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In a few short months, Beth Russell has inherited a ranch and become mother to orphaned twins. Then a handsome rancher enters her world, getting injured in the process. After all Landon Baxter did to protect her, Beth knows she must nurse him back to health. Beth didn't expect the injured rancher to turn her life upside down in the most delightful and joyous way with the promise of love and family.




As Beth nurses him back to health on her ranch, Landon can't help falling for the beautiful woman who owns the Circle D. She's the woman of his dreams. But he's not the only one with wounds that need healing. Beth has fought hard to keep the ranch and provide a home for the two children. Her perseverance has taken its toll on the spirited ranch owner.




Now Landon has to find a way to win Beth's heart, heal her damaged faith, and protect her from dangerous forces which surround her and the children. Can Beth and Landon forge a new beginning on the Montana frontier?
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The Lord is my strength and song, and he is become my salvation: he is my God, and I will prepare him an habitation; my father's God, and I will exalt him.

Exodus 15:2


CHAPTER ONE




The Circle D ranch

Near Inspiration, Montana

September, 1881







"I've told you before, Mr Harding. I'm not interested in selling my ranch." Beth Russell stared into the night-dark eyes of the man who owned the ranch which bordered hers. Wes Harding narrowed those eyes and stared at Beth for a long moment. The late afternoon sun was bright. Beth felt her horse shift nervously. The wheels of her buckboard slid on the dry trail earth. Tugging on the reins, she fought to control the chestnut mare. Perhaps the animal could sense the danger coming from the man who'd just blocked her path on the trail back to her own Circle D ranch. A bird's harsh squawk rang out in the trees. Wind rushed through the high trees of the forest on the other side of the creek. The water of the narrow creek murmured softly. The valley was lush and beautiful. On any other day she would have been happy to be here. But not today.




Wes Harding curved his hand around his stubble-covered chin. Angling his dark brown horse across the narrow trail, he straightened his broad shoulders and tubby frame, stretching himself inside his heavy coat and dark suit. His powerful girth betrayed years of good living. He'd had over fifty of those years, and looked like he'd made the most of every one of them.




Harding smiled, but it wasn't a smile intended to calm Beth's nerves. As usual, she could see greed in Harding's eyes, Beth told herself. "I know you didn't find my previous offers acceptable, Miss Russell," Harding growled. He tipped his brown Stetson up from his sweaty forehead. "That's why I made it my business to find you today and make you another offer."




Beth didn't like the sound of Harding's tone. He'd sought her out? That might explain why he looked out of breath and sweating. Someone must have told Harding that Beth was heading back home from making her weekly visit to Inspiration. But who could have told him? Moments ago, he'd ridden from the north across the rough, grassy rangeland, surprising her so much she'd pulled the buckboard to a sudden halt by the creek.




"I have to be getting home, Mr Harding," Beth insisted. She flicked the reins and the two horses took a few steps toward the mounted rider blocking the trail. But Harding didn't budge an inch.




Sighing, Beth halted the buckboard and glared at Harding. "My children will be waiting for me, sir," she snapped.




Harding nodded sagely. "I'm sure they will. Those sure are two lovely children," he said with a hint of sarcasm. Shaking his head, he added: "I still can't believe it. Their parents passing away like that." He lifted a brow. "Leaving you looking after them. All alone."




Beth groaned. Her fingers tightened around the reins. She wasn't going to discuss the children. Not out here with Harding. It was none of his business. Everyone in these parts knew the story. There was no sense going over it with Wes Harding. "I appreciate your concern, sir." Gazing along the length of the trail which cut through the valley, she was suddenly and keenly aware that she was alone with Harding. If he didn't want to get out of her way she wondered how she could get him to move. 




Recalling that Harding considered himself to be a gentleman, Beth forced herself to smile at him. "It's been good talking with you. Always is a delight to make your acquaintance, Mr Harding. But, if you don't mind, I'll be on my way." She waved a hand to one side. "Can you move your horse off the trail, please?" To her right, the ground dropped sharply from the trail and down to the edge of the creek. There was only one way for Harding to go. If he was going to let her pass. Right now, that looked in serious doubt.




For a moment, Harding appeared happy to oblige. He drew the reins up to his middle. But, instead of guiding his horse to the undulating grassy area to Beth's left, he brought his horse closer to Beth. Worry twisted in her middle as she watched him advancing toward her. "What do you think you're doing?" she asked.




There was a gleam in Harding's eye. One she didn't like.  "I know that if you and I can just talk, Miss Russell, we can come to some kind of arrangement." He tilted his head. "A mutually beneficial arrangement, if you like." He shrugged. "I only want to talk. Now, what harm can that do?"




She didn't believe that last part. Not one bit. Indignation flared inside Beth. "Just because you and I are neighboring ranch owners doesn't mean I have to spend a single moment of my precious time in your company," she said loudly. 




Harding didn't even flinch. Halting his horse right in front of hers, he eyed her with a steady gaze. "I know you don't really mean that."




Beth stood up and planted her hands on her hips. She glared at him. "Mr Harding, this has gone far enough."




Harding's eyes narrowed appreciatively. "You're a mighty fine-looking woman, Miss Russell. Seems like a terrible waste, you living on that ranch without a man to keep you company."




"There are plenty of men on my ranch, sir," she replied loudly. "As you well know. And every one of them works for me. All my ranch hands are loyal." Lowering her head, she eyed Harding sternly. "They work hard and they work for me," she added emphatically.




Harding smiled. "That ain't exactly what I meant," he said and smiled. "But I figure you know that." Sitting back down on the seat, Beth grabbed the reins. Harding's gaze narrowed. "What're  you planning on doing?" he asked sarcastically.




Beth tightened her hold on the reins. "I'll ask you one last time. Please move aside," she said evenly. "If you don't, I'll have to force my way past."




For a few long moments, Harding didn't reply. Finally running out of patience, Beth lifted the reins, preparing to drive her horses forward. Harding moved fast, tugging on the reins of his own horse. Before she knew it, he was by the side of the buckboard. He quickly reached across and grabbed her reins. She groaned with outrage, feeling the surprising strength of the aged ranch owner. 




Beth tugged her arm, trying desperately to release the reins from his powerful grasp. "Let go!" she shrieked, her voice echoing across the clearing.




Hardin grinned, apparently enjoying his battle with Beth. He shook his head. "I can't do that, ma'am."




Her blood boiling, Beth pushed Harding's chest. He didn't budge an inch. Harding grinned, apparently enjoying the tussle. With one final heave Beth pushed Harding. Her extra effort unbalanced Harding, sending him back across his horse's back. He clung on with his reins. Beth saw Harding's eyes widen. Color flushed his heavily-jowled features. Now he was annoyed, she told herself.




Harding reached for her again. She could see the rage in his eyes. Beth cried out. "Stop!"




Then Harding shifted himself off the back of his horse. He was going to come on to the buckboard, she told herself.




Suddenly, a voice roared in the air. "I think you should do what the lady says."




Harding froze and glared at something behind Beth. Whirling her head around in the direction of the trees on the other side of the creek, she saw a horse and rider. A man, about Beth's age, sat astride a tall black stallion. He was peering steadily up at the buckboard and the scene being played out on it. 




Harding moved back onto his horse. "What business is it of yours?" he cried out, his voice shaking with outrage. Beth could hear uncertainty in Harding's voice.




The stranger didn't say anything. Beth watched as he guided his horse across the creek and up the steep bank. He brought his stallion to a halt in front of her buckboard, taking up position at the edge of the drop to the creek. Now that he was close, Beth saw that the stranger had even features and dark hair. He wore a gray Stetson, light-brown buckskin jacket, jeans and black, well-worn boots. He narrowed his green eyes. There was a steadiness of purpose in the man's eyes as he fixed his gaze on Harding. "As far as it being my business, I don't think you should be treating a lady like that," the stranger said calmly. Beth felt her heart quicken when the man's gaze flickered in her direction. Beth glanced at Harding. He looked genuinely perplexed.




Harding moved his horse until it was facing the stranger. "You're trespassing," he bellowed, his face turning even more red. "You know that, don't you. This is ranch land."




Unmoved by Harding's bluster, the stranger smiled. "I'm just figuring on taking this trail. Now what harm is there in that?" he said casually and lifted a brow.




Harding dragged in a sharp breath and rose in his saddle. If he was looking for a fight, then Beth was sure Harding would be no match for the newcomer. The stranger's powerful physique hinted at long years of hard work. And there was a pistol at his side. Worrying that things might get out of hand, Beth stood. "Mr Harding. What you forgot to tell this man is that this is my ranch land. Not yours. Even if you'd like it to belong to you. It belongs to me." Beth pointed in the direction of the distant ridge. "I'd be obliged if you leave my property," she added firmly.




Beth saw the stranger lift a querying brow and peer at her. What she'd said was true. If anyone had no right to be on her land, it was Harding. For a long moment, Harding glared at Beth. Was he going to defy her yet again? Even in the presence of the stranger who'd already taken Beth's side? 




The stranger spoke: "In that case, maybe you should do what the lady says." He flipped a thumb. "Get on your way," he ordered Harding.




Beth heard Harding growl. Like the stranger, Harding was wearing a gun. His hand dropped to his side as he stared at the stranger. Beth saw the younger man's eyes watch Harding carefully. But, the stranger didn't make a move for his gun. Instead, he just matched Harding's stare. The hint of violence faded as the stranger looked steadily at Harding. 




Finally, Harding grunted loudly and turned to Beth. Touching the brim of his Stetson, he forced a smile. "Have a good day, ma'am," he said with obvious reluctance in his voice. Then he gave the stranger one final disapproving look and dug his heels into his horse's side. The horse, startled by Harding's sudden movement, lurched forward. Beth felt her mouth open as she watched Harding's horse barge its way past the stranger. As Harding pushed his way past, the stranger's horse neighed in alarm and reared up, kicking its front legs in the air. The stranger tried hard to steady his mount, tugging on the reins, but to no avail. Beth's eyes widened with horror as she watched the stranger tumble backwards off the horse. He reached out helplessly trying to stop himself from falling. Beth cried out as she saw the man fall from the horse and crash against the steep bank of the creek. There was nothing he could do to stop himself. His body rolled down the sharply-angled creek wall. Beth gasped as she saw the man's head crash against a large rock by the side of the running water. She heard the man grunt loudly as his body halted its chaotic tumble. It came to a rest with half of his body in  the water. Her heart began to race when she saw the sudden stillness of the man's body. 




When she saw blood running from the man's head, Beth lifted her skirts and leaped from the buckboard seat. With one last look along the trail, she saw Harding riding away. Either he was oblivious to what he'd caused, or he was secretly pleased. Right now, Beth didn't care. All that mattered now was she had to help the stranger. 




She started to make her way carefully down the steep bank. Holding her skirts with one hand, she held onto the loose grassy earth as she edged her way down toward the unconscious man. A prayer rose into her mind. Lord. Help this man. Protect him and save him from harm. 


CHAPTER TWO







Rising from the darkness, Landon Baxter heard the sound of running water. He felt the cold making its way into his muscles. One side of his body was wet. His head ached. A dull, throbbing pain pulsed at the back of his head. For a moment, he tried to work out how he'd ended up here. Then the memory drifted into his mind. The woman and the man arguing. How the older man had forced Landon from his horse. The fall.




A voice echoed in the darkness. "Mister. Are you okay?" It was a woman's voice, and it was tinged with worry. Even some fear.




Landon opened his eyes. Shimmering blue eyes, filled with concern, gazed down at him. Dark hair tumbled to the woman's shoulders as she leaned over Landon. He felt her hand resting gently on his chest. Landon looked up at the woman's even features. Her dark brows were furrowed. A wave of dizziness swept over Landon. He closed his eyes and groaned. It felt good to close his eyes. He figured it would be better if he just rested. Maybe sleep a while.




Landon felt the woman shake his shoulder gently. "Mister. Please open your eyes."




For some inexplicable reason he wanted to please her. Opening his eyes again, he saw her shoulders slump with relief. "How's that?" he asked, trying to make it sound like a joke. He tried to smile. Judging by the deepening of the ridges of her brows, his attempt at humor hadn't succeeded.




Landon tried to lift his head, but it felt like it weighed a ton. Abandoning that idea, he let his head rest against the damp earth next to the water. 




The woman shook her head. "Try not to move." He saw her lean across and examine his head. She dragged in a sharp breath. He figured she didn't like what she was looking at. The dampness and throbbing pain told Landon that something bad had happened. Glancing to his left, he saw a thin trail of blood easing out into the clear creek water. His blood. Landon sighed and forced himself to lay still as another wave of dizziness swept over him. This time his stomach knotted and he felt nausea welling up in his gut. He fought hard to control himself, and succeeded. It wasn't the first time he'd fallen from a horse. And it wouldn't be the last. But, it had been plain bad luck that his head had hit something hard on the way down to the creek's edge.




The woman stood and looked down at him. For a brief moment, he got his first clear view of her. At first, she seemed familiar. But he couldn't place where he'd seen her before. She wore a plain, sky-blue blouse and skirt of a darker blue. They matched her blue eyes perfectly, he told himself. Her features were pretty. Wide, dark brows were set upon a face with high cheekbones and bow-shaped mouth with full lips. Right now her brows were furrowed thoughtfully. For some reason he couldn't understand, he needed to know her name. "Who are you?" he asked.




Her mouth opened. "My name is Beth Russell," she announced and planted one hand on her hip. "And you are?"




Landon's mind went suddenly blank. He frowned and ignored the pain which throbbed once again. Thinking hard for a moment, it finally came to him. "Name's Landon, ma'am."




"Well, Landon," she said. "That's a nasty cut you've got there on your head."




"You don't say," Landon replied trying to grin. He wondered where he'd learned to make light of misfortune. Images of his home flashed into his mind. The ranch where he lived. His brothers and their wives. His parents. It was all coming back to him, now.




Beth Russell frowned at Landon. Maybe this was a bad time to try to be funny, Landon told himself. "I'm going to get something I can use to put a bandage on that head of yours. Once we get the bleeding to stop, of course." Landon tried to nod in agreement, but it was impossible. Beth pointed up toward the trail. "I'll get something from my buckboard. I bought some material when I was in Inspiration."




"You were in town?" he asked.




"Never mind that," Beth said firmly. Pointing at him, she added: "You stay right there." Beth started to move up the creek side.




"I'm not planning on going anywhere, Beth," he said. She paused and looked back at him. Had he caught her by surprise by using her first name like that? He saw her shake her head and smile. 




Landon lay for a while, waiting for Beth's return. Finally she came back, holding some strips of white material. The dizziness had subsided and his stomach had thankfully settled. He wondered how long that would last. "Do you think you can sit up?" Beth asked softly.




"Only one way to find out," Landon replied. He felt Beth take one of his shoulders as he tried to raise himself. Everything started to sway around him. He grunted and let his head settle back down. 




This time Beth cradled his head, examining it more closely than she'd done the last time. He heard her mutter: "I doesn't look as bad as I thought," she said. He glanced at her, seeing the visible relief on her features. "But it still needs attending." She squinted at the wound. "I think the bleeding will stop soon." She glanced at Landon. "I bet it hurts."




Landon shrugged, trying to make it seem like crashing his head against rocks was something he did every day of the week. "I've had worse," he said. He saw her lips press together. She wasn't convinced, he told himself. A thought raced into his mind. "Did that guy say you own a ranch?" he asked.




Something about his tone of voice seemed to irk the woman. "Sure. I own the Circle D." She lifted a brow. "Haven't you heard of it?"




"There's a lot of ranches in these parts," he replied. "Can't figure it would be possible to know every single one." He grinned at her. "At least we've got one thing in common."




"What do you mean?" she asked.




"We're both ranchers." He saw her frown. "My family owns the Baxter spread over near Inspiration."




Her lips tightened and she nodded. He wondered if he'd stepped over a line. "So you're Landon Baxter," she said slowly.




"That's me." He lifted his head slightly and let Beth start to attend to the wound. He felt her wrapping the strip of material around his head. Her touch was soft and every movement of her fingers was careful. Closing his eyes, he savored the gentle movements hands. His head still hurt. But, somehow, with her attending to it, the pain didn't feel quite so bad. 




Finishing her work, she tied the makeshift bandage into place and examined her handiwork. She nodded, apparently satisfied. "You've still got some bleeding going on there. But it's not as bad as I thought." 




He wondered why she would care. Why it should be so important to her. "Thank you," he said, really meaning it. He glanced up and saw his black stallion gazing down at him. "Who was that guy?" Landon asked.




"Wes Harding," she replied leaning back and trying to prevent her skirts from getting any wetter. "He owns the Double T. I guess you could call him my neighbor."




"He's the friendly type," Landon said ironically. When Beth laughed, her features lit up. Cheeks glowing pink, she smiled broadly. He caught he scent on the air. It was a delightfully sweet, perfumed aroma. Landon felt something warm stirring in his middle. And this time it wasn't nausea. Beth Russell was just about the prettiest woman he'd seen in a long while. 




Beth ran a hand across her loose, dark hair. "He's been causing trouble since I took over the ranch." Seeing Landon brow rise, she lowered her head. "It's a long story. You don't want to know about it." She stood and looked up at the buckboard and the puzzled stallion standing in front of it. "Do you think you can make it up to the trail?" Reaching down, she added: "I can give you some help if you want."




Something kicked in with Landon. He shook his head, ignoring the pain. "Nope. I can do that fine all by myself," he announced. He saw Beth tilt her head. She didn't look convinced. 




Landon shifted his body, pressing his hands down into the water-logged soil by the creek side. It wasn't easy, but he managed to stand, easing up slowly until he was facing Beth. "See?" Then everything swirled and he staggered. Beth reached out and seized Landon's arm. Steadying himself, Landon smiled at Beth. "Okay. Maybe I could do with a little help," he admitted.




Landon gazed along the length of the creek, the valley beyond and out across to the forest. "This sure is fine country." He flashed a glanced at Beth. "By the way. I wasn't trespassing, was I?"




Beth shook her head. "The creek is a natural boundary for my ranch."




He nodded carefully. "I figured on following the forest trail back toward Inspiration. But I heard all the commotion, and I had to find out what was going on."




Beth waved a dismissive hand. "It was just Harding being his usual difficult self."




"He seems like an ornery type," Landon suggested.




"That's one way of saying it," Beth responded. "I might use some other, less kindly words to describe him." She reached out and cupped his elbow in her hand. As she touched him, Landon couldn't help gazing into her eyes. Her long lashes flickered and he saw a flush of color on the clear skin of her cheeks.




Landon cleared his throat. "Guess I better get up and check my horse," he said. "That Harding fella was in a hurry."




They made their way up the creek-side slope. Once, Beth slipped and threatened to take a tumble down to the creek. Reaching out quickly, he made sure she didn't fall, wrapping his arm around her waist. That made for an awkward moment. Finally they reached the trail. Landon stamped his feet, pleased to be back on solid ground. He attended to his horse, finding no damage from when Harding had barged his way past them. He was already starting to feel like his normal self as he started to turn and face Beth. It was time to thank her and be on his way. As he did so, he felt the ground shift beneath him. Staggering, he seized hold of the horse's saddle. That didn't stop his knees from crumbling beneath him. A moment later he was facing the trail, and his hands were planted firmly in the dirt. Gasping, he felt beads of sweat cluster on his forehead. Nausea raged through him, just like it had done down at the creek.




Landon heard Beth gasp. Then she was kneeling by his side. "Landon! Speak to me," she cried. Her voice quivered with emotion. He felt her hands on his shoulders. Lifting his head, he tried to smile, but his whole body was shaking. He could feel the blood draining from his face. Judging by the way Beth was looking at him, he figured he must look bad.




"I'm fine," he just about managed to croak. His voice seemed to come from a long way off. "Just need some time."




Beth shook her head. "You need a doctor to look at you, that's what," she countered. "Check you over."




"I'll see someone when I get back to Inspiration," he said.




This time, when she shook her head, there was a defiant expression on her features. All of a sudden, she looked like the kind of woman who wouldn't take no for an answer. "You're coming back to my ranch. I'll send one of the ranch hands to get a doctor."




Landon shook his head. "I don't need that."




Her brows furrowed. "You'll do as I say, Landon," she stated firmly. "Once he says you're fine, you can be on your way." Her features softened. "It's the least I can do after what you did for me."




He peered into her eyes. There was no doubting her resolve, he told himself. "And what was that?" he asked.




"You stopped Harding in his tracks," she explained. "There's not many I've seen do that. He's a man who's used to getting his own way."




Landon thought back to what he'd seen when he'd emerged from the forest edge. He'd seen a man old enough to be Beth's father treating her with no respect. That was what he'd seen. And, growing up on the Baxter ranch, he'd learned that you treat everyone with the respect they deserve. No exceptions. Everyone belonged to God. Even men like Harding. But, Landon had also learned that there were times when persuasion needed some force behind it. Landon wasn't a man of violence. His faith prevented that. But he knew how to make men like Harding see sense.




Another wave of dizziness swept over Landon. He gasped. "You can lay down on the back of the buckboard," Beth said. "Right now, you can't sit on a saddle."




Landon thought about disagreeing, but he knew she was right. The last thing he needed was a long ride back to Inspiration. At any time during the next three hours riding, he could take another tumble. And then he'd be alone with no-one to help him. He let Beth help him to the buckboard. She made some space on the flat board, shifting bags and parcels to one side. Then he lay down and heard Beth tying up his stallion to the buckboard. Once she'd settled on the seat, he heard her call out to him. "You ready?"




"Sure," he said heavily. He felt sleepy, but he fought it back and gazed up at the azure blue Montana sky. He offered up a prayer of thanks. Lord. Thank you for bringing this kind woman to tend to my wounds. I don't know who she is. All I know is that she has a good heart, and that I owe her a debt for helping me.




And then he felt the buckboard start to rumble along the trail as it started its journey to the ranch which belonged to Beth Russell. His body shifted gently from side to side. It felt suddenly heavy. He thought back to his conversation with Beth by the creek. She'd seemed hesitant to reveal too much about herself. As he drew in a deep breath of fresh air he wondered what he'd find when he arrived at the Circle D.


CHAPTER THREE







Beth drew the buckboard to a halt in the yard outside the ranch house of the Circle D. The front door opened and her housekeeper Sally, emerged. Dressed in a plain, green cotton dress Sally, who was old enough to be Beth's mother, wiped her hands on the white apron she wore. Spying the shape of Landon at the rear of the buckboard, Sally's eyes widened.




"I'll explain later," Beth told Sally. Beth got down from the buckboard seat and went around to the back. She looked at Landon. He'd been quiet for most of the short journey from the creek. They'd chatted briefly when Beth had told Landon about her ranch. From time to time she'd glanced back at him, just to make sure he hadn't fallen asleep. She knew whenever someone fell from a horse that sleepiness soon after was a bad sign. Thankfully, Landon had remained awake.




Landon sat up and peered at Sally who was hovering by Beth's side. "Hello," he said drowsily.




Sally glanced inquiringly at Beth. "Let's get you inside and we can clean that wound," Beth declared looking at Landon.




Sliding down from the buckboard, Landon ran his gaze around the outside of the ranch house. His mouth turned down approvingly. "Nice place you got here." He looked toward the corral, stable and barns. "And as big as you said it was."




Beth took Landon by the arm and led him into the house. Sally followed behind Beth. Soon, they had Landon sitting on a chair in the kitchen complaining loudly as they both attended to the wound on his head. He still wore the wet clothes beneath the buckskin jacket which he'd hung on the peg inside the front door. Without the jacket she could see his powerfully muscled body beneath the plaid shirt. They'd have to see about drying his clothes later, she told herself.




Beth was relieved the wound wasn't as bad as she'd first thought. But, she was concerned at the dizziness she'd seen back at the creek. After cleaning and dressing the wound properly Beth gave instructions to Sally to prepare one of the upstairs bedrooms for Landon. Sally left the kitchen leaving Beth with Landon.




"I'm staying?" Landon asked, sounding almost incredulous.




Beth folded her arms and nodded. Looking down at him as he sat at the kitchen table, she could still see the pale color of his face. His skin was as white as a sheet of paper. He was putting a brave face on it, she told herself. But she could tell he wasn't feeling strong enough to get on a horse. Let alone ride for three hours into Inspiration. "It's too far for you to go home, yet," Beth stated.




Landon frowned and sighed. She could tell he was reluctant to admit defeat. But Beth was used to getting her way. Without that determination she would never have been able to deal with the events of the last few months. 




"In case you're worried about whether it's decent or not for you to stay, I'll remind you that I have Sally here at all times. And thirty ranch hands living in the bunkhouse," she said.




Landon nodded. "Thirty, huh?"




Beth nodded. She hadn't mentioned the other residents of the Circle D ranch. The most important ones. She'd tell him about them later. She still hadn't worked out how she was going to explain it to him. "You need to rest," she said, taking his arm.




Landon dragged in a deep breath and stood. "Really, I'm fine," he started to say and then swayed unsteadily on his feet. Sitting back down, he frowned. "Maybe I could lie down for a while," he admitted.




"I'll get one of the ranch hands to go into town and get the doctor to come out." Beth pursed her lips thoughtfully. "There's no guarantee he'll even be able to come out today. You might have to stay the night."




Landon gasped and rolled his eyes. "Now hold on there," he exclaimed. "It's not like I've been shot. It was just a bump on the head." He rubbed his head and flinched.




"See what I mean?" Beth said quickly. "Wait for the doctor. Then, if he thinks it's safe for you to go, you can leave whenever you like."




For a moment Landon looked as if he was about to say something in response to that last comment. His lips tightened into a thin line. He was thoughtful for a long moment and then gazed up into her eyes. "Can I ask you a question?"




"Depends what it is," she replied feeling immediately defensive.




"How come I haven't heard about you owning this ranch before?" he asked.




She was surprised at the directness of the question. Shifting on her heels, she wrapped her arms around herself. Landon's green eyes were fixed upon her, waiting for an answer. Since he'd asked, and because he might be here for a day or two, she figured she would tell him as much as he needed to know. "I took over running this place earlier this year."




Landon's brows shot up. "You bought the ranch?" She guessed that might be the first thing which came to mind. She didn't blame him for assuming that. However the truth was something very different.




Beth shook her head. "Not exactly." Worry flared inside her. "I inherited it."




Landon's eyes widened. "When?"




"A few months back," she replied.




