three women looked at one another. "I'm not sure I want to do that," Hope said. "My whole career has been about saving lives. Not taking them."

"I understand that, Hope," Cal said. "I surely do. And that is all fine and dandy back in Kansas City. But you're in Texas now. And, out here, folks need to defend themselves." Cal ran his gaze across all three of them and added: "Especially beautiful women."

Now it was the turn of Grace and Hope to get red cheeks, Prudence observed.

Cal cleared his throat. "I reckon I can give you all some lessons. Of course, you're not going to get to be expert shooters right away. It'll take time."

Prudence leaned back on the sofa and looked up at Cal. The thought of learning how to fire a gun made her feel uncomfortable. It went against every part of her faith. Taking life wasn't something she was willing to do. Prudence had always believed that if she prayed enough, and kept the faith, dealing with folks the way her Lord wanted her to, then everything would turn out for the good. That conviction had been burned into her heart from when she was a youngster sitting in her church back home in Kansas City. She wasn't about to overturn that belief.

"I reckon we could make a start tomorrow, if you like," Cal continued and smiled at all three of them. 

The women exchanged glances. Prudence saw that Grace seemed interested in taking up Cal's offer. Hope still seemed hesitant, but maybe she would come round to seeing things Cal's way. Prudence knew that Hope had a practical streak in her. Maybe it came from dealing with medical matters. Fixing people who were damaged. Prudence could understand Hope's hesitation, but she figured she might change her mind after some careful consideration.

Prudence looked up at Cal. "I think we'd like to talk about this amongst ourselves, Cal," Prudence said. She looked at Grace and Hope. "Do you agree?"

The other two nodded.

Cal nodded. "That seems reasonable. Its a big step you're all about to take. Once you learn how to hold a gun, there's no going back. But I'll be a whole lot happier if I know you can all take care of yourselves."

Cal bid them goodnight and left the parlor. All three watched Cal as he left the room. 

"I believe he's only thinking of our safety," Grace said.

Hope sighed. "Maybe. But I have to think about this."

"We should all sleep on it. Let Cal know in the morning."

Grace and Hope nodded. As they all stood, Prudence knew she already made up her mind. 

She'd tell Cal that she would refuse his offer. 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN







Cal knew something was wrong when Prudence didn't look at him over the breakfast table the next morning. She averted her gaze the whole way through the meal. She didn't even laugh at a single one of his jokes, either. That really made him lose his appetite for the bacon and beans on his plate.

After breakfast, Cal and the others went into the parlor. Hope and Grace announced that they'd both like to take him up on his offer to learn how to shoot a pistol. Hope did seem a little hesitant, but Cal could understand that. Hope was in the business of saving lives, not taking them. 

He couldn't help but notice that Prudence had been the only one who hadn't accepted his offer. And when Prudence asked Cal if she could talk with him outside, Cal knew this wasn't going to be as straightforward as he'd hoped.

Prudence followed Cal out to the porch. It was a bright, sunny morning. On any other day, Cal would have taken his usual delight at the start of new day. Especially with Prudence right next to him. She sure looked good, dressed in that pretty blue gown. Her hair was pinned back and tied in a neat bun. He really liked the way the sunlight glinted on her dark hair. Her clear skin shone in the bright, early morning light.

It was good to be with her, he reflected. But he still suspected that this morning wasn't going to go the way he wanted. He could feel it in his bones.

Cal and Prudence sat down on the porch bench. Prudence rested her hands in her lap and faced the yard. Cal figured she looked businesslike, as if she'd made up her mind about something and was determined to speak it out. Prudence got straight to the point. "Cal. I thank you for your kind offer, but I'm going to have to turn it down."

Cal twisted on the bench and rested his arm across the back of it. "Why?" Even though he'd half-expected her to say that, he still felt disappointed.

She didn't move to face him. Instead, she sat upright, staring ahead, refusing to make eye contact. "I don't think its something I can do and still have a clear conscience. It goes against everything I believe."

"Taking care of yourself is important, don't you think?" Cal objected, trying to keep his voice soft. He didn't want to rile her.

"Of course it is," Prudence replied. " I've told you I have my faith and, as far as I'm concerned, that's all the protection I'm going to need."

Cal heard the conviction in her voice. He could tell she believed every word she'd just said. But he still let out a heavy sigh. He turned and faced the yard, trying to think how he was going to persuade her.

"I have an obligation to make sure all three of you are safe here," Cal explained. "You know that, don't you."

"You're our foreman, Cal. Not our keeper." 

The harshness of her words triggered a sudden indignation in him. "Is that all I am to you, Prudence? An employee? Just another ranch hand?"

This time she did turn and face him. Her eyes shimmered and he could see hesitation in them. Maybe she hadn't meant to sound so unkind, he told himself. He hoped so.

"Of course you're not just an employee," she pleaded. "I didn't mean it to sound like that." She frowned. "You have to understand. My faith is very important to me. Ever since I was little, it has been the most important thing in my life."

"I do understand that, Prudence," Cal said. "I surely do. There are plenty of folks in Testament Creek who share your faith. Why, the town church is packed every Sunday."

"I'm going there, this weekend," she told him.

Cal nodded. "You'll like it. And the people are good."

"But you don't go regularly," Prudence said gently. During some of his conversations with Prudence, Cal had already hinted at his lukewarm faith. He hadn't told her why it was like that. The history of it was complicated. He hoped she wouldn't press him for more details.

"No I don't go, Prudence. And I don't think I will be going, any time soon."

To his relief, she didn't pry any further. Didn't press him any further. She simply nodded. Prudence possessed deep reserves of patience. He knew that, sometime in the days to come, she'd talk to him about faith again.

"You place me in a difficult position," Cal said.

"Why?"

"You and Hope and Grace need to be kept safe. I have an obligation to do what I can to ensure you're all protected."

"Is that how you see yourself?" she asked. "As our protector?"

He chuckled. "I've always been a bit of everything. Ranch hand, cowpuncher, cowboy, farmhand. You name it. I've done it. I'm used to taking on jobs without being asked." He knew he was straying into territory he'd avoided before. Talking about his past had been something he'd tried to avoid ever since she'd arrived.

"That sounds like quite a life," she observed.

Cal shook his head. "Its not as exciting as you think. Mostly going from one job to another. Drifting isn't the kind of life a man should want for himself. Not when he's getting older by the day."

Her eyes brightened. "You're not old."

"Twenty-eight is old enough. Some men don't even live that long down here. The gunslingers and the like." Changing the topic of the conversation made Prudence frown.

"Guns," she murmured. Her features darkened for a moment. "Why is it that people feel the need to have guns down here?" She gazed out across the valley. "Isn't it enough that this land is so beautiful? That it provides everything we need? That God has given us this place so that we can live good lives?" He heard the utter conviction in her voice. Was that how she saw Texas? As God's own country?

"You've already seen how greedy folks can get," Cal suggested. "People like Largo are everywhere down here."

"But this land has so much promise. Isn't there enough for everyone?"

Cal admired Prudence's optimism. Her faith in the good that people could do. But he also knew the truth about this place. Knew the evil that lurked in the hearts of men. "Some men just want too much," Cal said. "They see what others have, and they want to take it."

Prudence shook her head. Maybe she was starting to learn what life here was really all about, Cal told himself.

"I still can't interest you in some shooting lessons?" Cal tried one last time.

Prudence gazed at him and shook her head. "No." There was a finality in her voice. He was learning that, once Prudence made up her mind, there was no changing it. For some reason, though, he liked that about her. 

Cal nodded and then stood. Gazing down at her, he thought she seemed somehow smaller, more vulnerable. Sitting there, with her hands resting in her lap, she looked heartbreakingly lovely. Cal felt his breath catch in his chest. Felt his pulse quicken. The thought of anything bad happening to Prudence filled him with a fierce indignation. It wasn't going to happen. In spite of her resistance to his offer, he'd find some other ways to protect her. Because he knew he had to protect her. He felt the obligation in his bones.

Prudence stood and smiled at Cal. Then she made her way back into the house. Cal stood a while, thinking about his failure to persuade her, and why it was making him feel so bad. The explanation was simple, really.

Over the last few weeks, Prudence had been gradually finding a place in Cal's heart. In the quiet, solitary moments, out on the range, and at night in the bunkhouse, Cal had told himself that Prudence was real special. That she was unlike any other woman he'd ever known. The truth was, Cal had kept himself to himself with regard to women. Over the years, he'd had a few close relationships, but none had been serious. In the ways of romance, Cal Logan considered himself to be something of a beginner.

Deciding that the best way to conquer his disappointment at Prudence's refusal, Cal got his horse saddled and rode out onto the yard. Being busy was the best way to deal with hurt, he told himself. As he rode past the ranch house, he saw Prudence looking out at him from the kitchen window. When she smiled at him, his heart leaped. He touched the front brim of his hat, dug his spurs into his horse, and headed out onto the trail.

A day of hard work seemed like the most welcome thing in the world, right now, he told himself.

But there was one other thing he wouldn't let slip out of his mind today. He was going to figure out a way to keep Prudence safe. And if that meant never letting her out of his sight, then that was what he was going to do.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN







"Are you all ready?" Prudence called up from the bottom of the stairs. She heard footsteps on the wooden floor of the hall and then Grace and Hope appeared at the top of the staircase. They were both dressed in their best gowns and bonnets. 

It was Sunday and they were all going to church. Prudence was excited.

Grace and Hope raced down the stairs. Prudence told herself that all three of them looked fine. The sound of footsteps at the open front door caught Prudence's attention. She turned and gasped quietly. Cal stood on the porch and he also looked mighty fine, she told herself. He wore a dark suit and waistcoat and shiny leather shoes. His tall, broad-shouldered physique filled out the suit in a way which was truly eye-catching. Prudence saw the eyes of Hope and Grace widen appreciatively. 

"Well? How do I look?" Cal asked and tugged at his jacket. "Its been a while since I wore this suit. I wasn't sure it still fitted me. Seems like it does." He turned his head, gazed out across the yard, and sighed. "It sure is hot this morning."

Prudence went to Cal and smiled. "You look like a Kansas City gentleman," she told him.

Cal lifted a brow. "Is that a good thing?"

Prudence laughed quietly. "Take it from me. It's a compliment."

"If you say so," Cal responded. But he didn't seem too sure about it.

Prudence, Hope and Grace fussed a while longer, getting ready to leave. They were going to share Prudence's Bible. She carried it in her gloved hand as they all made their way out to the buckboard. Prudence glanced up at the bright Texas sky. It filled her heart to see the azure blue, cloudless expanse. Cal had been right. It was already warm, even for early morning. But, it was going to be a beautiful day. They were all going to church. Prudence couldn't have been happier.

They crowded onto the buckboard seat and Cal took the reins. Then they were riding southward down the trail toward Testament Creek. Lucia, her husband Pedro and their young son, rode behind on another buckboard.

Prudence glanced at Cal. She still felt surprised that he'd offered to come into town and attend church. He'd made the suggestion this morning over breakfast and everyone had enthusiastically agreed. Prudence recalled her conversation with Cal on the porch. After what he'd said, she hadn't expected he'd come to church with them today. But she was glad he was here with them.

"Are you a regular at church, Cal?" Hope asked.

Prudence saw Cal's brows furrow. "Not exactly."

"Oh," Hope exclaimed, perhaps realizing she'd assumed too much.

"Cal was telling me that Testament Creek is a godly little town," Prudence said. She glanced at Cal. "Isn't that right?"

"Well, it is. I figure there'll be about a hundred folk in church today."

"That many?" Grace asked.

Cal nodded. "There's even talk of making the church bigger." He smiled at the three of them. "In case you hadn't noticed, we've still got newcomers arriving in Testament Creek all the time."

They all laughed at that. Prudence was pleased that Cal seemed to be in such a good mood this morning. If he hadn't been to church in while, there must be an explanation for that, she told herself. But still, he seemed determined to accompany her, Grace and Hope to church. And, after his obvious disappointment at her refusing his offer of shooting instruction, that had to be a move in the right direction.

Grace and Hope had taken Cal up on his offer. This week, Prudence had heard shots ring out from behind the ranch house as Cal had given her two friends lessons. According to Grace it had been exciting. But Hope still had some reservations about the whole idea. Nevertheless, she seemed determined to persevere.

They arrived in Testament Creek. Main Street was almost deserted. The only sound was the distant tolling of the church bell calling worshippers. All the stores were closed. The saloons were shut, too. It seemed like some pressure had been put on the owner to respect the sabbath. Prudence was encouraged by that. They drove by the only place which was open. The coffee shop had a few folks inside it taking breakfast.

They took a right and headed down a long, tree-lined street. At the far end was the church. Prudence smiled as she gazed at the tall, white-painted spire rising above the main church building. The church was set on flat ground and surrounded by a white picket fence. Out front were parked about a dozen carriages and buckboards. A small crowd had congregated at the open gate to the church. The church doors were open, and Prudence could see the dark-suited figure of the pastor, who she knew was called Pastor Lewis MacLane. He was a Scotsman. Prudence had known one Scottish pastor before, back in Kansas City. She knew they could be fiery at times, and she wondered if Pastor Lewis would be like that.

Cal drew the buckboard to a halt and everyone got down. Some folks recognized Cal and came up to him to shake his hand. Some other folks also seemed surprised to see Cal and kept their distance. 

Prudence went to Cal. "Can I say how pleased I am that you've come today?"

Cal nodded. "It's my pleasure, Prudence," was all he said. Prudence was sure Cal's features had turned a shade paler since they'd all stepped down from the buckboard.

They made their way into church and took their places near the back. It seemed like most folks had a regular place to sit. The inside of the church was plain and clearly well-maintained. There was a small piano in the corner near the front. 

Prudence glanced at her two friends. She knew that Hope had grown up in a faithful family, but had confessed to being lukewarm in recent years. Grace, however, hadn't been fortunate enough to have grown up with the faith. Her parents had been stern and practical and had discouraged religion in their household. Prudence felt sorry that Grace had been denied the comforts of the faith. But she was encouraged that she had come to church today. Maybe it would be the start of something wonderful for Grace. Prudence hoped so, because she was starting to warm to her new friend with whom she had, for the moment, a shared fate.

At the beginning of the service, Pastor Lewis made a point of welcoming the newcomers. When everyone turned and greeted Hope, Grace and herself, Prudence felt her face flush with heat. But it was still delightful that the pastor had taken the time to make them all feel at home.

Cal was sitting next to Prudence. As the service began in earnest, and the first hymn sung, she rose and Cal stood alongside her. She was encouraged that he knew the words without using a hymn book. Maybe he'd spent more time in church than he'd said, she reflected.

After the service was over, they all made their way outside. At the church entrance, they introduced themselves to Pastor Lewis. Prudence found his Scottish accent appealing. Pastor Lewis was a tall, thin man in his late forties, she guessed. His shock of blonde hair was delightfully ruffled. He had piercing blue eyes and a warm smile that made her immediately take a liking to him. The pastor seemed genuinely delighted to discover that they were the new owners of the Circle T, although Prudence guessed he'd heard about them soon after their arrival.

"Silas was a regular here," Pastor Lewis revealed. "He made our churchyard his last place of rest. He insisted upon it before he passed." Pastor Lewis's eyes filled with a deeply sympathetic expression. "Of course, he didn't know he would come to rest in our grounds so soon. But the Lord called Silas, just as He calls us all when it is His will."

Prudence glanced at Grace, Hope and Cal. "Can we pay our respects?" she asked the pastor.

"Of course," the pastor replied. He gestured toward the rear of the church. "Let me show you where Silas is."

The pastor led them all around the side of the church. At the rear there were a small collection of headstones standing in two neat rows. At the front, near the rear church wall, was a tall headstone. When Prudence saw the name on the light-gray headstone, she felt her throat tighten. She sobbed once and lifted a hand to her face. Glancing at Grace and Hope, she saw that they had been affected in a similar way. Cal's expression was grim.

All three women stood to one side of the grave of the man who'd left them a priceless legacy. Cal stood a few steps back with the pastor alongside him. Seeing Silas's resting place brought home to Prudence the importance of everything that had happened. This kindly generous man, whose life she, Grace and Hope had all touched in a unique way, was here. This was the closest she'd been to Silas since the last time she'd seen him in Kansas City. The emotion of the moment threatened to overwhelm Prudence. And, as at all moments like this, the need to pray rose up inside her.

She turned to Pastor Lewis. "Pastor. Can I ask you to offer up a prayer?"

Pastor Lewis nodded. "Of course," he said and smiled warmly. He went to stand at the end of Silas's resting place. 

Clasping his hands, he lowered his head and spoke quietly. "Lord. Hear our prayer as we thank You for bringing us all here today to pay our respects to a man who was a good servant to You. Silas Rowen was a good man. A kind man. And, a generous one. We thank you, Lord for accepting Silas into Heaven. And we pray that You provide protection for the three fine ladies who Silas chose to care for his legacy at the Circle T. Grant them strength in the days to come. And guide their hearts so that they make wise choices. Protect them from all evil, Lord. We ask for this in Your name. Amen.

Moved by the prayer, Prudence hooked her arms inside Hope on one side and Grace on the other. The three stood, arm in arm, and gazed down at Silas's resting place. They were quiet for a long while. Prudence allowed the thoughts from the prayer to settle in her mind. She felt grateful to be here with Grace and Hope. And she was glad that Cal was standing close by. It felt somehow right that Cal was here. After all, he had been close to Silas.

Then it was time to go. They all made their way around to the front of the church. Most of the churchgoers had left. They bid the pastor farewell, promising to return the following Sunday.

Perhaps sensing that they weren't quite ready to go home to the ranch just yet, Cal offered to treat them all to a visit to the coffee shop. Hope and Grace accepted quickly. Prudence smiled at Cal. "I think that's a fine idea," she said.

And then they all got in the buckboard and Cal drove them toward Main Street.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN







The coffee and donuts seemed to have helped, Cal reflected as he and his three bosses left the coffee shop just after one o'clock. He held the door as Hope, Grace and Prudence made their way out onto the boardwalk. He was pleased to see the brightness was back in their eyes.

 The mood at Silas's graveside had been somber. He'd seen the tears in the eyes of all three women. Seen the way they'd all been affected by seeing Silas's last resting place. The Pastor's words had been perfect. Cal had felt himself choke up as he'd listened to the man's soft, Scottish burr. 

Any doubts about how much Hope, Grace and Prudence had loved Silas had been well and truly swept aside now, Cal told himself. These were no gold-diggers. These were good women, with decent hearts. He reckoned the Circle T was in good hands. And that was good to know. Some of the uncertainty which had been in the air since Silas had passed was beginning to vanish.

"Would you like to walk a while, ladies?" Cal suggested. He glanced up at the blue sky. "It's a nice day."

The three consulted each other with the briefest of glances and then all three nodded in perfect unison. They were really starting to form a close bond, Cal reflected. 

 "I think that would be lovely," Prudence said. 

They all started to make their way southward. A few townsfolk were moseying up both sides of the boardwalk. The occasional rider loped up Main Street. There was a calm spirit in the air. Cal didn't come into town too often on a Sunday. There always seemed to be something important going on at the Circle T. Even on a Sunday. 

But, today had been a revelation to him. He'd enjoyed being in church. And that was something he hadn't expected. It wasn't that he'd expected it to be unpleasant. It was just that it had been so long since he'd been inside a church. Silas's funeral, a few weeks ago, had been something different. Cal's memory of that was still hazy. He'd been overcome with emotion that day. Today, in the church, he'd felt different. There had been a real feeling of joy and optimism in the church.

Today, the Pastor's sermon had been on the subject of forgiveness. Cal reckoned that, given what had been happening recently, there was plenty of call for that around Testament Creek. 

Grace and Hope walked on a few steps ahead of him and Prudence. Cal smiled at Prudence. "I'm going to say something which might shock you."

Prudence lifted a brow. "You are?"

Cal nodded. "I enjoyed being in church today."

Prudence smiled. "I knew you would." There was a confident certainty in her voice.

"How come?"

"I just had a feeling," Prudence replied and lifted a shoulder. "Pastor Lewis is real nice. His prayer was beautiful."

"It truly was," Cal agreed. "That was quite a sermon. It made me think."

"Forgiveness is hard sometimes," Prudence said. "Especially when you're faced with what you think is injustice."

Cal gazed along the street toward the sheriff's office.  He thought about Sheriff Brady and about the two men who'd tried to cause trouble to Prudence and Grace. He still believed there was a connection between the men and the sheriff. "There's plenty of need for justice in this town."