She could see consternation in his eyes. He must have sensed he'd stepped over a line because he shifted awkwardly on his chair. Maybe he already regretted asking, she told herself. She decided it would be best if she came right out with the facts. Beth sat down on a chair opposite Landon and rested her elbows on the table. "My brother and his wife owned the ranch. They both passed away in a stagecoach accident earlier this year on the trail to Billings."




Landon swallowed hard and ran his hand across his stubble-covered chin. He paused before speaking. He looked visibly shocked. "I'm sorry, Beth." His brows furrowed. She saw genuine sympathy in his eyes. The kind that couldn't be faked.




"They were visiting friends in the town. Originally, my brother, Luke and his wife, Jenny were from Billings. They bought this place, hoping to start a new life for themselves. It didn't turn out that way." She paused for a few moments, and lowered her gaze from Landon. Beth hadn't spoken about the subject too often. The words weren't coming easily. "I was their only surviving relative." She looked around the kitchen as if she was surveying something precious. "So it fell to me to take it on and make the best of it."




Landon leaned back in the chair and peered across the table at her. "I take it you had some experience of running a ranch."




Beth's mouth dropped downwards. She shook her head. "None," she said abruptly. "I only visited here a few times. Nothing more than that."




Landon's eyes widened and his mouth popped open. "You'd never worked on a ranch before?" he asked disbelievingly.




Beth shook her head. "I had no idea what I was taking on," she admitted. Thinking about the other responsibilities the tragedy had brought into her life, she told herself what she'd said was an understatement. "But I had no choice."




Landon leaned forward placing his powerful arms on the table. That last part seemed to have confused him. "Couldn't it have been sold off?" he asked.




Beth smiled gently. "Not under the circumstances."




Landon peered across at Beth. Was he sensing her reluctance to tell him the next piece of her story. If he was going to be here for a day or two he should know, she told herself. 




Beth opened her mouth and was about to speak when she heard the familiar sound of pounding footsteps on the wooden floorboards of the hallway stairs. She stood and walked to the kitchen's open door. Landon watched her, craning his head around, curiosity written across his face. When youthful, excited voices mingled with the sound of pounding footsteps, Landon's eyes widened even more.




Moments later, two small figures tumbled into Beth's outstretched arms. Squealing excitedly, Max and Katie, five year old twins, gazed wide-eyed up at Beth as she hugged them tightly against her skirts.




"Mama, you're back," Max exclaimed, his blue eyes bright with excitement. 




"What took you so long?" blonde-haired Katie demanded.




Both children bounced on their toes as they huddled close to Beth. When Landon stood, the grating sound of his chair sliding on the floor caught the attention of each of the children. They turned and stared at Landon. As she felt both Max and Katie grasp her protectively, Beth had to admit Landon must have seemed like an intimidating figure to the children. He stood tall next to the table. His shirt and jeans were still damp. A blood-stained bandage was wrapped around his head. Even if he was doing his best to smile at the children, Beth was sure Max and Katie wouldn't know what to make of the sight of Landon standing right in front of them.




"Max. Katie. This is Mr Landon Baxter," Beth announced guiding both children toward Landon. "He's a friend." Beth paused, noticing the slight arching of Landon's brow at that last remark. "As you can see, he's had a slight accident. But he's going to be fine."  Beth lifted her brows. "Isn't that right Landon?"




Landon's jaw was still hanging open. He quickly composed himself and nodded, looking down at the children. "I'm sure I'll be okay," he stated reassuringly. Landon spread his arms wide and grinned. "I know I probably look a sight for sore eyes. I took a tumble in a creek," he said and laughed. "That's what I get for not staying on my horse." He glanced at Beth. "Isn't that right, Beth." His eyes narrowed, seeking an explanation, but she wasn't going to speak about that. Not with the children hanging onto her skirts for dear life. The ranch didn't get many visitors. Especially ones that looked like Landon, Beth reflected.




Beth nodded. "Max and Katie are my children." That was as far she was willing to go for now. Max and Katie glanced up at Beth as if sensing her caution. 




"Nice to meet you both," Landon said easily. He stepped forward and stretched out a hand. 




Max shook Landon's hand. "Why is your head bandaged?" he asked.




Landon laughed. "I banged it on a rock." He rubbed his head and grinned, trying to make light of the injury. "Hard."




Beth felt Katie flinch at the mere description of Landon's fall. Katie was always sensitive about things like that. Beth thought it had to do with the pain the little girl had suffered losing her parents. Max and Katie were the children of her brother and sister-in-law. And Beth was now wholly responsible for bringing them up. She was their mother, now. She was still trying to get used to the fact that Max and Katie were her son and daughter now. They'd all been through a lot this past few months. Too much, really. And the pain still lingered below the surface. For all of them, but most especially for the children.




Beth leaned down and smiled at Max and Katie. "Why don't you both go outside and bring in the stuff that's on the back of the buckboard. I did a lot of shopping when I was in Inspiration," she announced.




Max and Katie both nodded in perfect unison. They each gave Landon one last look, smiled tentatively, and then made their way outside. 




Once they'd left, Landon sat back down and stared at Beth. "They're yours?" he asked.




Beth sat across from him at the table. "They're my brother and sister-in-law's children. I'm their mother now. And the owner of the ranch." She leaned forward. "I told you what happened to my brother and his wife. What I didn't tell you was they had two twins. A boy and a girl." She shrugged. "You just met them. And they're mine now."




Landon gasped and said nothing for a few long moments. She could see the incredulity in his eyes. Maybe it was hard to believe, she told herself. The pain of the tragedy still burned hot inside her. The former good-humor between herself and Landon had been replaced by something darker. Something more intense.




"I'm stunned," he said eventually. "How can you do all this? Look after the children and run a ranch. All at the same time."




"It isn't easy," Beth admitted. "But I try my best. I told my sister that if anything happened to her and Luke, then I'd take care of the children. I didn't figure it would also involve looking after the ranch. But this place is their home. Max and Katie belong here."




Landon shook his head. "Really. I'm lost for words, Beth," he admitted.




Beth heard footsteps coming down the stairs. Sally strode into the kitchen. "Your room is ready Mr Baxter," she announced. "I'll see you upstairs."




"I think I can make my own way up," Landon objected as he stood and immediately swayed from side to side. He grasped the edge of the table. Beth wondered if the shock of the revelation about the children was also making him unsteady on his feet.




Sally seized Landon's arm. Ignoring Landon's astonished look, Sally tugged on his arm. "I'll be the judge of that, Mr Baxter," she stated. "You can come with me."




Landon eyed Sally for a moment, seemed to consider saying something, but then changed his mind. Maybe he knew when he was beaten, Beth reflected. There weren't many who could win a contest with Sally. The ranch hands would testify to that fact.




Realizing she might have been spared a long and difficult conversation with Landon, Beth felt instant relief as she watched Landon being led out of the kitchen. He'd need a rest to recover from his injury. But he'd also need a chance to get used to the idea that he'd been brought to a ranch where a young woman was bringing up two children all on her own.





CHAPTER FOUR







The first thing that came to Landon's mind as he awakened later on the small bed in the upstairs room was that he'd dreamed the entire day. The incident at the creek; meeting the beautiful ranch owner; the way the children had gazed in amazement as Landon had stood in the kitchen, looking like he'd stepped out of a boxing ring. But it had all been real, he told himself. Very real.




It took him a few moments to adjust to his surroundings. The room was in semi-darkness which made him guess it was early evening. The air felt cool. Realizing he'd slept, he tried to sit up but halted the instant his head throbbed with pain. Laying his head back down on the pillow, Landon groaned quietly. His body felt fine, but his head did not. Maybe Beth had been right. It would be wise to give his head a chance to recover.




 Landon recalled meeting the children downstairs. He remembered Beth's measured tone as she'd explained her situation to him. It all seemed extraordinary. The children were cute, Landon admitted to himself. But he hadn't liked seeing the concern in their eyes as he'd risen from the chair at the kitchen table. He knew he'd have to do something about that. He'd need to show them he wasn't an ogre. That he was friendly.




Landon tried again to rise from the single bed. This time he succeeded. Pausing briefly at the edge of the bed, he realized he wasn't wearing any of his own clothes. Apart from the white pants of a pair of long-johns and loose-fitting gray shirt which he presumed must belong to someone else. Maybe one of the ranch hands had supplied the clothing. Then he remembered the housekeeper, Sally, ordering Landon to put them on because his own clothes needed drying by the fire downstairs. She'd stepped out of the room while he'd changed. But he'd heard her foot tapping on the wooden floor in the hallway the whole time.




Standing, he took a few careful steps toward the table and chairs by the window. Thankfully, he didn't feel any dizziness. That had to be an improvement, he told himself. Beth had mentioned something about sending for a doctor. It would take a while for the doctor to get all the way out to the Circle D.




Leaning against the table, he gazed out the window. It was getting dark. In the soft evening light he saw some ranch hands going about their business over by the corral. They were working with two horses and having a hard time dealing with what looked like two ornery animals. Beyond the corral, he saw the rangeland, a sweeping vista of rolling hills and valleys. The countryside looked beautiful. But then everywhere in Montana was a delight for the eyes, he told himself. He wasn't often in these parts, he reminded himself. It was rare for him to leave the Baxter ranch except whenever cattle had to be taken to the railhead near Billings to be sold.




He heard laughter from below his window. The pounding of footsteps on the porch. The children must be playing. When he saw Max and Katie running out across the yard, playing tag with one another, Landon stepped back from the window, anxious not to be seen. He tried to imagine what it must have been like for the two twins to lose their parents in that tragic accident. Landon's heart swelled with feeling as he considered how their lives had been turned upside down. Children were resilient. He knew that. But a tragedy like that would need more than just resilience if the children were to rebuild their lives. It would need love and care. The attention of people who wanted the best for them.




And that was where Beth would come in. Responsibility for the well-being of the children had been laid firmly on her shoulders. It must have seemed daunting. Even impossible. But she'd taken it on. He had to respect her for that. Even though they'd only just met, Landon could already sense the strength lurking inside Beth's defiant figure. He'd seen the way she'd dealt with Wes Harding. In the first moments when he'd seen what had been going on, Landon had almost come to believe that Beth was capable of handling Harding herself. But, seeing the man's terrible attitude, a sense of duty had compelled Landon to cross the creek and make sure no harm came to the beautiful woman who'd been tussling with the older man. 




Landon knew his family would get worried once he didn't return home by the end of the day. Even though Beth had promised to send one of the ranch hands with a message to the Baxter ranch, Landon knew his parents and brothers would be concerned about him. Landon had been visiting a friend south-east of Inspiration. Taking a detour on the way home seemed to have been a good idea at the time. Luckily for Beth, he'd been at the right place at the right time. 




Landon sighed quietly, thinking about Beth. Perhaps there had been more than luck at play. During his slow ride through the forest, following one of the older trails, Landon had felt a strange sensation. He'd sensed a growing unease in himself as he'd ridden beneath the canopy of trees. And, when he'd emerged at the creek's edge, and seen what was going on, that unease had grown to barely concealed outrage. He'd acted, doing all he could to do what he felt was right. Protecting Beth had been the only thing on his mind.




Landon heard footsteps outside in the hall. He hurried back to the bed and slid beneath the covers. The door opened. He expected to see Beth. Instead Sally the housekeeper peered around the open door. She smiled. "I see you're awake," she said and strode into the room. She was carrying a flat bundle of what Landon recognized as his own clothes. "These are all dry now," she informed him, laying the bundle down on the bed. Sally thrust her hands against her hips and peered down at Landon. "How are you feeling?"




"Still a bit light-headed," Landon told her.




Sally nodded thoughtfully. "The doctor will be here tomorrow morning. I doubt he'll come riding out here this late. Our ranch hand left a while ago. He hasn't returned, yet." Sally eyed Landon. "You've got your color back. That's a good sign."




Landon glanced at his clothing, eager to put his own things on. Sally noticed his look and started toward the door. Pausing there, she turned. "Beth wants to bring your dinner up in a little while. I don't think it's advisable for you to come downstairs," she said. "Not until you're feeling right."




Before Landon had a chance to object, Sally left the room and closed the door gently behind her. The prospect of Beth coming to his room drove Landon to get dressed quickly. His shirt and pants were dry, as well as his own undergarments. It felt good to be properly dressed. There was a wardrobe in the corner of the room. The open door had a mirror on the inside. Landon stood in front of the mirror. Despite the fact he was wearing his own clothes, Landon had to admit he didn't look too good. Sally had been diplomatic. Leaning his head closer to the mirror, Landon examined the slight bloodstain in the bandage. He wasn't tempted to pull the bandage back and look at the cut. At least the wound had stopped bleeding. And it had been cleaned. The risk of infection was probably small.




"I see you're all dressed again," he heard a voice from the doorway. Whirling around, he saw Beth standing at the open door. She was holding a tray upon which was a plate covered with a white napkin. She arched a brow as she looked Landon up and down. Was that approval in her eyes? He felt his heartbeat quicken.




"It feels good to be in my own clothes again," he said.




Beth went to the table by the window and laid the tray down. Lifting the napkin away, she revealed some soup on the plate. Landon went to her side and looked down at the plate. "Chicken soup?" he asked.




Beth nodded. "The best in the territory," she replied. "Sally has a secret recipe," she added with a smile.




The soup's aroma triggered hunger in him. Glancing at Beth, he asked: "You're not joining me?"




Beth smiled. "The children and I are having dinner downstairs, soon," she said.




Landon pulled a seat away from the table. "At least stay while I eat this," he suggested. "We can talk."




He saw Beth's brows furrow slightly. "Then you promise me you'll get some more rest," she said. 




"How long was I sleeping?" he asked.




"A couple of hours," she answered. "I kept an eye on you."




"You did?" He had no memory of seeing her in the room. She must have moved quietly if she'd been here, he told himself.




Beth nodded. "Just wanted to make sure you were okay."




That simple statement made his heart warm instantly. He sat down and Beth took her place opposite him. He started to eat the soup. Nodding approvingly, he smiled at Beth. "This is almost as good as the soup my mother makes."




Beth's brows furrowed. "I better not tell that to Sally. She can be pretty fearsome when it comes to her own cooking."




He sipped soup from the spoon, swallowed it and then nodded. "I'll keep that in mind. Since I'm going to be here a day or so."




Her lips pouted thoughtfully. Maybe he'd been presumptuous, he told himself. Perhaps she'd prefer it if he left as soon as he could. As if she'd read his mind, she said: "You might need a bit longer than a day. It depends what the doctor says."




"I know Doc Clanton. He's a tough old bird. He's seen to some of our ranch hands when they've been injured," Landon explained. Smiling, he added: "He likes to get men up and about as fast as he can. He's not the kind the let a man lie down for too long."




Beth paused, her brows furrowing. She leaned her elbow on the table and cradled her chin in her hand. Her gaze settled on him. She was quiet for a time, watching him eat. For a moment, a thought came to his mind as he spooned some more soup. It had been a long time since he'd seen someone as pretty as Beth Russell. And a long time since a beautiful woman had looked at him with such interest. Her lustrous dark hair tumbled down the side of her neck and rested on her shoulder, touching the collar of her dark-blue gown. And her blue eyes possessed an intensity which he found impossible to ignore. There was a quiet determination behind those eyes, he told himself. The same defiant spirit he'd witnessed earlier. But, now up close and personal, in the soft light, he could see so much more in her steady expression. A will to survive; a desire to do good; a calm patience.




Finishing the soup, he leaned back in his chair. "That was good," he announced. He could feel energy surge through him. Patting his stomach, he sighed contentedly. "I don't think I need to lie down any more."




Taking the plate and placing it back on the tray, Beth shook her head. "Uh uh," she grunted. "I'd be happier if you rested a while longer."




He smiled. "You ordering me back to bed?"




Standing, she held the tray at her middle and looked down at him. He'd figured on spending time talking with her. But it looked like she had other ideas. There was plenty he wanted to know about her. And he was sure she must be curious about the temporary guest she had beneath the roof of her ranch house. "Maybe we can talk later. After the children and I have had dinner."




For a moment, he felt like he was being excluded. Had he made a bad impression earlier? Maybe his rough appearance had scared the children. He stood and faced Beth. He gave her a mock salute of obedience. "Whatever you say, ma'am," he replied with a grin.




He saw the hint of a smile crease the corner of her mouth. And then she headed for the door, carrying the tray. Opening the door, she edged out into the hall. Before she closed the door behind her she looked back at him. "If you feel better later in the evening, maybe you and I can talk some more." And then she quietly closed the door behind her.




Landon lay down in bed and started to think about what he wanted to know about his very beautiful host who'd just shown him genuine kindness.





CHAPTER FIVE







Later in the evening, after the children had gone upstairs to their rooms, Beth was sitting in the parlor when she heard soft footsteps on the staircase. She straightened in the high-backed chair and placed her knitting down on the side table. It looked like Landon was determined not to spend the entire night up in his room, she told herself. Sure enough, she saw him lean his head around the doorway and peer hesitantly into the parlor. Beth stood, resting her hands across her middle. Forcing herself to smile at Landon, she gestured to the sofa. "I see you decided to come downstairs, after all," she said.




Landon stepped into the parlor. He was dressed as before, in his own freshly-dried jeans, plaid shirt and newly-polished boots. He'd arranged his loose, dark hair so that the head bandage was partially covered. He didn't look as pale as he'd done earlier. She was pleased about that. She quietly admitted to herself that he sure was a handsome figure. He was tall enough that his head almost touched the top of the frame of the parlor doorway. His broad-shouldered physique seemed to fill the entrance. Stepping inside, he glanced around the parlor. "Where is everyone?"




"The children are upstairs in bed. Sally is resting," she informed him.




Landon nodded and walked to the sofa. "You don't mind me coming down, do you?" She recalled her earlier instruction to him. 




Was he deliberately defying her wishes? If so, she realized she didn't mind one bit. It felt good to have some company for a change. Beth shook her head. "No. Of course not, Landon. Why would I mind?" she asked.




He shrugged. "You seemed mighty sure about me staying upstairs."




Gesturing to the sofa, she said: "Please. Take a seat." She took her place on the high-backed chair and watched Landon carefully sit on the sofa. Running his gaze around the room again, he said: "Pretty place you've got here." He leaned back on the sofa, stretched out his long legs and rested an arm on the back of the sofa. "Comfortable."




He was right, Beth told herself. The parlor's furnishing were good quality. The chairs and sofas had been brought from Billings. The side board and bureau, constructed of dark wood, were of  the best makes. The carpeting, thick and heavy, would last for years. All of it had been chosen by her brother and his wife. Of course, Beth had added her own little touches. The floral decorations, the ornaments, the landscape paintings. But, the room expressed the tastes of her brother and sister-in-law. Every object in the room was an emotional reminder of Luke and Jenny.




"How is your head?" she asked, eager to shift her attention back to the present.




Landon tentatively touched the bandage. "Still hurts."




"And the dizziness?"




Landon shrugged. "It comes and goes. I guess the doc will tell me if that's a good thing or a bad thing."




"Doc Clanton says he can't get here until tomorrow," Beth told Landon. "He told my ranch hand that there's a baby to be delivered in Inspiration. He needs to be there tonight. And maybe part of tomorrow, depending how things go."




Landon nodded thoughtfully. "Baby, huh? That's way more important than my sore head."




Beth smiled, appreciating Landon modest manner. It made her wonder about who he really was. Where he had come from. His family. Resting her hands in her lap, she gazed steadily at him. "Tell me about yourself, Landon."




His brows shot up in a line. "What do you want to know?"




Beth shrugged. "Whatever you think I should know. After all, it's not every day I bring a total stranger to the Circle D." She saw his eyes widen slightly as she said that. Although he was a stranger, she already felt as if she knew him. He'd shown some of his character by dealing with Wes Harding. And she'd seen how strong he'd been in dealing with his injury. Landon Baxter struck her as a patient and strong man. But she was only beginning to get to know him. While he was under her roof, and so close to her family, she needed to know more.




Landon thought for a moment. "I've lived on the Baxter family ranch for over ten years. We moved to Inspiration to take over a ranch my father bought. I have two brothers and one sister." He smiled. "My sister, Victoria married a rancher, Wyatt Munro. They live local, on the ranch Wyatt shares with his brother. Victoria's expecting later this year."




"How lovely," Beth said brightly. 




Landon nodded and then continued. "My older brother, Gabe, married Lauren earlier this summer. And my younger brother Kyle just got married to Veronica."




Beth lifted her brows. "That's a lot of marriages in a short time."




Landon tilted his head. "My parents were back East this year. Visiting my aunt. They wrote and told my brother Gabe that he better find a wife. All of us, in fact." Landon frowned ironically. "Gabe was getting on in years, you understand. Seemed like my mother and father didn't want Gabe waiting any longer before finding a wife. They said they'd sell the ranch if we all didn't marry. But, turns out they were just trying to give me and my brothers a friendly kick in the pants. Anyhow. Gabe and Kyle both got married." Landon smiled. "Ma and pa came back with Aunt Mabel for the weddings in the Inspiration church."




Beth schooled her features as she heard the last part of Landon's speech. Had he just said that himself and all his brothers would have to find wives? She was certain her hearing hadn't deceived her. That meant Landon was the only unmarried brother in the Baxter family.




Beth's straightened in her chair. "So you all live on the Baxter ranch."




Landon nodded. "Gabe and Lauren are building a place of their own on the spread. Kyle and Veronica are staying in the big house with my ma and pa. Veronica has a little girl, Molly, five years old, from a previous marriage. She was a widow when Kyle met her."




Beth narrowed her eyes. "Widow?"




"It's a long story," Landon replied, his gaze softening. "Veronica's father is well-to-do. He owns a big place outside Inspiration. Kyle is helping Dominick turn it into a going concern as a ranch," Landon explained. "It'll take some time, but I'm sure they'll make something good. Dominick has plenty of land and the money to spend putting a herd on it."




Landon was quiet for a long moment. Then he said: "And there you have it. The whole story of the Baxter clan," he said with a smile. He looked proud of what he'd just told her. And he had every right to be. It sounded like marriage was important to the Baxter family. As well it should be, she told herself. Family was something which pleased God. It was what He wanted for His children. The joy and delight of family. A place where love could be. Beth was acutely aware that her own life lacked that certainty. That balance. Of course it was good to run the ranch and to look after the children as best she could. But, every day that had passed since she'd taken on the ranch and the care of Max and Katie, she'd felt there was something missing.




"It's quite a tale," Beth said carefully.




Landon nodded and was about to respond when Beth heard the front door open and heavy footsteps on the wooden floorboards. Landon turned his head. One of the ranch hands, Doyle, walked into the parlor. Doyle, roughly dressed in a heavy woolen jacket and jeans, froze when he saw Landon sitting on the sofa. His eyes narrowed, and he looked across at Beth. Doyle was holding his gray Stetson in his hand. 




For a moment, Doyle looked like he was about to say something to Landon. But then he forced a smile. "Beth. I didn't realize you had company."




Beth stood and moved to the center of the room. "Doyle. This is Landon Baxter." Landon stood, slightly unsteadily, and went around to Doyle. 




Beth spoke: "Landon this is Doyle. He's the ramrod on the ranch."




Extending his hand, Landon smiled warily. "Pleased to meet a fellow rancher," Landon said, clearly trying to be friendly.




Doyle shook Landon's hand and then glanced at Beth. "Maybe I should come back later," he suggested, starting to turn toward the door.




"Wait, Doyle," Beth said going to the thirty-year-old man who was in charge of supervising much of the work on the ranch. 




Doyle's dark, swarthy features tightened as he glanced from Beth to Landon. "I don't want to interrupt anything. I can speak to you later, Beth," he said. "I just wanted to let you know about today's work."




Beth saw Landon watching her carefully. Had he taken note of the familiar tone with which her employee had spoken to her? "I guess you heard about Landon," Beth said to Doyle.




Doyle's lips formed a thin line. "I have." He drew himself up to his full height as he peered at Landon. Doyle was shorter and heavier than Landon. He was a good man, and a hard worker. But, there had been times recently when Beth had noticed a hard edge to Doyle's character. And she was seeing it now in the impassive expression on his features. He glanced toward Landon's bandage. "That looks like you took a hard knock."




Landon touched his head. "I've had worse," he said casually. "I work my family's ranch over by Inspiration. I've had plenty of falls before." Landon peered at Doyle. "But I guess you know that tumbling from a horse happens all the time in our line of work."




"It sure does," Doyle said evenly. "Most times, though, we do our best to avoid rocks." Doyle fixed his gaze on Landon. "If we can."




Beth frowned. Had Doyle just criticized Landon? Taking Doyle's elbow, Beth led him toward the parlor door. "Tell me what you came to say."




She saw Landon's gaze drift down to her hand. He was watching the way she was holding Doyle's arm as she made her way to the hallway. Did Landon think there was something familiar about the way she'd done that? Beth knew that Doyle was a loyal employee. Recently, he'd become someone she felt she could trust. And, in relying on him, Beth had found herself, inevitably, being more friendly toward Doyle. Spending so much time around the ranch meant she and Doyle were frequently together. But it was only the amicable relationship between a boss and an employee. Nothing more.




Out in the hallway she listened as Doyle updated her on the events of the day out on the rangeland. Beth listened attentively. As Doyle spoke, she glanced back at Landon and saw he'd regained his seat on the sofa. She noticed that his head was tilted slightly, as if he was listening to what Doyle was telling her. Finally, Doyle finished talking. 




Dismissing him, she saw Doyle peer across at Landon. "Hope you get better quickly," Doyle said sharply.




Landon didn't even turn his head. He lifted a hand and said: "I sure will."




Doyle left and Beth went back to her chair. As he gazed into the fireplace next to her chair, Landon's features were now blank and unreadable. She wondered if, somehow, Doyle had gotten beneath Landon's skin. If so, she asked herself why Doyle would even want to do such a thing. And why it would have bothered Landon that she enjoyed a friendly relationship with the ramrod of her ranch. 




She assumed Landon would want to continue their conversation. But he surprised her by standing up and saying: "I think I'll go upstairs and rest. You're right. I probably should sleep a while longer."




Taken aback by his sudden change, Beth simply nodded. "Of course. You'll join us for breakfast in the morning, won't you?"




Landon smiled. She could get used to seeing that smile more often, she told herself. "Sure. Goodnight, Beth."




"Goodnight, Landon."




And then he walked out of the parlor, leaving her wondering why the Lord had brought the handsome rancher into her life.


CHAPTER SIX







Landon had just finished shaving in his room next morning when he heard Sally call his name out from the hallway next to the kitchen.  He opened his room door and stuck his head out into the hall. "I'm on my way," he yelled. His voice echoed along the corridor and all the way down the stairs. Back inside the room he wiped his face clean over the pitcher of water and examined himself in the small shaving mirror which Sally had brought up to him earlier. Landon nodded to himself. At least the day-old stubble had gone. He looked fresh-faced. Not like the bedraggled jasper they'd seen yesterday. At least there was a chance the children might change their mind about him. 




He put his shirt on and made his way downstairs. Walking down the steps he could already hear the excited babble and laughter of the children from the kitchen. He heard Sally and Beth talking. It sounded like a family kitchen. Just like he was used to. He readied himself. The smell of cooking wafted on the air. Landon heard his stomach rumble. He'd slept well during the night. Better than he might have expected. Landon felt rested and ready for a new day. He wanted this breakfast to go well. He planned on being charming and friendly to the family. Especially to the children.




Walking into the kitchen, Landon froze. Doyle was sitting at the table alongside Max and Katie. Over by the sink stood Sally. Beth was laying out plates on the table. 




Doyle looked up at Landon, but didn't say anything. He merely nodded a silent greeting and went back to his business with Max and Katie. Max and Katie were dressed in neat little outfits. Katie wore a pink gown. Max wore white shirt and dark pants. Sensing his presence, Max turned and looked up at Landon. Max gasped. Landon figured maybe it was because his own appearance wasn't as frightening as it had been the day before. Katie turned and smiled at Landon. That simple gesture immediately brightened Landon's spirits.




Beth smiled at Landon. "Morning."




"Morning," Landon replied. "I hope I didn't keep you all waiting."




Sally whirled around to face Landon. "Nonsense." She examined him for a long moment. "Anybody ever said you look better when you're scrubbed up?"




Landon stared at Sally, surprised at the approving words. Landon heard Beth's gasp. He saw her cheeks flush pink. "Sally. That's no kind of thing to say to Landon."




"Why not?" Sally objected. "It's true, ain't it?"




Landon saw Doyle eye him steadily. Maybe Doyle wasn't used to getting compliments of his own, Landon speculated. "Thank you for those kind words, Sally."




Sally waved a fork at Landon. "Don't go getting big-headed," she told Landon. She smiled broadly as an idea seemed to come to her. "Otherwise that bandage might snap loose," she added and then howled with laughter at her own joke. The kitchen filled with laughter. The only person who didn't laugh was Doyle. 




Landon shook his head and smiled. "I try to keep my feet on the ground Miss Sally. You don't need to worry about me getting all high and mighty."




"Sit down, please," Beth instructed, indicating the empty seat at the head of the table. Landon did what he was told and watched as Beth filled each plate with everything on the tasty breakfast menu. The biscuits and gravy, bacon and eggs looked irresistible. Once that was done, Beth sat at the opposite end of the table to Landon. On his right, Doyle sat between Max and Katie. Sally sat down on Landon's left.




Beth gazed at Landon. Her cheeks were flushed with the effort of preparing the breakfast. "Would you like to say grace?" she asked Landon.




He felt his mouth open in surprise. "Sure. It would be an honor." Landon saw Max and Katie watching him with a steadfast gaze. They both lifted their hands, pressed them together and closed their eyes. They knew what to do, Landon told himself. They'd been schooled well in the ways of the Lord.




Landon saw Doyle and Sally lower their head. With one last glance at Beth, Landon closed his eyes. He used the words he'd heard his father or older brother say at every mealtime back at the Baxter ranch. "Blessed Father. In You we move and live and have our being. We thank You for this food which You have graciously provided. Help us live a day which will glorify You through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen."




Everyone said Amen. Lifting his head, Landon saw Beth smiling at him. "Thank you," she said quietly. She looked around the table at the plates. "Now, let's eat."




Everyone began to eat. For a minute or two the sounds of cutlery on plates filled the kitchen. Landon discovered he was more hungry than he'd realized. The eggs in particular were tasty. Glancing up he saw Beth eating her breakfast. Her movements were careful and measured. Every once in a while she glanced at Katie. Landon wondered why she felt the need to keep her eye on the little girl. For her part, Katie was silent during the early part of the meal. 




When Doyle asked Katie to pass the plate with the biscuits, Katie did so with an abrupt and surly manner.  Landon frowned and glanced at Beth, but her expression was an unreadable blank. "Katie," Beth said softly. 




The girl looked along the table. "Yes, mother?" she replied.




"What did I tell you about doing that?" Beth said.




Katie frowned. "I was only doing what I was asked."




"Your mother is only trying to tell you to be a little more gentle in the way you do things, Katie. That's all," said Sally.




Katie peered across the table at the housekeeper. "I did what Mr Doyle asked me to do." She dropped her fork and knife down onto the plate. The sharp sound of metal on china abruptly cut through the air. Everyone paused, forks hovering at their mouths and looked at Katie. Max's features looked suddenly pale as he watched his sister. Landon could see that Katie was becoming visibly upset. He considered saying something, but decided it might be unwise. It would be better to leave things to those who knew the little girl well.




"Katie!" Beth exclaimed, laying down her cutlery. "Please eat your breakfast."




Doyle turned to Katie. "Your mama's right, Katie," Doyle said. "It would be a pity to let that bacon go to waste." When Doyle grinned, Landon saw his slightly yellowed teeth. It wasn't the kind of thing you wanted to look at over breakfast, Landon told himself. 




Katie frowned at Doyle. "I'm not hungry," she declared.




Landon saw Beth glance at Sally. Both women exchanged knowing looks. Maybe this was a regular occurrence, Landon thought. Perhaps, beneath the apparent contentment of this makeshift rancher family, there lay hidden tensions. 




Katie folded her arms and sat back on her seat. "I've had enough," she said, looking down at the half-full plate.




Max looked at Beth. "Can I have what she's leaving?" he asked.




Beth frowned and shook her head. Max looked crestfallen and shifted his attention to his own plate. "I don't want any food going to waste, Katie," Beth stated evenly. "We've talked about this before. Now, it would make me happy if you'd just lift your knife and fork and go back to eating."




Then Doyle did something which just made everything worse. He leaned closer to Katie and murmured. "Be a good girl, Katie. Do it for me."




Katie's eyes widened and her head whirled around. She glared at Doyle, whose face was mere inches from hers. "I don't need to do what you tell me." Her voice shook with emotion. "You're not my father." Standing suddenly, she pushed her chair away from the table and thrust her hands against her hips. Staring right into Doyle's eyes she yelled: "And you never will be." Doyle's face flushed red as his eyes widened. He glanced nervously from Sally to Beth.




Landon saw Beth's mouth drop open. Katie started to run from the kitchen, leaving everyone at the table staring after her in disbelief. The front door opened and then slammed behind Katie as she raced out onto the porch. Beth rose from the table and grabbed her skirts. With one imploring look at Landon she said in a voice which quivered with emotion: "You'll have to excuse me. I need to speak with Katie." Then she strode quickly from the kitchen. He heard the door open and close. A ghastly silence descended upon the kitchen. 




Landon drew in a deep breath and sighed. It had all happened so quickly he could scarcely believe it. One moment they'd all been enjoying a peaceful happy breakfast time. In the next instant, chaos had broken out. Or perhaps it was, as he suspected, an underlying problem about which he'd had no idea. One thing was for sure. Beth had a problem on her hands. Landon glanced at Max. The little boy's brows were furrowed. Landon could tell Max was thinking about what had just happened. He could see a hint of emotion in the boy's eyes.




Sally broke the silence. She lifted the coffee pot. "Who wants more coffee?" she asked with a forced cheerfulness in her voice. 




Landon slid his cup over to her. "That sounds good, Sally," he said. Landon turned to Doyle who looked visibly shaken by what had happened. "What about you, Doyle?" Landon asked.




Doyle shook his head and pushed his plate away. "I got to be going. They're expecting me down at the herd. We got some branding to do."




"Is that so?" Landon said. "Maybe I'll join you for that."




Doyle's gaze shifted to Landon. To say that Doyle wasn't best pleased with Landon's suggestion was an understatement. Doyle shook his head and looked at Landon's bandaged head. "I think that knock on your head has affected your thinking, Baxter. My men don't need no newcomer interrupting their work."




Landon squinted at Doyle. "But I already know all about branding, Doyle. We do it all the time over at our spread."




"Well you ain't doing it here, today," Doyle grunted.




Landon didn't react. Doyle's provocative comment was meant to rile him. But Landon refused to take the bait. Smiling at Sally, Landon said: "Maybe I'll leave it until another day. As Beth keeps telling me. I need to wait for Doc Clanton." Turning to Doyle, Landon added. "And it could be a while before he comes to check me out." Doyle frowned. "Even then, he might order me to take a long rest. I may be here for a few days yet," Landon concluded, seeing Doyle's color turning red again.




Landon almost smiled when he saw Max grinning at him. Doyle stood, his chair sliding noisily on the wooden floor. Throwing his white napkin on the table, he muttered something about dinnertime and then strode out of the kitchen. Moments later Landon heard the door closing firmly behind Doyle.




Sally sighed heavily. "Oh dear," she murmured. "And here I was hoping we were all going to have a good day. Especially after yesterday's unpleasantness."




Landon reached out a hand and curled his fingers around Sally's arm. "Don't you worry. Everything's going to be just fine." He thought about Doyle being outside with Beth and Katie. He felt the impulse to go out there and make sure things were okay.




As if reading his mind, Sally patted Landon's hand. "I'd just wait a little before going outside," she said and glanced down at his plate. "You've still some breakfast to finish."




Landon nodded, realizing that Sally's counsel was probably wise and based on her own knowledge of the situation.




Landon heard Max's voice. "Can I have what Katie left?" he asked picking up from where he'd left off earlier. 




Sally reached across and slid the remaining food onto Max's plate. "There's no sense in letting good food go to waste," she declared.




Max looked pleased as he stared at the pile of food on his plate. 


CHAPTER SEVEN







Beth caught up with Katie at the cottonwood tree by the side of the ranch house. Katie was leaning against the tree, arms folded, with one foot propped against the tree's bark. Reaching Katie, Beth could see she was still upset. 




Eyes moistening with emotion, Katie glanced at Beth. Katie's lower lip became suddenly full. "Mama. I'm sorry," Katie sobbed quietly.




Beth's heart filled with emotion as she reached out to take Katie in her arms. "It's alright, Katie," Beth said warmly. "I understand." Katie gasped and tumbled into Beth's embrace. Recently, every time Katie or Max called her "mama", Beth's heart warmed. In the weeks after adopting the children, Katie and Max had both had difficult times. Coming to terms with the loss of their parents had been hard. Beth had done everything possible to help the children deal with the sorrow and the pain. 




Beth felt Katie shaking slightly. She held Katie close, feeling the little girl's arms tighten around her waist. This was what it meant to be a mother to the two precious children. Protecting them; making each day as good as possible; making sure they had every chance at being happy. Beth was sure the pain of loss would ease over time. It might take months, or even years. But she was sure that she, Katie and Max could find happiness again. It was what Jenny and Luke would have wanted. 




Beth closed her eyes, feeling the cool, morning breeze on her face. Above her head, the leaves of the cottonwood whispered. If anything would heal the pain of the children, it would be the safety and security of living on this ranch, Beth told herself. Beth's mind drifted back to the events of earlier in the year. 




Her brother, Luke had been the one who'd really wanted to start the ranching life. Jenny had been reluctant. But, later last year, when the chance to buy the Circle D had come up suddenly, through a broker in Billings, both had finally agreed that buying this spread would give them a start of living the life of their dreams. Luke and Jenny had saved money. And there had been a legacy from Jenny's deceased father back East. They'd taken the first bold step without hesitation. Living close to her brother in Billings, Beth had witnessed the excitement of the family as they'd prepared to take possession of the ranch. One one fateful day, Beth had been looking after the children at her own modest home while Luke and Jenny had left Billings to finalize the deal. And that had been the day tragedy had struck. The news had been delivered by a Billings lawman, who'd stared dumbfounded at the children as he'd broken the news to Beth. 




It had been a dark day. A day Beth would never forget. And, she was sure, it had been burned into the memory of both Katie and Max. The following days had been a painful mixture of duties and obligations. The funeral had taken place in Billings. Luke and Jenny had been laid to rest in the town where they'd grown up. The town where they'd formed their own family. And then Beth had been faced with the most important decision of her life. Talks had taken place about adoption. And soon Beth had found herself the mother to two precious children. Since there were no other surviving adult relatives, the ownership of the ranch passed to Beth. She dragged in a deep breath. One day the ranch would belong to Katie and Max. One day they would take on the inheritance their father and mother had made for them. 




Beth was determined that would happen. This ranch was the future for Max and Katie. And it was Beth's duty to ensure they got that future. It was why the Lord had placed her with the children. Beth was sure of that simple truth. Her purpose in life was to be a shield for the children. To protect them from all the evil in the world. Even as she considered that duty, Beth felt her own pain. If she was being entirely honest, her own faith had been weakened after the terrible events. In her quiet hours, alone in her room, Beth had struggled to understand why God would have permitted such a thing to happen. Doubt had crept into Beth's life. And that uncertainty had grown into a terrible reluctance to attend church. Even as she thought about that, the shocking truth of her choice still made her feel guilty. 




In many ways, the fact that it was a long distance into Inspiration had allowed Beth to reluctantly avoid going to church as regularly as she could. Her excuses had been numerous and unconvincing. There was always something important to do on the ranch. She had even told herself that the journey was too long for the children. It was a long way into town, although she knew other neighboring ranchers did make the hours long carriage ride into town with their families.




Beth knew that keeping away from church had been wrong. For her. But most especially for the children. It had been a mistake. And she knew she would put that right. It was just that there never seemed to be the time or the opportunity to go there. Now that things had settled down, she told herself, she would take the children to church. Now that Doyle had taken some of the responsibility off her shoulders, Beth told herself she'd take the children to the church as often as possible. Even if her own faith needed some renewal, she would make sure the children had the Lord at the center of their lives.




Beth heard the front door of the ranch house opening. She turned her head and saw Doyle emerging from the house. He paused on the porch. For a moment, she thought he was going to come over and speak to her and Katie. She fervently hoped he wouldn't. Katie had run away from Doyle and Beth needed to understand what she'd meant when she'd made that final remark. 




Doyle shook his head and started to make his way across the yard toward the stable. He had a long day's work ahead of him, and things hadn't gotten off to a good start. Apart from anything else, Beth had noticed that Doyle seemed to have taken an instant dislike to Landon. She wondered why that would be. In response to Doyle's obvious provocation, Landon had exercised restraint. She wasn't surprised by that. Landon had already told Beth he was a man of faith. Keeping hold on his emotions would be part of his daily life, she told herself. Reflecting on her weakened faith, Beth realized she missed that aspect of it. Attending church in Billings had given Beth a foundation in her life as she'd tried to build her life as a tutor. All that certainty had been pulled away from under her by the tragic events. Maybe she could talk with Landon. Perhaps he'd be able to give her advice about the best way back to the Lord. Because she desperately wanted to take that first step. She hadn't lost hope. But she needed to find her way back to the strong faith she'd once had. Beth held Katie for a few more minutes until Katie was more calm.




Katie leaned her head back and looked up into Beth's eyes. Thankfully, the little girl had settled. She usually did when Beth held her like this. "Mama. Are you and that man Doyle good friends?"




Beth felt heat flush her cheeks. She tried to contain her surprise, even as her eyes widened. "Good friends?"




Katie wiped a tear away from her cheek. "I've seen how friendly you and him are. He likes you, too."




Beth blinked. Truly children had a special ability to notice things of which grownups were completely unaware. "He's just helping me run the ranch. That's all." Beth shifted some loose locks of hair away from the side of Katie's face. She gazed kindly at Katie. "Doyle just likes to help. I thought you liked him."




Immediately Katie's brows furrowed. She shook her head. "Uh uh," she said, her mouth crinkling tightly. Katie had inherited Jenny's determined streak. 




Beth was taken aback. Just as she had been at the kitchen table. She'd had no idea Katie thought badly of Doyle. "Why don't you like him?"




Stepping away from Beth, Katie kicked her feet on the loose earth. "He looks at you funny."




Beth gasped. "What do you mean, funny?"




"Sometimes, when you're not watching, he stares at you." Katie's words triggered an uneasiness in Beth. Did Doyle believe that his relationship with Beth was more than that of boss and employee? If she was being honest, Beth had frequently caught Doyle's gaze lingering too long. But she'd done her best to keep her distance from the man.




"I think Doyle just wants to help us all," she said. "We haven't been here for long. Maybe he's just trying to get us to like him."




Katie shook her head. "Well, I won't. Ever," she snapped. Her tone of voice was just like the one she'd used at the kitchen table.




"Maybe you'll get to like him after a while. We haven't known him that long," Beth said.




"Can't you send him away?" Katie asked with the directness of a child.




Beth laughed, but Katie didn't smile back at her. "It's not that easy," Beth explained. "Then I wouldn't have anyone to help me around the ranch," she replied.




A sound came from the direction of the ranch house. Katie glanced back at the house. Her face lit up with a bright smile. "Mr Baxter could help you."




Beth twisted around and saw Landon and Max standing on the porch. Landon had his hand on Max's shoulder and was leaning down closer to the little boy. Landon pointed toward the corral and said something to Max, who nodded instantly.




"Mr Baxter won't be staying very long," Beth said. "Once he feels better, he'll be going home. He has a ranch of his own to run."




Katie's brows furrowed. Clearly, she hadn't liked Beth's answer. But it was true. Once Doc Clanton had checked Landon and found him well, the handsome rancher would be on his way home. Perhaps she'd never see him again. For some reason that thought made Beth's heart sink.




"Let's go and see what Max and Landon are doing," she suggested.




Katie's smile returned. She darted forward, but Beth gently held on to Katie's arm and halted her footsteps. Katie peered quizzically at Beth as she squatted down and looked Katie in the eye. "Just you remember this, Katie. I love you. And I always will."




Katie smiled. "And I love you, mama," she said. 




Beth felt her throat tighten and she fought back a tear.  She opened her arms. "Give me a hug."




Katie tumbled into Beth's arms. Then, standing upright, Beth took Katie's hand. "Let's go see Landon and Max."




And as she walked toward the ranch house, it occurred to her she might have given Katie the impression that there might be a chance that Landon Baxter could stay at the Circle D ranch a while longer. Playing with that idea in her mind, Beth realized that if Landon did stay longer, then that wouldn't be the worst thing to have happened on the Circle D.


CHAPTER EIGHT







"What are you and Max talking about?" Landon heard Beth say from behind him. He turned away from the corral fence and saw Beth and Katie coming toward him and Max. Landon was pleased to see that Katie had calmed down. In fact, she was smiling right at him. That did surprise him, because he still wasn't sure if Katie trusted him. Landon felt that part of what had happened in the kitchen might have had something to do with his presence. He'd hated to see her upset. 




"I was just telling Max about how you break a horse," Landon explained. "Max asked me if there were any horses on the ranch that need breaking. I said I don't know."




Beth halted in front of Landon. "We're going to be buying some new horses soon," Beth said. She smiled down at Max. "Maybe one of them will need breaking." She held onto Katie's hand. Landon wondered what had prompted Beth to do that. From his vantage point on the ranch house porch it had seemed like mother and daughter had been having a heart to heart talk. Whatever Beth had said to Katie, it seemed to have worked. 




Landon lifted a brow at Beth. "You telling me you can tame a horse?"




Beth squinted at Landon. "Of course I can't," she said. She tilted her head and lifted a brow. "But I bet you can." There was a challenge in her voice. As if she was testing him.




Landon saw Max gaze up at him. There was excitement on the little boy's face. "Can you?" Max asked breathlessly.




Landon shrugged. "I have been known to do that once in a while, over the years," he admitted trying not to sound too smug about it. He grinned at Beth who was looking at him as if she was about to say something. "Now how do I know what you're going to say next?" he said mischievously.




Beth's brows furrowed. She glanced at his bandaged head. "Just promise me you won't go trying anything like that with your head still hurting. Doc Clanton still hasn't told you everything's fine."




Landon rubbed his head gently. "It doesn't hurt. Not much, anyway." He peered at Beth and saw the relief on her face. "But, I can help you in another way. If you like."




"Depends what you mean," she said with a hint of curiosity in her voice.




"If you're going to be buying horses, I can give you some tips on what to look for," Landon offered. "You don't want to end up with some ornery beast that won't be tamed."




Beth's features tightened. "I think I've already seen a few of those on this ranch," she said. "And not just horses, either."




Landon laughed and then grinned at Beth. "Ranch hands can need careful handling," he said brightly. 




Beth nodded. "Managing a ranch isn't just about cattle and horses." Landon could sense that she'd had plenty of trouble dealing with the workers on the ranch. It couldn't have been easy. Even the most experienced of ranch hands would have expected their boss to be a man. It was unusual in these parts for a woman to own and run a ranch. But, Beth seemed to be doing a fine job of proving herself. 




"But, enough about me," Beth snapped in a good-natured by impatient tone of voice. "We've all got a busy day ahead of us, " she said resting her arm across Katie's shoulders. 




Katie looked up at Beth. "Can't we spend some time playing?" she asked.




Beth shook her head. "We got some learning to do, today. You know you'll be going to the school in Inspiration soon. At least until the winter comes." Landon peered quizzically at Beth. "They've been doing some schoolwork at home for the last couple of months. I want them to spend at least part of the day in the town school. I've arranged it with the teacher."




"Isn't it too far to go into town?" he asked. 




Beth shook her head. "With the carriage, we can get there for mid-morning. The teacher is happy for Katie and Max to attend for part of the day. She understands it's a long way for them to travel. But I think it's important they do it."




Landon glanced at Max and Katie. Both children were listening to Beth with a kind of respectful attention. He could see they were both used to following Beth's counsel. Landon looked at Beth again. Her gaze was steady. Landon was sure that, if she wanted something for the children, Beth would do whatever it took to make it happen. Landon saw determination in Beth's eyes. Sometimes, when she wanted to be feisty and stand up for herself, he found he liked being around her. This was one of those times. He saw Max and Katie exchange looks and then smile at each other. Landon wasn't the only one who'd noticed the delight on the faces of the children. He saw Beth glance down at them. She shifted on her heels a moment.




"I've got work to do," Beth announced abruptly.




"You want me to help you?" Landon asked before he'd had a chance to decide whether it would be wise to offer.




Beth gazed at him for a moment. She looked momentarily tempted. He could see her weighing up his offer. Then she seemed to snap out of her reverie and shook her head. "You need more rest."




"More?" he exclaimed. "I slept like a baby all night." Max and Katie both giggled.




"The Doc will be here. Probably this morning," Beth replied. "Assuming that baby he was going to deliver decided to come into the world during the night."




Admitting defeat, Landon nodded. "Okay, ma'am. You're the boss on the Circle D."




Her eyes narrowed, as if she wasn't sure if he was teasing her or not. "I guess I am," she replied carefully.




Landon laid a hand firmly on Max's shoulder. "I assume you have no objection to me and Max having a talk about what it takes to run a ranch." Landon grinned down at Max. "You know. Man to man, like. I can give him the benefit of my experience."




Max's eyes brightened and he looked at Beth. "Can I, mama?"




Beth thought for a moment and then nodded. "Fine." She fixed Landon with one of her looks. The kind that told him she meant business. He was starting to get to know this beautiful woman's ways, he told himself.  And he was beginning to like them."Just don't make it too long. Agreed?" 




Landon touched his forehead in a mock salute. "Sure will."




Beth smiled and shook her head. Did she realize just how much she was affecting him? If she did, she was doing a good job of hiding it. Beth touched Max on the shoulder. "After you and Landon have had your man-to-man talk, Max, you can come to the study. Katie and I will be in there a while." Beth peered softly at Landon. "Just don't make it too long."




"Look upon it as part of Max's education, Beth," Landon explained.  "After all, a boy can't just get all his learning from books."




Beth shrugged. "I guess you're right."




Landon felt like he'd won a minor victory. And he was already looking forward to telling Max all about ranching. One thing was clear to Landon. Even if Doyle had tried to win Max's confidence, he hadn't done anything to teach the boy about life on a ranch. Judging by Max's hesitant reaction to Doyle at the kitchen table, Landon guessed things weren't too friendly between the boy and the ramrod. Maybe Doyle's interest in the children wasn't as serious as it could have been, Landon told himself.




"See you later," Beth said and took Katie's hand again. Beth gave Landon a stern look. "And remember. Get some rest."




Landon watched Beth and Katie heading toward the ranch house. Once they were inside, he peered down at Max. The boy's features were filled with excitement. "Now. Where can we start?" Landon said to Max.


CHAPTER NINE







Doc Clanton arrived later that morning. Beth had just finished a lesson with Max and Katie in the study when Sally came in to announce the arrival of Inspiration's doctor. Beth shooed the children out into the yard and made her way to the doctor's carriage which had pulled to a halt in front of the ranch house. Beth watched the children race across the yard, clearly feeling liberated from their hard work in the study. Landon had been true to his word. 




Less than an hour after Beth had started her lesson with Katie, Max had entered the study. Judging by Max's expression he'd enjoyed being with Landon. Whatever wisdom Landon had shared with Max, it had obviously pleased the boy. Following closely behind Max, Landon had briefly waited at the study door. Beth had thanked Landon. Then he'd excused himself and told Beth that, if she needed him for anything, he'd be up in his room. She'd seen a hint of discomfort in Landon's eyes. She'd thought about asking him if he was feeling well, but he'd left quickly, preventing her from doing so. Throughout the rest of the lesson with Max and Katie, worry had tugged at Beth. She'd wondered if Landon was okay up in his room. Or whether the dizziness which had plagued him since the fall had returned. Beth had asked Sally to look in on Landon from time to time. Just to make sure.




Now, though, the doctor had arrived. Beth looked forward to finding out more about Landon's condition. Doc Clanton was a portly man of fifty years. He had white hair and a neatly-trimmed white beard. He wore a well-fitted gray suit, matching Stetson and brown half boots. He'd been out to the ranch before. A month ago, there had been a worrying week when Max and Katie had both come down with a fever. Beth had been distraught with worry for every one of the days and long nights she'd attended to the children. But, Doc Clanton had helped her with detailed advice on how to handle her first medical crisis on the ranch.