"It's a shame because I saw good people there in that church today," Prudence said. She ran her gaze across the street. "There's so much promise in this place. It would be a pity if bad people made it worse than it could be."

Cal peered at the rough exteriors of the buildings along Main Street. Prudence was right. There was so much potential in Testament Creek. If only they could keep out the bad, drive out the evil that clung to the dark corners, they could make this one of the best places in the territory to live.

 A thought occurred to him. "Have you considered working as a schoolteacher?"

Prudence seemed genuinely surprised by his question. She considered it for a moment and then shrugged. "I think I've got more than enough to worry about up at the Circle T."

"But you still love teaching, don't you?"

Prudence nodded. "It was always my ambition. Even when I was in school myself, I wanted to be like the teacher."

"You mean you've always wanted to be in charge?" He grinned. "Why am I not surprised at that?"

Prudence prodded his side with her elbow. "That was rude," she said and then smiled at him. She laughed quietly. Grace and Hope turned and looked at them. Grace leaned her head closer to Hope and whispered something. Cal saw Prudence's cheeks flush slightly as she realized she'd suddenly become the focus of attention.

"Hasn't the town already got a schoolteacher?" Prudence asked.

Cal nodded. "Miss Jones runs the schoolhouse over to the east of town. She has around thirty children there. But the town will always need teachers. Those kids are hungry for learning."

Prudence seemed to think about it for a moment and then nodded. "Maybe I might give it some consideration. For now, I've got a ranch to run."

"You sure have," Cal agreed.

From up ahead there came a squeal of excitement. Grace and Hope had halted outside the dressmaker's store and were eagerly looking in the window. It was just as well the store was closed, Cal reflected. Otherwise he might have been dragged in to doing shopping.

"It will be Hope's birthday soon," Prudence revealed.

"When?"

"This coming Friday," Prudence replied.

"Are you planning a celebration?" he asked, already knowing what would be the answer.

"Of course," Prudence said. 

Hope pointed to a dress she could see further inside the shop and started talking animatedly to Grace. Prudence went to join in, leaving Cal a few steps back watching all the excitement. He glanced along the boardwalk and saw a figure step out from one of the buildings. The jailhouse door had opened and Sheriff Brady was watching the three women. There was a look of obvious disapproval on the man's face. 

Cal felt his jaw tighten. Excusing himself quickly, he strode along the boardwalk. Brady saw Cal advancing toward him and stepped back into the jailhouse. Cal reached it, pushed open the door and stepped inside.

"You got something against these women?" Cal asked Brady who stood in front of his desk facing him defiantly.

"What makes you say that?" Brady's voice shook with emotion. The man was wearing a holstered pistol. Cal was unarmed, so there would be no shooting.

"I saw how you were looking at them," Cal complained. "Just because they came in here a while back and faced you down, doesn't give you the right to be causing trouble for them."

Brady's brows furrowed. "I ain't been causing them no harm," he retorted. "And if anyone says I have, they'll be lying."

Cal jabbed a thumb against his own chest. "I'm the one saying it."

Brady's brows lifted. "You?"

Cal advanced on Brady. "It was a mighty strange coincidence the other day when two of those women nearly came to harm because a couple of no-goods were planning on ambushing them out by the creek on the way back to the Circle T."

"I don't know nothin' about that," Brady complained.

"It was just after they met with you and complained about what Rafael Largo is up to." 

"I don't mix with Largo," Brady stated. Cal knew that was a lie. He'd seen the sheriff in Largo's company plenty of times over the last year.

Cal tilted his head and sneered at Brady, waiting for the man's reply. Cal tightened his fingers into tight fists. He saw Brady's gun hand twitch and move toward his holster. 

"I'm not armed sheriff," Cal told him. "And, the last time I checked, a man speaking freely wasn't breaking the law."

Brady's hand drifted away from the gun. Cal's fists unclenched. Cal wasn't willing to resort to violence. He'd been brought up to believe that violence was only to be used in the last resort. But men like Brady, corrupted and rotten to the core, just plain annoyed Cal. He hated to see men like that prosper.

At that moment, the door opened and Prudence came striding in. She smiled at Cal. "There you are. I thought I saw you coming in here." Prudence smiled at Sheriff Brady. "I didn't see you at church this morning, sheriff," Prudence said. There was a mischievous tone in her voice that made Cal grin.

Brady cleared his throat and shifted on his heels. "I had law business to attend to, ma'am," he said apologetically.

To his surprise, Prudence scooped her arm inside Cal's. Ignoring Cal's startled look, she waved her other gloved hand at the sheriff. "Hope to see you at church next Sunday."

Then she practically dragged Cal out of the jailhouse. Walking arm in arm with Cal a short distance up the boardwalk, Prudence halted suddenly when she saw Hope and Grace staring, wide-eyed, at her and Cal. Prudence quickly released herself from Cal's arm.

"Why did you do that?" Cal demanded.

Prudence's mouth pouted and her brows ridged into deep furrows. "Don't you go getting yourself into trouble on our behalf, Cal Logan," Prudence snapped. Gone was the cheerful tone she'd used inside the jailhouse. Now she sounded annoyed.

"I wasn't about to," he replied. "But someone had to tell that no-good that his time is over. Or that it will be soon."

Prudence leaned closer and lowered her voice. "We need to wait for the replies to Grace's telegrams before we can do anything. We must be patient, Cal."

Cal saw Grace and Hope coming their way. "Okay," he murmured, admitting that Prudence might, after all, have saved him from acting like a fool. "I guess you're right." 

Cal told himself that, sometimes Prudence acted like a real schoolmarm. Right down to that tone of voice she probably used with mischievous students. There was also that look in her eyes. He secretly admitted to himself that he'd be quite happy if Prudence looked at him like that every day of the week.

Prudence went to Grace and Hope. After a quick conversation it was decided that they'd like to return to the Circle T. Grace looked at Cal and told him she was looking forward to another shooting lesson. She was quickly chided by Prudence who reminded Grace that this was Sunday and it was supposed to be a day of rest. Grace reluctantly agreed and soon they were all back on the buckboard and heading back to the ranch.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN







Back at the ranch later, Prudence, Grace and Hope all helped Lucia in the kitchen. They prepared a dinner of chicken, vegetables and potatoes followed by an apple pie from a recipe Prudence's mother had given her. After returning from town, Cal had left for the remainder of the afternoon. Ranch work couldn't stop, not even on a Sunday.

As she worked in the kitchen in the afternoon, in between chatting with the others, Prudence reflected on what had happened today in town. It had been a pleasure to go to church with Cal and the others. Being there, with him seated alongside her, Prudence had felt as if she was truly in a place where she belonged. And not just in the church. Testament Creek and its surroundings were beginning to find a place in her heart.

And there was someone else filling her heart with a renewed interest. During the church service, and later at the coffee shop, Prudence had told herself that Cal Logan was starting to mean a whole lot to her. She took special delight in his considerate ways, as well as his good humor. In the first few weeks since coming to the Circle T, Prudence knew she'd been guilty of treating Cal as if he was merely an employee. A foreman. 

But now she knew he was so much more than that. Cal was a good and strong man. Someone who looked upon the Circle T as a place which needed to be protected. And he also seemed determined to protect Prudence, Grace and Hope, too. Teaching them how to take care of themselves was real important to Cal. His frustration at Prudence's refusal to learn how to shoot was obvious, but she wasn't about to change her mind. Her principles were too important to her.

As she peeled the potatoes, Prudence allowed herself a few moments to think about how handsome Cal was. Riding next to him on the buckboard, she'd sensed the tremendous strength in his physique. It had been shaped by years of hard work. His was a healthy, strong physique, suited to the hard life he'd chosen for himself.

Every time Cal looked at her now, she felt her heart skip a beat. There was a brightness in his gaze and a ready smile on his lips. She wondered what it would be like to kiss Cal.  She quietly chided herself for that scandalous thought. But with Cal being so pleasing to the eye, it was hard not to think such thoughts, she told herself. 

What she was thinking must have been written on her face because both Grace and Hope teased Prudence a few times during the afternoon. Prudence resolutely refused to divulge her secret thoughts, but she figured her friends were on to her. Their eyes had widened when they'd seen her and Cal arm in arm outside the sheriff's office. They knew what was going on between her and Cal.

Prudence was glad when Cal returned to the ranch house for dinner. During the meal, Cal was his usual charming and amusing self. Prudence noticed that Cal could hardly keep his eyes off her. That didn't bother her at all. But it seemed she wasn't the only one who'd noticed. After the meal, when Prudence and Grace were carrying some plates back to the kitchen, Grace murmured: "Cal's being real nice to you, isn't he?"

Prudence strode into the kitchen and put the plates on the table. "What gives you that idea?" she asked.

Grace shook her head and grinned. "I saw the way he was looking at you. And the way you were holding on to him in town."

Prudence felt her face flush with heat. She knew Cal was in the parlor. The last thing she wanted was for him to overhear what was being said. "I was not holding on to him," she whispered. 

Grace's laughter echoed in the kitchen. At the dry sink, Lucia turned and smiled. Prudence frowned. It seemed like everyone was starting to think that she and Cal had something going between them.

"He's been very helpful to us," Prudence objected.

"Is that why you went and rescued him from the sheriff's office?" Grace asked.

"Cal doesn't need my help," Prudence replied. "He can look after himself."

"I'm sure he can," Grace said.

Prudence took the plates to the sink. Lucia shook her head. "You go back to the parlor," Lucia said. "I can do this myself."

"I'll help you, Lucia," Grace offered.

"You do not have to, Miss Grace," Lucia replied.

Grace shook her head and tugged up the sleeves of her gown. "Nonsense." Grace started dealing with the dirty dishes. She waved a hand at Prudence. "Shoo!" Grace exclaimed. "Go to him."

Prudence sighed with exasperation. Sometimes, Grace was just too pushy, Prudence told herself. Admitting defeat, she left the kitchen and went into the parlor, but Cal was nowhere to be found.

She felt a draft of cool air. At the rear of the parlor there was a door which opened out to the back of the ranch house. She saw that it lay open. Cal must have gone out that way. 

Prudence made her way outside. At the rear of the house there was a flat open area which had been cultivated as a garden of sorts. Flowers, shrubs and hedges had been planted in neat rows. A path led through the middle of the garden area. The path ended in deep grass which stretched for a few hundred yards back to a semi-circle of live oak trees which enclosed the ranch house like a pair of welcoming arms. The grassy area was sprinkled in bluebonnets. Their blue color shimmered in the soft, evening light. Prudence had developed an intense love of those flowers, with their bonnet-shaped petals.

Prudence walked up the grave-covered path and savored the sight of the beautiful flowers. Silas must have designed this garden area as a pleasant retreat, she told herself. It reminded her of the kinds of gardens found back in the residential districts of Kansas City. It was almost as if Silas had wanted something familiar to remind him of where he'd come from.

Reaching the end of the gravel pathway, she saw that some of the high grass had been pressed down by footsteps. It looked like Cal had made his way across the grassy area and toward the trees. Gazing at the trees she couldn't see any sign of him. But it was getting dark, and the sky was turning a deep shade of navy blue.

Prudence followed the trail through the grass until she reached the curving grove of trees. Turning, she looked back at the ranch house. From here, she could see beyond the house to the valley. Seeing the beauty, Prudence understood why Silas had chosen this place to build his ranch house. It was a glorious view, one that filled her heart with delight.

Leaning back against a tree, Prudence allowed the view of the ranch, the valley and the sky to fill her senses. She felt an amazing peace take hold of her. She wondered what it would be like to live here for the rest of her life. That was a possibility, one she'd avoided thinking about too much. If she was to make that choice, her life would be turned upside down forever. And, right now, she still wasn't sure if that was what she really wanted. She knew that Hope and Grace had similar doubts about their longterm future. Maybe they'd all figure it out, she told herself. But it might take time before they all knew for sure.

She sighed contentedly, feeling the hardness of the tree at her back. Suddenly, she felt a movement behind her. She gasped and her body tensed.

A soft voice spoke. "It is beautiful, isn't it." Prudence turned to find Cal leaning against the tree. He smiled at her. "Nothing like it in the world," he added.

Prudence lifted a hand to her chest. "I was wondering where you'd gone."

Cal ran his gaze around the garden and the ranch house. "I like coming out here sometimes. It's kinda peaceful, don't you think?"

Her heart was beating fast now and she was sure her features were flushed. She did her best to mask her reaction to Cal being so close. She was glad it was getting dark. Perhaps he wouldn't notice her pink cheeks. Gazing out beyond the ranch house, she nodded. "It is lovely."

"And it's all yours," Cal said slowly.

"Don't forget Grace and Hope."

"How could I?" Cal said and smiled.

Cal eased closer to her. Now he was leaning against the tree, barely inches from her. "Silas said he made this little garden to remind him of home."

 "I thought that might be why he did it. Maybe he didn't want to let go of the past, after all."

"I think he was glad to turn his back on Kansas City," Cal said. "All he talked about was how much he wanted an adventurous life. He said his life had been boring. Even with his wealth. Until he came here. In Texas, he felt alive, like never before."

"I only knew him for a few months," Prudence admitted. "But he seemed like he was excited by the idea of striking out on his own. He had no family." Prudence frowned. "Sometimes, I got the impression he was very lonely."

Cal nodded. "Me too. That's not something that is easy to hide. Especially out in a place like this. He and I had some long talks. He liked to spend time out on the range. A man gets plenty of time to think when he's out tending to a herd. And, if there's a rider alongside you, then the need to talk becomes impossible to resist."

"You got to know Silas pretty well, didn't you," Prudence said.

When Cal spoke, his voice cracked with emotion. "He was like a father to me."

Prudence saw the emotion in Cal's eyes. She dragged her attention away from him. "Isn't this an unusual place to build a ranch?"

"Why do ask that?"

Prudence gestured to the trees. "The trees shelter the house from north winds, I guess. Apart from that, wouldn't he have built the house nearer to the river?"

"This was originally a clearing in the middle of a circular grove of trees," Cal explained. "Silas cut down the trees to the south and used them to build the ranch house. That opened up the clearing to the valley," he said and pointed out past the house. "You can see why he liked it here. The supply of water comes from the channels he cut. It was a good solution."

"I can see that would make sense."

Cal shifted slowly, coming closer to Prudence. He sighed and then smiled at her. "You're getting to be a regular expert, aren't you?"

She met his gaze, feeling her heartbeat quicken. "Its my business to know as much as I can about the place. I like to know why Silas did what he did."

"There was good reasons for everything," Cal assured her.

She pressed her back against the tree. Cal was so close now, she caught his scent on the cool, evening air. It was a pleasing mixture of soap and the leather of his brown waistcoat.

Cal leaned a hand against the tree. He shifted his shoulders, moving even closer to her. The conversation had made her feel like she was getting to know the handsome foreman.  

Prudence's breathing tightened. She looked up into his eyes and tried to swallow but found it impossible. Common sense told her she should move away from the tree. But she couldn't move. Or was it that she didn't want to move?

"I'm glad you're getting to like the Circle T," Cal murmured. "Because I'm beginning to like being around you."

Her mouth opened slightly. Words hovered on the tip of her tongue. She'd been taken aback by his sudden confession. Maybe he'd been waiting for his chance to say those words. Well, now he'd said them, and there was no taking them back.

"I like you, Cal," she whispered. She meant it as a way of replying to his surprising words. But he seemed to take them to heart almost immediately. Before she knew what was happening, Cal dipped his head and kissed her. 

Prudence gasped, feeling the sensation of his lips. Every nerve in her body awoke. She lifted a hand to his shoulder. It wasn't meant to keep him at bay. It was more like she needed something to steady her. Sweet delight swept through her entire being. For a brief moment, she savored the joy. Her mind became an exquisite blank. All she could feel was Cal's powerful physique leaning close and the moist warmth of his kiss.

Then, suddenly, she realized what she was doing. She gasped once more and leaned her head away from Cal ending the kiss. Cal took a step back and peered at Prudence. There was confusion in his eyes. And then something else appeared in his gaze, she told herself.

Shock. 

Was he already regretting what he'd done?

Cal ran a hand through his dark hair. "Forgive me, Prudence."

Prudence fussed with some strands of hair which had become loose. Stepping away from the tree, she shook her head. "No need to apologize, Cal," she said breathlessly. The kiss had affected her more than she'd realized. 

Cal took a step closer and held out a hand, trying to take her own. She pulled her hands away from him. Cal frowned when he saw her do that. He froze and peered at her, as if waiting to see what she would do next.

"I better get back to the house," Prudence declared. She started to walk along the path in the tall grass. She'd expected he would follow close behind, but he didn't. Giving him once last backward glance, Prudence saw that Cal had leaned back against the tree. He was watching her make her way through the tall grass.

Prudence felt a hollow sensation in her middle. That shouldn't have happened, she told herself as she strode through the tall grass. Now that it had, things were about to get complicated. She asked herself what she was going to do about her friendship with the handsome cowboy. Because that was all it was, right?  They were just friends. 

Even as she told herself that, she knew it wasn't true. The kiss had changed everything. 

Now she knew for certain that Cal Logan had feelings for her.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN







For the next few days Cal kept himself busy on the ranch. He was glad that everyone at the house was making preparations for Hope's birthday celebration on Friday. It gave him a reason to stay out on the spread. He'd also volunteered to go into town a few times and buy supplies. Of course it had been impossible to avoid Prudence completely. There had been some awkward dinners during which he'd endured long silences. 

The sudden change between himself and Prudence hadn't gone unnoticed by Hope and Grace. On Wednesday, Grace had cornered Cal as he'd been riding across the yard after breakfast. She'd asked him if everything was alright between himself and Prudence. Before riding off, Cal had politely advised Grace to ask Prudence that question.

After the kiss at the trees, Cal knew he had to put some distance between himself and Prudence. If not for himself, at least for her. The last thing he wanted was to make her feel uncomfortable. More than once this week, he'd told himself it was too late for that. He'd gone and made a fool of himself. And he'd upset her, too. That was the worst part of having given in to the temptation which had swept over him. Being so close to Prudence had awakened something in Cal. Something he'd been trying to deny for many days now. 

He'd seen the confusion in her eyes as she'd moved away from him. That had hurt most of all. So, his decision to stay away as much as possible seemed to him like the only solution.

It was Friday morning now. Cal had spent the last few days chiding himself for his impulsiveness. If he'd had any doubt that he knew nothing about the ways of courting, then what had happened out back of the house had confirmed that fact. Cal told himself, over and over, that he should stay well away from courting. It was a mystery to him, and it would most likely remain that way.

The ranch hands had noticed the change in Cal. They'd also heard rumors about Cal and Prudence. That had been enough to get tongues wagging. The ranch hands teased Cal mercilessly, joking with him throughout the long days, wondering if he was sick or something. And, when he'd told them there was nothing physically wrong with him, they just decided that their boss, Cal Logan, was suffering from the pangs of a wounded heart. After that, it seemed it was open season on the foreman of the Circle T. The jokes had come flying in. He knew the men weren't being mean to him. They had to have their fun, and Cal just went along with it.

Cal knew that there'd be feverish activity back at the ranch house. He also knew he might be needed back there. So, around lunchtime he headed back to the house. On arrival, he saw a long table had been set up in the yard in front of the house. About thirty places had been set, enough for all the ranch hands and everyone involved in the running of the house. 

The front door of the house was open. As he tied up his horse, Cal heard loud voices and the clatter of plates coming from the kitchen. He smiled when he heard soft, feminine laughter. It sounded like they were enjoying getting ready for the birthday celebration.

He'd been right to assume things would be busy around the big house. When he'd left this morning, cooking for the party had already begun. Now, the aroma of food drifted out across the yard. It made Cal feel instantly hungry.

A figure walked out the front door and Cal froze. Prudence halted on the porch and gazed, wide-eyed at Cal. She was carrying a large dish which was covered with a white cloth. Prudence was dressed in a plain, green cotton gown. Cal figured she looked beautiful.

"Cal," Prudence said softly.

He touched the brim of his Stetson and shifted on his heels. "Thought I'd come and see if there was anything that needs doing."

Prudence glanced down. She looked suddenly awkward, as if she didn't want him around. Cal cleared his throat and wondered if this was his chance to bring up what had happened the other night. More laughter from inside the house made up his mind. He wasn't about to spoil the good mood of the day. It would be selfish to talk about what was happening between himself and Prudence. Hope deserved better than that.

"You could help bring the benches from the bunkhouse," Prudence suggested. 

Glancing over at the long table, Cal saw there was still nowhere for folks to sit. "How did the tables get here?" he asked.