Stepping down from the carriage, Doc Clanton carried a small leather bag. His bright, kindly gaze settled on Beth as she walked toward him. "Beth. Good morning," he said. 




"Thank you for coming, doc," she said. 




The doc ambled up to her and then glanced at the front of the ranch house. "I hear you've got one of those Baxter men cooped up here," he stated.




Beth felt her face flush with heat. She wondered if news had gotten around of Landon's temporary confinement at the Circle D. "It's Landon Baxter. Do you know him?"




The doc grinned and nodded. "I sure do. I've been out to the Baxter ranch plenty of times. In fact, I stopped by there on the way here."




"You did?" Beth asked, wondering why he would have done that.




"I told the family what I knew. And where Landon was. They were getting worried because he hadn't returned when he said he would."




Beth nodded. It made sense that the doc had allayed the Baxter family's fears for Landon. "Thank you for doing that."




The doc shook his head and smiled. "All part of the service." He glanced at the ranch house. "Now. Where can I find the patient? And, you can tell me what happened."




As Beth led the doc inside she described how Landon had sustained his injury to the head. She didn't give all the details about the trouble Wes Harding had caused. As he walked up the stairs and down the hall, listening to Beth, the doc nodded his head slowly. By the time they reached the room of Landon's door, Doc Clanton knew as much as he needed to know. Beth knocked gently on the door. For a long moment, there was no reply from inside.




"Landon? Doc Clanton is here to see you," Beth called out.




Beth heard noises from inside the room. "Come on in," Landon called out.




Beth opened the door and led Doc Clanton inside. Landon was sitting on the edge of his bed. He was dressed in shirt and pants and socks. From the hollow on the neatly tucked-in bed it was obvious he'd been lying on top of the blanket. He rubbed sleep from his eyes and smiled at her and the doc. "Good to see you again, doc," Landon said. He sounded like he was forcing himself to be cheery, Beth told herself.




Doc Clanton strode purposefully across to Landon. "You Baxter boys sure like to get yourself into trouble, don't you," he said.




Beth wondered what kind of trouble the doc would be talking about. She watched as the doc laid his bag down on the side table. Starting to move to the door, Beth said. "I'll wait outside."




Landon looked at Beth and shook his head. "Wait, Beth. Don't go." Beth narrowed her eyes and peered at Landon. He was gazing earnestly at her. "You were at the creek when it happened. You were the one who helped me. Maybe you should stay in case the doc has any questions."




Beth glanced at Doc Clanton. The doc nodded. Beth clasped her hands across her middle. "I'll stay. If that's what you want, Landon."




Landon's gaze warmed. "It is, Beth," he said. She felt her heart quicken as she heard his words. Beth glanced at the doc, eager to see if he'd seen the change in her. Thankfully, he was looking at Landon.




For the next few minutes Doc Clanton asked Landon and Beth questions. He was especially interested in knowing about the dizziness Landon said he'd suffered. And the nausea. As Beth and Landon spoke, Doc Clanton nodded sagely, listening with furrowed brows. Finally, he removed the bandage and examined the wound on Landon's head. He pronounced that the wound didn't look too bad. That it would probably heal quickly, as long as it was attended to regularly and kept clean. He also checked the movement of Landon's neck and head, examining him for signs of damage. As she listened to the doctor, Beth felt an inexplicable growing anxiety. From Doc Clanton's measured tone of voice she could tell he was keeping something back. And, sure enough, once he'd closed his bag and turned to face them both, she saw the concern in his eyes.




Doc Clanton peered down at Landon. "You've been lucky, Landon," the doc announced. "Hitting your head on that rock like that, you could have hurt yourself real bad." The doc glanced at Beth. "You were lucky Beth was there to help."




"I didn't do anything," Beth said quickly. "Not really. I just did my best to stop the bleeding and stop him from getting back on his horse."




The doc sighed. "And that was the most important thing you did, Beth," he told her firmly.




"Why?"




Doc Clanton folded his arms. "I reckon if you'd gone riding off with that head injury, you might not have made it back to the Baxter ranch."




Beth saw Landon's brows furrow in deep ridges. "You think it was that bad?"




The doc nodded emphatically. "The first twenty-four hours after a head trauma are crucial," he explained. "The best thing you did was lay down on the back of that buckboard and then rest when you got to the Circle D." The doc grinned at Beth. "Seems like Beth's advice was the best. Maybe you should have been a doctor, Beth," he added.




"You're saying the worst is over, doc," Landon suggested.




To Beth's surprise, Doc Clanton shook his head firmly. "I'm not saying any such thing, Landon. The fact is, you've been having dizzy spells. And that ain't good. Thankfully they're beginning to wear off. That's encouraging." The doc sighed. "But, you ain't out of the woods yet."




Landon's features tightened with concern. "You're saying I need to lay down some more?" he asked, his shoulders slumping. He didn't seem at all happy about that prospect, Beth told herself.




"Not so much," the doc replied. "But, you won't be traveling anywhere for at least two or three days. Not until those dizzy spells stop."




Beth exchanged an astonished look with Landon and then stared at Doc Clanton. "You're saying Landon can't go home?" she said sharply, trying to contain the emotion in her voice.




"That's exactly what I'm saying," the doc replied. "Not on the back of a horse. Or even on the back of a buckboard. Thankfully that journey from the creek wasn't too far. Otherwise I can't say what might have happened. After that kind of bang to the head, its wise to remain as still as possible for a while." Seeing Beth's obvious distress, the doc touched her gently on the arm. "But you did the right thing, Beth. You couldn't have left Landon down at that creek."




"I have to remain at the Circle D for at least two or three days," Landon reiterated. "That's it," he added heavily. Looking at Landon's blank features, she couldn't tell whether he was pleased or unhappy about that prospect.




"Maybe more," Doc Clanton responded.




A heavy silence hung in the room for a few long moments. The doc picked up his bag. It seemed like, as far as he was concerned, the consultation was over. He gave Landon one final look. "If the dizziness gets worse, you get me out here. If things settle down, then I reckon you could go home in a few days." He patted Landon casually on the shoulder. "How does that sound?"




Landon's mouth dropped open. Beth asked herself if Landon had simply expected to be given a clean bill of health by the doctor. He seemed genuinely taken aback by the order to remain on the Circle D. As far as Beth was concerned, the fact that Landon Baxter was going to be around for a while longer wasn't exactly unwelcome news.




Doc Clanton gave Beth a quizzical look. "Are you happy with that, Beth?"




Schooling her features, Beth nodded. "Of course, doc. If it means Landon will get better, then that's all that matters."




Beth saw Landon smile up at her. The doc gave Beth and Landon some final advice and then she led him out of the room. Out in the yard, after she bid goodbye to the doc, Beth stood in front of the ranch house, arms folded. She thought about Landon Baxter remaining on the ranch for the next few days. Quietly, and without regret, she told herself that, with Landon Baxter around for the next few days, things were going to be very different on the Circle D.


CHAPTER TEN







He was going to have to stay on Beth's ranch for the next few days. 




Up in his room, Landon stood at the window and watched the doc's carriage head down the dusty trail toward Inspiration. For a moment, Landon tried to think about what his enforced stay might mean for him, for Beth and for the children. He felt frustration tighten in his gut. He desperately wanted to get back to the Baxter spread. The doc had told Landon that he'd gone to the Baxter ranch before coming out to the Circle D. The doc had told Landon's family that he'd been told Landon had had an accident, but that he was probably recovering. Landon was sure his family would be worried. His brothers would probably take the news with good humor. At least on the surface. But, Landon was concerned his parents would worry about him. Before leaving, Doc Clanton had told Landon that he'd go the Baxter place on the way back and tell the family that Landon was probably okay. That didn't stop Landon from being concerned about his family's reaction.




And then there was the prospect of staying at Beth's ranch. As the doc had examined him, Beth had looked genuinely anxious. And, when the doc had told them about Landon not being able to travel, she'd stared at Landon with a blank expression. Landon wondered if she'd welcomed the news. Or whether she simply wanted Landon off her property as soon as possible.




But, as he recalled the way she'd behaved toward him since yesterday, Landon was convinced that Beth wasn't unhappy about his presence on the Circle D. On more than one occasion, Landon had caught Beth's gaze lingering. He'd seen her heavy lids fluttering when he'd witnessed her soft gaze.  There had been approval in her gaze. She had turned her head away, clearly wanting to hide the smile at the corner of her mouth. Beth had been happy for Landon to spend time with Max, trusting him to be around her precious children. All of that made him think she approved of him being in her home.




But, above all, Landon had felt his heartbeat quicken every time Beth was around him. He'd felt heat rush to his cheeks every time she'd been close to him. And done his best to hide that reaction. He was already beginning to enjoy simply being in her presence; listening to her soft voice; hearing her quiet laughter; catching her scent every time she was near him. And, on those rare occasions when she touched his arm, he'd felt sensations he'd never felt before. Beth Russell had made a big impression on Landon. And he knew it. And now he faced having to spend time beneath her roof. He knew he'd have to hide his feelings. Knew it would be wise to mask how she was affecting him. If only for the benefit of the children. The last thing they needed was a stranger in their home making eyes at their mother. 




No, Landon told himself. If he had to stay on the Circle D, he'd do his best to be respectful to Beth. And to be pleasant to the children. Then, once he was fit to travel, Landon would be on his way.




Choosing to follow Doc Clanton's advice, Landon went to the bed. Stretching out on top of the blanket, he rested his hands across his middle. Beth had said she'd come and get him once lunch was ready. Thinking about another session at the kitchen table with Doyle present didn't exactly fill Landon with anticipation. But, he'd resolved to see out his time at the Circle D without disrupting things. And that was exactly what he was going to do.




After a short nap, Sally came to his room and told him lunch was ready. Landon made his way downstairs and found Beth, the children and Doyle already seated at the kitchen table. For the next hour, Landon shared the meal with them. He did his best to be on his best behavior, even if that meant not gazing at Beth. Landon joked and laughed with Max and Katie. When Beth announced, halfway through the meal, that Landon would be staying at the Circle D for a few days longer, Max and Katie cheered excitedly. Upon hearing their delight, Doyle drew Landon what could only be described as a menacing look from beneath his dark brows. Landon noticed that Beth had seen the way Doyle had looked at him. And, to Landon's delight, Beth didn't seem impressed with the way Doyle had looked at him.




Finally, after lunch was finished, the children raced out of the kitchen and through the open door to the yard. Landon made his way out to the porch, while Beth remained in the kitchen with Sally. After a few minutes, Doyle appeared on the porch. Landon was sitting on the wooden bench beneath the the parlor window. Doyle moved slowly to Landon's side. Landon resolutely refused to look up at Doyle. The memory of the way the man had looked at him was still fresh in Landon's mind. Landon guessed Doyle had decided to have words with him. When the ramrod took his place beside Landon, he knew his prediction had been correct.




"So you're staying on at the Circle D," Doyle said in a matter-of-fact tone of voice. Landon thought Doyle didn't sound too pleased.




Landon peered at Doyle. The man's gaze was steady, but Landon could see barely disguised fury behind those eyes. "The doctor's orders," he replied curtly.




Doyle nodded slowly. "That head of yours must have been a bit on the soft side, if you ask me. Especially you being a rancher, and all."




Landon felt his jaw tighten, but he was determined not to take Doyle's bait. Nothing good would come of arguing with him. "I won't be here long," he replied, ignoring Doyle's insult. 




"Seems to me that a few days is still on the long side," Doyle murmured.




Landon shifted on the bench and faced Doyle. "You want me off this spread?"




Doyle grinned and lifted a brow. "Now did I say anything like that?"




Landon shook his head. "In any case. This place doesn't belong to you. This is Beth's ranch."




"Beth," Doyle said quizzically. He nodded thoughtfully. "You and her on first name terms already?"




"What's wrong with that?"




"Nothing," Doyle said. "Just that you've only been here a day and night." Doyle gave Landon a skeptical look. "You don't waste any time, do you?




Now Landon felt indignation twisting in his gut. "What are you trying to say, Doyle?"




"I've heard about you Baxter boys," he muttered. "You like to get your way in most things. Word gets around. Heard about how you helped out Dominick Flint a couple of months ago when his daughter was almost abducted. And how you and your brothers stopped those horse thieves a while back." Doyle laughed quietly. "You Baxter boys are regular heroes." Doyle sounded disgusted.




"Comes of being God-fearing men, Doyle," Landon countered. He squinted at Doyle. "I don't recall seeing you in church at Inspiration. Have you ever been?"




Doyle scoffed. "I don't go," he blurted out. Stretching his legs out and leaning against the bench, he curled his hands around the back of his head and laughed cynically. "I've never seen the point."




Landon figured Doyle hadn't set foot inside a church in a long time.  "There's plenty of reasons to go to church," Landon said. "Now that I think of it, I reckon I've seen Beth and the children there." It was true. Landon recalled seeing Beth and the children. But they'd kept themselves to themselves. He hadn't thought much of it at the time. Prying into the lives of other people wasn't something he did.




That statement seemed to rile Doyle. He dragged in a deep breath and shifted, facing Landon. Suddenly, there was a sense of threat in Doyle's demeanor. Landon met the man's gaze with a steady, unflinching one of his own. "What are you trying to say, Baxter?"




Landon furrowed his brows. "Nothing. Apart from the obvious fact that this is a godly house. And the woman who owns this spread is obviously a woman of faith" Landon eyed Doyle steadily. "I think you should keep that in mind when it comes to your dealings with this fine family."




"Family?" Doyle snapped. "It ain't a family until there's a pa here."




Puzzled by that last remark, Landon paused before saying: "I think Beth can take care of herself, and those children," Landon declared. And he meant what he'd said. He didn't believe Beth Russell needed a man to help her run the ranch. And she seemed to have won over the children. Even if, after what he'd witnessed yesterday, she still had some work to do with Katie.




To Landon's surprise, Doyle nodded. "Beth's a fine woman. And no mistake." There was suddenly a satisfied tone to Doyle's voice. "She'll make a lucky man a fine wife." Doyle rubbed a hand across his stubble-covered chin. "If you know what I mean," he added and lifted a brow.




Landon frowned at Doyle. He thought about how Doyle seemed to have become a close part of the life at the ranch house. Previously, Landon had assumed it was simply because Doyle was the foreman on the ranch. Being a ramrod meant Doyle would naturally spend time around Beth, making sure the ranch was being run right. But, Doyle had seemed curiously sure of himself when he'd uttered those last words. An awful thought flashed into Landon's mind. Did Doyle really think he had a chance at winning Beth's heart? And her hand? The thought made Landon almost recoil in disgust. Doyle was no man for Beth Russell. She deserved better than him.




"I think you better get back to work," Landon ordered the other man.




Doyle stood quickly and glared down at Landon. Landon saw him glance through the window of the parlor and then toward the front door of the ranch house.  Whatever he was about to say, he didn't want it heard by Beth, Landon told himself. Turning back to Landon, Doyle spoke in a quiet, but threatening tone. "See you get off this ranch as soon as you can, Baxter. You here?" Doyle's eyes flashed with  anger. "I don't want you hanging around that woman. Or her children."




Landon was tempted to rise to his feet. He felt the impulse to stand, but contained it, knowing it might lead to trouble. Facing Doyle down would achieve nothing. Instead, Landon remained seated. He crossed on booted foot over a knee and stretched an arm out across the back of the bench. Peering casually up at Doyle, Landon smiled. "As I said. I'm sure you've got plenty of work to do, Doyle," Landon said in a measured tone. "I'll see you at dinnertime."




Doyle grunted and curled his fists into balls. Landon stared up at him. Landon had seen men like Doyle before. Men who found it difficult to control themselves. Men who were comfortable with lying. He knew he was looking at one of those kind of men, right now. Rage and deception lay hidden inside Doyle. Landon wondered if Beth knew what Doyle was really like.




The ranch house door opened and Beth stuck her head out. "You still here, Doyle?" she asked.




Doyle's transformation was instantaneous. He smiled at Beth. "Me and Landon were just getting to know each other," Doyle exclaimed. He grinned weakly at Landon. "Ain't that right?" 




Landon stood finally and faced Doyle. Landon nodded slowly and peered intently at Doyle. "I think we understand each other a lot better now, don't we?" he said to Doyle. Doyle's gaze, blank and unmoving, fixed on Landon. A moment passed between both men. An instant of understanding.




Then, Doyle turned away from Landon and stepped out onto the yard. "I'll be getting along," he said waving to Beth.




Landon looked at Beth. A puzzled expression appeared on her face. Had she sensed the tension between himself and Doyle? However, almost like she wanted to ignore it, she just smiled at Landon. Hearing Sally calling to Beth from the kitchen, Beth nodded to Landon and then went back inside.




The door closed and Landon sat back down and watched Doyle head inside the stable. Moments later the man emerged and rode quickly away. 




A new sensation flared into life in Landon's gut. Something he hadn't expected. It was an urgent sense of worry. There was something going on at the Circle D. Something involving Doyle and the man's obvious interest in Beth.


CHAPTER ELEVEN







Later that evening, as she sat in the parlor with the children, Beth realized she was relieved that Doyle hadn't appeared for dinner. Sometimes he ate chow with the ranch hands in the bunkhouse. It seemed he'd either been too busy to come for dinner, or he'd decided to eat over at the other place. Beth sat on her chair by the fire. Max and Katie were kneeling at her feet, playing a game on the carpet. Beth smiled inwardly. The parlor was warm and comfortable. The sounds of the children laughing filled the low-ceilinged room. It was on nights like these that Beth could take time to enjoy what her life had become. The life of a mother. A family. Although it wasn't a complete family, she knew it was all the children had. For the moment. On nights like these, thoughts of the future drifted into her mind. It had only been months since the sudden change the Lord had brought into their lives. Hardly any time at all, she reflected. But still, she felt she was beginning to adjust to life on the Circle D. She'd been making good progress.




Until, that is, Doyle had started paying her more attention. At first, Doyle had been indispensable to Beth. She'd leaned on him heavily, seeking his advice and expertise with regard to running a ranch. And, she had to admit, he'd been helpful. She probably wouldn't have been able to hold onto the Circle D if it hadn't have been for Doyle. She liked him. She'd come to feel less uncertain when he was around. But, lately, his friendly demeanor had become something else entirely. Doyle had started to make it clear to Beth that his attachment to her was becoming more than just professional. And that had been when she'd had to put her foot down. Two weeks ago, she'd tried to remind Doyle that he was a ramrod, and nothing more. He was her foreman, her advisor, and that was the way it was going to stay. 




Frustratingly, Doyle had almost completely ignored what she'd said to him. He'd listened, attentively, and nodded when she'd finished making her speech out on the rangeland. But then, the following day, almost as if she hadn't said a thing to him, he had carried on making eyes at her. And now he was getting friendly with the children. Maybe he was trying to use them to overcome Beth's resistance. The incident at the kitchen table when Katie had ran off wasn't unusual. Max and Katie hadn't warmed to Doyle, despite what the man seemed to believe. 




Of course, Beth knew what Doyle was hoping for. He was trying to win her heart. Maybe he thought he could become father to the children. Husband to her. As she sat by the fire, Beth felt a chill settle over her at the thought of being Doyle's wife. She knew that, at some point, she might have to agree to marry. The children deserved a whole family. Not just the partial one they had at the moment. But, Doyle wasn't the right man for her. Beth knew that simple truth in her heart. There was only one question remaining. Who could be that man?




Beth heard footsteps on the stairs. Then Landon walked into the room. Beth's heart leaped. She was glad the heat of the fire would be an excuse for the sudden color she felt rising to her cheeks. "Landon," Beth said standing. "I thought you were resting after dinner."




Landon ambled toward the fireplace. Max and Katie looked at one another and smiled. "I got restless. Thought I'd come down and see how things were." He glanced at the fireplace and sighed. "Sure is warm in here."




Beth stood and gestured to the seat opposite her. "Why don't you sit down for a while."




Landon shook his head. "I was figuring you and I could talk." He flicked his head. "Out on the porch. Take some cool night air."




Beth saw disappointment on the faces of the children. Thinking they might prefer her to stay with them she said: "Maybe some other time."




Katie stared up at Beth. "Me and Max are fine here, mama," she said. 




Surprised that she'd misjudged the children, Beth looked at Landon and saw him shrug. "There you have it," he said casually.




Beth thought for a moment and then decided. "You need to get ready for bed, soon," she told the children. Seeing their brows furrow, she quickly added: "But you can stay here until I come back in." She glanced at Landon. "I won't be long."




She saw a skeptical look on Landon's face. What did he have in mind? She asked herself if he'd been planning what to say to her while he'd been lying down after dinner. She had to admit he looked better. His face wasn't pale-looking. And his eyes shone with a natural brightness which she found impossible to ignore.




Following Landon outside, they walked slowly across the yard. Darkness had fallen an hour ago. The sky was peppered with brightly shining stars. A full moon hovered low over the distant mountains. The light from the ranch house cast a warm glow across the yard. From out in the darkness, Beth could hear insects filling the air with a whispering wall of sound. Beth folded her arms as she walked. She glanced at Landon. Somehow, being so close to him, and alone, she sensed the strength of his physique like never before. Maybe it was the confident swagger of his walk; or perhaps the easy grace of his movements. He held his shoulders back and his chin lifted. The rest had done him good, she told herself.




They reached the corral fence. Landon leaned back against it and propped his boot against the lowest part of the wooden fence. Beth leaned her side against the fence. For a moment, she was lost for words. 




As if sensing her awkwardness, Landon filled the gap in the conversation. "That was a tasty dinner we had earlier."




"Sally is a great cook," Beth said.




"How did you find her?" he asked.




"I didn't," beth replied. "Luke put an ad in the Billings Chronicle, looking for a housekeeper and Sally answered. Luke took her on just before the accident. Sally wasn't in the stagecoach. She was already here, on the ranch, getting things prepared."




Landon's eyes took on a sad expression. It was almost impossible to talk about any aspect of running the ranch without referring to the tragedy. "What were they like?" he asked softly.




"Luke and Jenny? They were wonderful people. They loved one another so much. I felt so privileged to know them. To see their happiness." Beth wrapped her arms around herself, feeling emotion sweep through her body. She hadn't really talked much about Luke and Jenny. Apart from some brief conversations with Sally, Beth had kept her feelings to herself. Bottling things up had seemed to be the only way to cope. For some reason, she felt she might be able to open up to Landon. There was something about the way he made her feel which told her she could tell him things she hadn't said to anyone else.




"Those children in that house must be missing them something awful," Landon said glancing over at the ranch house.




"I've had plenty of long nights in their rooms," Beth explained. "They cry themselves to sleep sometimes." Beth sighed. "It's going to take a long time for them to get over this." She saw Landon flinch as she said those words. Gazing at him, she realized he was a man who could feel the pain of others. Deep sympathy lived in Landon's heart. She guessed part of that came from family. And part of it came from his faith in the Lord. 




Landon nodded thoughtfully. "Building a new life is difficult enough. Doing it without your mother and father must be hard. I can't imagine how they must feel." 




Beth knew what he'd meant by that statement. What he'd been trying to say to her. Even if his choice of words hadn't been exactly what she would have preferred. Of course Katie and Max had a mother. Beth was their mother now. And she always would be.




As if sensing the mistake he'd made, Landon leaned closer. "I didn't mean that to sound the way it did, Beth," he explained quickly. He ran a hand around the back of his neck and shook his head. "Sometimes I can be really stupid." He gazed tenderly into her eyes. "Of course they have a mother." His eyes narrowed and she felt her heart quicken. "You're their mother. And I don't think there's anyone else in the whole world who could look after them better than you do."




Beth felt butterflies tumbling in her middle. Whatever reservations she'd felt a moment ago had been swept away by Landon's kind words. "Thank you, Landon. That's kind of you to say so."




"I meant what I said," Landon insisted.  And then he said something which set her back on her heels. "Maybe God is using you to look after them. To protect them. Perhaps you're the way He's going to save them."




For a moment, she was lost for words. Emotion slammed into her. Was that what he really believed? She blinked back the moistness in her eyes. Dragging in a deep breath she turned away from Landon and started to walk alongside the length of the corral fence. Landon followed by her side. He said nothing for a minute. 




Needing to change the subject, she halted and turned to face Landon. "What were you and Doyle talking about today?"




Immediately she said the words, she saw a wall rise in front of his face. "We were just talking ranch business."




"Was that all?" she asked, sensing that wasn't the whole story. "Doyle looked annoyed about something." She narrowed her eyes. "He didn't say anything about me, did he?"




Landon turned his head and glanced at the corral. "He seems to think you and him are good friends," Landon said softly.




"We are," Beth replied."He's been very loyal to me."




Landon turned and looked at her again. This time there was a seriousness in his gaze which she hadn't seen before. "No. He meant you and him are more than just boss and foreman." His eyes narrowed. "Much more."




Beth felt heat rush across her cheeks. "That's not true," she snapped. Indignation pulsed inside her. "Doyle's talking out of turn. I'm his boss. Maybe he doesn't like that."




Landon shook his head. "I think he likes being on the Circle D," Landon said calmly. "I think he likes it a whole lot. Maybe he's thinking he can stay here for good."




Beth's throat tightened as she thought about Doyle talking about her in those terms. As if she might one day be much more than just his boss. All those casual looks he'd given her; all those compliments; all the attention he'd given to the children. It all made sense now. She'd suspected it, and now Landon was confirming it to her. 




Beth cleared her throat. "Doyle should know his place a bit better than he does," she declared. She squinted at Landon. "I'm surprised he'd say such a thing to you. Why would he do that?"




Landon shrugged. "I don't know." Landon's eyes became an unreadable blank. He seemed determined not to come out and say what they both knew to be true. "I really don't know why Doyle even brought the subject up," Landon added.




But Beth knew. Doyle was beginning to think that Landon might well be a rival for her affections. And the thing which shocked Beth the most was the fact that, even though she'd only just met Landon, she was beginning to harbor feelings about the handsome Baxter brother.


CHAPTER TWELVE







Late the next morning two visitors arrived at the Circle D. Landon was up in his room, following Doc Clanton's orders to rest, when he heard the rumble of carriage wheels from down in the yard. Rising from bed, he went to the window and looked down. A broad grin stretched across his face when he saw who was arriving. "Well, I'll be a son of a gun," Landon exclaimed. From the carriage his sister-in-law Lauren Baxter waved up at him. Holding the reins next to her sat his older brother, Gabe. Waving back enthusiastically, Landon suddenly realized he was underdressed and leaped back from the window. He was wearing only white long-johns from shoulder to ankles, so he quickly got dressed in his jeans and plaid shirt. Checking the bandage in the mirror, he tightened some edges. There was no bloodstain on this freshly changed dressing. At least he wouldn't scare Lauren and Gabe, he told himself. He should have guessed he'd get a visit from one of his family. Doc Clanton must have told them what was happening over at the Circle D. Maybe they'd come just to check up on him. 




Briefly, Landon thought about his conversation with Beth the previous night over by the corral. He'd done his best to avoid talking about Doyle, but she'd insisted. She'd seemed shocked that Landon understood that the ranch foreman had an interest in Beth. She'd denied it, of course. And, when he'd seen the strength of that denial, Landon had believed her. From the way she'd spoken about Doyle, it seemed Beth had already been thinking over her association with the man. She'd declared emphatically that Doyle was an employee and nothing more. 




The problem was that, even if Beth believed Doyle was merely a foreman, the man himself definitely had other ideas. That made for some complicated times ahead for Beth. And maybe for himself before he did eventually go back to the Baxter ranch, Landon reflected. As he mulled over that fateful day, Landon felt something deep inside himself.  The thought of leaving made him feel uneasy. Asking himself what could be the cause of that unease, he concluded he was beginning to form an attachment to the beautiful and very feisty owner of the Circle D. Beth was certainly beautiful. More than that, he told himself. All night, he'd awakened frequently, unable to get the image of her pretty features out of his head. Out of his dreams. From the moment he'd opened his eyes after hitting his head down at the creek and gazed up into her gorgeous eyes, she'd burrowed her way into his heart. He couldn't deny it any longer.




"Landon. You've got visitors," Beth called up from downstairs.




Landon raced out of his room, slamming the door behind him. He pounded down the stairs and saw Beth standing at the open door. Gabe and Lauren were standing right next to her. There was no sign of the children or Sally. Gabe was dressed in one of his best gray suits and wore well-polished brown boots. The Stetson on his head was set at a jaunty angle. Gabe looked elegant.




Landon strode to Gabe and hugged him. "Gabe. It's good to see you," Landon stated. He smiled at Lauren. "And you too, Lauren. You really didn't have to come all the way over here." 




"Nonsense, Landon," Lauren exclaimed and gave him a good-natured smile. "Ma and pa want to know you're okay. They practically ordered Gabe and I to come." Lauren wore a light brown cotton gown and matching bonnet. The frown on her pretty features betrayed concern. She examined Landon's bandaged head and frowned.




Gabe released Landon and squinted at the bandage on Landon's head. "You been throwing yourself off horses again?" he joked. 




Tugging on the bandage, Landon shook his head. "It's not serious."




"That's not what Doc Clanton said when he came to the house yesterday," Lauren replied softly. Landon could hear the concern in her voice.




Landon saw Beth looking expectantly at him. She looked suddenly awkward. Maybe the prospect of meeting some of Landon's family was daunting. Landon took Beth's elbow. "This is Beth Russell," Landon said. "Owner of the Circle D and the woman who saved me."




Beth's eyes widened and she gasped. "On the contrary. Landon was very heroic. He saved me from an awkward situation." When Beth smiled at Landon he felt his heart warm instantly. "I don't know what I would have done if he hadn't been there at just the right time." She shook hands with Gabe and Lauren. "However, he did take a tumble from his horse and he hit his head on a rock by the creek," she added and rolled her eyes.




Gabe laughed quietly. "How many times have I tried to show you how to stay on a horse? You still haven't learned."




Landon knew Gabe was joking with him. "Maybe my instructor didn't know what he was teaching, after all," he countered. Both brothers exchanged good-hearted slaps on the shoulder.




"Doc Clanton said he told you to rest up for a few days before traveling back to the ranch," Lauren said. "Is that true?"




Landon glanced at Beth. Before he had a chance to respond, she spoke, "Landon's welcome to remain here as long as he likes." After what Landon had said to Beth last night, he was surprised at the generous tone in her voice.




Loud footsteps thundered in the hallway inside the ranch house. Katie and Max came tumbling out the open door. They both skidded to a halt and stared at the newcomers. Beth went to Katie and Max and stood between them, placing a hand on each of their shoulders. "We have some visitors today, children. This is Landon's brother Gabe. And this is Gabe's lovely wife, Lauren." Beth edged the children forward with a gentle push. "Say hello."




Max and Katie duly offered their greetings to Gabe and Lauren. Both children seemed shocked to see his brother and Lauren. Maybe receiving visitors to the Circle D was a rare event, Landon reflected. Beth insisted Gabe and Lauren come inside to the parlor. Sally appeared and was introduced to the visitors. Then she announced that coffee and cakes would be brought. That drew an excited cheer from the children. They went with Sally to the kitchen to help prepare the things for the guests.




Taking their seat on the sofa, Gabe and Lauren glanced first at Landon and then at Beth who were sitting opposite each other at the fireplace. His brother and his wife smiled knowingly at one another. Landon wondered what they'd said to each other during the three hour carriage ride to the Circle D. Maybe Doc Clanton had been talking about more than just Landon's busted head, he reflected. The doc was a notorious gossip. Even though he'd never betray a confidence about anyone's health, the doc liked to talk about the latest goings-on in town. 




"Tell me what happened," Gabe instructed Landon.




Landon glanced at Beth. He wondered if she'd be comfortable if he described the trouble Wes Harding had caused her. As if realizing his uncertainty, Beth started to recount how she'd gotten into an argument with a neighboring rancher. As he listened to Beth describing the events at the creek, Landon reflected on the fact that it was becoming a regular occurrence for himself and Beth to almost read each others minds. It worked both ways. He'd become so used to her that he almost felt like he knew what she was going to say before she said it. Was that an indication of how close they'd become? 




There had been an instant chemistry between them ever since he'd come to the Circle D. Was that what Doyle had seen? And was that why he'd tried to scare Landon off when they'd spoken out on the porch yesterday? Maybe it was obvious to onlookers that himself and Beth were getting real close. Real fast. And now, he could see the way his brother and his wife were looking at him and Beth. As if he and Beth were already a couple. That thought made Landon's middle twist with anxiety. Glancing at Beth, and listening to her account of the way they'd met, Landon wondered if she was thinking the same. Last night, out by the corral, Beth had seemed troubled by something. Maybe it was the growing awareness of the attachment she and Landon were forging which was causing her to worry.




Finally, Beth concluded with her account of the happenings at the creek, reaching the point when Doc Clanton had issued his orders for Landon to remain at the Circle D. Landon saw Gabe's brows ridged with concern. Lauren had also been affected by Beth's account, judging by the taut expression on her face. 




"You could have really hurt yourself, Landon," Gabe said gravely. "You got lucky."




Landon nodded. "Or maybe someone was looking out for me."




"The Lord was protecting you," Lauren agreed. She smiled at Beth. "And He sent you a guardian angel."




Landon saw Beth's cheeks flush. "Now you are embarrassing me," she said and shook her head. "I'm no angel."




Right now, sitting across from her, Landon would quite happily have disagreed. As far as he was concerned, she was an angel. A precious gift from the Lord who'd saved him from a terrible tragedy. He wanted to say as much, but he saw how uncomfortable she was already. He'd already learned that Beth didn't like being the center of attention. In spite of all the hardship she'd endured, she possessed a powerful sense of modesty. That was another thing which had drawn him to her.




The clinking sound of plates and steady beat of footsteps signaled the arrival of Sally and the children. Sally entered the parlor carrying a tray upon which was set a coffee pot, cups and a plate piled high with biscuits. Soon everyone was drinking coffee and eating cakes. Now that the children were in the room, the conversation shifted to lighter matters. Gabe teased the children and made them laugh plenty of times. Some of the talk was about the ranch. Describing what she currently owned, Beth seemed delighted to share that knowledge with Gabe. For his part, Gabe nodded sagely, seemingly impressed with the way Beth had set things up at the Circle D.




"You've done an amazing job, Beth," Gabe said to her. "Especially for someone who never knew ranching before you came here."




"I have my ramrod, Doyle, to thank for that," Beth replied. Landon drew in a sharp breath and schooled his features. Beth continued: "Doyle knew how the place worked. And he found the ranch hands I needed. He was here before my brother and sister-in-law bought the place." Gabe's eyes widened with interest. Landon saw Beth's brows furrow. She paused and her gaze dropped to her lap. The mention of Luke and Jenny had caused an instant change in Beth. She seemed reluctant to continue. Landon glanced at the children who were sitting at the table by the window. Luckily they were both too busy eating cake and talking with each other to have heard the mention of their parents.




Landon caught Gabe's eye. With a flick of his head he indicated that he and his brother should make their way outside. Gabe nodded, murmured words in Lauren's ear and stood. Beth watched Landon as he stood. "Me and Gabe are going outside. There's one or two things I have to tell him," Landon said. He concluded with a glance toward the two children. Following his gaze, Beth nodded, understanding Landon's intentions. 




Outside, Landon and Gabe walked slowly across the yard. Landon explained the tragedy of Luke and Jenny. As he did so, he saw Gabe's eyes fill with sadness. After he finished telling Gabe, his brother halted and faced Landon. "That's a terribly sad story," Gabe stated. He sighed heavily and shook his head. "A tragedy. And they were just starting out in life." Glancing at the ranch house, Gabe continued: "Those children have been through so much." 




Landon nodded. "Now you understand why we couldn't talk about that in the parlor."




Gabe nodded. "It would have upset the children. And Beth, too."




"She's been through so much," Landon said.




"I saw Beth and the children in church this summer. Not every week, mind you," Gabe said. "I had no idea they'd been through so much. I thought they kept themselves to themselves because they were from out of town."




Landon nodded. "I remember seeing them with Sally, too. I did wonder who they were. I hardly ever saw them in town."




Gabe ran his gaze around the ranch compound. "Living out here, so far from town, I suppose they don't leave the ranch much." Gabe peered at Landon. "How long are you planning on staying?"




"Doc says I should stay here for at least another couple of days," Landon replied.




Gabe's eyes narrowed thoughtfully. For a moment, Landon was sure Gabe was going to say something significant about his decision to remain at the Circle D. But he didn't. Instead, he rested a hand on Landon's shoulder. "Seems like you've got good reason to stay here a while, Landon."




Landon frowned. "What do you mean?"




Gabe grinned. "It's pretty obvious Beth wants you around the ranch for a while longer." He tilted his head and lifted a brow. "And not just because she wants that head of yours to heal right."




Landon drew in a deep breath. "I think I know where you're heading with this, Gabe."




"She's a beautiful woman, Landon. And I can see by the way she looks at you that she thinks a lot of you. It would be a pity to throw it all away by leaving too soon." Gabe fixed Landon with a knowing look. "I take it you're following my drift."




"I am, Gabe," Landon replied. "She needs help. And I'm the man who can give her that help."




Gabe squeezed Landon's shoulder. "I know you'll do what's right," he said.




Landon peered into his older brother's eyes. "She's special, Gabe. Real special."




"I can see that," Gabe replied. "Looks like the Lord has brought another amazing woman into our lives," Gabe added.




Landon nodded and glanced back at the ranch house. "He sure has, Gabe."





CHAPTER THIRTEEN







"Tell me something about Landon and his family," Beth said to Lauren as they walked in the garden at the rear of the ranch house. After coffee and biscuits, Sally had taken charge of the children. Landon was out in the yard, talking with his brother, Gabe. Beth had suggested to Lauren that they take a walk in the small garden. Lauren had happily agreed. Beth had warmed to Lauren during the last hour, and she was eager to find out more about the Baxter family.




Beth led Lauren along the narrow, gravel-covered pathway between hedgerows. There was a wooden bench beneath a small cottonwood tree at the far end of the garden. Beth and Lauren sat down on the bench. The tree's branches cast shadows in the late-morning sun. The air was cool. Beth was glad to get a chance to speak with Lauren.




"What's there to tell," Lauren replied. "Landon's one of the real dependable types." Lauren lifted a brow. "You know what I mean? He works hard and you can always rely on him to do what he says. Gabe's always making fun of Landon."




"I noticed," Beth said smiling.




"But really Gabe thinks the world of Landon." Lauren laughed quietly. "I guess he just doesn't want to spoil Landon by telling him that."




Beth thought a moment. "Landon seems like a man you could trust."




Lauren nodded. "He helped me and Gabe when it came to Gabe courting me. He took over the running of the Baxter ranch for a while when me and Gabe were trying to decide whether we wanted to get married." Lauren frowned. "And then we had a problem with Kyle. That's Landon's younger brother."




"What kind of a problem?" Beth asked. Landon hadn't mentioned anything about Kyle having difficulties.




Lauren waved a dismissive hand. "It turned out to be nothing. Kyle had some fool notion of leaving the ranch and looking for adventures out on the frontier."




Beth was shocked to hear such a thing. The Baxter family had seemed so dependable. The idea that one of them would have wanted to abandon the happiness of family for a life of drifting seemed inexplicable. "What happened? Did Kyle leave?"




Lauren shook her head. "Kyle saw sense." She rolled her eyes. "Eventually. One of the reasons that happened was he renewed his faith in God."




"Oh,"  Beth said abruptly. She hadn't expected that. "How did he do that?"




Lauren smiled warmly. "The whole Baxter family has a powerful faith in the Lord," she explained. "Kyle's faith just got weakened because he got mixed up with the wrong people. One of the men turned out to be a horse thief."




"A thief?" Beth exclaimed.




Lauren nodded. "Kyle was in church one day. I guess the Lord got into Kyle's heart. Brought him back. Kyle was a new man after that. Next thing, Kyle, Gabe and Landon had caught the thieves. And then me and Gabe got married a couple of months later."




Beth lifted a hand to her throat. "The Baxter family certainly sound like they lead exciting lives."




"That's not all," Lauren said, warming to her task. "Kyle met Veronica around the same time and Gabe and I got married. Kyle and Veronica fell in love almost immediately. Veronica is a widow. And she has a little girl of her own." Lauren's eyes brightened. "Anyway, Kyle is a family man now."




"I do hope there wasn't any drama during their courtship," Beth said.




Lauren laughed quietly. "It wouldn't be a Baxter courtship if there wasn't any drama. Veronica's father had a business associate who wasn't too pleased with moving out to Montana to live. Seems he had the fool idea to get money from Veronica's father and then go back East." Lauren lifted a disapproving brow. "By any means."




Beth's eyes widened. She didn't spend much time listening to gossip when she went into Inspiration. She hadn't heard any of this about the Baxter family. "He wasn't planning on doing something bad, was he?"




Lauren frowned. "Let's just say the man planned to use Veronica to get the money he wanted. I guess you could call it extortion."




Beth gasped. "Was Veronica harmed?"




Lauren shook her head. "Kyle saved her. With the help of Gabe, I might add," Lauren said proudly. "And Landon. The brothers and some of the ranch hands managed to stop the whole thing without violence." Lauren grinned. "Then Kyle asked Veronica to marry him. And she accepted."




Beth sighed and leaned back against the seat. "Another happy ending."




Lauren nodded. "You could say that. Now there are two new families living at the Baxter spread. Me and Gabe are building our own cabin on the rangeland, near the river. Kyle and Veronica and Molly, that's Veronica's daughter, are staying in the ranch house. The house is big enough for them." Lauren rested her hand on Beth's arm and leaned closer. "I almost forgot. The boys have one sister. Victoria. She married Wyatt Munro, a rancher who runs a spread out east of the town."




"It's a family of ranchers, then," Beth said thoughtfully.




"One thing the Baxter family knows is ranching," Lauren declared. "There's not much Gabe, Landon or Kyle don't know about running a ranch."




Beth was quiet for a while. Lauren had told her almost everything she needed to know about Landon's family. Now she could understand why Landon had been so interested in the details of how Beth was running the Circle D. Landon Baxter sounded like he was a ranching expert. It was that simple. Next to him, Beth was a complete novice. She turned to Lauren. "And what about you, Lauren. How do you like living on the Baxter place?"




 "Gabe and I only married this summer. I'm only just getting to know the Baxter family. We're Munros. My father and I came here to visit Wyatt and Josh on their spread." Lauren looked thoughtful for a moment. "Pa wanted to go West to California. But when I married Gabe, pa decided to stay in Inspiration."




Beth had only just gotten to know Inspiration during the summer. But she was already coming to believe that the place was special. And that she could happily spend her whole life close to the town. "I guess Inspiration got into your father's heart, too," Beth suggested.




"He was itching to start a new life," Lauren explained. "But when he saw the kind of place it is, he changed his mind." Lauren peered intently at Beth. "It's a godly town. You know that, don't you."




Feeling suddenly awkward, Beth shifted on her seat. "I've seen that whenever I've managed to get to church," she said hesitantly. "Although the children and I don't get to church every Sunday, we go as often as we can."




"It is a long way into town from the Circle D," Lauren admitted. Lauren's tone of voice suggested to Beth that the pretty Baxter wife was merely trying to be diplomatic. 




"It is something I plan to do more regularly," Beth explained. "The last thing I want is for the children to miss church. I desperately want them to grow up with a strong faith," Beth added. Looking at Lauren she concluded: "It's what their parents would have wanted."




Realizing that Lauren probably still didn't know the whole story of Luke and Jenny, Beth considered telling her about it. She was sure Landon would be sharing his knowledge of the tragedy with Gabe. Beth knew that was the real reason why Landon had gone outside with Gabe. He hadn't wanted to talk about it in front of the children.




"You're a three hour ride from town," Lauren said. "I imagine during the winter it's going to be hard for you all to go to church."




Beth frowned and sighed heavily. "But I've had no excuse when the weather has been good," she objected.




Sensing Beth's distress, Lauren smiled understandingly. "Don't be too hard on yourself, Beth. You've had so much to do here. Taking on the ranch. Becoming a mother to those adorable children. That would be more than enough for any woman."




Beth nodded. "Thank you, Lauren. I haven't been able to talk about these things to anyone since I came here with the children. Sally is always too busy looking after the house. And I don't really talk much with any of the ranch hands." Beth tilted her head. "The only exception is my ramrod Doyle. He's been helpful." Beth saw Lauren's brows rise in a line. "But he's only an employee. A foreman," she added quickly. "Nothing more."




Lauren lifted her chin and gazed out across the garden. Feeling this was her opportunity, Beth told Lauren all about Luke and Jenny. She figured it was only proper to share the truth with Lauren. Especially since Landon had so quickly become a part of life at the Circle D. As she spoke, Beth saw Lauren's eyes fill with a tender and pained look. 




Once Beth had finished speaking, Lauren gasped and was silent for a minute. Then she took hold of Beth's arm, squeezing it gently. "You poor dears," she moaned. Lauren was almost on the verge of tears. "How awful it must have been for you. And for the children." She swallowed and then shook her head. "They've been so brave," she murmured. Looking quickly at Beth she added: "And so have you. How have you been able to cope with all of this on your own?"




Beth nodded. "It has been hard. But, we're all still here. And we're not going anywhere else." Beth lifted her chin. "Not if I have anything to do with it." 




Hearing Beth's defiant tone caused Lauren to smile. "I can see the Russell family have something in common with the Baxters."




"What's that?" Beth asked.




"A fighting spirit," Lauren exclaimed good-naturedly.




Beth smiled. "I guess it runs in the family."








CHAPTER FOURTEEN







Later that afternoon, Landon was in the parlor with the children when he heard raised voices from out in the yard. He went to the window and saw Beth and Doyle standing over by the stable. He saw Doyle holding onto the reins of his horse. It looked like Beth and Doyle were engaged in a heated discussion soon after Doyle returning from working out on the spread. Immediately, Landon decided to go and find out what all the fuss was about. Instructing the children to remain in the house, Landon made his way outside after quickly telling Sally who was in the kitchen where he was going. As he closed the door softly behind him, he saw Beth and Doyle looking in his direction. Instantly they both stopped talking. Beth wrapped her arms around herself, but she didn't walk away from Doyle.   




Striding across the yard, Landon reflected on what had happened earlier that day. Gabe and Lauren had left soon after lunchtime. Not only had Landon been able to talk with his brother. It seemed Beth and Lauren had shared a lot out in the garden. The visit had been a godsend, Landon told himself. It had given Beth a chance to find out more about the Baxters. Landon hoped that would stand him in good stead over the next few days. After his conversation with Gabe, Landon had come to a decision. Even if he was well enough to return to the Baxter ranch, Landon had no intention of doing so. His hopes were rising about himself and Beth. And anyway, he figured Beth didn't want him to leave. He knew he might be wrong about that, but he could feel it in his bones that she wanted him to stay a while longer. After Gabe and Lauren had left, Beth had spent a couple of hours tutoring the children in the study. He hadn't seen her for most of the afternoon, until she'd asked him to be with the children.




Walking up to Beth and Doyle, Landon saw the ramrod peer defiantly at him. Up close now, Landon could see how much the conversation had affected Beth. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes were bright with emotion. She didn't look happy.




"What's all the fuss about?" Landon asked squinting at Doyle.




"Nothing you need to bother yourself about, Baxter," Doyle barked.




"Doyle!" Beth snapped. She glared at Doyle. "What did I tell you about shouting when you're around the ranch house. I don't want you upsetting the children."




Sheepishly, but not exactly sincerely, Doyle lowered his head and nodded. "Sorry, Beth," he said. Doyle's horse snickered and tried to pull away from him. Doyle tugged on the reins, keeping the animal from wandering toward the open stable door. Maybe the horse could feel Doyle's tension, Landon told himself. Landon knew that horses could be sensitive that way. Especially if they sensed something wrong with their rider. And there was definitely something wrong about Doyle.




Doyle lifted his head and stared evenly at Landon. "Beth was telling me you had visitors this afternoon. Your brother and his wife."




Landon nodded. "That's right."




"Why did they come?" Doyle asked.




"They were concerned for Landon's well-being, that's why," Beth said with mild irritation in her voice. "I'd have thought you'd be concerned as well, Doyle," she added.




Doyle's eyes narrowed and he smiled slyly. "I'm concerned, alright," he said.  Landon told himself Doyle's worries had nothing to do with his head wound. They were more about getting rid of Landon as quickly as possible. "How's that head of yours, anyway?" Doyle asked.




"Doing fine," Landon said abruptly. Doyle's brows furrowed. "In fact, I figure I might be fit enough to go home," he said. Beth's eyes widened and he heard her gasp. Before she had a chance to say anything about that, Landon continued. "But I don't think I'll be going. Not just yet."




Beth's mouth dropped open. "You won't?" she breathed.




Landon shook his head. "If you'll let me stay a while longer, I'd like to help around the ranch. I figure I can attend to a few things while I'm here," he said. Landon smiled at Beth. "If you want me to stay, that is," he added softly.




Her cheeks flushed a delightful shade of pink. "You haven't had any more dizzy spells, have you?"




Landon shook his head. "None since yesterday morning. And that was nothing compared to what I felt on the first day." Beth looked relieved at that news. Thumping both palms hard on his own chest, Landon grinned at Doyle. "In fact I'm beginning to feel like I'd like to get back to doing some ranch work." Landon ran his gaze around the yard, the stable and the corral. "And I figure there'll be plenty here to keep me busy," he added making sure his voice was filled with satisfaction and anticipation in equal measure.




Landon heard Doyle drag in a harsh breath. "We have all the help we need," he objected.




"Landon is welcome to pitch in," Beth snapped. "If he feels up to it, of course," she added giving him one more concerned look.




"I surely feel up to helping you, Beth," Landon said softly.  He softened his gaze and added: "But I think I told you that before." Beth smiled softly at Landon. She said nothing, but he figured she knew exactly what he'd meant.




Doyle's horse jerked its head down, pulling hard on the reins in Doyle's hand. He staggered to one side and muttered an inaudible curse. Then he glared at Landon. "I just realized I need to see one of the ranch hands before dinner. About a fence that needs mending," he said abruptly. Doyle mounted his horse, touched the front brim of his Stetson, smiled weakly at Beth, and then rode off.




Waiting until he was well along the trail, Beth spoke: "I don't think he's too happy you're staying."




Landon shrugged. "I'm not surprised. He's done plenty to make me feel unwelcome."




"I don't know why he'd do that,"  Beth said.




"I think I do." Beth narrowed her eyes at Landon. Hesitating a moment, Landon considered what he was about to say to Beth. It was a gamble, but one he was willing to take. "He sees me as a rival."




"Rival?" Beth countered, her brows rising in a line. "For what?"




"For you?" Landon said quietly.




A long silence settled between him and Beth. She gazed into his eyes. Her lashes looked heavy and her lips tightened into a thin line. She seemed momentarily taken aback. Landon told himself he'd been too bold. He'd moved too quickly. 




"I told you, Landon. Doyle is only an employee," Beth insisted.




"Have you told him that?" 




Beth shook her head. "Not in so many words," she replied. "But I'm sure he understands how things are."




Landon shook his head slowly and thrust his fingers into the pockets of his jeans. "That's not how I see it. I've seen how he looks at you when you've got your back turned."




Beth's brows became deep ridges. "Katie said the same thing to me. She said that's why she doesn't like Doyle. She said he has a bad look in his eye."




"But you trust him, right?" Landon asked.




"What was I supposed to do?" Beth retorted. "When I took over the ranch, Doyle was the only one who knew how to do things around here. He had all the ranch hands already set up. He knew the spread like the back of his hand." Beth sighed heavily. "I had no choice but to rely on him."




Landon moved closer to Beth. "But now you do have a choice," he said firmly. Reaching out, he took her hands in his. The feeling of her warm skin was instantly intoxicating. Thankfully, she didn't pull her hands away from him. Instead, her gaze became suddenly more intense. "You have me, Beth," Landon murmured. "I can help you more than Doyle can ever do."




Landon saw the corners of Beth mouth crease with the beginning of a smile. His heart quickened, not just because he was holding her hands, but also because he could see the delight in her eyes. It was good to see her smile, he told himself. Beth had endured so much in recent months that she deserved every moment of happiness she could find. And, Landon told himself he could only begin to hope she would let him provide happiness in her life. And the life of the children.