"Me, Hope and Grace did it. With a little help from Pedro," Prudence told him. "We figured we'd leave the benches there, for now. Just in case the ranch hands needed somewhere to sit this morning."

"Maybe now is the time to move them. When does the party begin?" he asked.

"In about an hour," she informed him.

Cal nodded. If he didn't get away, this was going to feel like a long hour. Especially if Prudence was this determined to give him the cold shoulder. Well, he deserved it, he told himself as he started to make his way toward the bunkhouse. He saw Prudence watching carefully as he made his way past her. 

Cal glanced back as he passed the barn and saw her laying the plate out on the table. She gave him one long look and then turned her head away. Cal felt something heavy sink in his middle when she did that.

One of the ranch hands, Ray, was in the bunkhouse. He and Cal moved the four benches from the bunkhouse and set them up on either side of the table in the yard. Cal tried to make sure it took a long while to do that. Once he'd finished, he made his way into the house. 

There was a whirlwind of activity going on in the kitchen. When he walked into the kitchen all eyes settled on him. The four women stopped what they were doing. Nothing was said, but Cal knew when he wasn't welcome and turned away. He headed into the parlor and shuffled around a while. 

Finally, Lucia came into the parlor and handed Cal a bunch of knives and forks and spoons and told him to lay them out on the table. Grateful for something to do, Cal headed out into the yard and spent a long time setting out the places. He felt like he was working in a restaurant. And that was definitely a job he'd never done.

Gradually, all the preparations were completed. Ranch hands started arriving near the appointed time. Soon the long table was crowded with hungry ranch hands. The women finally completed what they'd spent all morning preparing and emerged with plates of food. There were sighs of satisfaction. Roars of approval echoed around the yard. 

At last, the women took their places at the table. Hope sat at the head of the table. It was her party and she was the most important person at the table. Grace insisted that Cal sit next to her on Hope's left. When Cal saw Prudence seated immediately across from him, he figured the next couple of hours might be awkward.

Just like he was used to doing, Cal made sure that he used his plentiful supply of jokes and funny stories. He knew all of the men at the table had heard them all before. But the newcomers laughed, and that was all that mattered. Keeping up the spirits of every one of the guests was his highest priority.

The food was delicious. There was a tasty mixture of dishes he guessed might have been Hope's favorites back in Kansas City. And there were some spicy temptations that had been made by Lucia.

There was wine for everyone as well as some whiskey for later. Cal wasn't used to drinking alcohol, having been brought up to drink only in moderation. Celebrations were the only time he relaxed that personal rule. During the meal, he was glad to see that none of the ranch hands seemed to want to drink to excess. Maybe they were following his example, Cal told himself.

The eating completed, it was time for some speeches. Grace stood first and gave a speech which was heartwarming. Cal could tell that Grace's words meant a lot to Hope.

Then it was Prudence's turn. She glanced across at Cal as she stood. She smiled at Hope. "What can I say that hasn't already been said much more eloquently by Grace?" Prudence began. "I feel very privileged to be here with you today, Hope. It is your twenty-fifth birthday, and that is special enough." Prudence gazed out across the valley. "But to be here with you and with Grace, is truly a miracle. I thank the Lord for all the graces He has bestowed upon us all. He has given us all a new life. A fresh start in a beautiful land."

Prudence glanced at Cal. His heart leaped when the corner of her mouth creased with the smallest of smiles.

She lifted her glass of wine. "Happy Birthday, Hope."

The rest of the guests stood, lifted their glasses and roared their agreement. Hope's eyes moistened with emotion. She forced herself to smile at everyone. Cal could see how much all of this meant to her.

Cal saw Prudence look at him, She lifted her brows and glanced at Hope. Was she asking him to make a speech? Cal dragged in a deep breath and tried to think what he could say. He and Hope were still almost strangers. Grace and Prudence had said everything already. Cal wasn't sure what he could add to their heartfelt words.

Then, Cal felt something hard collide with his leg.  A sharp pain shot up his right leg. He flinched and stared across at Prudence. 

She had just kicked him! 

Prudence tilted her head quickly. Now it was obvious what she expected him to do. Cal reached down beneath the able and rubbed his painful shin. Maybe he'd say just a few brief and very polite words.

He started to stand, gathering his thoughts as he did so. Just as he was about to begin speaking he heard someone at the far end of the table say quietly: "Someone's coming."

Cal saw heads turning toward the west of the ranch. He followed their gaze. His breath caught in his chest. His mouth dropped open and he heard Grace exclaim: "Is that who I think it is?"

Cal peered at the three riders who were entering the yard. At any other time, he might have uttered an oath. But not today. Not at this birthday celebration.

Cal stepped over the long bench and made his way around the table. When he made it to the middle of the yard, he halted and stared up at the lead rider.

"What do you think you're doing here, Largo?" Cal asked.

Rafael Largo tilted his head and peered across at the long table. The astonished faces of the guests stared right back at him.


CHAPTER NINETEEN







How dare Largo come to the ranch, Prudence told herself as she stared across at the three riders. Today of all days. 

She watched as Cal took his place, standing right in front of Largo's black stallion. Behind Largo, his two companions struggled to control their nervous horses. Prudence heard some of the ranch hands utter a few quiet complaints. Largo's arrival had completely changed the atmosphere of the party.

"What do you want, Largo?" she heard Cal demand.

Largo was dressed in an elegant dark gray suit. His black hair was slicked back and shone in the mid-afternoon light. Largo smiled at Cal. "I heard it was the fine lady's birthday, and I came to offer my best wishes," Largo said.

Prudence gasped. The man was audacious, that was for sure. After the way he'd treated the three of them when they'd visited his ranch, she found it astonishing that he thought he could just invite himself to the Circle T.

"What makes you think you're welcome here?" Cal asked sharply. Prudence could hear the tension in Cal's voice. 

"We're neighbors," Largo said. "I thought that, after our recent misunderstanding, this might prove to be a good opportunity for me to show the high regard I have for my delightful neighbors." As Largo finished saying those words he smiled across at where Prudence, Hope and Grace were sitting.

Largo gestured to the two riders behind him. He snapped his fingers and the men quickly dismounted. It was now that Prudence noticed that upon each horse was hung a large leather bag. The men unbuckled the bags. One man lifted out a large parcel wrapped in brightly colored paper. The other man carefully pulled out a bouquet of flowers. The men paused, clearly awaiting a further signal from Largo.

Prudence heard Hope gasp. She turned and saw her friend's eyes were wide with surprise. 

Some of the ranch hands were beginning to get restless. As far as a birthday celebration went, Largo paying a call was about the worst thing which could have happened.

Cal peered at the two men. "I'm not sure that's a good idea, Largo," he said. "This is a private celebration. Friends only." Cal uttered those last words with a firmness meant to warn Largo.

Largo seemed unaffected by Cal's tone, or his words. "I can only say how much I regret our recent disagreement. If I did cause any distress to those fine ladies, I can only express my deepest apologies." He pointed to the two men holding gifts. "Allow me at least to show my sincerity by presenting these humble tokens to Hope."

Indignation mixed with a powerful desire to protect her friend rose within Prudence. She started to stand, intending to go across to Largo and order him off the Circle T. She felt a hand on her arm and turned.

Hope was smiling at Prudence. "Don't go to him," Hope said softly.

Prudence looked with consternation at Hope. "Why not?" she murmured quietly.

Hope sighed. "Today is a special day. You told me how important it is to forgive. Perhaps today is a day for doing that." Prudence started to speak but Hope squeezed her arm gently. "I know you only want the best for me. But it is my birthday." She looked across at Largo. "And he seems to have gone to some trouble on my behalf."

Prudence stared at Hope for a long moment. She wanted to persuade Hope that this wasn't the right thing to do. She agreed that forgiveness was important, but she was also torn by a need to make sure Hope had a happy day. 

Prudence sighed and nodded her head. "If that's what you want."

Hope nodded. She stood and started to walk toward Largo. Instinctively, Prudence rose and followed behind her friend. Grace moved quickly to walk alongside Prudence.

Cal frowned when he saw the three women walking toward Largo. Prudence saw Cal's jaw tighten with frustration. He didn't try to stop Hope. Even if he didn't understand what she was doing, he wasn't going to do anything to make things worse.

Largo took the flowers and the parcel from the two men. He presented them to Hope. "Please accept these as birthday gifts and tokens of my best wishes to you on this very special day."

Prudence felt something crawl up her spine as she listened to Largo's smoothly liquid voice. 

Largo bowed his head as Hope took the gifts. She inhaled the scent of the flowers and handed them to Grace. Then Hope gently opened the wrapped parcel. She gasped with delight and drew out an ornately-patterned shawl made of what looked like silk. Prudence reluctantly admitted to herself that it was beautiful.

Hope examined the shawl, teasing the fabric with her fingertips. She seemed genuinely pleased with the gift. "Thank you, Señor Largo," she said to him.

Prudence glanced at Cal. He didn't look at all happy about what he was witnessing. His shoulders were tense. His gaze steady.

Hope gestured toward the table. "Please. Won't you join us at the table."

Largo grinned. "I'd be delighted."

Prudence heard moans of disbelief coming from the ranch hands. Once at the table, Largo was given a place next to Cal. Prudence saw Cal's brows furrow into deep ridges as he slid along the bench to make some space for the visitor.

For the next hour, the conversation was cheerful and polite. Largo behaved like the perfect gentleman. Every comment seemed to be designed to gain the approval of those around him. Prudence could tell Largo was a man accustomed to social situation where he was required to make a favorable impression. She could imagine him in a polite society salon, winning over the influential and the wealthy.

The only problem with the performance was that Prudence didn't believe it for one moment. She knew when she was witnessing an act, and she was looking at one right now, she told herself.

Cal looked unconvinced. Grace appeared resentful. And every one of the ranch hands seemed to be doing their best to ignore Largo. The man's arrival had changed how everyone felt.

Hope seemed quite tolerant of Largo. Maybe she realized that if Largo had been sent away with his tail between his legs the entire day might have been spoiled. Maybe she'd been right. It was time to start practicing forgiveness. Even with Largo.

Back in the house later, with all the other guests still outside, Prudence and Grace presented Hope with their own gifts. After what had happened outside, it seemed appropriate that they do that away from prying eyes. Prudence had bought Hope the dress she'd seen in town. Grace had bought Hope a beautiful new pair of riding boots.

Glancing out the parlor window, Prudence could see that some of the ranch hands were dancing to the music of a fiddle player. Cal was standing over by the corral talking with a ranch hand. Largo and his two men were seated at the long table, completely ignored by the ranch hands.

"Are you sure you didn't mind Largo barging in like this?" Prudence asked Hope.

 "I was happy to allow him to stay," Hope replied as she admired her new gifts.

Grace scoffed. "I still think it was rude of him to invite himself like that."

"Maybe we'll have to start getting along with our neighbors," Hope suggested. "And not just Largo. There are other ranches in these parts. We can't be at war with everyone."

"Who says we're at war with anyone?" Grace asked.

Hope laughed quietly. "I don't about you, but I'm planning on staying here for good."

Prudence and Grace exchanged astonished looks. "We're all going to stay here for good, aren't we?" Prudence exclaimed.

"Of course we are," Grace added. She looked at Hope. "Whatever gave you the idea that our stay here was only going to be temporary?"

Hope frowned. "It's just that we've had so much trouble since we got here. I thought both of you might think about going back to Kansas City."

"And sell this place?" Grace snapped. She shook her head. "I'm not planning on letting someone like Largo chase me off. Silas gave us all equal shares in this place. And I, for one, am not going to give it up."

Hope smiled at Prudence. "And you, Prudence? Do you feel the same?"

"Of course I do," Prudence stated. She smiled at Grace and then at Hope. "You two mean the world to me. I wouldn't abandon either of you."

All three women shared a group hug. Prudence felt the momentary doubts fade away. It had been good to tell one another that they were both determined to make their new life at the Circle T.

Prudence went to the window and glanced out to the yard. The fiddle music had stopped and ranch hands were talking amongst themselves. She was about to suggest she, Grace and Hope rejoin their guests, when she saw Largo striding across the yard. He was headed for the house. 

Largo's movement hadn't gone unnoticed. Over at the corral, Cal was staring at Largo. Cal frowned and then he quickly started to make his way to the house, too.

Prudence felt something heavy in her middle. She hadn't liked the look on Cal's face. The last thing she wanted was trouble between the foreman and the visitor. She started to make her way toward the front door. Opening it, she stepped out, expecting to see Largo on the porch. But there was no sign of him.  

She saw Cal heading toward the far corner of the house. Prudence tried to catch Cal's attention, but he ignored her and strode toward the corner of the house. She wondered where Largo had gone. Cal must have seen Largo and was following him. She wanted to call out to Cal, but hesitated. 

There was only one place Largo could be going. Moving back inside, Prudence went to the parlor and headed for the back doors. Gazing out, she couldn't see Cal nor Largo.

"What is it?" she heard Hope ask from behind her.

Turning, Prudence smiled. "Nothing. Why don't we go outside and join in the dancing?" she suggested.

Then she, Grace and Hope started to make their way out to the yard.


CHAPTER TWENTY







"What are you up to, Largo?" Cal demanded as he caught up with the man. 

Largo halted at the rear corner of the house and turned to face Cal. "Are you following me?" he asked sharply.

"You haven't answered my question," Cal said. "Where are you going?" 

Largo gestured casually with a hand. "I heard one of your ranch hands talking about your beautiful garden."

Cal lifted a brow. "You asking me to believe you've suddenly taken an interest in gardens?"

"I like beautiful things," Largo sneered. "And beautiful women, too."

Cal felt indignation sweep through him. He took a step closer to Largo. "What's that supposed to mean?"

"The three new owners of the Circle T are each exquisitely lovely in their own unique way," Largo said. "Don't you agree?"

"Watch your tongue when you're speaking about those ladies," Cal said.

"They are fine ladies, indeed," Largo said softly. "Of that there is no doubt."

Cal curled his fists into a tight ball. "I don't know what you're up to, Largo. Or even why you decided to force your way into this private celebration. But I'm sure there's a reason for it. And I aim to find out."

"Is that some kind of a threat, Mr Logan?" Largo asked sharply.

"You can take it any way you like," Cal said. "I have plenty of jobs to do around here. And one of them is keeping no-goods like you off our property."

Largo gave Cal a dark look. "I don't recall any of the real owners of this ranch ordering me off their property. In fact, Hope seemed quite happy to see me." Largo laughed quietly. "I have to say I find that most pleasing."

"Largo!" Cal snapped. "Be real careful. If you come anywhere near Hope, Grace or Prudence, you'll answer to me."

Largo advanced to toward Cal. "About Miss Prudence. You and she seemed to be getting along very well. I couldn't help noticing the way you and she look at one another."

Now the man was going too far, Cal told himself. He took a step toward Largo, intent on seizing the man's collar. He hesitated when he heard a voice from behind him.

"Cal?" 

It was Prudence. Cal stepped away from Largo and turned to face Prudence. She strode toward them. Her brows rose with curiosity. 

"I thought I heard you both talking," she said.

Halting, she glanced inquiringly from Cal to Largo. 

"I was just saying to Mr Logan that I'd heard good things about your garden," Largo said. He gazed out across the garden at the rear of the house. "They were speaking the truth. It is delightful." He smiled at Prudence. "May I take a closer look?"

Prudence nodded. "Of course. Be my guest."

Cal saw Prudence frown at Cal as she followed Largo along the narrow pathway. Cal walked slowly behind Prudence. He wasn't going to leave her with Largo. Not after the way the man had spoken about her. 

Cal thought about what Largo had said. His growing attraction to Prudence was becoming obvious to everyone. The truth was, every time he was near Prudence now, it was getting harder to disguise his affection for her.

Prudence and Largo halted at the gravel path and stood next the remains of an old tree which had been preserved near the doors to the parlor. When Silas had set out the garden he had insisted that this dried-up live oak trunk be left in place. Cal had wanted to cut it down, just as all the other trees had been hacked down to make was for the building of the house. But Silas had taken a liking to the old tree. Maybe he had wanted to preserve something old. Something that represented the past. 

The tree trunk was about twelve feet tall. All the branches had been cut off. All that remained of the tree was the trunk. Around its base was hard-packed earth. 

Largo halted at the tree trunk and ran his gaze up and down its length. "I see Silas kept this tree." He turned to Cal. "Any particular reason?"

Cal shook his head abruptly. "Silas just liked it."

"It lends a certain grandeur to the garden," Largo said running his gaze along the gravel path and out across the tall grass toward the distant curve of the trees. Following Largo's gaze, Cal couldn't help recalling the kiss he and Prudence had shared over by those trees. He saw Prudence glance at him. Was she thinking about the kiss, too?

Prudence accompanied Largo along the gravel path. Every once in a while, he made some casual observation about some aspect of the garden. Cal kept close behind. He didn't trust Largo one bit. He couldn't shake off the idea that the man had come to the back of the house for a reason that had nothing to do with admiring the way Silas had laid out his garden.

Finally, Prudence and Largo made their way into the parlor by the back doors. Cal closed the door behind him and turned to hear Prudence saying quietly to Largo: "Are you sure you need to go now?"

"I am indebted to you for allowing me to enjoy your hospitality," Largo said. "But I do not wish to overstay my welcome. I will wish Miss Hope a good evening before I leave." Largo turned and peered at Cal. "It was a pleasure to talk with you Mr Logan. No doubt we shall talk again. Soon."

Cal was sure there was a hint of threat in Largo's voice. As she started to lead Largo out of the parlor, Prudence gave Cal a sharp look. He was sure she'd want to have words with him after Largo left. Cal decided to wait in the parlor. 

Sure enough, a short while later, Prudence came into the parlor. "What was that all about?" she asked Cal.

"He was up to something, and I needed to know what," Cal explained.

"So you followed him."

Cal nodded. "I didn't like him wandering around the house without someone keeping an eye on him."

"And you took it upon yourself to do that?" she asked.

Cal moved closer to Prudence. "If you tell me you don't want my help, then I'll take a step back. After all, I'm just a foreman."

"That's not what I meant," Prudence said. "You know I appreciate you helping with other things around the ranch. Hope and Grace do, too. They told me so."

"That's because I've been showing them how to shoot," Cal said and lifted a brow.

"Its not just that," Prudence said. "We all agree we've got plenty to learn. And men like Largo don't make it any easier to run this place." Prudence's brows furrowed. 

When she pouted her lips, Cal felt a familiar ache in his heart. Realizing this was the first time he'd really been alone with Prudence since the kiss, he decided to risk making a bold move.

Cal stepped forward and gently took Prudence's hands. She gasped and then gazed up into his eyes. Cal felt his chest tighten as she looked at him. Emotion shimmered in her eyes. He was pleased she didn't try to pull her hands away from him.

Cal desperately wanted to kiss Prudence, but he knew he couldn't. Not with all the guests out there in the yard. But it sure felt good to hold her hands. They were warm and her skin felt soft.

"Cal," Prudence said softly.

"Don't say anything," he told her. "I just want you to know that I can't stop thinking about you."

Prudence breathed out sharply and then lowered her head. He lifted his hand to her chin and rested his fingertips there. Raising her head, she gazed into his eyes. His heart skipped a beat when she smiled at him. "And I've been thinking about you, too." She glanced over his shoulder, toward the garden. "Especially about what happened out there by the trees.""

"Me too," Cal admitted. "Maybe we can talk sometime?" he suggested.

To his delight, she nodded. Suddenly, Cal heard the front door opening and footsteps in the hallway. He released Prudence's hands and took a quick step back. Running his hand through his hair he saw Hope enter the parlor. "There you are," Hope said to Prudence.

Hope glanced from Prudence to Cal and blushed. Maybe she realized she'd walked in on something. 

Before she said anything, Prudence took Hope by the hand and then looked at Cal. "We've still got some dancing to do," Prudence said. She lifted a brow at Cal. "Isn't that right?"

Cal nodded. "It sure is."

And then he followed both women out to the yard to where the fiddle music was echoing in the evening air.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE







The sounds of voices awoke Prudence from her sleep. Sitting up in bed, she peered out the window. She could see the flickering of light in the darkness out there. Prudence heard shouts. The calls of men's voices. Something was happening and she needed to know what.

Sliding out of bed she quickly drew on her nightgown and slippers and went to the window. Peering down into the yard she saw two riders. They were talking to each other urgently. One of them was Cal. The other rider, who she recognized as Matt, one of the senior ranch hands, held a flaming torch. Worry twisted in Prudence's middle.