Landon moved his head closer, inexorably drawn closer. Thoughts of what he should do next drifted into his mind. Temptation flared into life inside him. Instantly recollecting he and Beth were standing in full view of the ranch house, Landon dragged in a deep breath and lifted his head back. He felt as if he'd stepped back from the brink. 




The second he moved his head away from Beth, he saw her brows furrow. Her lips pursed and he wondered if he'd made a mistake. Maybe she'd wanted him to kiss her. Perhaps she felt rejected. 




As if to confirm that thought, Beth gently eased her hands out of his. "I'm happy for you to stay a while longer, Landon," she said. There was a new coolness in her voice. She glanced over toward the ranch house. "If you'll excuse me, I have to help Sally prepare dinner."




She turned abruptly and started to walk toward the house. As he watched her, Landon knew he'd misjudged the situation. Badly. 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN







Beth left the ranch house early next morning before breakfast. She made sure Sally had the breakfast prepared for the children and Landon. Beth wanted to get to work on the spread. Anything to take her mind off what had happened yesterday. Being busy was the best way of keeping thoughts of Landon Baxter out of her mind. Even if she couldn't stop thinking about Landon, she told herself she might, at least, get a chance to figure out where she stood with him.




Beth had dressed in her brown, split riding skirt, calfskin jerkin and riding hat. She rode away from the ranch house soon after the sun rose. It felt good to be on horseback. This summer, she'd learned to ride. And she was riding her favorite horse. A chestnut mare she'd named Lady. Leaning forward, she patted Lady on the side of her strong neck. "Come on, Lady," she murmured as the horse began to pick up speed across the grassland and passing a cluster of low buildings. Soon the horse was pounding hooves against the grassland as Beth guided it toward the south-east of the Circle D. Last night, when he'd returned, Doyle had told Beth that he and some ranch hands had found multiple cuts in the boundary fence over by the south-east. Repairs would be started today. But one thing worried Beth about the location of the damaged fences. That was also where the main body of the herd was located. Cut fences usually meant rustlers at work. Beth needed to know what was going on.




Beth held on tightly to the reins of her horse. It was a beautiful morning. The air was clear and crisp. The sun was shining in an azure blue, cloudless sky. She saw mountains, forests and rivers in the far distance. On days like this she felt she'd made the right decision in taking on the challenge of building a life for herself and the children on the Circle D. 




Her riding ability had improved steadily over the summertime, thanks in part to Doyle's patient instruction. At least she had that to be grateful for, she told herself. She was less grateful for the presumption of Doyle's interest in her. There was no way she and Doyle would ever be able to forge a relationship. Especially if it involved marriage and allowing Doyle to become the father to Max and Katie. Holding onto the reins of her horse, Beth shook her head at the thought of Doyle becoming anything more than a valued employee. Of course she was grateful to him for what he'd done for her and the children. But yesterday had been a turning point for her. Doyle had stepped too far over the line between employee and family member. 




Last night's dinner had been an awkward affair. Landon had been quieter than usual at the kitchen table. And, throughout the meal, Beth hadn't been able to clear her mind of the image of Landon's features close to her. Of the way he'd looked at her. Of how close he'd come to kissing her. Because she was sure he had intended to do just that. However, at the last moment, he'd pulled away. She didn't know what had caused that change of heart. Perhaps he didn't want to pursue that rkind of relationship. Or maybe he'd realized his mistake and had backed off, never to repeat the mistake again. 




All last night, Beth had wondered what it would have been like if Landon had kissed her. She knew it would have melted her heart. The same heart which had been shattered by tragedy this year. She asked herself if she was ready for Landon giving her hope. Asked herself if she was ready to open up her heart to someone like Landon. The conclusion she'd come to had been simple. 




Of course she wanted to be closer to Landon. She'd wanted that ever since she'd seen him at the creek. Ever since he'd stepped forward and protected her. Beth held the reins of the horse tightly as her heart filled with warm sensation. It was the kind of feeling she'd been used to when she'd been a regular attendee at church. It was the feeling of promise and hope. And love? That last thought caught her by surprise.




The Lord had been gracious and generous. He had brought Landon Baxter into her life. She was grateful for that, even if her faith had endured blows in recent times. Landon coming into her life had reawakened hope. And, for that, she was truly grateful.




A short while later, she rode down into a wide valley and found the herd. Five hundred strong, the cattle huddled together, grazing, while the dozen horse-mounted ranch hands attended to them patiently. The lowing sound of cattle drifted on the cool morning air. Beth drew her mount to a halt and gazed at the herd. It was a wondrous sight. She still found it hard to believe that the herd belonged to her. But it did. This would be her life for years to come. And, hopefully, when Max and Katie reached maturity, it would become their life, too.




Beth rode down into the valley and located Doyle. Seeing her arriving, Doyle left the two ranch hands he'd been talking with and rode to Beth. Drawing to a halt, he peered at Beth. "What are you doing here so early?"




Ignoring the presumptuousness of the question, Beth frowned. "I want to see those cuts in the fence."




Doyle's features darkened. "Like I said yesterday. The men will be working on them throughout the day. They've got everything they need to fix the gaps."




"I still want to see what work is involved," she insisted. She wondered why he would even want to prevent her from seeing the work which the fence needed. But that was exactly what he seemed to be doing. 




Admitting defeat, he turned his horse. "Okay. Let's go." He sounded annoyed. But then, that wasn't unusual for Doyle, she told herself. Since Landon had arrived at the Circle D, a day didn't pass without Doyle losing his composure.




Beth rode in silence alongside Doyle for a while. Occasionally he glanced across at her as they rode across the rangeland. Finally, he seemed to reach his limit when it came to holding his tongue. "About yesterday, Beth," he said evenly. "I want to offer you my apologies."




Feeling instantly uneasy, Beth schooled her features. "It's okay, Doyle. There's nothing you need to apologize for."




"But, you see, that's where you're wrong, Beth," Doyle insisted. "I know I was in the wrong. Flying off the handle like that. I was tired. And it'd been a long day."




Beth gave Doyle a stern look. The only excuse he hadn't offered was the fact he couldn't get along with Landon. "It was a misunderstanding. Nothing more than that."




Doyle shrugged and sighed loudly. "You know I only want the best for you and the children, Beth," Doyle pleaded, sounding suddenly emotional.




"I never doubted you did," Beth replied. Realizing Doyle wasn't going to let things go that easily, Beth added: "You've been a great help to us since we came here." She smiled at him. "And I'm truly grateful. I've said that to you before. And I mean it. We couldn't have done all of this without your help."




Those words seemed to pacify Doyle. At least for the moment. He smiled at Beth. "So that means you and I are back on good terms?" he asked.




Beth narrowed her eyes. "We'll always be workmates and the best of friends," she said choosing her words cautiously.




Doyle's features became an unreadable blank for a long moment. Then he turned his head and gazed straight ahead. It was as if he didn't want Beth to get a full view of his expression. Doyle was silent for the remainder of the ride out to the damaged fence. Doyle pointed ahead. "There's where the trouble starts."




Gazing at the line of fencing posts, Beth could see the cuts in the wire. And it wasn't just one gap. She could see multiple gaps in the wire fence all the way out to the eastern edge of the spread. Beth rode alongside the fence until she came to the last visible cut in the wire. Halting, she gazed out past the boundary. A sick feeling twisted in her belly. There could only be one person responsible for this, she told herself. 




Wes Harding.




Beth looked across at Doyle. "One man arranged this," she said abruptly.




Doyle's steady nod told her he knew the name she was about to pronounce next. "There's something else you need to know. I didn't want to tell you back there in front of the men."




"What's that?"




Doyle frowned. "We lost some beeves last night."




Indignation surged inside Beth. "Rustlers?"




"Maybe." Doyle peered down at the grass. Beth followed his gaze and saw evidence of tracks leading through the gap in the fence. Beth groaned with frustration. Evidence of the theft of cattle was clearly visible on the ground around them. 




Beth thought for a moment and then made her decision. "Its time we paid Mr Harding a call," she said. She looked at Doyle. "You're coming with me. We're going to sort this out. Once and for all."




And then she flicked the reins and kicked her mare forward with Doyle riding alongside her. Her next stop would be the Harding ranch.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN







Mid-morning Landon made his way into the kitchen. "How long has Beth been gone?" he asked Sally who was sitting at the table cutting vegetables.




Sally put down the knife and onion. "She left a while ago. Said she was going down to the herd." Sally's brows rose. "Why?"




"I think I'll go see her," Landon replied.




Sally glanced at the bandage on Landon's head. "You sure you're up to it?"




Landon smiled. "I'll be fine."




"Just you take it easy," Sally ordered. "We don't want you breaking that head of yours, again." She grinned. "And I'm sure Beth doesn't want you hurting yourself. I think she's getting used to having you around the Circle D."




Landon felt his face flush with heat. "You think so?"




Sally quirked a brow. "I know so," she joked and then lifted up the onion and started cutting it with the knife. Sally had ended the conversation abruptly, but Landon knew exactly what she'd meant. The truth was, he was getting used to being around Beth. It seemed like that simple fact hadn't gone unnoticed.




Landon bid farewell to Sally and headed out to the stable. He found his own horse in one of the stalls. He spent some time getting the horse saddled. The horse eyed him, as if his presence was reassuring after the days spent cooped up in the stable with the other horses. Landon was ready to be riding again. He'd put on his jeans, plaid shirt and jacket. Popping the Stetson on his head, he led the horse out to the yard. He hadn't been in the saddle since the fall at the creek. For a moment, he paused, holding onto the horse and wondering what would happen once he started riding out across the rangeland. Recalling Doc Clanton's advice, Landon resolved to take things easy to begin with. 




Rising up onto the saddle, he grasped the reins. It felt good to be on top of the horse. Shaking its head, the horse snickered, as if it was glad Landon was back in place. Landon patted the horse on the side of its neck. "Let's go," he murmured.




Then he started to ride out across the rangeland. Last night, from Doyle, Landon had found out where the herd usually resided. He headed for that corner of the ranch. At first the movement of the horse unsettled Landon. Holding tightly onto the reins, he tried to sense whether his balance was still affected. For the first few minutes he didn't notice anything unusual. Maybe, he'd been right when he'd told Beth that he was healed and fully recovered.




However, cresting a ridge at a steady pace, Landon suddenly felt the world shift around him. "Whoa!" he cried out and pulled hard on the reins, drawing the horse to a standstill. 




Fixing his gaze on a distant ridge, Landon felt his head spin. Everything in his view shifted noticeably. Landon groaned and grasped the pommel of the saddle. He grunted with frustration as he waited for everything to settle down. After a few moments, it all returned to normal. Landon dragged in a deep breath. "Looks like I was kidding myself," he told the horse. A few moments later he felt able to resume riding. He thought about what he could say to Beth. Nothing, was the answer to that, he told himself. Beth didn't need to know his troubles. She had enough of her own. For now, he'd keep his continuing need for recovery to himself. If anything, it made the need to remain on the Circle D even more acute.




He rode on for a short while, savoring the wide open country. He'd been cooped up in the big house for too long. A man could go stir-crazy living like that, he reflected. Although having Beth around most of the day made up for the pains of enforced confinement. Gazing out across the spread, Landon concluded that this was fine rangeland. Perfect for grazing. Plenty of space for cattle to roam. There was real promise in the Circle D. Maybe in a few years it might be one of the biggest spreads in these parts. All of that would depend on Beth being able to work the ranch. She'd need help. That was for sure. Even a team of ranch hands might not be enough. She'd need expert guidance if she was to pick up everything she needed to learn quickly enough. Landon smiled to himself as he thought about the prospect of him being the source of that help. Getting closer to Beth was real important to him. If only she'd let him into her world. If only she'd let him into her heart. 




It didn't take long to find the herd. He followed the lowing sound of the cattle and found them in a broad valley. Ranch hands rode amongst the herd. Landon's dizziness had passed so he rode down into the valley with a quickened pace. Drawing up close to the herd he gazed around, looking for Beth but she was nowhere to be seen. Calling over one of the younger ranch hands, and finding that the dark-haired, broad-shouldered man's name was Jack, he asked where she was.




Jack pointed west. "She and Doyle rode off in that direction."




Instantly, Landon felt a jolt of tension race through his body. He straightened in the saddle. "When?"




Jack shrugged. "An hour ago."




Landon drew in a sharp breath. "Did they say why they were heading in that direction?"




Jack shook his head. "I don't know for sure. But it might have to do with the fact that we had some cattle stolen last night."




"How many?" Landon demanded.




"About a dozen. Doyle was real angry this morning," Jack said. "Blamed some of us hands for not fixing the holes in the fences."




"What's over that way?" he asked.




Jack frowned. "Only the Harding spread."




Wes Harding. The name triggered instant anxiety in Landon. The man who had pestered Beth back at the creek. The man who'd been responsible for Landon ending up unconscious by the side of the same creek. A hard knot of unease settled in Landon's gut. He thought for a long moment and then made a decision. "You come with me, Jack. We need to go find out what's happened to Beth and Doyle." Landon spoke with the same tone of authority he was used to using back at the Baxter spread.




Jack nodded, apparently satisfied that Landon knew what he was doing. Then both riders headed out across the rangeland. They were silent as they rode. Wild speculations filled Landon's mind as he rode. Maybe Beth and Doyle had run into rustlers. Perhaps, now that he had her alone, Doyle had acted upon his obvious interest in Beth. Landon hoped, for Doyle's sake, that no harm had come to Beth.




Finally, both riders came to the edge of the spread. Jack pointed to the cut wire of the boundary fencing. They followed the trail of the numerous gaps in the fence until they came to the last one. There, on the grassland, Landon saw recent evidence of cattle being driven through the wide gap between the fencing poles. "Looks like they came this way," Jack suggested.




Landon nodded. "I think you're right," he replied. Gazing across the wide meadow on the other side of the fence, Landon asked: "Is that the Harding spread?"




Jack nodded. "It's about a mile to the ranch house from here."




Landon didn't hesitate. Jerking the reins, he kicked against the side of his horse, driving toward the gap. "Let's go pay a call on Mr Wes Harding," Landon declared.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN







"You took the cattle," Beth exclaimed angrily. "Admit it. You're nothing but a low-down rustler, Harding."




Wes Harding planted his fists against his portly sides and peered straight into Beth's eyes. His face was getting flushed now. For a while he'd managed to maintain his composure. But in the last few minutes he looked like he was beginning to crack. "You ain't got no proof to back up that claim." His voice shook with the beginnings of anger.




Alongside Beth, Doyle took one step closer to Harding. "There were tracks on Circle D land. They led right through the hole in the fence, Mr Harding. Onto your land."




All three of them were standing out in the dusty yard in front of the large, white-fronted, two-story Harding ranch house. Over by the corral, three tall, and menacing-looking ranch hands were watching the argument which had been going on for too long, as far as Beth was concerned. She'd known it would be a risk coming onto Harding land and making serious accusations. However, she'd known there had been no other option. If she let this pass, then she figured more cattle would continue to go missing. Eventually, she'd be left with none.




She and Doyle had arrived a short while ago. They'd been told that Harding wasn't around. That had just been an excuse to make them wait around, Beth told herself. Maybe Harding had hoped Beth would just go back to the Circle D without getting any answers. Well, that wasn't going to happen today, she'd decided.




Beth took a step toward Harding. "Is this how low you're willing to stoop? Stealing my cattle."




"Your cattle?" Harding sneered. He shook his head. "You think you have any chance of making that spread into a proper ranch?"




Beth's eyes flashed with fury. "Why wouldn't I be able to do that? Is it because I'm a woman?"




Harding laughed. "That might have something to do with it," he declared. "Doesn't help that you don't know what you're doing."




Rage swept through her like a tidal wave. Clenching her fists, Beth glared at Harding. "You're lucky I haven't called the law on you."




"What do you mean?"




"After what you did the other day down at the creek," Beth snapped. "Some might say that was assault."




"You've got a lot to learn, little lady," Harding said in a deeply patronizing tone of voice. "You still think you're living in Billings? The law doesn't work the same out here."




"I have a witness," Beth countered.




"That Baxter man?" Harding scoffed. "He couldn't even stay on his horse. I heard he near broke his head in two."




"Lucky for you he didn't die," Beth told Harding. "Otherwise you'd be in front of the judge accused of murder."




Harding's eyes widened. "It wasn't my fault he couldn't hold onto his reins."




"I saw what happened," Beth replied. Pushing her face up to his, she announced: "Nothing would give me more pleasure than to see you taken by the law for attempted murder."




Harding quirked a brow at Beth. "You've been reading too many dime novels, young lady."




Before Beth could say another word, she heard the thundering sound of hoofbeats pounding on the trail leading into the yard of the Harding ranch. Turning, she gasped at what she saw. Landon on horseback! Riding next to him, she recognized Jack one of her ranch hands. What was Landon doing on horseback? And what was he doing here, on the Harding spread?




Landon drew his mount to a halt near the three of them. He dismounted and strode over to Beth. His eyes were narrowed with concern, the ridges of his brows furrowed deeply. Beth saw Harding take one cautious step backward. Over by the corral the three men straightened and their hands drifted down to the pistols at their waists. Beth had a bad feeling about what could happen next.




She went to Landon, taking him by the arm. "What are you doing here?" she demanded.




Landon glanced down at her. His gaze was stern, his features impassive. She hadn't seen him like this before. "Same reason you came, Beth." Landon nodded toward Doyle. The other man's previously calm demeanor had changed. Now he looked as worried as Harding.




"You're trespassing," Harding declared in a voice loud enough for everyone in the yard to hear.




Landon fixed Harding with a steady gaze. "And the men you sent to take Beth's cattle were doing exactly the same, Harding."




Harding's face turned red. "Those kind of accusations could get you into trouble, Baxter." Harding squinted at Landon's Stetson. Beth saw the edge of the bandage just below the line of the hat. "I see you still haven't recovered from your clumsy episode at the creek," Harding added sarcastically.




"Nothing I can't handle," Landon replied in a steady, unwavering voice. 




Beth wanted to know what had driven Landon to take to the saddle and come all the way out to the Harding ranch house. In spite of what he'd told her about feeling fine, she knew it was too soon for him to be riding again. Worry seized her. Had he suffered any dizziness while he'd been riding? It had barely been long enough for him to make a full recovery. But, she could see Landon was determined not to show weakness. Not to Harding. Nor to Doyle.




"You took something that doesn't belong to you," Landon stated. He moved toward Harding. 




Forcing himself not to react, nevertheless Beth saw Harding shake slightly as he watched Landon advance toward him. "You ain't got any proof." Harding drew himself up to his full height but he was still a head shorter than Landon. "Get off my land."




"Or you'll do what?" Landon demanded.




Harding's eyes shifted in the direction of the three men. They started to walk slowly toward their boss. Beth's heartbeat quickened. She glanced at Landon and tugged on his arm. "We can sort this out some other time, Landon."




Harding's features twisted into a sardonic expression. "Landon, is it, now?" He laughed. Glancing at Doyle, Harding added: "It's true what I've been hearing. You two are getting real friendly."




Beth heard Landon grunt. "Harding. You're testing my patience."




"And you're on my land!" Harding barked. This time there was no fake good-humor in the man's voice. Now he sounded genuinely angry. 




The lowing sound of cattle rose on the air. Beth saw Landon turn his head toward the wooden-fenced pen over by the corral. Landon's eyes narrowed. Suddenly he started to stride toward the cattle pen. 




"Where do you think you're going?" Harding demanded, starting to race after Landon. Ignoring Harding, Landon jerked open the gate of the cattle pen and stepped inside. Beth raced across and saw Landon pushing his way through a gathering of about twenty cattle locked inside the pen. 




"Get out of there!" Harding roared. Landon ignored him, continuing his scrutiny of the hides of the cattle. When Harding gestured toward his three men that it was time for them to act, Beth called out. "Landon, watch out!"




The three men stepped into the cattle pen and prepared themselves for action. Beth's throat tightened. She stared wide-eyed at Jack and Doyle, but neither men seemed ready or willing to do anything.




Then Beth heard Landon's triumphant yell. He rested a hand on the back of one of the cows. "Here it is," he declared. "I can see it. The brand has been altered." Landon peered at Harding and smiled. "You've tried to change the brands. But I can see the original Circle D right underneath the fresh brand." Landon gestured at Beth. "Come and see," he suggested.




Beth didn't move. Shaking her head, she made it clear she didn't have to see for herself. She trusted Landon.




Harding looked flustered now. He grunted with frustration. Landon gestured for Doyle and Jack to enter the cattle pen. The men went inside and, for the next few minutes, worked with Landon to identify the cattle whose brands had been altered. They found ten of Beth's cows in the pen.




Landon walked out of the pen and faced Harding. "You know this is serious Harding. I can get the law on you for this." 




"Not you, Baxter," Harding sneered. He turned to Beth. "The owner of the cattle is the only one who can do that." Beth meet Harding stare with a defiant one of her own. Harding turned back to Landon. "Unless you're really trying to tell me you have an interest in the Circle D."




That last comment made Beth's face flush with heat. There was more than one way those words could be interpreted.  "That's my property you have in there," she said firmly and pointed inside the cattle enclosure. 




"We're taking them back where they belong," Landon announced. 




Beth saw Harding's jaw tighten and his shoulders become tense. The man knew there were too many witnesses to what Landon had found. There was nothing he could do. For now. 




"Boys. Let's get those cattle back to the Circle D," Landon instructed. 




While Landon, Doyle and Jack worked to retrieve the cattle from the enclosure, Beth watched Harding carefully. Once the cattle were out in the yard and Beth, Landon, Doyle and Jack had mounted their horses, Beth peered down at Harding and scowled. "You haven't heard the last of this," she stated.




Harding's face was a picture of resentment. But he said nothing as the four riders from the Circle D started to herd the cattle away from the Harding ranch house.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN







Landon knew he was in trouble with Beth when she didn't speak to him for much of the rest of the day. Sure, she had exchanged a few words with him when they'd been taking the cattle back to the Circle D spread. Because of herding the small number of cattle, the journey had been slower than the one Landon and Jack had taken when they'd been riding to the Harding ranch house. Beth had confined her occasional remarks to Landon to the subject of cattle. Once the cattle were back on Circle D land, Beth had ridden off quickly, explaining she had to get back to the ranch house to see the children. Landon had spent some time with the ranch hands. 




The whole time he'd been with the hands, Landon's thoughts had constantly drifted to Beth. He'd seen the way she'd looked at him when he and Jack had ridden onto the yard at the Harding ranch house. There had been consternation in her eyes, as well as a touch of disbelief at what she was witnessing. Landon guessed Beth was angry with him. It was obvious to him that she didn't believe he should have ridden over to Harding's place. Even if it had worked out well, it had been foolish. 




Getting the cattle back from Harding had sent an important message to the rancher. He might think twice about causing trouble at the Circle D.




Later, when Landon did eventually make it back to the ranch house, it was time for dinner. All throughout the meal, Beth was courteous toward Landon. But he'd sensed she was still cool with him. After dinner, when Landon, Beth and the children had spent the early evening time in the parlor, Beth had nodded politely every time Landon had tried to draw her into a conversation. But she'd been very quiet. Butterflies had tumbled in Landon's belly. He didn't like being cut off from Beth.




By the time the children had made their way upstairs to their rooms, Landon was beginning to feel an awful, heavy sensation in his gut. Beth freezing him out was hurting worse than he could have imagined. Over at the Harding place, Landon had figured he'd been doing the right thing. It was in his nature to help out whenever he could. 




Now he wasn't so sure his decision to go the Harding place had been a wise one. Maybe he'd misjudged the whole situation, he concluded as he made his way outside from some fresh, evening air. The night sky was cloudy and the air was noticeably cool. Maybe there would be rain tonight, he told himself. Tucking his hands into the pockets of his jeans, he wandered over to the large cottonwood tree by the side of the ranch house. The same one he'd seen Katie and Beth standing by days before when Katie had ran out of the kitchen.




Landon leaned against the tree and sighed. It had been a long day. A good one in many ways. Except if you included Beth's dissatisfaction with the choices he'd made. He heard the front door to the ranch house open and close. Footsteps sounded on the porch. He saw Beth coming around the corner of the house. She didn't even hesitate when she saw him standing beneath the cottonwood. It was as if she'd made her mind up to find him and to have words with him. Landon readied himself.




"Evening," he said softly as she made her way to his side.




 Beth was dressed in a plain brown cotton gown. Her dark hair tumbled loosely to one side of her head and settled on her shoulder. In the soft light from the ranch house, her skin looked creamy white. Her eyes shone with a bright curiosity as she examined him steadily. He could still see the fire in her gaze which he'd seen earlier. Her jaw was set in a firm line. Her bow-shaped lips pouted. Ripe for kissing, Landon told himself. He felt desire awaken inside him. There was something about the way she was looking at him that triggered a temptation to take her in his arms. Maybe it was time to put words aside. Perhaps he could find another way to show how he felt about her.




Stopping all of those thoughts in their tracks, Beth shifted a hip and planted a hand against her side. Tilting her head, she frowned. "What did you think you were doing today?' she asked quietly.




Landon blinked, peered at Beth, and then he rolled his eyes thoughtfully, trying not to react to her firm tone of voice. "Let me see. I found out you were over at the Harding ranch. I got worried. I rode over there. Stopped a fight from breaking out. And found the cattle that were stolen and then helped bring them back to the Circle D." Landon met Beth's challenging gaze. He quirked a brow and grinned. "Did I leave anything out?"




If he'd hoped his good-humor would defuse the dynamite charge of her anger, he'd been wrong. If anything, his gentle, mocking tone had infuriated her even more. "That's not funny," she declared. "Not funny at all."




Advancing toward him, she lifted her face up to his. Seeing the indignation in her eyes only strengthened his need to hold her in his arms. Miraculously, he managed to restrain himself. "You know why I'm angry at you, don't you," she reiterated.




Landon gazed into her eyes. The time had come to take a different approach. "Because you don't think I should have been riding that horse today?"




Beth nodded emphatically. "I suppose you think you were ready to do that." Her voice was flat and accusing.




"I told you, I felt fine," he reminded her. "I think I'm over the worst."




Beth shook her head. "You and I know that isn't true. Doc Clanton said it might take a few days. Or maybe more." She sighed heavily. "I've seen how pale you can get sometimes. You can't hide the truth from me, Landon." Her voice shook with emotion. 