Prudence made her way quickly downstairs and out onto the porch. Over by the bunkhouse, there was a feverish, torchlit bustle of activity. Men were rushing out of the bunkhouse, hurriedly fixing their clothing as they gathered their horses, readying to mount. They were calling out instructions to one another. Prudence saw rifles being wielded.

Still mounted on his horse, Cal rode across to the porch. He peered at Prudence. She could see the worry in his eyes.

"What's going on?" Prudence asked.

"Night raiders again," Cal explained. "Over by the south-western boundary. Rustlers are trying to take our cattle. We've got the men cornered." Cal must have seen Prudence's eyes widen with alarm, because he added quickly. "There's been some shooting."

Prudence lifted a hand to her mouth. "No-one has been injured, have they?"

Cal sighed heavily. "I don't know. We'll see when we get back there. I came here to get some extra men."

Prudence glanced across at the bunkhouse. "Are all the men going?"

Cal nodded. "We need every man we can get. Hopefully, this won't last long."

Suddenly she was fearful, thinking Cal was going to put himself in harm's way. She reached up and rested a hand on the neck of his horse. "You will take care, won't you."

Cal grinned,. "Don't you worry about me." He glanced at the house. "Promise me you'll stay in there, while I'm gone." Prudence met his gaze. Thoughts of how she could help him drifted into her mind. As if he could read her mind, Cal frowned and then leaned down. "You have to promise me you won't do anything foolish. Don't get the idea that you're going to ride down to the boundary and help us deal with those rustlers." 

There was an urgency in his voice. She could see that he had meant every word he'd just said. "I promise I'll stay here," she told him.

The tension in Cal's shoulders softened. "I won't be long."

Loud shouts came from the direction of the bunkhouse. Cal rode off. She watched him, trying not to think about what could happen to him. He was used to dealing with trouble, she told herself. He'd be alright. Even as she told herself that, she felt a terrible worry flicker into life.

Back upstairs, she met Grace and Hope in the corridor. Prudence explained the situation to them.

"Come to my room," Hope instructed them. Grace and Prudence followed Hope to her room which faced onto the back of the house. Here, the sounds were fainter. Prudence sat on the edge of Hope's bed.  Eventually the sounds faded. The ranch hands, and Cal must have left the house and headed out for the boundary to deal with the rustlers.

She was sorry this was happening. Today had been almost perfect. The ideal birthday celebration. Apart from Largo's arrival, everything had gone without a hitch. 

But now there was this.

"Who do you think the rustlers are?" Grace asked.

Hope shook her head. "Who knows?"

"Cal told me Silas was constantly fighting off thieves who wanted to steal the cattle," Prudence said.

"Do you think they'll catch them?" Hope asked.

"I hope so," Grace said. "We need to find out who's behind this. Although I think we can make an educated guess who it is."

"You don't mean Largo," Prudence said. "He seemed so pleasant today. In the garden, he was charming and gracious."

Grace scoffed. "He knows how to make an impression. Today was all an act. He was after something."

"He and Cal almost came to blows," Prudence said.

Grace and Hope gazed at Prudence seeking more. She told them about what she'd found when she'd followed Cal and Largo to the side of the house.

"Is it always going to be like this?" Grace asked. "Disagreements. Quarrels with neighbors. Suspicions."

"Maybe we just have to accept it as part of our life here on the ranch," Prudence suggested. She saw Hope's expression change. Sadness filled the eyes of her friend. "Hope. Don't be sad. You had a wonderful birthday, didn't you?"

Hope forced herself to smile. "Of course I did," she said. "Thanks  to you and Grace, it was perfect. I couldn't have been happier."

All three women shared a hug. That had become a regular occurrence recently. They were all in this together. Prudence knew they'd need each others support if they were going to see this through.

Prudence stood and went to the window of Hope's room. Gazing down into the garden, she gasped.

"What?" Hope asked quickly.

"I saw a movement down there," Prudence said and stepped back from the window.

"Are you sure?" Grace asked.

Prudence nodded. "And it can't be any of our men. They've all gone  to deal with the rustlers. Cal told me to stay inside the house."

"And let an intruder sneak around outside?" Hope asked sharply.

Grace stood and started toward the window, but Prudence seized her sleeve and held her back. "Stay away from the window. Whoever it is might have a gun."

"We can't just sit here and let someone break into the house," Hope exclaimed. Having recovered from her momentary disappointment, Hope seemed determined to act.

"Maybe Pedro is around," Grace suggested. "He could help."

Grace was right. Lucia's husband might have remained, Prudence reflected. 

"Okay," Prudence agreed. She followed Grace out. Hope paused a few moments and then trailed behind Prudence. All three women made their way downstairs. Taking the long passageway from the kitchen, they exited the house by a door near the corner of the building.

Once outside, they each stood absolutely still. Silence hung heavy in the darkness. Prudence strained her eyes, trying to make out even the slightest sound of movement. She saw nothing and huddled close to her friends.

Glancing down, she saw a reflection of light on something metallic which Grace was holding in her hand. Prudence gasped. "Grace. Did you bring your gun?" she whispered.

In the semi-darkness she saw Grace nod her head. Grace said nothing. Prudence's throat tightened. Now the situation was serious.

"Oh, my," Hope murmured.

There was a sound a few yards away. Something heavy, perhaps boots, shuffling on gravel. Grace called out. "Who's there?"

Prudence heard more movements and caught a flash of light reflecting on metal. Perhaps whoever was there had a gun of their own, she told herself. Panic welled up inside her. She was about to order her friends to get back inside the house when Grace lifted her pistol high above her head and fired it into the night sky. The sound roared in Prudence's ears, hurting them for a brief moment. 

Hope gasped and clutched onto Prudence's arm.

There was a hurried movement from the pathway. Then Prudence heard a voice, this time familiar. It came from the other direction, toward Pedro and Lucia's small residence. 

"Senoritas. Que pasa?" It was Pedro.

Prudence heard thundering footsteps and then Pedro was by their side. He held a rifle and was peering intently at them. 

A light came on from Pedro's house. By its glow, Prudence could see the garden. There was no-one there. She heard a sound from the direction of the trees beyond the high grass. The pounding sound of horse's hooves thundered in the night. 

Pedro pointed his rifle in the direction of the rider and fired a shot. But the rider, whoever it was, had disappeared into the dense grove of trees.

"Are you hurt?" Pedro asked urgently.

All three women shook their heads. Pedro led them quickly into the house and they went to the kitchen. Lucia appeared. Her eyes were wide with worry as Pedro explained to her in Spanish. Lucia's face turned pale as Pedro spoke. 

 Prudence could see just how powerfully Lucia felt about her, Grace and Hope. They'd formed a special bond with the wonderful Mexican woman and her husband.

Lucia made coffee as Prudence, Grace and Hope spoke about what had happened. 

The Circle T wasn't just a place of wondrous beauty and promise for the future. It was also a place of dangers, all of which they'd have to face if they were going to claim the future Silas had bequeathed to them.

But, as she sipped her coffee, there was one thing on Prudence's mind. How was Cal going to react when he discovered there had been a shootout at the ranch house?


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO







It took two hours to deal with the rustlers, but finally they were run off the Circle T. Sheriff Brady turned up a while after the last of the rustlers had disappeared into the night. He was accompanied by Tyler, his young deputy.

Cal figured it was mighty convenient that the sheriff had missed all the shooting. Truth was, there hadn't been much exchange of fire. What there had been plenty of was chasing shadows in the darkness as Cal and his ranch hands had tried to stop cattle being run off the spread. 

This part of the boundary faced onto Largo's spread. At one point in the night one of Cal's ranch hands had suggested that maybe the rustlers were after Largo's cattle as well. Cal didn't have the heart to tell the young ranch hand how wrong he could be. As far as Cal was concerned Largo was probably involved in the rustling, although he knew getting proof of that might be hard.

By the light of the flickering flames of the torches being held by some of the ranch hands, Cal sat on his horse and surveyed the results of the last few hours of chaos. The news wasn't as bad as he'd expected. Only a handful of cattle were missing.

Sheriff Brady and his deputy rode up to Cal. "What have you been doing, Logan?" the sheriff demanded. "You haven't been stealing Largo's cattle have you?"

Cal was dumbfounded and just stared at the sheriff for a long moment. He heard a couple of the nearby ranch hands laugh out loud. Brady's accusation was the most ridiculous thing Cal had heard in a long time.

"Didn't you see those riders?" Cal demanded. "You know. The ones with the masks over their faces?" 

Sheriff Brady scowled at Cal. "I saw your men crossing into Largo's spread. That's what I saw." He peered into the semi-darkness. "And I saw them helping themselves to plenty of cattle." He gripped the pommel of his saddle. "Tomorrow, I'll be checking those brands. You better hope I don't find any of the Largo brand."

Cal exhaled, disbelieving what he was hearing. He saw the deputy frown and avert his gaze from Cal.

"You're not seriously accusing me of organizing this as some kind of charade so I can help myself to Largo's cattle, are you?" Cal grunted. "Because if you are, I'm figuring what I was thinking about you being crooked was true." Cal leaned forward and pointed a finger straight at the sheriff. "You're as rotten as the stink of a skunk. That's what you are, Brady."

Brady sat up straight in his saddle and glowered at Cal. "You can't talk to me that way."

"I can. And I will," Cal replied. "You're on Circle T land. I can say what I want." He pointed at the gathered ranch hands. "And I've got plenty of witnesses."

"Those are public accusations you're making against a duly-elected man of the law."

Cal laughed. He saw Brady's brows shoot up. "Don't make me laugh."

Cal glanced at Deputy Tyler. He saw the man's eyes brighten with barely-disguised amusement. Perhaps the deputy could be an unlikely ally, Cal told himself.

Brady bristled some more, losing his composure. "I could have you put in the jail for what you're saying."

"Go ahead," Cal said. "Maybe the local judge would like to hear my thoughts on what's been going on around here."

Brady's jaw tightened and he glanced quickly around. There were plenty of ranch hands waiting for the word, Cal told himself. They'd defend him, down to the last man. Of that he had no doubt.

Sheriff Brady sighed heavily and hauled on his reins. His horse twisted its head and neighed loudly, complaining at the rough treatment. Cal frowned. He hated to see horses being treated badly.

Brady tugged hard on the reins and pointed his horse back in the direction of town. "You heard what I said, Logan. Don't stand in the way of me doing my job."

"You haven't even started doing your job. You haven't kept the law since the day you were appointed," Cal said.

That last remark brought one final scolding look from the sheriff. Then he rode off into the night.

As the laughter of the ranch hands rang out in the night, Deputy Tyler rode up slowly to Cal. Leaning forward, he said in a low voice: "Tomorrow. Twelve. The saloon."

Before Cal had a chance to respond, the young deputy rode off in pursuit of Brady. Cal wondered what the man wanted to say to him. Whatever it was, he assumed it would involve the sheriff. Maybe the deputy had seen things he didn't like when working alongside Sheriff Brady. Cal would find out soon enough.

He made his way back to the ranch house. Arriving in the yard, he saw that the house was dark and very quiet. Cal felt a sense of reassurance. At least there had been no trouble here, he told himself.

As he dismounted, a figure carrying a rifle came around the corner of the house. Cal reached for his pistol and then froze when he recognized Pedro.

"Pedro!" Cal exclaimed. "What are you doing?"

"Keeping guard," Pedro replied.

"Why?"

Pedro glanced at the house. "We had an intruder," he said.

Cal grasped Pedro's arm. "When?"

"Just after you left."

Pedro then explained to Cal what had happened behind the house. When Pedro described hearing the single shot and finding Grace with the smoking gun in her hand, Cal didn't know whether to smile or frown.

"No-one was hurt?" he asked breathlessly.

Pedro shook his head. "The ladies are all safe and sound in their beds. No-one was harmed."

"Did you see who it was?" Cal asked.

Pedro shook his head. "I did not. He rode away over by the trees at the back." He grinned. "I did get a shot off, but I didn't hit him."

Cal patted Pedro on the arm. "Well done." Cal gazed up at the dark window of Prudence's bedroom. The thought that she might have come to harm horrified him. "I'll take over, Pedro," he said.

"Are you sure?"

Cal nodded and then Pedro headed off for the comfort of his own bed.

Cal sat down on the porch bench. It had been a wild night. He thought about what had happened. It was possible the rustler activity had been a diversion, designed to draw Cal and the ranch hands away from the house. If so, did that mean the intruder had intended to cause harm to the three women? Or, was there another explanation?

Cal knew the answer to that. 

Rafael Largo's appearance at the birthday celebration had been an act of preparation. Largo had seen the way the Circle T was run. Had he used that knowledge to plan some kind of intrusion into the privacy of the three women? If so, what did he stand to gain?

Cal thought about the sheriff's behavior. Brady had been too quick to accuse Cal. He'd come prepared to find something he could use against Cal, but had left empty-handed. That had been all thanks to the fast work of Cal's loyal ranch hands. 

He thought about what the deputy had whispered to him. Maybe Tyler had something he could tell Cal about the sheriff. Cal had already seen evidence that Tyler wasn't exactly a friend to the sheriff. Tomorrow, at the saloon, Cal might find out something he could use against the corrupt sheriff who was almost certainly in the pocket of Rafael Largo.

Cal saw some of the ranch hands returning to the bunkhouse. He wouldn't be sleeping tonight. His nerves felt raw and he was wide awake. Cal laid a hand on his pistol, resting in its holster. Cal had more work to do tonight. He had to make sure the three women currently fast asleep inside the house were safe.

And that was exactly what he was going to do.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE







When she awoke the next morning, everything around the ranch house was peaceful. Going downstairs, and out onto the porch, she saw some sleepy-headed ranch hands emerging from the bunkhouse. There was no sign of Cal. She wondered where he was. 

Cal didn't turn up for breakfast. Lucia said he'd been up late during the night, although she couldn't say what he'd been doing since coming back to the ranch house in the middle of the night. After breakfast, Prudence kept busy around the ranch.

Finally, later in the morning, Prudence decided to go into town to get some supplies. Arriving in town, she parked the buckboard outside the mercantile and spent an hour picking out the necessary items written down on her very long list. The owner of the mercantile helped Prudence place her purchases on the back of the buckboard.

Realizing she needed to go to the bank, Prudence headed up Main Street. It was a beautiful sunny day. The boardwalk was busy. Some folks she recognized from church nodded polite greetings to Prudence as she passed them. She was beginning to feel right at home in Testament Creek. So much had happened since she'd arrived and there had been moments when she'd doubted she and her friends could ever become genuine ranch owners. But today, with her spirits high, she felt more confident about the future than ever before.

The only shadow which hung over her today concerned the events of last night. She had only had a brief talk with one of the ranch hands about the rustlers. He had told her it had all been resolved. And there hadn't been any violence. The fact that there hadn't been any shooting made Prudence feel calmer.

As she passed the saloon, a figure stepped out and crashed straight into her. Prudence gasped and staggered to one side. She felt herself start to tumble. A strong pair of hands seized her and held her tight. She gazed up into the eyes of Cal Logan.

"Cal!" she exclaimed. Standing straight, she fussed with her bonnet and tried to compose herself.

Cal gazed at her with genuine concern. "Are you alright?"

"I am." She looked over Cal's shoulder. "What are you doing in a place like that?" She'd heard Cal say he wasn't given to drinking alcohol. So she was amazed to see him emerging from the saloon. The smell of drink coming through the batwing doors was overwhelming.

"I was just passing through," Cal said, sounding awkward.

Prudence lifted a brow. "Passing through? Were you out for a stroll and accidentally ended up in there?" she joked.

Cal frowned and cupped her elbow in his hand. Leading her away, he said: "What do you say we go to the coffee shop?"

"You're inviting me for coffee and donuts?" she asked.

"Sure. What's wrong with that?"

"Didn't you have any breakfast this morning? I didn't see you at the house."

Cal frowned. "It was a long night. I had to catch up on some shuteye over at the bunkhouse."

Prudence let Cal lead her across the road to the other side. They made their way into the coffee shop and took a seat by the window. He ordered coffee and donuts. Prudence examined Cal's features. He did look tired, she told herself. There were shadows under his eyes. But somehow, even though he looked weary, he still looked incredibly handsome.

"Are you going to tell me about last night?" she asked.

He quirked a brow. "I was going to ask you the same question."

That set her back on her heels. "Did Pedro tell you?"

Cal nodded slowly. "He sure did. Seems like you and Hope owe Grace a big thank you. My shooting instructions paid off."

"That is one way of looking at it," Prudence said. "Grace could have told us she was carrying the pistol. I near jumped out of my skin when the shot went off."

Cal smiled. "That wouldn't have been a problem if you'd let me teach you how to shoot."

She frowned. "We've been over that enough times before."

"You haven't changed your mind?"

Prudence shook her head. "One wild shooter in the house is enough," she joked.

The coffee and donuts came. For a short while they ate and drank without talking. She could tell he was concerned about what had happened at the house. The truth was, so was she. She could see sense in his suggestions that she learn how to shoot. But her principles were rock-steady. She wasn't going to take up arms. In any case, the Lord had found a way last night to protect them all. 

"What about you?" she asked.

"What about me?" he echoed.

Prudence lifted a brow. "You know what I mean. The ranch hands told me you got a visit from the sheriff."

Cal glanced around the cafe. There were another four people at another table. He lowered his voice. "Brady and I didn't see eye to eye. He made some accusations."

"What kind?"

"That I arranged the rustling myself."

"What!" Prudence exclaimed. "That's ridiculous."

"You should have heard the way the ranch hands laughed when Brady accused me." Cal laughed quietly and stirred his coffee with a teaspoon.

"How dare he suggest such a thing," Prudence declared. "Was he claiming you're stealing cattle from Largo?"

Cal nodded and then shook his head. "Exactly that. He came up to the Circle T today to examine the brands."

"He didn't find any Largo brands, did he?"

Cal shook his head. "Me and the boys checked this morning at first light, before he came." Cal grinned. "Let's just say the sheriff was mighty disappointed he didn't see Largo's brand on any of your cattle."

Prudence liked the sound of that. They were her cattle, of course. And they belonged to Hope and Grace, too.

"Is Brady going to Largo's spread to check for any of our cattle?" she asked, even though she could already guess the answer.

Cal shook his head. "He ain't planning to. He flat out refused when I told him to." He leaned closer to Prudence. "That sheriff is more rotten than a barrel of year-old apples."

Prudence smiled at Cal. He had a pleasing glint in his eyes. She liked his good humor. Liked it when he teased her and joked with her. 

Then Cal spoke quietly. "We might have some unexpected help for our cause," he said. "The deputy sheriff, you know Tyler, he asked to meet me in the saloon."

"So that's why you were there," Prudence said.

"Tyler has been concerned about the sheriff for a while now. Tyler doesn't like what's been going on. He's been keeping a distance between himself and some of the things the sheriff has been getting up to."

"Tyler is a good guy?"

Cal nodded. "He's a straight-shooter. I think he'll be able to provide some evidence when the time comes to bring the sheriff of Testament Creek to justice. And we're not going to wait too long, believe you me."

"That is good news," Prudence declared. Anything that helped make Testament Creek a good place was welcome as far as Prudence was concerned. "We're still waiting for a reply to Grace's telegram. She's hoping the local judges will get involved."

"Largo and Brady won't be running this place for much longer," Cal said with obvious satisfaction in his voice. "We still need to try and put a stop to all this troublemaking."

"Maybe Grace will find out something we can use against Largo," Prudence suggested.

"I hope so," Cal agreed. He gazed at her and reached out, curling his fingers across her gloved hand. "I was worried about you, last night."

Prudence felt her face flush with heat. "You were?"

Cal nodded. "When Pedro told me what happened, I was really concerned. You and Grace and Hope just can't seem to stop getting into trouble when I'm not around." He lifted a brow. "And you know what?"

"What?"

He smiled warmly. He glanced at the other table and then spoke in a quiet voice. "Because of that, I figure I should do all I can to spend as much time as possible around you."

Prudence's mouth opened slightly. She saw an appreciative look in Cal's eyes as he glanced down at her mouth. "There's no need to go to any trouble on my account," she said.

Cal shook his head. "I don't agree. On the contrary. It's part of my job to make sure you're safe. And there ain't no-one in Texas going to stop me from doing that." His voice was filled with authority and determination.

Prudence met Cal's steady gaze. She could see he'd meant every word he'd just said. "You want to become some kind of personal bodyguard to me?" she asked.

Cal tilted his head and smiled. "That's one way of putting it. I ain't going to allow any man to trouble you. Once we deal with Largo and Brady I reckon things will improve around here." Cal leaned his head closer to her. "Until then, I reckon I don't want to let you out of my sight."