Landon caught her scent on the evening air. The mixture of sweetness and flowers was instantly intoxicating to him. Once again, he reined in his desire to sweep her into his arms. Giving in partially to the impulse, Landon reached out and gently took hold of Beth's arms. He felt the warmth of her body. She reacted immediately. Gasping quietly, her arms tightened. Lifting her chin, she peered up into his eyes. There was still a challenge in that gaze, he told himself. Now, however, it didn't seem quite so defiant.




"I felt fine," he said casually. Then, determined that he'd never lie to her, he added. "For most of the time I was on the horse, anyway."




Her brows ridged into deep furrows. "What!"




Landon tilted his head and pursed his lips thoughtfully. "There was one time I had to pull the horse up on a ridge. Just to give me a moment to get settled." He shrugged. "I felt funny for a while. After that, I was fine." He drew in a breath and waited for the detonation he knew was inevitable.




Beth's eyes widened and she grunted with frustration. "You're telling me you rode out on a horse without telling me you were going to? And, when you did, you took a tumble?"




"I didn't say I fell off," Landon objected. He gazed pleadingly at Beth. "It was the first time I've been back on the horse since the creek." He shrugged again. "It was nothing."




Beth exhaled a huge, furious gust of air. But, revealingly and encouragingly, she didn't try to move her arms away from his gentle grasp. Beth shook her head violently. "Sometimes, Landon Baxter, I do declare you are the most infuriating man I've ever known."




Landon lifted a brow and smiled at Beth. "And you wouldn't have me be any different. That's what you're really trying to say, isn't it?"




Beth shook her head. "No. That's not what I'm saying, at all. Do you realize how worried I was this afternoon. I was thinking about what might have happened to you when you got on that horse."




"I'm sure the ranch hands would have found me and brought me back to the house," he joked.




"This is no laughing matter," Beth snapped sharply. "I'm being serious, Landon."




He drew in a breath. The scent of the cottonwood leaves mingled with the Beth's aroma. Beth Russell sure was a woman with spirit. He'd seen hints of her feisty nature before. She'd faced down Harding twice. But now was different. Landon knew she was just trying to show how much cared for him. 




His senses swirled, as intensely as they'd done after his fall at the creek. But this was another kind of fall, entirely, he told himself. This must be what it felt like to fall in love. 




He moved his hand up to rest beneath her chin. Her skin was soft to the touch. Lifting her chin up, he gazed into the deep pools of her eyes. He felt as if he could fall into those pools. Lose himself there forever. Landon felt his heartbeat quicken. "I know you were worried, Beth," he murmured. "And I apologize if I made you upset. You're right. It was foolish of me." He narrowed his eyes. "But, you know what? I had to find you. I had to know where you were. I don't know why. I just needed to be with you."




Her features softened and her lashes became suddenly heavy. He knew the moment had come. Heart beating furiously, he lowered his head and kissed Beth.


CHAPTER NINETEEN







Sensation flamed into life as Landon's lips touched hers. Beth gasped as Landon swept her into his arms. He held her gently, with a tender embrace. She curled her arms around his shoulders, hardly able to believe what was happening. Moments before, she'd left the ranch house intending to scold him for acting so recklessly. To make sure he never did anything so foolish again. She'd been angry with him all day. And with every right, as far as she was concerned. Anything could have happened to him today. He could have gotten hurt riding across the Circle D, undoing all the progress of his recovery of the last few days. He could have gotten into a fight over at the Harding ranch.




 However, Landon Baxter had proven one thing to her today. Even in his temporarily weakened state, he could take care of himself. And, just as significantly for Beth, he was willing to take care of her.




And now she was in his arms. Now the tender good-feeling of his kiss was shifting the ground beneath her booted feet. His arms slid around her, drawing her against his strong body. His lips were soft and tender. His breath was sweet and warm. She'd never imagined kissing Landon could be this wonderful. But it was.




Then he lifted his head up, ending the kiss. His eyes were alive with delight. He smiled at her. Doubt filled his eyes. "Beth, I don't know what to say," he murmured. Perhaps he was asking himself if he'd done the wrong thing by kissing her.




Anxious to reassure him, she lifted a finger up to his lips and smiled. "You don't have to say anything." 




He peered intently at her. "Are you still angry with me?" He sounded genuinely concerned.




Beth shook her head and grinned. "I was never angry with you. How could I be upset with you after what you did for me today? For the ranch."




"When I found out you'd gone over the the Harding place, I was worried," he confessed.




"Didn't you think I could handle things myself?" she asked.




Landon grinned. "I knew you'd be able to deal with Harding face to face," he replied. "But he has plenty of thugs working for him. You saw those men with their guns at the ready."




"They wouldn't fire on a woman," she stated, trying to sound confident.




Landon's brows furrowed. "There are some dangerous men out here, Beth. I know because I've had to deal with them over the years."




Beth didn't doubt that Landon had learned how to handle himself. Since he'd come to the Circle D, she'd seen plenty of evidence of his ability to deal with anything which life threw at him.




Landon snuggled up closer to her. "Anyway. Someone has to run this ranch properly," he joked. His features lit up the way they did when he was teasing her. She was starting to get to know his special way of playing these delightful games.




Her eyes widened. Narrowing her eyes, she gave him a pretend angry look. "Watch what you're saying there, rancher," she said. 




"Instead of that, let me kiss you again," he whispered. His head dipped and he kissed her again. This time the kiss was even sweeter than the last one. Landon drew her close to him, holding her in his warm embrace.  For a long moment, Beth felt like the kiss would last forever. When it did end, she shifted free of him and moved to his side leaning her back against the tree trunk. Beth looked at Landon and felt as if she was looking at a new man. Even with his bandaged head, he looked somehow different. Some of the pent up tension she'd observed previously was gone now. The kisses seemed to have washed away doubts.




Beth realized she was probably smiling like someone ten years younger. Loneliness had been a problem ever since she'd moved to the ranch. Of course the children had been the delight of her life. But, from time to time, she'd been aware of a deep longing to have someone by her side. Someone with whom she could share her days. And now, here she was. Right next to a handsome rancher with a heart of gold.




Landon leaned a shoulder against the tree and gazed inquiringly at Beth. "What are you thinking about?"




Beth looked thoughtfully at Landon and wondered just how much she should share with him. Trust had been growing between them at a furious pace ever since she'd brought him to the ranch. And gradually, day by day, they'd both been opening up to one another. Today's events had just served to push them even closer together.




"I was thinking about how we've been brought together like this," she admitted. "A week ago, I'd never have believed this would be possible."




Landon's gaze became thoughtful. "I was thinking the same." He grinned. "The last thing I expected was to fall for a lady rancher."




Beth giggled. "Harding called me a lady."




Landon snuggled closer, peering into Beth's eyes. "Well, this lady rancher put Wes Harding well and truly in his place, didn't she?"




"I think we did," she said. "You and me," she added quickly.




Landon sighed. "I'm used to dealing with his type. Ranching is a tough business." He gave Beth a mischievous look. "As you'll soon discover." Landon turned to peer into the darkness beyond the ranch house. "Men like Wes Harding think they can run roughshod over good people. They believe this land is theirs for the taking. That they can just help themselves, no matter how much misery they create in the process. They believe it all belongs to them." 




Landon shook his head slowly and very firmly. She could sense he was warming to his cause. This was what he truly believed. What he lived with every day. "But it doesn't. This is God's land. It's where He brings His people together. It's where He gives them the chance to build good lives. Create godly families. To find joy and happiness, even though it takes hard work. And faith."




The mention of family and faith caused an involuntary reaction in Beth. A stirring of old emotions. She forced herself to consider Landon's passionately spoken words. "I think you're right. This frontier has so much promise. I've always felt that. Especially every time I look at the children. Whenever I see how happy they can be here." She sighed and wrapped her arms around herself. "We'll never go back to the city again. We can't turn our back on this life. This is where the children will find their future. I'm determined to make sure that happens."




Beth saw Landon smile as he listened to her words. She'd meant every one them. Of course there had been moments in the last few months when doubt had almost overwhelmed her. When her faith had weakened in the face of tremendous hardships. At times, if she was being honest with herself, hope had faded. She'd never forget how awful that had felt. The terrible sense of loss she'd experienced. As if she'd cut herself off from the only power capable of helping her. 




But, now things seemed to have changed. From the moment Landon had come to the ranch, Beth had felt the beginnings of a renewal. She'd been reluctant to admit to herself that Landon was a hope for a new beginning. Maybe she would have to start believing that, she told herself. Especially after what had just happened beneath the branches of this cottonwood.




"You and the children must come into Inspiration more often," he suggested. "There's a community there. Folks are real friendly. And there's a godly character to the town that you won't find anywhere else."




"We will spend more time there," she agreed. "The children need to go to the schoolhouse. And the church, too."




"What about you, Beth?" Landon asked softly. "What do you need?"




The question took her aback for a moment. She hadn't truly thought about her own needs that much. So much of her time had been taken up with ranch business or looking after the children. Her own needs had been tucked away in a quiet corner of her mind. Forgotten amidst the frantic activity of starting a new life. "I'll have to think about an answer to that one, Landon," she said, realizing she sounded suddenly defensive.




Perhaps sensing her reluctance to be drawn, Landon moved closer. "I think I know what you're looking for."




Gazing up into his eyes, she tilted her head. Landon's eyes smoldered with a fresh intensity. "You do?" she breathed.




Landon nodded. "You want whatever will make your life complete. Whatever can fill the emptiness you've felt these last few months."




Beth felt her mouth drop open. She gasped quietly, knowing that what he'd said was the truth. "Isn't that what everyone wants? Fulfillment? So that nothing is missing?"




Landon's eyes narrowed slightly. "And this place can give you that, Beth. If you hold on to it. If you make it your own." He drew in a deep breath. "If you let the Lord guide you."




She knew he was right. Knew that God had brought her to this place. And that He had brought Landon into her life. All she had to do was allow her will to become that of the Lord's. Deep in her heart, she knew she had to pull down the barriers she'd put up after the tragedy. And, there had been times when she'd tried. Maybe Landon had been brought to her so that she could end her struggle. To reach out and accept what God was offering to her.




The air shook suddenly. A flash of lightning lit up the rangeland. Beth heard a soft rumble of distant thunder.  Feeling calm with Landon, Beth hardly reacted to the sound. Whenever she was around him, she felt safe. Raindrops caressed her face. Landon smiled at her. Glancing upwards, she saw rain falling against the leaves of the cottonwood. It was time to go back inside the ranch house. Landon reached out and she took his hand. They both stepped out from beneath cottonwood's canopy of branches. The rain started to fall harder now. 




"Quickly!" Landon exclaimed and sprinted forward.




Holding onto his hand, Beth started to run alongside Landon, heading for the house. Once, her feet slid on the earth, but Landon held on tight to her hand, preventing her from falling. By the time they reached the porch, the rain was falling heavily. They both shook the rain from their hair. Landon took special care with his bandage which had become damp. 




Beth pointed to the bandage. "I'll change that for you inside," she told him.




He quirked a brow. "Now how did I know you were going to say that?" he asked teasingly.




The front door of the ranch house opened and Sally leaned out. Squinting along the darkened porch, she shook her head. "You two better get inside."




Another rumble of thunder shook the air. Beth agreed. It was time to get back into the safety of the ranch house. Then Beth led Landon back into the ranch house.


CHAPTER TWENTY







The next morning, over breakfast at the kitchen table, Sally, seated to his left, looked at Landon and asked: "Is your head feeling better?" Sitting at the head of the table Landon looked to his right. Max gazed questioningly up at the freshly changed bandage. Sitting alongside Max, Katie glanced up from her plate. At the far end of the table, Beth peered expectantly at Landon. Seemed like everyone was real curious about his head, Landon admitted to himself. The only person missing was Doyle. After yesterday, maybe he'd decided to skip breakfast and make an early start.




Touching his head Landon smiled. "Never felt better," he said brightly. Landon saw Beth squint at him carefully. She didn't seem so convinced.




"That's good news," Sally said. "You Baxter boys must be made of strong stuff."




"I'll take that as a compliment," Landon said tentatively.




Sally busied herself with her plate of bacon, biscuits and beans. "You can take it any way you like," she said and glanced at Beth. "Isn't that right, Beth?"




Beth smiled softly at Landon. "I'm sure Landon appreciates the compliment."




"I think we can take that bandage off, this morning," Sally said. "I saw that wound yesterday when we were changing the dressing. It could do with some fresh air around it." Sally peered at Beth. "What do you think, Beth?"




Beth nodded. "I agree," she said and looked evenly at Landon. "Then you won't look like a hospital patient any more," she added. Max and Katie giggled. Beth smiled and Landon knew she'd been teasing him.




Landon felt his face flush red. "You're all going to embarrass me if you keep on like this," he said. Now it was his turn to focus his attention on the delicious-looking breakfast.




"Is it true someone stole some of our cattle?" Max asked excitedly.




"Hush, now, Max," Beth said quickly. "We don't talk about that kind of thing at the breakfast table."




Max looked sheepishly at Landon. Beth caught Landon's eye with a look that told him his co-operation would be appreciated. "We can talk  about that later, Max," Landon said.




Max's disappointment vanished in an instant. Now he had something to look forward to.




"Where's Doyle?" Landon asked Beth. 




"He went out early this morning. He said he was going to make sure the hands finished work on mending the fences," she explained.




"It shouldn't take too long." Landon agreed.




"How do you fix a fence?" Max asked breathlessly.




Landon laughed quietly. "You sure are full of beans this morning, ain't you, Max."




Sally gestured to Max's plate with her fork. "The only beans Max should be interested in are those ones on his plate." Sally turned to Beth. "Ain't that right, Beth."




Beth gazed patiently at Landon. "Landon's right. Maybe you boys can talk ranch business later." Then she added quietly. "It's going to be a long day." 




Maybe Beth understood what Landon was trying to do with Max this morning. Landon had decided that there would be no riding today. Yesterday, Beth had given him that message. Loud and clear. Today, he wanted to make her happy. And that included staying off a horse. Instead, he figured he'd continue his man-to-man talks with Max. Every conversation he'd had with the little boy had merely ignited even more curiosity in Max. This morning was typical. Max seemed to have an endless supply of questions for Landon. 




As he ate breakfast, Landon reflected on what had happened last night over by the cottonwood tree. Everything was different now. The kiss had changed things between himself and Beth. He knew that to be the truth. This morning, preparing breakfast, Landon had hovered around the kitchen, helping out, eager to be close to Beth. Every once in a while, her gaze had drifted to him as he'd sat at the table. And, more than once, that gaze had lingered. Exquisitely so. There was a new look in Beth's eyes this morning. Landon figured he could see affection in her gaze. And, when he looked back at Beth, making sure Sally didn't notice, Landon could feel his own growing affection for Beth. 




Last night, his heart had been fit to burst when he'd kissed Beth. Landon had never known a feeling like it. An inexpressible joy had seized him when he'd embraced Beth. And, judging by the way she was acting around him this morning, he figured she was feeling the same way. He hoped so. Landon knew he was new to the ways of courting. All his previous attempts, over at Inspiration, had been faltering and awkward. None had resulted in anything more than polite friendship. But, what he was experiencing with Beth was something entirely different. And he knew it. 




When Landon had awakened this morning, one question had come immediately to mind. Now that he'd shown Beth how he felt for her, what could he do about it?




After breakfast, Landon and Max went out onto the porch and took their favorite place on the wooden bench. For a while, Landon and Max talked about ranch things. Max had an insatiable curiosity about how the ranch was run. Landon figured that, once Max was grown up, he'd be an expert in ranching. Landon tried to answer every one of Max's questions as honestly as he could. At the same time, he wanted to encourage Max. 




Landon still recalled what it had been like when he and his family had taken over the Baxter spread near Inspiration. It had been a new life for them all. Their father had taken a chance buying the spread. But it had been their father's dream to own a ranch. And, with three grown-up sons and one daughter, Nathaniel Baxter had reckoned the time had been right for his family to start their new life. There had been hard times. Even times, during harsh winters and problems with rustlers and diseased cattle, when it had seemed the ranch would never become a going concern. But, with the family's rock-solid faith in the Lord and plenty of hard work, they'd fought their way to the position they enjoyed now. The Baxter ranch was a solid proposition and would remain so for years to come.




So, it was only common sense that Landon should feel like he wanted to share as much of his experience with the future owner of the Circle D. There would come a time when Beth would want to step aside and let Max take over. Landon was sure of it. But, that time was years in the future. For now, Max was only starting out. He still had plenty to learn.




After they'd been talking ranch stuff for a while, Landon noticed Max become unusually quiet. Landon let the boy have his time. Maybe he'd ran out of questions to ask. Then, Max peered up at Landon. Gazing down at the boy, Landon was shocked to see moistness in the boy's eyes. It was then that he knew Max was going to talk about something entirely different.




"Can I ask you something, Landon?" Max said quietly.




"Sure you can."




"Did ma tell you about my real pa and ma?" Max asked, sounding suddenly very young and very small.




Landon felt an ache in his heart. He rested a hand across Max's shoulder. "She did."




Max's eyes widened. There were definitely tears in those eyes, Landon told himself. He felt his throat tighten with emotion. This wasn't going to be easy. 




Max clasped his hands together tightly and looked down at his fingers. "I miss my pa and my ma," he said in a soft voice. Something clutched at Landon's heart. He paused for a moment, trying to compose himself.




"I'm sure you do, Max," Landon reassured him. "It's only natural." Drawing Max closer to him, Landon sighed. When he spoke, it was in a low voice, filled with sincerity. "I think you and your sister, Katie are real brave. You know that, don't you?"




Max lifted his chin and looked at Landon. "You think so?"




Landon gave Max a serious look. The kind of look you gave someone when you wanted them to know you were being honest. "And I'm sure your pa and your ma are real proud of you and your sister."




Max's brows lifted. "Are they in heaven?" His voice was suddenly filled with wonder. It was such a huge question. But there was only one answer Landon could give Max. The one he believed with all his heart.




 Landon nodded emphatically. "I'm sure they are. And they will be looking down on you every day from now on. Seeing everything you do and smiling with joy and pride."




Max gasped quietly and his eyes brightened. Color flooded his cheeks. Landon could see what such a thought meant to the little boy. Landon cleared his throat, sensing he was about to choke up. He lifted his chin and gazed out across the yard to the rangeland beyond. "Beth is your ma, now. And she's done an amazing job bringing you and Katie out to this beautiful place." He glanced down at Max and saw the boy watching him intently. Listening to every word. "I know you love Beth. I've seen it in your eyes. And those of your sister. You know Beth will do anything it takes to make sure you both are happy and safe." Landon tugged gently on Max's shoulder. "You know I'm speaking the truth, don't you?"




Max smiled. "Katie and I love Beth. We know she loves us, too."




"You hold onto that," Landon told Max. "Love is all that matters in this world.




Max nodded. Landon hoped he hadn't made things too complicated for Max. He'd simply tried to put himself in Max's shoes and think what he would have liked someone to tell him at this difficult time. Landon felt deeply for the boy. Losing parents in a tragedy was about the worst thing Landon could think of. 




Landon mussed Max's hair. "You know something?" he said to the boy who grinned up at him. "You're going to make a fantastic rancher." Landon quirked at brow. "When you're all grown-up, of course."




Max giggled. "Mama said the same thing to me."




"Well, she's right."




The front door of the ranch house opened. Beth strode out onto the porch. She had changed clothes. Now she was dressed in a gray split riding shirt, tightly fitting beige jacket and riding boots. She was carrying a wide-brimmed hat and looked ready for a day's work. Seeing Landon and Max sitting on the bench, she paused. "You boys still talking ranch stuff?"




Landon stood and smiled down at Max. "We're only just getting started." Smiling at Max, he added: "Ain't that right, Max?"




Max nodded. Landon went across to Beth. "You going somewhere?"




She furrowed her brows and then grinned. "I do have a ranch to run. In case you hadn't noticed."




"Oh, I noticed," Landon replied. Running his gaze down and back up her petite physique, he added: "Anyone ever tell you that you look good in that kind of outfit?"




She blushed. "No-one recently." 




Thrusting his hands into the pockets of his jeans, Landon sighed appreciatively. "Well you do, Miss Russell," he said in a good-humored tone of voice. "You need some help, today?" he asked hopefully.




Beth shook her head. "What did I tell you last night?"




Leaning closer, he murmured. "You told me a whole lot of things. As far as I recall," he said. He saw he was getting good at making her blush.




"You're not riding today," she told him. "And that's an order."




Landon's brows lifted. "Yes, ma'am," he agreed ironically. Turning back to Max, he said: "Max and I have got plenty we can be doing."




"Then I'll see you later," Beth said. He watched her step off the porch and onto the dusty yard. She made her way to the stable. He desperately wanted to follow her. He wanted to get on his horse and ride alongside her across the rangeland. He wanted to spend the whole day getting to know her better. But he knew none of that would be happening. He decided he could just about wait until tomorrow. Or the day after. He'd already made his mind up he was going to remain on the ranch. For at least as long as she would let him stay. There was no sense in walking away from a woman like Beth Russell.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE







Beth returned to the ranch house just before lunchtime. Riding into the yard, she saw a carriage in front of the big house. Wondering who was paying a visit, she settled her horse in the stable stall and made her way into the house. As she walked into the hallway, she heard voices coming from the parlor. One familiar. And one female voice which was much less recognizable. The familiar male voice spoke loudly. "Of course that is the way of the Lord," he said.




Beth heard Landon laugh quietly and agree. Beth hesitated. What was Pastor Joseph doing on the Circle D? Because it was the pastor's voice she had just heard. Pulling back her shoulders, Beth smiled and walked into the parlor. Landon was seated by the fireplace. On the sofa sat Pastor Joseph who, every day of the year, attended to the congregation in the only church in Inspiration. Next to the pastor sat a young woman. It was the schoolteacher from Inspiration. 




The pastor turned and saw Beth standing at the parlor doorway. He stood and walked around the sofa. "Miss Russell. How lovely to see you."




"Pastor Joseph," Beth said softly. "What a surprise. I didn't expect you'd come all the way out here to the Circle D. What brings you here?"




Pastor Joseph was dressed in a black suit and white shirt. Being tall and rather gaunt, he tended to stoop slightly. Beneath the parlor's low ceiling, his stoop was even more pronounced. "I come here on an important mission, Beth," he announced. His eyes shone brightly and he smiled. "But, then again, I believe all my trips outside the town are guided by His hand."




"Oh," was all Beth could say. "I'm sure you're right, Pastor Joseph." She peered across at Landon seeking some kind of explanation for the pastor's presence. There was none forthcoming.




Beth made her way to the sofa. "Miss Chalmers," she said to the pretty young woman dressed in white cotton dress. "How nice of you to come." Miss Celia Chalmers was the recently appointed schoolteacher in town. Beth had previously met with Miss Chalmers to discuss the possibility of Max and Katie attending the school. Even though it was a three hour ride from the Circle D, Beth believed it would be possible for the children to attend, if only for part of the school day.




"Did Sally offer you all coffee?" Beth asked.




As if she'd heard the question Sally strode into the parlor, carrying a tray with coffee cups, silver pot and cakes. "Seems like you arrived just in time, Beth," Sally commented, putting the tray down on a side table. "I'll get another cup for you."




"Thank you, Sally," Beth said as she watched Pastor Joseph take his place back on the sofa next to Miss Chalmers. "Where are the children?" Beth asked Sally.




"In their room," Sally replied. "I told them to wait there until Miss Chalmers is ready to see them."




Beth glanced at Miss Chalmers. "You want to see the children?"




Miss Chalmers smiled evenly. "I thought you and I could talk about what kind of teaching could be done with Max and Katie while they're here on the ranch."




"I already do my best with them," Beth said. "I have some books and materials I can use. I try to make as much time as I can for their studies."




"And I'm sure what you do is perfectly fine," Miss Chalmers observed. She glanced at Pastor Joseph. "The pastor thought it might be advantageous for me to pay a visit. He was coming out today, and he suggested I accompany him. Talk with you and meet the children. Then we can try to arrange when they might come to school. And what could be done for them on those days when they cannot attend. The ranch is such a long distance from Inspiration." Miss Chalmers ran her gaze around the parlor and then looked out the window to the yard. "You have a wonderful place here, Beth," she said. "It's a perfect place for two children to grow up. As long as they receive some kind of instructions. I don't want them to miss out. Lessons are an important part of growing up."




"Indeed they are," the pastor agreed. "I like to hope that my own lessons in church stay with each member of my congregation for a very long time."




"I can vouch for that," Landon said. "I recall one particular lesson earlier this year. It made quite an impact on my brother, Kyle. It turned his life around. And it brought him back to the faith."




"I'm glad to hear it," the pastor said, visibly pleased. "The Lord speaks and we listen." Pastor Joseph looked knowingly at Beth. "If we choose to open our hearts, of course," he added. She wondered why he'd seemed to address that last comment to her.




The chat continued for a while. The pastor gave everyone a summary of what had been going on with the church in recent months. He talked about the continuing improvements being made to the church courtesy of the contributions made by Dominick Flint. Beth had heard Landon talking about Flint. His daughter, Veronica had recently married Landon's brother, Kyle. The pastor was excited about the impending arrival by train delivery of a brand new organ. It would bring glorious music to the church. The pastor's enthusiasm brightened Beth's spirits. She wondered how often he'd made such a long journey to visit members of his congregation. Thinking about her infrequent attendance, Beth told herself she could hardly be described as a proper member of the congregation. Perhaps that had been the real reason for Pastor Joseph's visit. He wanted to encourage her to come to church on Sundays. At least while the weather made it feasible. Of course, during the winter months, religious obligations would be met at home. With a Bible and hymns and readings from Scripture. But that was no substitution for attending church. Being around others who loved the Lord was a tonic like no other, Beth reflected.




Once they'd finished coffee, Miss Chalmers asked to meet the children. Sally fetched them and Miss Chalmers proceeded to make quite a fuss over them. All of which delighted the children and Beth. Miss Chalmers spoke with the children for a long while, asking them what their favorite subjects were. And which ones they found the hardest. Miss Chalmers involved Beth in what she knew was an informal assessment. Finally she finished asking questions and indicated she'd like to speak with Beth privately. The children went outside while everyone else remained in the parlor. Landon spoke quietly with the pastor. Every once in a while, Landon glanced across at Beth while Miss Chalmers outlined suggestions for home lessons. She also promised to send some teaching materials to the house. It all sounded reasonable to Beth. She desperately wanted the children to have the best. Education and worship were essential parts of growing up.