Prudence drew in a quiet breath, astonished that Cal would make such a bold declaration to her. She didn't know what she could say. He was proposing to be by her side for as long as he saw fit. In her mind she thought the prospect of being with Cal was appealing. Since the kiss at the trees, she had been thinking about Cal all the time. In fact, she hadn't been able to get him out of her mind. By the determined expression in his eyes, she could see he wasn't about to give up easily. Maybe it was time to meet his challenge.

Prudence gazed inquiringly at Cal. "How do you propose to do that?"

"Easy. You still have plenty to learn about ranching."

Prudence scoffed. "I thought I'd done pretty well, so far."

Cal grinned. "It'll take years for you to learn how to run a ranch."

"I suppose you're right," she admitted. 

"I've been working on ranches a long time, and I still find things I have to learn," Cal admitted. She liked his honesty and his humility. Maybe they were remnants of his faith, she told herself. Although his faith was lukewarm, there had been moments in the last few weeks when she'd felt hopeful he could find his way back to the Lord. When she'd gone to church with Cal, she'd seen how much it had meant to him. How he had seemed encouraged by what he'd experienced. Maybe if she was to spend more time with him, she could encourage Cal to take that final step and come back with all his heart to the Lord.

"When do you want to start?" she asked.

Cal's brows shot up. "You're eager," he observed.

"There's no time like the present," she told him. 





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR







Prudence was a fast learner, Cal told himself as he and the ranch hands finished branding the last of the steers. They were out on the range, down by the riverside, and it was a sunny afternoon. Prudence wasn't sitting on her horse, keeping her distance, observing from afar.

No. 

She was in here amongst the ranch hands, getting her hands dirty. Learning the hard way, by throwing herself into the task at hand. Cal was filled with admiration. The woman had spirit. But then, he'd suspected that from the moment she'd arrived at the Circle T. 

"Just hold onto the steer, ma'am," one of the ranch hands told Prudence. The steers legs had been tied and it was being held down so the men could apply the branding iron. The animal didn't like what was happening to it. Not one bit. 

Prudence was holding the animal's shoulders, pressing down hard while she watched the ranch hand bring the red-hot iron toward the steer's flank. Alongside her, Cal watched Prudence, seeking any signs that she was going to turn her head away from the iron. But she didn't. Much as he'd expected, Prudence stared, fascinated, as the ranch hand applied the branding iron. The animal roared loudly, its body shifting violently for a brief moment. Prudence held on tight. Cal could see the effort on her face as she used her arms to restrain the animal.

Then, the job was done. The ranch hands untied its legs and released the steer. Prudence lifted her hands away and the steer leaped up and raced back toward the nearby herd.

Prudence watched the animal sprint across the grassland. Then she turned to Cal and smiled broadly. He saw delight on her features. And a genuine sense of achievement.

"That's the first of many you'll brand," Cal told her.

Prudence stood and wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. "That was something," she said and exhaled.

"You did a good job."

Prudence frowned. "You're just saying that."

Cal shook his head. "No. I mean it."

Prudence glanced at the nearby ranch hands. "I had plenty of help."

"I guess you're right," Cal said and lifted a brow. "You're a regular ranch hand now."

Prudence shook her head. "I'll never be that. Those men really know what they're doing."

"See what I mean about getting your hands dirty?" he asked.

She started to walk toward her nearby horse and Cal followed alongside her. "This is much more useful than learning how to shoot," she said.

Cal gave her a querying look. "Let's not talk about that. Maybe some other time we can have that discussion. As far as I'm concerned, that's still up for grabs."

Prudence shook her head. "I'm not going to change my mind, Cal."

Cal nodded. "You keep on telling me patience is a virtue," he said.

"It is. Maybe you need to work on that," Prudence suggested. "Along with a few other things."

They reached their horses. Cal rested his hands on his horse and peered at Prudence. "Like what, for instance?"

Prudence lifted her gaze to the sky and thought for a few moments. "Let me see. You've already got plenty of fortitude. You're strong enough to work this spread. You're honest and trustworthy. You're kind-hearted. You're courageous."

Cal felt his face flush with heat. "Whoa, there. Don't say another word. You're making me blush. I thought you were going to list the virtues I don't have."

"There is one you don't have."

"Yeah. What is that?"

"Self-control," she said softly.

For a moment, he assumed she was joking. But when he saw her earnest expression, he knew was being deadly serious.

"You're telling me I'm impulsive?"

She quirked a brow at him. "You can be."

He knew she was probably thinking about the kiss. About the way he'd held her hands during the quiet moments they'd spent together at the house and at the coffee shop. He didn't know what he should say. He saw a triumphant expression on her face. She knew she'd caught him off-guard. And she looked like she was enjoying it.

Cal watched her get up onto the horse. Looking down at him, she smiled. "I thought you said you'd show me how the boundary fencing is repaired."

His mind swirled with confusing thoughts. "I did?"

Prudence nodded, "Let's go."

Cal snapped himself back to reality and mounted his horse. Before he had a chance to say anything to her, Prudence kicked her horse into a steady lope. Cal went after her. They rode across the grassland, making their way south-west toward where the trouble had been the previous night. Some ranch hands were over there fixing the fence. He figured it would be useful for Prudence to see how it was done.

As they rode, he glanced repeatedly across at her. At least she was following his instruction when it came to riding the horse, he told himself. Her posture was upright, her arm position was good, and she was holding the reins at just the right angle. Her horse was moving at a steady lope, not too fast for someone just beginning to get used to being on a horse.

"You're a fast learner," Cal told her.

Prudence glanced across at him and smiled. "You're just saying that."

"No. You really are," Cal insisted.

Prudence shook her head and focused her attention on keeping the horse moving steadily. It seemed like every time he paid her a compliment, she just pushed it aside. 

Cal was secretly sure she liked his compliments, though. And he wasn't going to stop giving them to her. This woman had turned his life upside down since the moment she'd set foot on the Circle T. He'd never known anyone like her. Every day had become a source of delight to him. Every moment he spent in her company was a joy he treasured in his heart.

They reached the boundary fence where they found three ranch hands busy with the repair work. For the next hour, Cal and Prudence worked alongside the men. Once again, Prudence threw herself into the work with the same zeal he'd witnessed back at the branding. At first, the three ranch hands had seemed uncertain about Prudence. But, once they'd seen how hard she could work, they'd started smiling at Cal as if he'd made a good choice in bringing her to help with the work.

Once the barb wire was connected to the fencing posts, Prudence stood with her hands on her hips and examined her handiwork. Once again he saw a plain delight in her eyes. This was a woman who understood the value of hard work, Cal told himself. If she'd applied this kind of attitude to her work as a schoolteacher he understood why Silas had been so impressed with her. When Cal had spoken Spanish with Silas, he'd discovered that the man was fluent to a surprising degree given the fact that he'd only had a few months of lessons with the mysterious teacher. Silas had referred to Prudence as his "learning treasure." Now, Cal understood why.

Once they'd finished the work, Cal and Prudence started back toward the ranch house. It was getting late. Lucia, Hope and Grace would be preparing the evening meal. 

Back at the house earlier, when Prudence had told them she and Cal would be working together for the afternoon, Hope and Grace had given Prudence an inquiring look. Were they starting to believe that she and Cal were becoming more than work associates? As he'd ridden away from the house with Prudence, that thought had given Cal a secret delight.

As the horses rode to the crest of a ridge, Cal saw Prudence's horse pull up. Prudence jerked forward, but managed to avoid falling off the horse. Her eyes wide with surprise, Prudence looked down at the horse's leg. The animal was pulling its leg as if it felt something wrong. Cal halted and got down. He went to the horse and examined the leg. 

Glancing back the way they'd come, he saw a small hole in the ground. "Looks like he stepped in the hole."

"Is it bad?" Prudence asked as she peered down at Cal.

Cal shook his head. "Probably not. The horse might need some attention when we get back to the house. Its not far, anyway." He gazed up at Prudence. "You'll have to share my horse for the rest of the journey, though."

Her eyes widened. "Sit with you?"

Cal nodded. "Is that okay?" He schooled his features to mask his hidden delight.

"I guess so," Prudence said as she got down off her horse. 

She went across to Cal's horse. "You want some help getting up?" he asked.

Prudence frowned. "No." She grasped the saddle and lifted herself up.

"I'll need to sit behind you," he told her as he looked up at her.

"I understand," she said abruptly.

Cal tied her horse to his own with a rope. Then he lifted himself up onto the horse, sitting back off the saddle. He wrapped his arms around Prudence. Cal inhaled the sweet scent of her hair. He felt the warmth of her body as it pressed against his. "Hand me the reins," he said quietly into her ear.

He felt her body tense. Then she handed him the reins. He stretched forward, which forced him to press his arms tight against her middle. "Okay?" he asked.

Prudence said nothing. She just nodded her head.

Cal had to admit it felt good to be this close to Prudence. Forcing his mind back to the present, he flicked the reins. They rode the rest of the time in silence. He got the distinct impression that Prudence didn't want him to say anything.

Arriving back at the house, they rode into the yard. Through the kitchen window, Cal saw Hope and Grace staring, wide-eyed, at them. Prudence must have seen them too, because he felt her body become instantly tense.

Cal got down off the horse and helped Prudence down. "Thank you," Prudence said curtly. She smiled at him. He thought she was trying to make it seem like the last fifteen minutes hadn't mattered to her. But he could see that sharing the ride with him had affected her as much as it had him.

"I hope you learned something new today," Cal said.

"I certainly did," Prudence said. She bowed her head quickly. "Thank you, Cal."

She went running off toward the front door of the house. Then he heard the door close heavily behind her.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE







"Tell us how it happened," Grace said to Prudence later when all three of them were upstairs in Hope's room.

"Yes, Prudence. Tell us. We're dying to know," Hope said enthusiastically.

Sitting at the table by the window, Prudence squinted at her two friends who were lounging on the bed. "You want to hear about how I helped brand a steer?"

Hope and Grace exchanged an exasperated look. "No. We want to know what it was like riding a horse with Cal," Grace exclaimed.

"Oh, that," Prudence replied, deciding she did, after all, like teasing her friends. Of course she'd known what they were talking about. She hadn't been able to stop thinking about anything else since returning to the house. 

Over dinner, Cal had been friendly and talkative. Too cheerful, Prudence had concluded. He'd talked about everything else except how he'd ridden back to the house with his arms wrapped around her.

"Well?" Hope asked once again.

"My horse stepped in a hole," Prudence explained. "Cal checked the horse and made up his mind that I had to share a ride with him. That's it."

Grace's brows furrowed. "And?"

"And what?" Prudence echoed. 

"We saw the way he was holding you," Grace added. 

"He wasn't holding me," Prudence retorted. "He had to have his arms around me. He was holding the reins."

"That's a good enough reason," Hope said with a smile.

Prudence stood, thrust her fists against her sides, and faced her two friends. "What exactly are you two getting at?"

"Isn't it obvious?" Hope asked.

"No. It most certainly is not," Prudence insisted. She knew what the others were trying to tease out of her. But she wasn't going to give in that easily. Apart from anything else, she was still trying to figure out how she felt about Cal. 

Today, he'd appointed himself her protector. As far as she was concerned he'd been acting in that capacity ever since the incident with the robbers. But today had been different. Down at the cafe, he'd made it pretty obvious that his protecting duties were exclusively aimed at her. 

Of course she knew he'd make sure no harm came to Hope and Grace. But, today, she'd sensed a change in Cal's attitude. She'd seen how he'd looked at her when they'd been working together branding the cattle and fixing the fence. There had been respect in his gaze. But also something else. Something she hadn't seen quite so clearly before. If she wasn't mistaken, it looked like Cal had developed a strong attraction to her.

"What did I tell you," Hope said to Grace and pointed at Prudence. "She's smitten."

Prudence laughed. "Smitten?"

Hope nodded. "You've got it bad, too. For Cal."

Prudence gasped. Was it that obvious? "I don't know what you're talking about."

Grace grinned. "We've seen how you look at him. And how he looks at you. The evidence is undeniable."

Prudence squinted at Grace. "This isn't a court of law, Grace. We're talking about a friendship, not a crime being tried in front of a judge."

Grace took Prudence's comment with a shrug of her shoulders. "Are you seriously claiming innocence?" Grace giggled, clearly enjoying going along with the courtroom idea.

Prudence started to pace the floor. She knew when she was beaten. "I will admit that Cal is handsome."

"He sure is," Hope agreed.

"And that he has a fine character. He's a good man," Prudence added.

"Especially on a horse," Grace added and laughed.

Prudence furrowed her brows at Grace and then continued as she paced the floor. "But Cal and I are just good friends. That's all. He invited me to spend some time with him today. And I did so. But just as a colleague and workmate."

Her comment drew groans of disbelief from the others. "You're not very convincing, Prudence," Hope said. "You want us to believe that you and Cal don't have feelings for each other. Hasn't he told you so?"

Prudence had never lied to her friends. And she wasn't about to start doing so now. Prudence halted her pacing and faced Hope and Grace. "He admitted that he has an affection for me."

Both women stared at one another wide-eyed. Prudence saw the excitement on their faces. "And you?" Grace asked. "Have you told him the same?"

Prudence hesitated a long moment, thinking of the way she'd been holding back from telling Cal how she felt about him. "I did suggest to him that I like him."

Hope frowned. "Is that all?"

"Isn't that enough," Prudence objected. "After all, we've only know each other a few weeks."

"Prudence. This is Texas," Grace explained. "I've been doing some reading."

"You have?" Prudence replied, not without a hint of sarcasm.

Grace nodded. "Out here, the rules for courting aren't the same as back in Kansas City. Sometimes folks get married the same day they meet. Arranged marriages aren't unusual."

Prudence groaned. "I'm not looking to get married. Especially not to Cal Logan." 

Even as she said the words, Prudence knew they weren't entirely true. Deep in her heart, she'd wondered what it would be like to marry someone like Cal. She'd played with the notion, weighing it up in her mind. 

Marriage to a handsome Texan and living on a ranch held many promises, including family. She'd thought about all of the delights of family life and had concluded that perhaps the Lord had brought Cal into her life for a reason. Maybe she'd been led to this place so that she could meet Cal. So that she could build her new life with him. Following God's will had been her mission in life. She was starting to think that Cal was part of God's will for her.

"You know what? I think its time we all went to bed. Its been a long day. And tomorrow we're going to church,"Prudence announced.

"I told you she wouldn't give us a straight answer," Grace said to Hope as they both rose from the bed and headed to the door.

Hope opened the door and glanced back at Prudence. "Looks like you were right. But we know the truth, Prudence. Even if you're trying to hide from it yourself."

"That's right," Grace said as she followed Hope out into the corridor. "You can't pull the wool over our eyes." Grace paused and looked straight at Prudence. "You and Cal are meant to be together."

Then Hope pulled the door closed, leaving Prudence standing alone  in her room and trying to make sense of what had just happened.

Her friends had told her the truth. It was that simple. Prudence knew she'd been trying to hide from that truth. But now there was no denying it. She and Cal had feelings for each other. Just thinking about that made Prudence's heart skip a beat. 

The time was coming when she'd have to face the consequences of her closeness to the handsome Texan.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX







On Sunday, Cal and Prudence rode the buckboard together into town. Alongside them on the seat sat little Ramon. Hope and Grace traveled in the other buckboard with Lucia and Pedro. All the way into town Roman laughed and joked with Cal and Prudence. Cal found the little boy a delightful companion. It was the first time he and Prudence had ridden with a child accompanying them. It gave him a brief taste of what it might be like to have family of his own. 

As they reached town, Cal glanced across at Prudence. He saw the joy on her features as she played a word game with Ramon in Spanish. It was the first time Cal had seen Prudence acting as a teacher. She looked comfortable doing it. And she looked happy, too.

Arriving at the church, they all got down from the buckboards and made their way inside. It looked like it was going to be another full house, Cal told himself as he made his way to the church, gently bumping shoulders with the other churchgoers. 

Pastor Lewis was there at the door to welcome them. He playfully ruffled Ramon's dark hair, which made the little boy laugh.

Pastor Lewis smiled at Prudence and Cal. For a moment, Cal thought the pastor was going to make some kind of passing comment about him and Prudence. Instead the pastor said: "We have a pleasant surprise today."

"Yeah?" Cal asked.

The pastor gestured toward the interior of the church. "We have someone new in our congregation."

Cal peered inside and felt something heavy sink in his stomach. He saw Rafael Largo standing at the end of the passageway between the pews. He was talking with one of the congregation members. Largo looked up, saw Cal and smiled at him. Largo was immaculately dressed in a dark suit and shiny black shoes.

"Is that who I think it is?" Prudence said.

"Uh huh," Cal murmured.

He heard Grace and Hope whispering to each other. 

Pastor Lewis smiled. "My sermon today just happens to be on the importance of being good to our neighbors." The pastor glanced toward Largo. "Timely, don't you think?"

Cal could hardly believe it. He glanced at Prudence who just lifted her brows and shrugged. Then they made their way into the church and took their seats. Cal watched Rafael as he made his way amongst some of the churchgoers, introducing himself. Cal was sure most folks knew everything they'd want to know about Rafael Largo. Still, everyone was friendly to him. All the old grudges had been left at the church door, it seemed. That struck Cal as right and proper.

The service got under way. Standing next to Prudence, Cal was sure she sang the hymns extra-loud today. Then it was the turn of Pastor Lewis to deliver his sermon.

The pastor opened his arms wide. "My friends. Before I begin, I'm sure you've all noticed that we have a new face here today. One of our most prominent citizens has come to the Lord today." The pastor smiled at Largo. "I'm sure we'll all give him a warm welcome. Just as the Lord welcomes him into our midst."

Cal saw Largo smiling at those seated around him. He seemed genuinely pleased to be in church today. There was not even a hint of insincerity on Largo's face. If he was putting on an act, Cal concluded Largo was a very fine actor. He should have been on the stage.

Then the pastor delivered his sermon on the subject of loving our neighbor. Cal could hardly believe he was sitting in church listening to such wise words with Rafael Largo only a few feet away. He wondered if Largo was paying any attention to the pastor's words. He hoped so because Pastor Lewis's sermon contained a great deal of wisdom. He quoted from Scripture and spoke from his heart when he encouraged everyone in the church to be as kind as possible to those they knew. What struck Cal particularly strongly was the pastor's words on not judging people.

"There is only one judge. Only He can know what is in the hearts of all us. What we are truly like behind the mask we present to the world," Pastor Lewis said. Cal noticed that, as he said those last words, the pastor glanced quickly at Largo.

Finally, the service concluded and they made their way out into the bright sunshine. Gathering out front, Cal and Prudence were chatting with some of the local townsfolk when Rafael Largo came up to them. Cal drew in a deep breath and glanced at Prudence. She was watching Largo's advance with obvious trepidation.

"I'm surprised to see you here today, Largo," Cal said to the man.

Largo grinned. "Something came over me this morning," he said slowly. "I can't explain it. I just had this overwhelming urge to come to church today."

"Is this really your first visit?" Prudence asked.

Largo nodded. "Alas, I have been lax in my religious obligations." He sighed in a theatrical manner. "I cannot get those lost days back. But I can try and make up for it in the future."

"The Lord accepts all sinners," Prudence said to Largo. She narrowed her eyes and peered at him. 

"Aren't we all sinners, Prudence?"

"Indeed, we are," she replied. "And we are all forgiven by He who sits on the highest throne."

"I can see you are a woman of faith," Largo said, tilting his head and examining Prudence.

"I always have been," Prudence replied. "My parents ensured that I grew up believing in the Lord. What about your parents, Señor Largo. Did they bring you up in the faith?"

Largo's features became an unreadable mask. His gaze grew blank and the corners of his mouth creased with a forced smile. "My parents passed away a very long time ago. When I was very young." His gaze softened as if he was recalling something from long ago. Again, Cal thought this was a theatrical performance he was witnessing. Not the real Rafael Largo. Cal was sure he'd never really know who Largo was. "I was brought up by a kindly aunt. She was a wonderful woman."

Prudence's mouth opened. She was going to pursue this line of inquiry, Cal told himself. Before she said a word, Grace and Hope walked up to them and stood alongside Prudence. 

Now that the three women were together, Largo's eyes brightened. He smiled at the women. "Now that you're all here, ladies, I have something very important I would like to ask you all."

"You do?" Hope asked, her brows furrowing with suspicion.

With a gesture, Largo led the women to one side. Seeing Cal follow, Largo frowned. "What I have to say is for the ears of these ladies only."

Prudence shook her head. "Anything you have to say to me, you can say to Cal." She smiled at Hope and Grace. "Isn't that right?"

Hope and Grace nodded.

Largo sighed and then shrugged. "Very well." He lowered his voice. "I have an offer to make."

"What kind of offer?" Grace asked.

"One I believe you will all find attractive," Largo said. He gave Cal one more hesitant look. Cal thought that perhaps his being here had messed up Largo's carefully prepared plan.

Largo looked one by one at Hope, Grace and Prudence. "I would like to make you all an offer to buy the Circle T ranch."

"What!" all three women said in perfect unison.

Largo lifted a hand. "Hear me out before you pass judgment."

"Don't say another word," Prudence said firmly.

Largo's eyes narrowed. "But you don't know how much I am willing to offer."

"We don't need to know," Grace declared. Her eyes burned with sudden anger. She glared at Largo. "Nothing you offer will ever be enough."

"Not even fifty thousand dollars?" Largo said easily.

For a long, quiet moment all three women looked shocked. That was a huge amount of money. Probably more than the true value of the spread, the buildings and the herd. Each of the women shook their heads. The decision had been made. 

Cal smiled, feeling delight sweep through him. He'd admired these women from the start. Now he respected them even more. They were committed to the Circle T. And it was a fine thing to behold.

Prudence took a step up to Largo and stuck her face in front of his. "We reject your offer. Don't bother making another one. No amount of money will make us sell what Silas gave his life to building. He gave it to us to look after. And that is exactly what we intend to do."

Largo's face turned white. His eyes narrowed and he drew in a deep breath. Maybe for the first time in his life, Largo had found three people for whom money meant less than principles. Cal could see confusion in the man's eyes. Largo must have thought it would be easy. But he'd misjudged Prudence, Grace and Hope.

Largo flashed a dark look in Cal's direction. Cal lifted his hands in a defensive gesture. "Don't look at me, Largo. Seems like you just met your match."

Cal tried not to grin, but it proved impossible.

Largo dragged in a breath and straightened his jacket. He bowed slightly and forced a smile. "Ladies. I'll bid you a good day."

And then Largo walked slowly away with the cloud of defeat hanging over him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN







"Who does he think he is?" Hope demanded later when they were all sitting at the window table of the coffee shop. Prudence was sitting next to Cal. Grace and Hope were seated opposite. They'd all just finished eating some tasty cakes and drinking some strong coffee.

"The sermon today was about loving your neighbor, not buying your neighbor's property," Grace said acidly.

Prudence shook her head. "Largo obviously thinks he can just own every piece of land in these parts."

"He isn't going to own the Circle T," Hope declared. Until now, Prudence hadn't realized just how attached Hope had become to the ranch. But judging by the emotion in her friends voice, she'd finally accepted the place as her permanent home.

Cal had been quiet throughout their time in the cafe. He'd sat back in his chair, folded his arms and watched as Prudence, Hope and Grace had vented their fury about Largo's audacious offer.

Finally, Prudence couldn't stand Cal's silence any longer. "What do you think about it, Cal?" she asked.

"Why would he offer such a high price?" Cal asked casually. "I mean, it is way over the true value of the spread. And a man like Largo must know that."

"Maybe he's greedy for land," Grace suggested.

Cal shook his head. "It has to be more than that. Largo can buy anywhere he wants around here." He smiled at the women. "Present company excluded, of course."

"He must have another reason for wanting the Circle T," Hope said. 

"That's what I'm thinking," Cal agreed. "But I can't imagine what would drive his price so high."

"What I want to know is how Largo got so rich in the first place," Grace said. "Isn't it unusual that he isn't back in Mexico? I assume that's where he grew up. And with his kind of wealth, he'd rule the roost in that territory."

Cal frowned. "It isn't that simple, Grace. There's been a lot of trouble over the border. Seems like every year that passes there's some kind of civil conflict. Mexico can be a dangerous place for a man like Largo. If he doesn't have the right kind of friends."

"You're saying he has something to hide?" Prudence asked Cal.

"His story about his parents and his perfect aunt didn't sound true, did it?" he said.

Prudence shook her head. "It thought he was making it up."

"We might be about to get some answers," Grace announced.

"How?"

"I got a telegram telling me we're getting a visitor. My associate has been in touch with one of the local judges in Austin. Seems like there's more to Largo and his people than the man would like us to know. The judge is coming to Testament Creek."

"When does he get here?" Cal asked.

"Monday morning," Grace said.

Cal smiled at each of the women. "You all walked right into a heap of trouble, didn't you?"

"We don't care," Prudence stated. "Like I said to Largo. This is about looking after Silas's legacy to us. I don't care what I have to do, I'm going to make sure no-one gets their hands on that ranch. Even if its the last thing I do."

Prudence felt the emotion sweep over her. With each incident of trouble around the ranch, her determination to do what was right grew stronger. She saw Cal look admiringly toward her. There was even a hint of pride in the way he was looking at her. She told herself she was glad she had Cal by her side. Without him, all of this would have been so much more difficult. For her and for Grace and Hope.

They finished their coffee and cakes and left the cafe. They decided to take a slow stroll along the boardwalk. It was Sunday and the day was bright and warm. The idea of walking by Cal's side suddenly seemed like the perfect thing to do. He looked fine and handsome in his dark jacket and pants. Beneath the wide brim of his Stetson his eyes shone with a keen interest. Every once in a while he glanced at her. When he did that she felt her heartbeat quicken. 

She was glad he'd accompanied her to the church again today. Maybe it would become a regular occurrence. She hoped so. Having Cal stand next to her as she sang the wonderful hymns in church made her feel a happiness she'd never thought possible. There was no denying the truth. She and Cal were getting close.

Up ahead she saw the sheriff's door open. Brady emerged, followed by a familiar figure. It was Largo. He had his back to them. The sheriff saw who was heading in his direction. His eyes widened and he murmured something to Largo. The man turned and smiled. Then, with one final word to the sheriff, Largo headed across Main Street to the boardwalk on the other side.

The sheriff stood at the open door. He slid his thumbs into his belt and watched as Prudence, Hope, Grace and Cal headed toward him. A knot tightened in Prudence's stomach. Something wasn't right. The sheriff looked like he had something on his mind.

As they tried to pass the sheriff, he stepped out into the middle of the boardwalk, blocking their path. They halted in front of the sheriff.

Prudence saw Cal peer at the sheriff. "Is there a problem, sheriff?" Cal asked.

Brady nodded. "I'm afraid there is," he said. "I'm going to have to take you in, Logan."

"What!" Prudence exclaimed. She heard Hope and Grace gasp. 

Cal, completely unmoved, just looked steadily at Brady. "I'm not sure I heard you right, sheriff. Did you say you're going to lock me up?"

Brady nodded. "That's what I said."

Prudence glanced up at Cal. His features were a blank, unreadable mask. "On what charge?" Cal asked.

"I've had a complaint about you rustling," Sheriff Brady said.

Cal turned his head slowly and looked across to the other side of the street. Largo was standing over there, watching carefully. "Let me guess. Largo is the one who is making the complaint."

Prudence glared at Largo. "He can't do that," she snapped.

"He just did," the sheriff said.

"And you're taking his word over the witnesses up at our ranch?" Grace demanded. "You know that won't stand up in any court of law."

The sheriff squinted at Grace as if he was surprised she had any idea about the law. "A complaint has been made. And I have grounds to believe it may have substance."

Hope took a step toward the sheriff. "That's a fancy way of saying you're doing his bidding," she said and jabbed a finger in Largo's direction.

Sheriff Brady's gaze darkened. "Are you accusing me of something?" 

Hope opened her mouth and was about to speak when Cal stepped forward. "I guess you want me to go inside there?" he asked pointing inside the jailhouse.

Prudence looked at Cal. Was he giving up so easily? Or was he just making sure there was no trouble out here in Main Street on a Sunday afternoon?

Cal turned Prudence and the others. "I'll see you soon, ladies," he murmured and then walked into the sheriff's office.

Prudence could hardly believe what Cal had done. She looked, wide-eyed at Hope and Grace, and saw disbelief written across their features. 

The sheriff paused a moment before following Cal inside. When Prudence saw Brady look across at the smiling figure of Largo, she could have screamed. Then the sheriff went inside the jailhouse. Prudence started to make her way toward the door, determined to go inside. 

The sheriff raised and hand and gave Prudence a stern look. "No, ma'am. You can't come in here. Maybe later in the day." Then the sheriff smiled at her. "Once the prisoner has been locked up for a while."

When she saw the sheriff's malicious grin, indignation swept through Prudence. The sheriff slammed the door in her face. 

Prudence turned to Grace and Hope. Both women looked horrified. Prudence peered across to where Largo had been standing, but he was gone now.

"Rustling is a serious crime in these parts," Grace explained. "Really serious. If they prove it, Cal could be put in prison for a long time."

A heavy weight sank in Prudence's middle. She felt a sudden panic seize her. This couldn't be happening. 

"What can we do?" she pleaded.

Grace's jaw tightened and she looked suddenly thoughtful. "Don't you worry, Prudence," she said and scooped her hand inside Prudence's arm. "We'll figure something out."

Then all three women headed back up the boardwalk.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT







Cal lay back on his bed inside his jail cell and peered through the bars at the deputy sitting behind the desk. "When is Sheriff Brady due back?" he asked Deputy Tyler Smith.

The young man, who Cal had already taken a liking to, glanced up and shrugged. "I don't know. I'm not supposed to be speaking to you, Cal."

Cal stood and walked to the bars. "I know that, Tyler. But you seem like a reasonable kind of a man."

"So you keep on saying," Tyler replied, trying to sound serious. Tyler went back to reading the paper he was holding.

"You know there's a judge coming to town," Cal said.

That got Tyler's attention. He looked up and squinted at Cal. "How do you know that?"

Cal shrugged. "Word gets around."

"Has Grace got something to do with that?" Tyler asked. He stood, came around the desk and strode slowly over to the Cal's jail cell.

"Might be," Cal replied cautiously. He didn't want to say anything which might bring Grace any unwanted attention. Cal figured he could trust Tyler. Having spoken to Tyler in confidence days before, Cal knew that the young deputy had serious concerns about Sheriff Brady's close connections with Largo. And it wasn't just Largo who the sheriff was involved with. It seemed Tyler had personally witnessed the sheriff taking bribes from Largo and other criminal types around town. That explained the small number of convictions for crimes which Cal had noticed in recent months.

"Which judge is coming?" Tyler asked.

"I don't know. But, it might mean Brady's days are numbered." Tyler looked thoughtful for a long moment. Cal reckoned it was time to put some pressure on the deputy. "Maybe the time has come for you to decide whose side you're on."

Tyler frowned. "I'm on the side of law and order," he snapped.

Cal nodded. "I know you are. That's why I'm telling you this. Take it as a warning, if you like."

Tyler grunted. "Does Brady know about this?"

"Do you think he'd still be here if he knew?" Cal asked. "With the way he's been acting, I reckon he'd be riding out of town today." Cal narrowed his eyes at Tyler. "You're not planning on telling him, are you?"

Tyler gazed at Cal for a long moment. Cal saw hesitation in the young man's eyes. Cal knew he'd taken a risk telling the deputy. He was about to find out if that had been a bad move. 

Tyler sighed and then shook his head. "No I'm not.  And I don't think he knows the judge is coming to town. At least, he hasn't said anything to me."

Cal leaned against the bars of the jail cell. "You know there's trouble coming, Tyler," Cal murmured. "And Largo is the one who's behind it."

Tyler nodded. There was a serious look on his face, now. "I don't like that man," Tyler said. "I've seen the way he treats people over on his ranch. Some of those Mexicans he has working for him. They're scared out of their wits."

Cal thought about what had happened when Largo's rustlers had raided the Circle T. "But there're also some who like doing what he tells them. I saw them when they raided our spread. They were bad men. I'm sure Largo pays them well."

Tyler nodded. "I know the ones you're talking about. I've been out to Largo's place. I've seen some bad things. Whippings and punishments and the like." Tyler shook his head. The memories twisted his features into an expression of pure disgust. "It ain't right."

"And we can make it stop," Cal said, seizing his chance. Tyler saw things his way. 

Tyler's eyes brightened. "You're right, Cal. We can bring some peace to this town."

"If we get rid of Largo. And this corrupt sheriff, then maybe Testament Creek can have a chance to be free of this evil. Because that's what it is, Tyler. Largo is an evil man. And he's corrupted the law in this town. We can't let that continue."

Tyler dragged in a deep breath and nodded. "What are we going to do?"

Cal smiled at Tyler. "We have to wait until the judge arrives. Until then, we have a big problem."

"What's that?"

Cal thought about what would be going on up at the Circle T. The women he was supposed to be protecting were at the mercy of Largo and his crew of desperadoes. Of course, Prudence, Grace and Hope would think they could take care of themselves. And with the shooting lessons Cal had given Hope and Grace, he figured they had some chance of doing that. But Largo had plenty of men at his disposal. Now that Cal was locked up, Largo might see this as his only chance to drive the women off the Circle T. And he'd use whatever means he saw fit to do so.

"I'm worried about the women on the Circle T," Cal told Tyler.

The young man nodded. "I can see that."

An idea floated into Cal's mind, but he discarded it immediately. "I'm not going to ask you to let me out of this jail. If you did that, Brady would know you're on our side. I don't want to show our hand. Not until the judge gets here."

"So what do you want me to do?"

Cal peered sternly at Tyler. "I want you to go to the Circle T and watch over those women. Make sure no harm comes to them."

Tyler nodded and considered Cal's suggestion. "I can do that. When Brady comes back, he'll expect me to go out anyway. He usually wants me wandering around town, keeping an eye out for trouble."

Cal smiled. "Only tonight, you'll be keeping an eye out for trouble over at the Circle T."

"Do you think Largo is going to make a move tonight?" Tyler asked.

"I don't know for sure. But, I wouldn't be surprised if he did. My ranch hands will put up a fight, if they have to. Their loyalty to the Circle T is unshakeable." He peered at Tyler. "And if they have the law on their side, they'll do whatever it takes to keep those women safe."

"I'll be there," Tyler said and thrust his hand through the bars. Cal took the man's hand and shook it firmly.

Removing his hand, Tyler frowned. "I still don't understand why Largo wants his hands on the Circle T."

"That's what we were trying to figure out, Tyler. We couldn't come up with an answer that made any sense. Maybe, if he shows up tonight, you'll find out."

Cal heard footsteps out on the boardwalk. The handle to the door of the jailhouse twisted and Tyler took a step back. 

The door opened and in walked Sheriff Brady. His brows furrowed when he saw Tyler standing over by Cal's cell. "Is there a problem with the prisoner, deputy?" Brady asked sharply.

Tyler shook his head. "He was asking when his food is coming. I told him he'd have to wait."

Brady grinned  and threw his hat down on the desk. Hoisting up his gun belt hanging from his fat middle, the sheriff scoffed. "Maybe about time you started getting used to prison food, Logan," the sheriff taunted.

Cal lay back down on his bed and watched as Tyler went to the sheriff. "You don't need me here, do you, boss," Tyler said.

Brady shook his head. "Just go do what you're good at, Tyler. I'll see you later."

Tyler took his hat and turned to look at Cal. The corner of Tyler's mouth creased with the hint of a smile. Then he left the jailhouse.

Cal stretched out on the bed, resting his hands behind his head. He'd done all he could, for now. Tyler was a good man. He'd do his best to keep the law up at the ranch. 

Since the moment he'd been locked up in the cell, Cal had been thinking about the Circle T and the women who, right at this moment, would be sitting up there. They'd probably be worried. Maybe they'd even be concerned about his welfare. Cal was sure Prudence would be thinking about him. There was a twisting sensation in Cal's gut as he thought about the possibility that the women would come to harm. 

There was no doubt in Cal's mind that things were about to come to a head. Largo was going to make a move. About that, Cal was certain. He wanted to be at the Circle T. Needed to be there so he could keep his promise to Prudence, Hope and Grace.

Frustration made Cal groan. The sheriff looked up from his seat behind the desk. "You okay, Logan?"

Cal nodded. "Fine, sheriff."

Sheriff Brady would face justice when the judge came to town. And Largo, too. 

Cal lay quietly on the bed for a while. Sheriff Brady busied himself with some paperwork. Cal closed his eyes and recalled the visit to the church earlier that morning. His heart warmed as the image of Prudence's pretty face drifted into his mind. He smiled to himself, savoring the joy which filled his heart. He missed her. Right now, he longed to be by her side. He wished he was up at the ranch, sitting on the porch, right alongside her. He dearly wished he was holding her in his arms and kissing her. 

Cal recalled how he'd been affected by the prayers at church that morning. The words had touched him profoundly. Until that moment, he hadn't realized how he could be moved by being amongst believers. During the entire service, the church had seemed filled with light and joy and love. Cal realized he wanted that in his life. Now that Prudence had come to the Circle T, he wanted to be with her. Wanted to protect her. Wanted to love her.

A sensation shifted in his chest, somewhere around his heart. Cal dragged in a deep breath. Maybe now was the time to do something he'd been avoiding for too long. Now was the time to pray.

He lifted up his heart. He said the words to himself, silently, in his mind. 

Lord. I know I have been gone from You for a long time. And I truly regret that. But, now I have found You again. And it is all down to the beautiful woman whom You have graciously brought into my life. 

Cal paused, feeling the hope in his heart like never before. He continued: 

Lord, I love Prudence. All I want is to do Your will and make her my wife. If she will have me, of course. But I am stuck here for now because I know You wish me to obey Your law. Please protect Prudence and Grace and Hope. Those women mean the world to me, Lord. Forgive me if I have transgressed Your law in any way. I am sorry for any wrong I might have done. And I live in hope that You will protect the women of the Circle T from all evil. And that You will grant me my freedom.

Amen.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE







Night had fallen when the deputy arrived at the Circle T. Prudence was in her room when she saw, from the window, the rider arriving at the ranch. She recognized Tyler at once and went to Hope and Grace's rooms. When she told the two of them that the deputy had arrived, they followed Prudence downstairs.

They went outside and saw a couple of the ranch hands approaching the deputy. The ranch hands held rifles in their hands. Tyler peered steadily at the men as they walked toward him.

"Its okay, boys," Prudence said to the ranch hands. The men lowered their rifles. Things were tense around the Circle T.

Tyler relaxed and came to Prudence, Hope and Grace. His gaze lingered a while on Grace. Prudence saw Grace's cheeks flush pink. 

 "Cal asked me to come," Tyler stated.

"Is he okay?" Prudence asked urgently.

Tyler nodded. "He's still locked up. The sheriff ain't going to let him out."

"Has he even charged him with anything?" Grace asked.

Tyler titled his head. "He has. And he hasn't," Tyler said.

"What does that mean?" Hope asked.

"Sheriff Brady told Cal he's holding him in the jail pending an inquiry."

"He can't do that for long," Grace said. "When the judge comes, we'll soon get Cal out of jail."

Tyler stepped closer. "Cal told me about the judge arriving."

"He did?" Prudence asked. She wondered if Cal had come up with some kind of plan to deal with the situation with the sheriff and Largo. Ever since returning to the ranch, she, Hope and Grace had been worried Largo might pay a visit.

"That's why he asked me to come to the ranch tonight," Tyler said. Prudence recalled what Cal had said about Tyler being a friend in their battle to bring Brady and Largo to justice. "He asked me to make sure you were all safe."

"He said that?"Prudence asked.

Tyler nodded. "He figures you all might need some help. Especially if you get some unwelcome visitors. It seems, with the sheriff going off the rails, I'm the only lawman who can be trusted around here." The deputy laughed nervously. Then Tyler's gazed darkened. When he spoke there was some bitterness in his voice. "But, I've known that for a while now."

Prudence went to Tyler and rested a hand on his arm. "We're grateful for your help, deputy," she said. 

The young man's eyes brightened. "I came armed," he said pointing at the rifles in their scabbards hanging on his horse. He patted his holstered pistol. "I'll do all I can to help."

"We've got our ranch hands, too," Grace said. "If Largo comes looking for trouble, I reckon we can put up a good fight."

"Hopefully, it won't come to that," Prudence said.

Prudence could see the concern in Hope's eyes. Maybe she was thinking of having to treat any casualties. That was if there was shooting, she told herself. There wasn't any guarantee that things would get ugly. But if they did, she was sure all her ranch hands would stand alongside her, Grace and Hope.

Prudence asked Tyler if he wanted to come into the kitchen and take some coffee, but he refused. He insisted that his place was outside, with the ranch hands, patrolling the big house.

Prudence followed Hope and Grace into the house. While the other two went to the kitchen, Prudence went upstairs to her room. If she was going outside, she wanted to wear her woolen shawl. Once inside her bedroom, Prudence was seized by the impulse to pray. Of course, the instant she'd returned to the Circle T earlier, she'd prayed for Cal's release from the jailhouse. But now she felt a great urgency to speak with her Lord.

She kneeled down by the bed, clasped her hands and bowed her head.

Lord. I thank you for sending us the help tonight. Tyler seems like he is being guided by Your hand. And we thank You, Lord for your gracious bounty. I ask that Cal be protected while he is in jail. That he be kept safe from all evil. Forgive me, Lord if I have done anything to transgress Your righteous law. I am truly grateful that You have brought Cal into my life. He is a good man. And, in time, I am sure he will find it in his heart to make his way back to You, Lord.

Prudence felt a stirring in her heart. It was a familiar sensation, one she'd felt when she'd been with Cal earlier that day in church. Joy filled her spirit. She lifted up her heart and continued her prayer.

Lord. I love Cal Logan. I know that now. And I thank You for bringing him into my life. You have granted me the treasure of love, Lord. And I am truly grateful. All I can hope is that someday, Cal might feel the same way about me. 

Lord, grant us Your protection in this moment of trial. Protect us from evil.

Amen.

Prudence opened her eyes. Prayer had always lifted her spirits. She felt a renewed joy and delight in her heart. She retrieved her shawl from her cabinet and went downstairs. Hope and Grace had finished making the coffee. Grace said she wanted to take the coffee personally out to Tyler. Prudence and Hope exchanged a knowing smile. Grace insisted she was just being courteous, but Prudence knew what was going really on. 

Once Grace had left, Hope and Prudence went to the parlor with their own cups of coffee. Through the window, Prudence could see Grace and Tyler talking. Hope came to Prudence's side. "They look good together," Hope observed. Then she added: "Just like you and Cal."

Prudence drew in a sharp breath. "Don't go saying that. I'm already going crazy worrying about him. I hope he's okay down at that awful jailhouse. And with that terrible sheriff watching over him."

"I'm sure Cal can take care of himself," Hope said reassuringly. "He'll be out before you know it."

"But we need him here tonight," Prudence said. "I don't know what Largo is planning to do. But, whatever he has in mind, it isn't going to be good."

"You think he's going to come here? Even with all our men and that deputy as a witness?"

Prudence sighed. "Hopefully he doesn't know about Tyler being here. But he will know that Cal is in the jailhouse. And that might encourage him."

"We're not going to give up, Prudence," Hope said. "We've made our mind up. You and me and Grace are in this together. To the end. No matter what happens."

Prudence smiled at Hope. "That's what I like about you, Hope. You've got a fighting spirit."

"I reckon that's what we've all got in common," Hope said.

They heard Grace laughing. Looking out to the yard, they saw their friend shaking her head and giggling at something Tyler had just said.

"It's good to see Grace enjoying herself," Hope said. "Sometimes I think she takes life too seriously."

"It must be all that legal training," Prudence said. "I guess it makes her suspicious of everyone."

They saw a rider thundering his way rapidly into the yard. He drew his mount to a halt. Prudence recognized one of their ranch hands. Tyler strode over to the man and started speaking to him. "Something's wrong," Prudence said. "Come on."

Hope followed Prudence outside. Tyler turned and came to Prudence and Hope. "Luke has come from the boundary between the Circle T and Largo's spread. He heard something's going on over at Largo's ranch house."

Prudence glanced at Luke. "What's happening, Luke?"

Luke, who was only in his early twenties, ran his hand through his blonde hair.  He was still out of breath from his hard, fast ride. "There's a fire at the Largo place, ma'am."

"A fire!" Grace exclaimed.

Luke nodded. "I was keeping an eye on the boundary fence out west when I saw some of Largo's riders charging off in the direction of the house. I heard one of them shout to the other one that there was a fire at Largo's house. And that the place is burning down."

Prudence glanced at Grace and Hope. There was no pleasure on either of the women's faces. In fact, they both looked horrified. Prudence saw that Tyler was weighing up his options. Maybe he had some duty to ride over to the place and see what was happening. But she knew he'd also promised Cal he'd stay with her and Grace and Hope. 

For a long moment, Prudence was lost for words. Only a short time ago she'd been up in her room praying to the Lord, asking for help. Was this some kind of divine intervention? Were they being protected from Largo because of the disaster which had befallen their neighbor. She thought back to the pastor's sermon in church. Loving their neighbor had proven hard in recent days. But Largo was in trouble. Were they going to stand by and let that happen without offering help?

"What are we going to do?" Hope asked.

Prudence had already made up her mind. All she needed to do was convince her friends. "We're going to Largo's place, right now. That's what we're going to do. We're going to show Largo what it really means to care for your neighbor."

Prudence saw Grace's mouth drop open. She saw Hope's brows rise in a straight line. And she saw Tyler shaking his head. 

"There's no time to argue." She looked at Tyler and Luke. "Get the men together. We're riding over to the Largo ranch. And we're going to help him whether he likes it or not."


CHAPTER THIRTY







The scene was like something from an artist's impression of hell, Prudence told herself as she rode up to the Largo place, entering the yard through the open gate. 

The main house was on fire. Smoke billowed up high into the night sky. Men had formed a chain and were busy handing buckets of water to each other. At the side of the house which was aflame, men were throwing buckets of water onto the burning building. The light from the flames cast a ghastly glow across the scene. 

Shadows danced against the walls of the yard as men raced around trying to get the fire under control.  Horses were screeching in panic as they were being led away from the stables near the house. The air was thick with smoke. Prudence could hardly breath, but she forced her mount closer to the burning building.

Prudence drew her horse to a standstill. Hope and Grace halted alongside her. Behind them, there were eight of her ranch hands and Tyler. The men dismounted and Tyler barked orders, pointing to where he wanted men to go and help. Prudence, Hope and Grace got down from their horses. The heat from the flames was intense. 

"It's too late," Grace observed. "Half of the house has already gone, The rest won't take long."

"We have to help any way we can," Prudence insisted. She wondered where Largo was. Scanning the area, she couldn't see any sign of him. 

"I wonder how the fire started," Hope said.

"Let's go help,"Grace said. Prudence followed Grace over to where Tyler was issuing instructions to the Circle T ranch hands.

It wasn't until they started handing water buckets to the men of Largo's ranch that their presence was noticed. Some of Largo's men looked shocked to see familiar faces from the Circle T. But all the earlier animosity was swept away in an instant when there came a deep rumbling sound from the house. 

Then one of the side walls cracked and started to fall away from the main body of the house. Men scattered in all directions, leaping away from the falling masonry. Prudence grabbed Hope and Grace and dragged them away from the building. Looking back, she saw that some of Largo's men had been caught by falling bricks. There were cries of agony as men tumbled to the ground. 

"No!" Hope cried and raised her hands to her face in horror.

The collapse of the wall seemed to unleash a fresh wave of flames. Every one of the men seemed to have been spurred on by that incident. Injured men were dragged away. Hope raced across and started attending to some of the men.

For the next hour Prudence and Grace helped fill the buckets from the well, handing them to the first man in the chain. It was back-breaking work, but Prudence knew she had to do it. All through that hour she kept looking up, searching for Largo. At one point she asked the man in front of her if he had seen his boss. The man had simply pointed to the burning house and said in Spanish that Largo was inside.

Prudence was filled with pity at the thought that Largo might have perished in the burning building. No matter what he had done, no-one deserved such a fate.

Finally, the flames started to die down. Exhausted, Prudence made her way to the middle of the yard and surveyed the scene. On that first day, when they had visited Largo's home, Prudence had thought his house almost palatial. It had been a luxury home fit for a wealthy man. Now, it was in ruins. By the dying embers of the flames, she could see the devastation which had been wrought. 

Prudence saw a figure emerging from a small building off to one side of the yard. The structure had been untouched by the flames. She recognized the figure as Largo. Mixed with her relief that he had not perished was annoyance that he had not been anywhere around to help with the efforts to save his home.

Seeing her, Hope, Prudence and her ranch hands gathered together, Largo's eyes widened in astonishment. He came across to them. She couldn't help noticing that he was as elegantly dressed as usual. There was no dirt on his immaculately-tailored jacket and pants.

"Señor Largo. I thought you had perished in the fire," Prudence said.

Largo frowned at her and her companions. "What are you doing here?"

"We came to help," Prudence explained.

"Help?" Largo scoffed. His expression was one of genuine disbelief. "Help? You?" Then he laughed. His raucous laughter echoed across the yard. Some of Largo's men turned at the sound.

Prudence felt her face flame with the heat of indignation. For a moment, she was at a loss for words. She glanced at Grace and Hope. They also looked annoyed.

Tyler stepped forward. "These women put themselves at risk to help save your property, Largo." Tyler's eyes flashed with fury. "And all you can do is laugh in their faces?" Prudence saw Tyler's fists tighten into balls. There was a chance of trouble if she didn't intervene, she told herself.

Grace placed herself between Tyler and Largo. "It isn't worth it, Tyler." Grace glowered at Largo. "Seems like he just doesn't appreciate it when his neighbors are trying to be helpful."

"I did not ask for your help," Largo stated.

"Sometimes you don't need to ask," Prudence said. "Folks just like to help those in need. But it seems that you didn't want us being good neighbors."

Largo peered at Tyler. "Aren't you supposed to be in the jailhouse guarding that rustler, Logan?"

Now it was Prudence's turn to show her anger. "Cal Logan isn't a rustler. He's only there because you've got the sheriff in your pocket. But, don't you worry. All that is about to change."

Tyler's eyes widened as he looked at Prudence. He shook his head and Prudence tightened her lips. She'd already said too much.

Largo's brows furrowed and he glanced at each one of the people standing in front of him. For the first time since she'd met Largo, Prudence saw anxiety on the man's face.

Tyler tugged on Prudence's sleeve. "We better be getting back to the Circle T."

"Just a minute," Largo barked. "What did you mean that everything is going to change?"

Tyler glanced over Largo's shoulder at the smoking ruin of his house. "I would have thought that was obvious," Tyler said and smiled in Largo's face.

They all started to head back to their horses. As they did so, they heard Largo's defiant voice from behind them. "I'll rebuild this place in no time."

Tyler waved a hand over his shoulder. "I'm sure you've got the money," Tyler called out dismissively.

"You can bet on that," Largo called out. His voice echoed out across the yard.

The ranch hands gathered around them, they mounted up and rode away from the Largo ranch.  Arriving back at the Circle T ranch, Prudence and the rest of them made their way into the house. Tyler came to the kitchen. The ranch hands made their way to the bunkhouse. It had been a long night.

Seated at the kitchen table along with Prudence, Tyler sipped his coffee. Hope and Grace had gone upstairs. "If ever you needed confirmation of what a varmint Largo is, you got it tonight," Tyler stated bitterly.

Prudence sighed. "We had to try. It was our duty to help."

"Our help wasn't welcome," Tyler said.

"I guess you're right."

"You think he'd lift a finger if this place was going up in flames?" Tyler asked.

Prudence felt a shiver. She was getting tired. "Maybe once he's had a chance to think about what we did, he might soften his attitude toward us."

Tyler shook his head. "I don't think so. Largo's the type of man who  thinks he needs no-one."

"We all need the love of others," Prudence said.

"Speaking of that," Tyler said looking across at Prudence. "Are you planning on going to see Cal tomorrow?"

Prudence's face flushed with heat. "Is it that obvious?" she asked.

Tyler smiled. "The way Cal was talking about you down at the jailhouse, I reckon he'll bust out of that place once he hears about what happened tonight." Tyler's gaze softened. "I think he's real sweet on you, ma'am."

"That's kind of you to say so, Tyler," Prudence admitted. "But things are complicated."

"How complicated can it get when two people love each other?" he asked.

Prudence smiled. "I suppose you're right. We just need to get Cal out of that jailhouse. Then we'll see what happens."

"The judge is arriving on the stagecoach tomorrow?"

Prudence nodded. "He is. Then we'll be able to fix things. Once and for all."

"Are you going to the jailhouse to see Cal?" Tyler asked her.

"I am."

"What if Sheriff Brady says no visitors?" 

Prudence lifted a brow and peered at Tyler. "I'd like to see him try."

And, when she saw Tyler's face turn slightly pale, she knew he believed nothing would stop her from seeing Cal Logan.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE







"Here comes the stagecoach," Grace declared with a triumphant tone in her voice. Prudence heard the rumble of the stagecoach as the two drivers guided it down Main Street. She glanced at Grace and saw how excited her friend was. 

It was late on a Monday morning. The arrival of the judge would change everything, Prudence told herself. It would put an end to the sheriff's corrupt rule and get Cal out of the jailhouse. With regard to Largo, they'd have to wait and see how far the judge was willing to go.

Prudence stepped back on the boardwalk as the stagecoach thundered to a halt in front of the hotel amongst a cloud of dust. Prudence and Grace waved the dust away from their faces and watched the two drivers leap down from the high seat.

The door to the stagecoach opened and two men stepped out. One was a white-haired man in a dark suit. The other was a tall figure, elegantly dressed in a gray suit and waistcoat. At the the tall man's waist hung a holstered pistol. The man peered up and down Main Street and frowned. He didn't look impressed, Prudence told herself.

Grace stepped forward quickly and thrust out her hand. "Judge Morland. My name is Grace Murray." She pointed to Prudence and continued to speak at a rapid pace. "And this is Miss Prudence Taylor. We each own part of the Circle T Ranch. But I'm sure you are already quite familiar with our circumstances."

The judge, who Prudence guessed was in his late fifties, lifted his brows and forced a smile at Grace. "It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance ma'am. I heard all about you from your associate up in Kansas City." The judge frowned. "Our mutual friend asked me to take a look at what's been going on here. I have to say, his report concerns me a great deal." 

"We're glad you could come, Judge Morland. You're going to be shocked when you find out what's happening," Prudence said.

The judge smiled. "That's why I'm here, Miss Taylor. To make sure the law is followed." He gestured toward the tall man at his side. "This is U.S. Marshal Sawyer Manning," he announced. "I thought I'd bring him along. Just in case there are any misunderstandings."

Prudence glanced at the marshal's pistol and figured she knew how he would deal with any arguments from Sheriff Brady and Largo. She was secretly pleased by the presence of the marshal. It showed Judge Morland was serious.

One of the drivers handed each of the men a small bag. The judge smiled at Prudence as he took it from the driver. "We're not planning on being here too long." He glanced at the marshal. "Are we, Manning?"

The marshal shook his head and said nothing.

As the judge and the marshal started to make their way into the hotel, the door to the jailhouse opened. Sheriff Brady stuck his head out of the open door. His brows narrowed when he saw who had arrived on the stagecoach. 

"Looks like we might be able to introduce you to the sheriff sooner than we thought, Judge," Grace said.

The judge turned and peered across at the jailhouse.

Prudence saw Brady turn his head and say something. She knew that Tyler was in there. And Cal, too. Her heart ached when she thought about Cal locked up in the cell.

 Then Brady stepped out onto the boardwalk and closed the jailhouse door behind him. 

The sheriff crossed the dusty street and stepped up onto the boardwalk. "Who are you?" the sheriff barked loudly.

The judge strode up to Sheriff Brady and ran his gaze down the height of the man's portly figure. "I'm the law. And I've come to clean this town up," the judge declared.

Brady's brows shot up in a line. "What?" The sheriff glanced at Marshal Manning. "And who is this galoot?"

Manning stepped forward. His boots sounded heavy on the boardwalk. He drew himself up to his full, imposing height and peered down at the sheriff. "I'm U.S. Marshal Manning." He pointed at the judge. "And this here is Judge William Morland."

Prudence saw Sheriff Brady's face turn instantly white. The man swallowed and glanced back and forth from Morland to Manning. "Judge?"

Manning nodded. "That's right."

The judge walked up to Sheriff Brady and scowled at him. "I can see you don't respect the law nearly as much as you should, Sheriff Brady."

"I didn't know you were coming to town, judge," Brady complained.

The judge nodded. "And if you had known I was coming, what would you have done? Laid out a ticker tape parade?"

Sheriff Brady tried to laugh, but the sound caught in his throat and he coughed instead. "You should have told us about this."

"Why?" The judges voice was steady and even. "So you can carry on corrupting the law in this town?"

"What are you talking about, judge?" Brady gasped.

"Complaints have been made about how you are running this town. Some of those complaints have reached my desk in Austin," the judge said.

"You can't believe hearsay, judge," Brady objected. "That isn't the way the law works."

"Nor does it work the way you've been doing recently, Brady," the judge said and scowled at the man. "I'm talking about taking bribes. Letting murderers off without charge. Taking money from rich ranch owners like Rafael Largo so that he can make the lives of good folks in this fair town a misery."

"Largo is nothing to me," Brady exclaimed.

"Really?" the judge said. "What about the money you've been taking from him so that you turn a blind eye to what he gets up to."

"I never took a dollar from Rafael Largo," Brady objected.

A voice came from behind them. "That isn't true." Prudence turned and saw Deputy Tyler standing there. "I saw you take money from Largo. Saw it with my own eyes."

"You're a liar, Tyler," Brady yelled. "And why aren't you back in that jailhouse guarding our prisoner?"

Tyler leaned closer to Brady. "Because he's done nothing wrong. And he won't be a prisoner for much longer."

"That isn't for you to decide," Brady snapped.

"That's the first true word you've said since I arrived," the judge said. He stepped forward. "Sheriff Brady. I am relieving you of your duties, pending an investigation of your alleged illegal activities and corruption of the law in this town."

The sheriff grunted. "No! You have no witnesses."

"The judge has me. I'll testify to what I saw," Tyler said with a firm tone of voice. "And I found the records you were keeping. They detail every payment you got. In black and white." Tyler smiled. "It is all back at my place."

 The sheriff turned and went to seize Tyler by the collar of his jacket. Before he got near Tyler, the marshal stepped between Brady and the deputy and grabbed the now ex-sheriff by the arm. Twisting the man's arm up his back, the marshal smiled cruelly. "Your corrupting days are over, Brady," the marshal murmured.

Prudence glanced at Grace and saw the delight on her friend's face. Tyler came to Grace and wrapped an arm around her waist. Grace did nothing to dissuade Tyler. Instead, she looked up into his eyes and smiled. There was a hint of pride in that gaze, Prudence told herself.

Realizing what this meant for Cal, Prudence raced across the street and threw open the door to the jailhouse. Cal was standing in his cell. His eyes widened when he saw Prudence burst into the jailhouse. 

"Cal! You're free to go," Prudence called out as she raced across the room to the cell door. "The judge has arrived in town. Everything is going to be alright, now."

Cal's fingers tightened around the cell bars. Prudence wanted to tear down the bars. Impatience tugged at her. She wanted Cal to hold her in his arms. 

The door opened and Tyler stepped into the jailhouse followed by Grace. 

"Tyler. Open these doors," Prudence ordered, her voice cracking with emotion. She was almost embarrassed to speak so loudly to Tyler after everything he'd done to put a stop to the sheriff's activities. 

"Wait a second, Prudence," Tyler said as he grabbed the keys from the desk. He turned the key in the lock and drew the cell door open wide. Without waiting, Prudence raced into the cell and threw herself into Cal's arms.

Cal embraced Prudence, hugging her tight. Now that they were reunited, they both laughed with delight. Prudence sighed contentedly as she rested her head against Cal's shoulder. Then she lifted her head and gazed into his eyes. She wasn't the only one who was feeling the emotion of this reunion, she told herself. 

Cal's eyes shimmered and he smiled at her. "Hey, there. You're glad to see me?" he said mischievously and lifted a brow.

"Kiss me, Cal," Prudence said. She didn't care that Grace and Tyler were watching. All she wanted was Cal's tender kiss. Cal's head dipped and his lips claimed a kiss. Prudence gasped, feeling joy take hold of her heart. Cal's lips were soft and his kiss tender.

Cal lifted his head and gazed earnestly at her. "Are you okay? Tyler told me about what happened at Largo's place."

She gently stoked his scruff-covered chin. He hadn't shaved this morning, but she found the rough touch against her skin strangely appealing. "Everything is fine. Now that the judge is here, it won't be long before Largo is brought to justice."

Tyler spoke up. "She's right. And the judge has brought a marshal with him, too. He looks like he knows how to handle himself."

With Cal's arm wrapped around her waist, Prudence made her way out of the jail cell. It felt good to have Cal holding onto her like this. There was so much she wanted to say to him. But, right now wasn't the time, nor the place. There would be time for talk later. Her words were for Cal alone, and not to be overheard by anyone else.

Prudence saw a flash of metal on Tyler's shirt. A metal star glimmered brightly. Tyler tugged on it and looked suddenly proud. "The judge just appointed me the new sheriff of Testament Creek," he announced.

Grace rested a hand on Tyler's chest and looked up admiringly at him. "Isn't that something?" she said. Grace looked real proud of Tyler. He smiled down at Grace. Maybe it wouldn't be long before Grace and Tyler announced they were steeping out together, Prudence told herself.

"Congratulations, Tyler," Cal said. He shook Tyler's hand.

They all made their way outside to the boardwalk. Prudence saw the marshal leading a clearly unhappy-looking Brady across the street. The marshal took Brady inside the jail house and locked him up in the same cell Cal had been occupying until moments ago.

Cal introduced himself to the judge. They were both chatting about what had happened when a rider came thundering down Main Street. 

Cal peered at the rider. "That's Luke. One of our ranch hands."

Luke drew to an abrupt halt and leaped down from his saddle. His eyes were wide with fear and he was out of breath. His face was red with exertion. Clearly he'd been riding fast from the ranch.

"What's wrong?" Cal asked Luke, grabbing him by the arm.

"Largo. He and his men arrived at the ranch a while ago. He's seized the place. And he's taken Hope hostage. He's got the rest of the ranch hands locked up in the bunkhouse. I managed to get away without them seeing me."

Prudence and Grace cried out in unison. "Hope!" Prudence seized Cal's arm. "We have to get to the Circle T. We can't leave Hope there with that awful man."

Cal's gaze was steady. He turned to Tyler. "Can you get some men together, fast?"

Tyler nodded. "I can get a posse together. Give me fifteen minutes." Then Tyler raced away across the street. 

The marshal peered at the judge. "You want me to go with them, judge."

The judge nodded. "Bring back Largo. See to it that the man knows there's law and order in Testament Creek."

The marshal's expression was stern. Prudence's mind was racing with all the possibilities of what could go wrong. She lifted up her heart to God and prayed silently. 

Lord, protect Hope. And give us all the strength to bring her to safety and end the reign of evil which Rafael Largo has created. We trust in You, Lord. Grant us the courage to face this evil and to conquer it. Amen.

Prudence saw Cal watching her carefully. Could he tell she was praying? Maybe he'd been praying in recent days, too. She hoped so. She'd done all she could to bring Cal back to the faith.

Cal leaned closer and whispered. "The Lord is on our side." 

When she heard Cal say those words Prudence felt joy leap in her heart. She smiled at him. "He is, Cal. He truly is."

"Let's go. Hope is waiting for us," Cal said.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO







They arrived at the ranch a short while later. Tyler had been true to his word. He'd gathered a posse of a dozen men, all eager to face Largo. It seemed Largo had made plenty of enemies. There were scores to settle around Testament Creek.

The two buckboards and over a dozen riders crested the ridge which looked down upon the Circle T ranch house. Cal drove one of the buckboards. Prudence sat alongside him. Tyler drove the other buckboard with Grace in the seat next to him. 

Marshal Manning rode a horse which had been obtained from the livery. The judge had elected to remain in Testament Creek. It seemed he had absolute confidence that his marshal would bring Largo and his men to justice. Cal hoped that confidence wasn't misplaced. From the brief conversation he'd had with the marshal, it seemed the man knew what he was doing. The Colt.45 at his hip, and the Winchester in its scabbard on his horse, told Cal that Manning was an expert. There was a steady confidence in the man's eyes. Cal liked that.

The buckboards and riders drew to a halt. From up on the crest, Cal could see a few of Largo's men out in front of the ranch house. A few horses were tied up on the hitching rail in front of the porch. There didn't seem to be much activity out front of the house.

"Where's Hope?" Prudence murmured.

Cal smiled reassuringly at Prudence. "She's going to be fine," he said. "I give you my word."

Prudence nodded, but he could see she was worried out of her mind. When she'd raced into the jailhouse, his heart had leaped for joy. His prayers had been answered. And when he'd swept her into his arms and kissed her, that joy had turned into a delight which had made his spirit sing. Now that she was by his side, he'd never let her go. He'd wanted to tell her how much he loved her. The words had been on the tip of his tongue after the kiss. But he'd held back from telling her. The jailhouse wasn't the kind of place for declarations of undying love, he told himself.

Right now, they had a job to do. It wasn't going to be easy, and there were dangers involved. Cal glanced at the posse, the marshal and the new sheriff. Then he looked at Grace and Prudence. With these folks by his side Cal was sure they could deal with anything Largo threw at them.

"I reckon we should get going," the marshal said confidently. "Just ride on in."

Cal nodded and then flicked the reins of his buckboard. It lurched forward. Soon the entire crew were riding down the hill. The noise of their arrival caught the attention of the men in the yard. They looked up and watched as the buckboards and riders headed to the Circle T ranch house. 

No guns were raised. Obviously, Largo had issued instructions to his men. Cal drove the buckboard into the yard, quietly grateful that Largo might want to negotiate. Still, the seizing of the ranch house had been an audacious act on Largo's part. There was something desperate about it. Maybe the burning down of his house had prompted the man to this course of action.

Six of Largo's men walked out to the middle of the yard. Each held a rifle. For the moment, the rifles were pointed downward. That meant peace. For the moment. Cal drew the buckboard to a halt. The other buckboard halted alongside him. The posse riders drew their mounts to a halt in front of Largo's six men.

Cal leaned closer to Prudence. "Wait here," he murmured and then got down from the buckboard. He saw Prudence's mouth open and thought she was about to object. Cal gave her a stern look and she frowned at him. Then she nodded and turned her head, glaring at Largo's men.

Marshal Manning got down from his horse and strode to Cal's side. Tyler whispered something to Grace and then eased himself down from the buckboard seat. He came to Cal and smiled as he took his place. Now the three of them were facing the six men. The rest of the posse remained mounted. Largo's men were outnumbered, and they knew it.

"Drop the guns," the marshal ordered. 

Largo's men stared back at the marshal. They made no move to do what he'd said. Cal heard the clicking of guns from behind him. The members of the posse were ready to act.

"Largo!" Cal called out. His voice echoed across the yard. 

Instantly, he heard a muffled reply. "Cal. Here at the back of the house." It was Hope's voice. Then he heard a quiet squealing sound, as if someone had tried to stop Hope from talking.

Prudence moaned in alarm. "Hope! We're here," she cried out.

"I'm going to the back," Cal stated. 

"I'll come with you," Prudence shouted. Before he could say anything she'd leaped down from the buckboard. She ran to the side of the house.

"Prudence," Cal shouted. "Wait."

But it was no use. Muttering his frustration, Cal raced after Prudence. He made his way around the side of the house. He saw Prudence's back as she disappeared around the corner. "Prudence. Wait for me!" Cal yelled. But she kept running. 

Cal dragged his gun from its holster. He didn't know what he'd find once he turned that corner. But he'd be ready.

He ran around the corner and along the narrow path between the house and the garden. Up ahead he saw Prudence racing toward two figures who were standing by the gray trunk of the aged, solitary tree near the doors to the parlor. 

Cal felt his blood run cold. Largo was holding on to Hope. He had his arm twisted around her middle. There was a pistol in his hand. It was pointing straight at the advancing figure of Prudence.

"Stop!" Cal roared. 

Prudence slid to a halt on the gravel pathway and turned to look, wide-eyed at Cal. Then she peered at Largo and Hope. Cal raced to Prudence's side. He seized her by the arm, holding her tight. He wasn't going to let her get any closer to Largo.

"Stay right there, Logan," Largo barked. He pointed the pistol at Hope's head. Prudence gasped.

"Let her go," Cal bellowed.

Largo shook his head. "No. I came here to get what is mine. And she's my ticket out of here."

"You won't make it past the yard," Cal told Largo. "We've got men out there who'll make sure you don't even get on your horse."

Largo's brows furrowed. "You're lying."

"He's telling the truth, Largo. We have a twelve man posse out there. And a marshal. You won't get far." Prudence tried to take a step away from Cal, but he held her tight. "Let Hope go. She hasn't done anything to you. She helped some of your men last night. The ones who were injured in the fire."

"I don't care about them," Largo snapped.

"This ranch will never belong to you," Prudence told Largo.

When Largo laughed Cal felt a chill up his spine. The man seemed crazy, now. "I'm not here for your ranch." He glanced down at the ground. "I'm here for something much more valuable."

Cal peered at the ground surrounding the dead remains of the dried-up tree. The earth had been disturbed. A large mound of light brown dirt had been piled up next to the tree. A metal spade lay on the ground next to it. Cal frowned, wondering why Largo had been digging around the tree.

Then the answer came when Hope cried out: "Gold. Largo's got gold here. He's been digging it up. I saw it."

"Gold?" Cal asked. 

Largo's eyes flashed with fury. "That's right. Gold. And it belongs to me. I put it there before Silas built this miserable ranch house. Before he even came to Texas."

Cal and Prudence exchanged astonished looks. 

"He's right," came a voice from behind them. It was Marshal Manning's voice. Cal turned and saw the marshal standing on the path. "Largo ran a gang which robbed the bank in Austin four years ago. Only then he wasn't called Rafael Largo." The marshal lifted a brow at Largo. "Isn't that right, Don Diego Cardosa? That's your real name, isn't it?"

Cal saw Largo's brows furrow into deep ridges. The man's jaw tightened and then he roared his frustration. For a moment, Cal thought Largo was about to fire his pistol. Hope stiffened as Largo pulled her body against his. She closed her eyes as if expecting the worst. Cal's body tensed and anger welled up inside himself as he saw the distress on Hope's face.

 The marshal strode past Cal and Prudence. "I wouldn't do that, if I was you, Don Diego. Your time for running is over. We've been looking for you for a long time." His voice was confident and firm, almost like he'd dealt with situations like this many times before.

Cal saw the hatred in Largo's eyes as he stared at the marshal. "You can't prove anything," Largo screamed.

The marshal shook his head. "We got plenty of witnesses. It only took that letter from Hope's friend to put us on the right track. Once we started digging deeper, it was obvious who you were. And that you'd come back to claim what you think belongs to you."

Largo dragged Hope to one side. That was when the marshal decided he'd had enough of being reasonable. He drew his pistol and pointed it straight at Largo. Cal heard Prudence moan. He wrapped his arm around her waist and drew her closer to him.

Then Cal saw a movement behind Largo. Coming around the other corner of the house was the tall figure of Sheriff Tyler. His footsteps were slow and quiet. Then, at the last movement, Tyler moved quickly, closing the distance between himself and Largo. With one swift blow, Tyler brought the butt of his pistol down on the back of Largo's head. The man grunted and his eyes rolled. Then he collapsed in a heap on the ground. Hope ran straight to Prudence. Cal released Prudence and watched her embrace her friend. They both moaned their relief to one another. 

The marshal went quickly to Largo and took his gun. Tyler and Manning exchanged satisfied looks. "Largo's men out front?" Manning asked.

Tyler nodded. "They handed their rifles over. And Largo's men down at the bunkhouse did the same."

Cal walked to the hole in the ground. About two feet down there was a black, metal box. It had been opened and inside shone a neat pile of gold bars. Cal swallowed. He'd never seen so much gold before. He figured it must be worth tens of thousands of dollars.

Cal looked at Manning. "You've been searching for this for four years?"

Manning nodded and glanced at Largo's unconscious form. "He was the man behind the robbery. Seems like he hid the gold here when he was being pursued. He intended to come back for it."

"Why didn't he?"

"He went back to Mexico for some reason. We heard he got caught up in some revolutionary activities. It delayed his return. By the time he came back for the gold, Silas had bought this place and built his ranch house."

Cal laughed. "Right on top of the hidden gold."

Manning nodded. "That means Silas's heirs get to claim the reward for its recovery."

Prudence gasped. "There's a reward?"

Manning smiled. "Yes, ma'am. Ten percent of the value goes to you and your friends."

Hope and Grace stared at each other and then both laughed out loud. Prudence came to Cal. "You had no idea about any of this?"

Cal shook his head. "None whatsoever."

Cal hugged Prudence, holding her close. "This means you can all do whatever you like with the Circle T. Buy new cattle. Purchase more land. Take on more ranch hands." Cal giggled. "The sky's the limit."

Prudence smiled at Hope and Grace. "Would you excuse us both for a moment?" she said to the two of them. "Cal and I need to talk."

Cal frowned as Prudence led him away from the back of the house. They both walked up the gravel path and through the bluebonnet-sprinkled grass. Finally they reached the trees. Cal recognized the exact tree alongside which he and Prudence had kissed. Turning, Cal saw the activity down at the house. Largo had awakened. The marshal cuffed Largo's hands behind his back and led the man away.

"Its all over,"Cal said softly.

Prudence gazed up at him. "Is that what you really think?" For a moment he wasn't sure what she meant. And then she added. "Cal Logan. I've got something to say to you."


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE







This wasn't going to be easy, Prudence told herself as she gazed up into Cal's eyes. She saw hesitation in those eyes. What did he think she was going to say to him? Didn't he realize how much he meant to her? All the trouble they'd been through over the last few weeks had only brought her closer to him. And she was pretty sure it was the same for him.

Prudence's heart was pounding furiously as she thought about what she had to say to Cal. But she knew if she didn't tell him how she felt about him, she might never get a better chance.

Prudence decided it was best to come right out with the truth. She lifted a hand up to Cal's face and cupped the side of his face in her hand. Cal's eyes widened with delight. "Cal Logan. I love you."

Cal's brows lifted in a line. A sigh eased out of him and he shook his head. "You know how to catch a man off guard, don't you?"

Prudence grinned at Cal. "I reckon I know how to catch the man I love," she said and lifted a brow.

Cal smiled. "You've sure done that."

Cal rested his hand against hers at the side of his face. His touch was tender and his skin was warm. Prudence felt her breath catch in her chest. 

Leaning forward, Cal gazed deeply into her eyes. "You are one amazing woman. You know that?"

She shrugged. "If you say so, it must be true."

Cal leaned closer. She caught the aroma of his scent and it made her senses reel for a moment. He cupped her face with both hands. Then he dipped his head and claimed a kiss. His lips were soft and warm. Sensation flared into life as every nerve in her body ignited. She'd been longing for this kiss ever since she'd walked away from this very spot next to the tree. She hadn't forgotten the delight he'd awakened in her. And now the joy was back, making her spirit sing. This was the happiness the Lord had brought into her life. She was filled with gratitude.

Cal lifted his head and gazed into her eyes. "I love you, Prudence. From the moment you walked into my life, you turned my world upside down." He laughed. "And I couldn't be happier about that."

"We found each other," Prudence said. "That's all that matters. The Lord brought us together."

To her delight, he agreed. "He sure did. I knew from the moment I stepped into that church with you that things were never going to be the same again." Cal sighed contentedly. "I'm back where I belong."

Prudence's heart filled with joy. Cal leaned down and kissed her one more time. She allowed herself to savor every sweet moment of delight. 

When the kiss was over she saw Cal's brows furrow suddenly, as if he'd been struck by a sudden idea. Cal swallowed, clearly nervous. He dragged in a deep breath and took a step back. Cal took hold of her hands, curling his fingers around hers. His eyes narrowed as he gazed at her. His lips became thin lines. 

Cal cleared his throat and then, in an instant, he sank down onto one knee. Still holding her hands, he gazed up at her. Prudence gasped, her mouth opening wide. 

"Cal. What are you doing?" Prudence asked.

"What does it look like?" he countered. "Prudence. Will you do me the great honor of agreeing to become my wife?"

For a long moment all she could hear was the singing of the birds in the trees. All she could feel was the frantic pounding of her heart. Emotion swept through her. She felt herself sway for a moment, but managed to stay on her feet. 

Gazing down at Cal, she saw the love in his eyes. He wanted her to belong to him. Forever. She met his gaze, feeling the deepest love she'd ever felt in her life. This good man would make her life complete. 

"I will agree to become your wife, Cal," Prudence said nodding her head, at last.

Cal leaped up quickly. Still holding her hands, he cried out. It was a howl of the purest joy. The sound echoed across the enclosure of the trees. Prudence glanced quickly toward the house and saw two figures watching. Hope and Grace were smiling. Maybe they'd been wondering what was happening up by the trees. They must have seen Cal getting down onto one knee. That meant only one thing. 

Cal's cry of delight gave them all the answer they'd ever need. Prudence heard the laughter of her two best friends ring out all the way to the trees. They understood, and they were happy.

Cal swept Prudence into his arms and kissed her. Prudence wrapped her arms around Cal's shoulders. When the kiss was over, she rested her head against his broad chest. She could hear his heartbeat. Steady and powerful. This was her man. The man she would marry. Eventually, they would have a family together. And they'd spend their life on this precious ranch, building a future together. 

She lifted her heart to her Lord and offered up her genuine gratitude. She'd never known such joy.

Lifting up her head, she gazed into his eyes. "Promise me you'll never get locked up in jail again,"she said. "I was out of my mind with worry."

Cal nodded. "My place will always be by your side." He looked out beyond the ranch house. "Ranching is my life."

Prudence shook her head. "Our life, you mean," she corrected.

Cal grinned. "What about Hope and Grace. What will they say?"

"I think they already know what has happened." Prudence tilted her head. "Grace and that deputy seem mighty friendly. Don't you think?"

"I think you might be right." He frowned. "Although, I think they both might have a ways to go before they decide whether or not to marry."

"We'll see," Prudence said. "We found our way. And I'm sure they will. The Lord is making the Circle T into a place for families. Maybe that will be Silas's true legacy."

Cal's gaze softened. "I think Silas is looking down on us and smiling to himself."

"He's happy," Prudence agreed. "I know it."

Cal drew Prudence closer to him. "When do you want the wedding to take place?"

"The sooner the better. I'm sure Pastor Lewis can find a date for us," she replied.

"I have an idea," Cal said.

"What?"

"Let's make it a summer wedding," Cal suggested.

Prudence smiled at him. "I think that sounds like a wonderful idea, Mr Logan."

Cal leaned his head closer. "And I can't wait for you to become Mrs Logan," he murmured.

And, as he took her hand and started to lead her back toward the ranch house, through the bluebonnets whispering around her feet, she told herself that she couldn't wait to become Cal's wife.





EPILOGUE







Two Weeks Later







It was true what they said about Texas weddings, Prudence reflected on that Saturday afternoon near the end of July. Once a Texas couple decided to marry, they didn't wait.

It had only been two weeks since Cal had proposed. The days, every one of them sunny and bright, had passed quickly. So much had been organized in the whirlwind of activity since that day. Chief amongst those activities had been the making of a white wedding dress. It had taken long days and nights of sewing, but they had succeeded.

 She stood at the door of the Testament Creek church and gazed into the packed interior. Members of the congregation gazed at Prudence. There were smiles all round. This was going to be a happy day.

She saw Cal waiting for her at the altar. He looked elegant in a dark suit and wore a matching waistcoat over his white shirt. He was smiling right at her. Butterflies fluttered in her middle as she smiled back at him. Prudence's fingers tightened around the bouquet of flowers.

On her right stood Hope, dressed in a simple, plain blue gown. Prudence smiled at her friend. "Are you ready?" Hope asked.

Prudence nodded. She turned to her left. There stood Grace, dressed in a blue gown which matched the one Hope was wearing. Grace smiled at Prudence. "I won't ask how you're feeling," Grace said easily.

Prudence dragged in a deep, calming breath. In a short while she would be Mrs Cal Logan. That thought seemed almost unreal. But it was true. And she couldn't wait.

The pianist inside the church started to play the wedding march. It was time for her to go to Cal. Time for them to exchange vows. And then they would be man and wife.

Prudence lifted her heart and prayed silently. 

Lord. Thank You for bringing Cal into my life. I love him so much. Thank You for bringing these wonderful people to me. And for granting me a new life here in Texas. I shall never stop thanking You, Lord. Amen.

Everyone inside the church stood. Prudence saw Cal standing tall, gazing at her with such love and affection that it made her eyes moisten with joy. She wondered if he was as nervous as her. Of course he was, she told herself. His heart would be beating fast, just like hers.

But soon, all that would be in the past. Then they could start their new life together up at the ranch. The future promised joy and happiness and family. It was all she had ever wanted. 

Prudence started to walk into the church. Close behind, her two best friends followed slowly. Every step took her closer to Cal. To the man she loved with all her heart.

And soon they would be together. 

Forever.
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