Then Miss Chalmers calmly stated she would be pleased to see the children in school three days a week, starting the following Monday. Beth was taken aback. She hadn't expected this, let alone planned for the children to be taken into Inspiration so often. Knowing the journey was long, Miss Chalmers told Beth that the children would attend between ten o'clock and two o'clock. That would give them time to travel into town and then time enough to return to the Circle D. 




"It will be good for the children to meet others of their age," Miss Chalmers declared. 




"Of course, I agree," Beth said. "We'll just have to be careful they don't get tired with the long journey. They've both been through a great deal over the last few months. I'm sure you understand."




Miss Chalmers laid a gentle hand on Beth's arm. "I will do everything in my power to make it a good experience for them." She smiled. "Just think. Max and Katie will have new friends. That will be something quite encouraging for them."




Beth nodded. "I'm sure it will be," she agreed.




As if sensing her conversation with the schoolteacher had come to an end, Pastor Joseph called out: "Miss Russell. Might I have a private word with you? Perhaps outside in the lovely September sunshine."




Beth agreed and led the pastor outside. From the porch, Beth could see Max and Katie over by the cottonwood tree. Giggling loudly, they were chasing each other around the thick tree trunk. The sound of their laughter echoed in the cool afternoon air. They were far enough away that they wouldn't be able to hear anything the pastor might say to her. The pastor gazed at the children and smiled with obvious delight. Through the parlor window, Beth could see Landon chatting with Miss Chalmers.




"I shall come straight to the point, Miss Russell. Miss Lauren Baxter informed me of your situation," the pastor began. "That is what prompted me to make my visit."




"She did?" Beth replied. Lauren had obviously taken upon herself to help. She'd said as much before she'd left with her husband, Gabe. 




Pastor Joseph nodded thoughtfully. "I am aware of the terrible tragedy which took place." Glancing toward the tree, he added: "It is sometimes difficult to understand why the Lord takes people when they are so young."




"My brother and his wife were in their twenties, pastor," Beth said. "They had barely begun to build their lives. They had so much to look forward to."




"But the Lord was generous," the pastor said. "He gave your brother and his wife two beautiful children. Twins." He sighed softly. "That was a blessing. Was it not?"




Beth sensed where the pastor might be going with the conversation. He had come to the Circle D to try and console her. To provide solace to her and the children. To help her see all the blessings which God had bestowed upon her. And probably to invite her back to his congregation. 




Pastor Joseph eyed Beth carefully. "I sense that your faith has been challenged by all of this. Am I right?"




Beth nodded. "You know I've brought the children to church as often as I can."




"I have observed that," he replied nodding slowly. The pastor lifted a brow, adding nothing to his simple statement. It was probably as far as he would go to show any kind of judgment. "What would their parents have wanted you to do?"




"They would have wanted me to bring the twins up with as strong a faith in God as possible," she declared, knowing it was the truth.




The pastor smiled, clearly satisfied with her answer. "And you, Beth?" 




"What about me, pastor?" she asked.




"What do you intend to do to renew your own faith?"




Beth frowned. "Did I say I had lost my faith?"




The pastor shook his head. "Not in so many words," he said. "But I can tell when someone's faith has been put to the test. And I believe that God has provided you with a very great test, indeed."




Beth sighed. "Is it that obvious?"




Pastor Joseph lowered his head. From beneath ridged brows, he examined Beth for a long moment. "He has given you great strength, Miss Russell." He made a sweeping gesture with his hand. "Without His grace, none of this would have come to pass. His love is boundless, but it is our place to offer up our will to Him. Every day. To follow him, no matter what vales of tears we pass through. Only if we do that, can we truly be assured of His love."




"You say I am being tested," Beth stated. The pastor nodded and remained silent for the moment. "Do you believe I have the strength to do what the Lord wants me to do? Because there have been times this year when I've felt terrible doubts. About my own ability to persevere."




"You have fought the good fight, so far," the pastor said quietly. "Have you not?"




Beth nodded. "I've done all I can. But it never seems to be enough. I don't always believe I have the strength."




"He will give you that strength, Beth. If you put your faith in Him. If you return to Him with your whole heart, mind and will." The pastor narrowed his eyes. "Do you pray, Beth?"




Guilt flooded through Beth. She knew she had to tell the truth. "Not as much as I used to." Saying those words to the pastor's face made her feel the full weight of what she'd done. After the tragedy, she had started to turn away from God. Not in some dramatic fashion. But gradually, step by step. Moment by moment, she had kept her mind from the Lord. And now she realized what she'd had always secretly known. That she had come close to making a terrible mistake. Not just for herself, but also for the children.




Seeing her distress, Pastor Joseph laid a gentle hand on her shoulder. "Take consolation from the truth, Beth. The Lord has led you back to Him. He has surrounded you with good people. Place your trust in those people. All of them."




Beth gazed into the pastor's eyes and saw the compassion in them. "I will."




"And pray, Beth," he said softly. "Do that and everything will begin to change."




The conversation had had a profound impact on Beth. For the short while during which the pastor and Miss Chalmers readied themselves to leave, Beth felt as if her world had been changed. She was glad the pastor had come. Before he left, she gave him her word that she and the children would attend the church on the coming weekend.




Standing in the yard, she watched the pastor's carriage trundle down the trail away from the ranch house. Alongside her stood Landon. He didn't say anything to her until she turned and started to make her way toward the ranch house. There was a dinner to prepare. Her mind was filled with a bewildering mixture of thoughts. She needed some time before she could talk to Landon. Hoping he would understand, she turned to him. "I'll speak to you later, Landon," she told him.




Landon nodded and said nothing as she turned and headed for the house.





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO







After dinner, Landon went out to the porch and sat down on the wooden seat. He gazed up at the darkening sky. The sun was setting behind the distant mountains. The night air had a chill in it, but it felt good to be outside instead of being cooped up in his room. Landon ran his fingers through his hair. The bandage had been removed, just like Sally had promised. The wound was healing nicely. He'd seen it in the mirror in his room. In a week or two it wouldn't even be noticeable. His long hair covered the wound. For the first time in days, Landon felt like himself.




Throughout the dinner, Beth had been silent. The children had acted in their usual spirited fashion, clearly oblivious to Beth's contemplative mood. Sally had done her best to keep the children from making demands on Beth. Doyle had been absent from the table. Landon was happy about that. But, every time he'd glanced at Beth's pensive features, Landon had felt a growing unease. It was clear she'd reached some kind of important understanding. 




Landon wondered what the pastor had said to Beth during his afternoon visit. He was pleased Gabe's wife, Lauren, had taken it upon herself to ask the pastor to pay a call. Lauren was always thinking about how she could help people. Landon figured Beth might have benefitted from Pastor Joseph's inexhaustible store of knowledge. Landon had spoken with Miss Chalmers, the schoolteacher. He knew her through his brother-in-law's nephew, Ryan, who attended the schoolhouse during the week. She seemed a level-headed and intelligent young woman. And she was someone who clearly took the education of children very seriously. Landon had no doubt that, once they went to school, Max and Katie would do well.




The door opened and Beth stepped out onto the porch. Landon straightened immediately, feeling his heart quicken. He was glad to see her. "Beth. Come on over here." He patted the empty space on the bench. "Sit next to me."




Beth didn't refuse his offer. She folded her arms and walked across to him. She paused a moment and looked down at him. "Can I talk to you about something?"




 "Sure."




Beth sat down next to him. She didn't hesitate before starting to speak. "I was talking with the pastor, this afternoon."




Landon nodded. "Was it helpful?"




Beth looked at Landon and tilted her head. "It was more than that. Much more." Beth sighed. "I've done some things I knew weren't right."




Landon peered at Beth, amazed she'd say such a thing. "And a whole lot of things some people would never think of doing. Like taking on this ranch and bringing up the twins." He lifted a disbelieving brow. "Did you forget about all that?"




Beth smiled meekly. "I know what you've said is true. And that's all well and good. But I'm talking about something much more serious." She planted her hands in her lap and sighed heavily. "I've kept the children away from church." She uttered the words with a heavy voice. "I feel so guilty about that," she groaned. Landon instantly knew how much pain she was feeling.




Twisting in the seat, Landon faced her and rested his arm against the back of the bench. Beth wasn't looking at him. She was staring out across the yard. Her lower lip was full and her brows furrowed into deep ridges. There was definitely pain there, Landon told himself. "What did Pastor Joseph say about that?"




"He was kind. Told me he understood the difficulties I've been under." Beth shook her head. "But I could tell he wants so much more for us. He asked me to bring the children to church this weekend."




"He did?"




Beth turned and faced him. Landon could see the moistness in her eyes. They were wide with a pleading expression. She hadn't just come out here to talk with him. She'd come out to open up to him. To bare a part of herself which she'd kept hidden since he'd arrived at the Circle D. He figured she was feeling more than just the hurt of not attending church as much as she would have wanted. Some of the pain of the last few months was coming to the surface. And he knew the time had come for him to help her heal.




Drawing closer to Beth, Landon murmured: "Tell me what you're feeling, Beth. I want to know."




Beth gazed into Landon's eyes. "You do?"




Landon nodded once and met her steady gaze. "I'm here for you, Beth. I ain't going anywhere anytime soon."




Her mouth opened slightly. Beth's full lips were moist and, for a moment, his attention was fixed upon them. But this wasn't the moment for sharing a kiss with Beth. She needed him for more than that. Had she understood what he'd meant by telling her he'd decided he'd remain on the Circle D? What it meant for them both? 




Beth glance down, her lashes heavy. "I'm not sure I'm strong enough for all of this, Landon," she said in a quiet voice.




Reaching across, he placed the tips of his fingers beneath her chin and gently moved her head so she was looking straight at him. "You're the strongest woman I've ever met," he murmured. "Look at what you've done. You've given a home to those twins. A chance of a future. You couldn't have done that if you'd lacked courage and strength."




The corner of Beth's mouth creased with the beginnings of a smile. But he saw he still had plenty to do to convince her. "Those are kind words," she murmured.




Landon's jaw tightened. "I mean everything I say, Beth. I won't lie to you. Ever."




Once again he saw emotion stir in her eyes. "I want to do what's best for Max and Katie. I truly do."




"That's why Pastor Joseph and Miss Chalmers came all the way out here today," he said. "They know how hard it has been for you. And they want to do all they can to help. Surely you can see that, Beth."




"It was a kind gesture on their part."




"More than that," Landon objected. "They're determined to make sure you and the children become a part of the community." He lowered his hand from her chin and curled his fingers around her hands resting in her lap. "You and the children belong in Inspiration. Not out here, in the middle of nowhere. Sure, you can work the ranch. Build it all up. That's for the future. But, you need to be a part of the life folks are making in town. There's so much you can enjoy. So much that will make your life and the lives of the children better." He knew it had been a passionate defense of town life. He'd meant every word he'd said. He believed in Inspiration. "I've seen what the town has given people. How it has made their lives better," Landon continued.




"Are you suggesting I've been hiding out here, on the ranch?" she asked tentatively.




Landon shook his head. "You and the children have been through so much, it's no wonder you felt reluctant to make yourself a part of the town." He narrowed his eyes. "Maybe the time has come for you to start something new."




"The pastor thinks we belong in the church," Beth said. 




"That's what he wants for every living soul in these parts," Landon agreed. "You and I know not everyone accepts the Lord. Some men and women are just determined to turn their backs on Him. That's their free choice." Landon gaze intently at Beth. "But I'm sure it isn't the choice you've made."




Beth shook her head. "I've never really turned away from Him."




"I know you haven't," Landon said. "And I know you never will."




She seemed calmer now. Beth smiled softly at Landon. "You understand me, don't you." Tilting her head, she added: "You really do."




Landon's heart warmed as he listened to her words. A thought drifted into his mind. For a moment, he hesitated before saying it out loud. But then it seemed like the most natural thing in the world for him to say. "I understand you, Beth Russell. But there's more than that. I feel a whole lot about you, too. I showed you how I felt over by that cottonwood tree. If anything, my feelings are even stronger today."




Landon saw her swallow. Her cheeks flushed pink and her lashes looked suddenly heavy as she lowered her gaze away from him. A soft wind blew in from the rangeland, casting her scent across him. As before, the exquisite aroma made his senses swirl.




Lifting her gaze to him, she spoke quietly: "And I have feelings for you, Landon." Landon's breath hitched in his chest. Before he had a chance to respond, she lifted her hand, forcing him to wait. "I can't deny these past few days have been real special to me. Having you around has meant a lot. To me and to the children."




Landon felt a burning need to say something else. He wanted to make a declaration which had been on his mind since yesterday. He wanted to take one more step closer to claiming Beth's heart. But, right now, he figured Beth had more than enough to deal with. She was feeling vulnerable, having been through so much. It wasn't the right time for those words. But the moment would come soon. He was sure of it because she'd just given him hope. 




For a moment which seemed to stretch forever, Landon gazed into Beth's eyes. His heart was pounding and his mind was racing. He wanted this moment to never end. Bu he could see she was tired. 




Beth stood quickly. "Thank you, Landon. You've helped me see things more clearly. I know what I must do."




Standing he faced her. "You do?"




Glancing at the side of his head where the wound was, she said: "Do you figure you're fit to travel?"




Landon grinned. "Of course I do. I've been telling you that for days."




She quirked a brow at him. "I know. But I wasn't sure. Until now, that is." She held her hands at her middle and regarded him carefully. "Do you think you could accompany me and the children to the church on Sunday?"




Landon felt his spirits leap. "Do I?" he exclaimed. "Why, sure. It would be a great honor."




Beth smiled. "Then that's settled. We can leave early on Sunday morning. We might need to use the buckboard."




"The ranch trail is in good condition," Landon said shaking his head. "The carriage should manage the journey easily enough. And the weather looks like it's holding up for the next couple of days."




"Do you think so?" 




Landon nodded. "It shouldn't be a problem." He lifted his brows. "Does this mean you want me to help around the ranch? I mean, tomorrow is Friday. It's still a working day."




Beth looked at him skeptically. Her lips pouted as she considered his suggestion. She nodded. "Okay. I'm sure I can find work for you to do."




Landon felt a surge of energy course through his body. Things were definitely looking up, he told himself. Beth dipped her head. "Goodnight," she said and gave him one last, parting smile as she turned around and headed for the ranch house door.




Once she'd closed the door behind her, Landon fought hard to contain the joy he felt. The prospect of himself and Beth and the children going to town together filled him with delight. It would be an important day for all of them. It would be a true return to the Lord for Beth. It would be the beginning of something wonderful for Max and Katie. 




Landon felt a warm sensation in his middle as he considered what it  would mean for himself and Beth, It would be the first time Landon would show the good folk of Inspiration that himself and Beth were stepping out together and that they both had feelings for each other. 




Sunday promised to be a wondrous day.





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE







Friday morning, soon after breakfast, Beth was looking out the kitchen window and saw Jack, the ranch hand who'd ridden with Landon to the Harding spread, drawing his horse to a halt in front of the ranch house. The young ranch hand looked worried about something as he dismounted. Beth went out onto the porch and met Jack. "What's wrong?" she asked him.




Jack held his wide-brimmed hat in one hand. His face was flushed as if he'd been riding fast. "Got something important to tell you, ma'am," he said breathlessly.




From inside the ranch house, Landon stepped out onto the porch. Beth saw Landon frown when he saw Jack. "Is something wrong?" Landon asked.




Jack glanced from Beth to Landon. "There's a problem with the herd."




Landon strode up and stood beside Beth. "What kind of a problem?" he asked.




Jack hesitated, almost as if he was scared to say what it was. "Tick fever." 




Beth heard Landon groan. "No!" 




"This morning, we noticed some of the cattle weren't acting right," Jack said. "Doyle took a closer look. Told us some of the herd is coming down with it."




"What's tick fever?" Beth asked, looking up into Landon's concerned features.




"It's serious," Landon replied.




Drawing in a sharp breath, Beth turned to face Landon. "If it's going to affect my cattle, I need to know what it is."




She saw Landon and Jack exchange looks. "It's a disease of cattle which can destroy a herd," Landon explained.




Beth gasped. "Destroy? How did they get it?"




"It's carried by a parasite," Landon explained. "A tick passed between the animals. All it needs is one of the cattle to be infected. Then they can all get it."




"Can they die from that?" Beth asked urgently, feeling panic well up inside her.




Landon's brows furrowed. He nodded. "They can. Before they do, they can get real sick and infect every other member of the herd."




Beth's chest tightened. "You're saying I could lose my entire herd?"




Landon sighed loudly and thrust his hands against his hips. He nodded, and said nothing more. From the worry in Landon's eyes, she could tell this might be a catastrophe for the Circle D.




"Isn't there anything we can do to stop it?" Beth asked. "Can't we clean the ticks off the cattle."




Landon's jaw tightened. He thought for a moment and then peered at Beth. She prepared herself to hear a harsh truth. Maybe this was the end of the cattle on the Circle D. Instead, he nodded. "There is one way to treat the cattle. We can only hope we've caught this early. Before it gets out of control. We had this problem a couple of years ago over at the Baxter ranch. We dealt with it then. And, luckily, we got it under control."




"How did you do that?" Beth asked.




"Oil and water," Landon stated. 




Beth frowned at Landon. "How does that work?"




Landon drew in a deep breath. "We dig a pit deep enough for the cattle to go into. Then we fill it with water and a layer oil. The cattle have to be forced to submerge themselves up to their necks. That'll take every ranch hand we have. Hopefully, that'll get rid of the ticks. And stop us from losing the whole herd."




When she heard the way he'd referred to the herd belonging to them, Beth thought it was a hint that Landon was beginning to consider the Circle D as more than just a place for him to recover. She ignored the remark though. For the moment, the cattle were the real problem.




"Where do we get the oil?" Beth asked.




"I'm assuming you don't have any on the ranch," Landon said.




Beth shook her head. "I've had no call to have such a thing."




"Well now we do," Landon declared. "Jack. Take a buckboard and go into town with another of the ranch hands. The mercantile should have some oil. Buy as much as you can and get back here pronto." Landon peered at Jack. "Have you seen this done before?"




Jack shook his head. "I ain't be ranching long enough, Landon," he explained.




"Get as much oil as you can stack on to the back of the buckboard. Murchison at the mercantile usually keeps some." 




Arrangement were made regarding payment, and then Jack rode off to get one of the ranch hands to go with him.




"It'll take him hours to go there and get back here," Beth observed.




Landon sighed with obvious frustration. "I know. But we've got no choice. In the meantime, I'll get the men to dig the pits. We'll need more than one. And they'll need to be near the river, so we can have enough water for dipping the cattle." Landon started to roll up the sleeves of his plaid shirt. She could tell he meant business.




Beth laid a hand on Landon's arm. Gazing up into his eyes, she asked: "You don't think we're going to lose the entire herd, do you?"




Landon's eyes narrowed. "I told you before, I won't lie to you, Beth. And I'm not going to start now." His features became grim. She felt her heart sinking. "This is serious. And I'm not promising I can fix this for you. But, I'll do all I can." He glanced toward the stable. "I need to get down to the herd. See what's going on."




"I'm coming with you," Beth stated.




He smiled at her. "Of course you are. You can keep me company so I can get used to being back on the saddle of my horse."




Beth knew this wasn't the right time for herself and Landon to be playing the kind of games they'd been playing with one another over the last couple of days. But, his smile was so appealing, so attractive, that she found it impossible to drag her attention away from him. Even though she knew this was a serious crisis, at least she had Landon to rely on. 




They readied the horses and led them out of the stable. Landon lifted himself up onto the horse and watched Beth as she mounted her horse. "Ready?" she asked him.




He lifted his head and peered out across the rangeland. She told herself he looked wonderful, sitting there atop his own horse. He looked like he belonged there. He looked well, this morning. His face had good color, flushed pink with health and vitality. His posture was firm and upright as he grasped hold of the reins. Landon looked like a changed man, today, she told herself. And now he had a purpose. One he knew and understood. Maybe their conversation the previous night had lifted his spirits.




They started out across the rangeland. For a while, Beth was silent, enjoying the simple act of riding alongside Landon. She was pleased to see that he'd been telling her the truth. He was feeling better. After a few minutes riding, she concluded that Landon was completely recovered. There had been no sign of him losing his balance as they'd made their way across the undulating slopes of the grassy rangeland.




For the first time since Landon had arrived, Beth felt as if she was seeing Landon as he truly was. He was a rancher, through and through. Listening to him back at the ranch, she'd realized how experienced he was when it came to dealing with ranch business. Thoughts drifted into her mind as she held her course alongside Landon. What would it be like to have Landon beside her every day? What would it be like to share her life with him on the Circle D? Another, even more shocking thought seized her mind. What would it be like to be his wife? And to share her life as a mother with Landon as father to the twins. 




Glancing across at Landon, she saw a powerful, confident man. One who was used to this kind of life. But he was much more than that. He was a man possessed of a deep well of kindness and compassion. And perhaps even love. Did she dare dream that Landon Baxter could love her? Last night, he'd come close to saying that to her. She'd sensed he'd been holding himself back from making a bold declaration. But, she'd seen the emotion in his eyes. She'd felt her own heart glow warmly as he'd gazed into her eyes. Her growing conviction that Landon was a man who could be a part of her life had come to dominate her every waking moment. 




"There's the herd," Landon said and pointed down into the wide valley. She saw the herd and felt nerves ignite. He looked across at her. She saw determination in his eyes. There was a job to do. And she was going to work alongside him to save the Circle D.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR







"Doyle, do you know where this came from?" Landon barked at the ramrod. 




The man shook his head. "I can't say, Baxter," Doyle replied. Landon ignored the way Doyle said his name. There was enough to deal with without making things personal between himself and Doyle.




They were standing in the flat of a wide valley next to a group of men each of whom was holding a shovel or pickaxe. Between where they were all grouped together and the river was the herd. The massive herd moaned loudly, as if it recognized the seriousness of the problem everyone faced. Some riders were moving around on horseback, making sure the herd stayed together. 




Work hadn't yet begun on the pits they'd need to clean the cattle of the infectious ticks. Landon figured it would take the rest of the afternoon to dig the six foot deep pits. Then they had to set up makeshift channels for the water to be brought to the pits from the nearby river. That would mean even more digging. Extra men had been drafted in from other parts of the ranch. Word had gotten around. Landon examined the concerned faces. These men knew what it meant to deal with diseased cattle. If the sickness got out of hand, there would be dirty and dangerous work to be done. And it wouldn't be pleasant.




Landon looked across and saw Beth talking with one of the ranch hands. She was giving instructions about where she wanted the pits to be dug. Jack and the other hand still hadn't returned with the oil from Inspiration. Landon reckoned it would be near dark before the men returned. The washing of the cattle would have to be done tomorrow, Saturday. It would be a hard day for everyone. Beth had already insisted to Landon that she wanted to be a part of the whole thing. Landon had tried to persuade her to stay at the ranch house, but Beth had a mind of her own. She really wanted to see the job to its conclusion.




"How many of the cattle have got it?" Landon asked Doyle.




"It's hard to tell. A few are showing signs. We've separated them from the main herd."




"They'll need to be dealt with tomorrow," Landon told Doyle. Landon ran his gaze around the main herd. "Have you checked the other cattle?"




"Not yet," Doyle replied.




"Why not?" Landon demanded. "You know we have to get control of this. We're not going to do that unless we quarantine the infected cattle from the clean ones."




"You're talking about a big job," Doyle objected.




"We have the men. And some of them have seen this before," Landon stated. "I spoke to them. They know what to look for."




Doyle pointed toward where the pits were going to be dug. "Men will be needed to dig those holes."




Landon scoffed and shook his head angrily. "That can wait. Take anyone you can and tell them what to look for."




Doyle's brows furrowed. He took a step closer to Landon and lifted his chin, peering down his nose at Landon. "I don't remember you being appointed foreman on this spread."




Landon dragged in a deep breath and scowled at Doyle. "I'm not the ramrod here, Doyle. You are. For now. And this wouldn't have happened if you'd been paying attention to doing your job."




Doyle's eyes flashed bright with anger. "You saying I don't know how to do my job?"




"We've got a bunch of sick cattle that says you can't," Landon barked.




Doyle's fists bunched into tight balls. Landon's shoulders tensed. Doyle had probably been waiting for a chance to face down Landon ever since he'd arrived. Landon saw heads turn in his direction. Ranch hands were watching what was going on. Landon heard a voice behind him. "Who's going to check those cattle for signs of sickness?" Beth asked.




Landon turned to face Beth. "Doyle and me were just talking about that." He smiled sardonically. "There seems to be a difference of opinion about who should be organizing this."




Beth peered at Doyle. "Have you done anything like this before?"




Doyle slowly shook his head. "Not exactly. But I've heard plenty about it from other ranch hands."




Beth glanced at Landon. "Then you'll take your orders from Landon. He's done this before. So he's knows how it plays out."




Landon saw Doyle's jaw tighten. The ramrod's features were impassive and unreadable. But Landon knew that, inside, Doyle was burning up with rage and frustration. Maybe the man felt he'd been pushed aside ever since Landon had arrived on the scene. Perhaps he was right, Landon reflected. As far as Landon was concerned that was a good thing. Doyle had been too familiar with Beth. And it was obvious that Katie and Max didn't like the man one bit.




Landon heard a cry from one of the ranch hands. "Got one here!" The tall man was standing alongside one of the cattle. He pointed to the animal. "This one has got something. I'm pretty sure of it."




Landon grunted. Moving quickly toward the man, he waved to him. "Get it out of there." Pointing toward a smaller group of cattle being herded by two lone riders, Landon shouted: "Take them over there. And keep them well away, until we've dug those pits and Jack returns from town with the oil."




Landon turned and saw Beth was watching him. A visible pleasure was written across her features. Maybe she liked the way he'd taken charge in that instant. She hadn't really seen how he worked whenever it was time to roll up his sleeves and get stuff done. Well, now she was seeing it. Up close.




Landon glared at Doyle and pointed toward the sick cow. "Doyle. Give that man a hand."




Doyle's brows became deep ridges, filled with anger. Then he nodded and strode off in the direction of the ranch hand who needed help. 




Beth came up to Landon. "I don't think he's too happy," she observed.




"It's not his job to be happy," Landon replied. "He's supposed to keep this herd safe and healthy. He's failed on both scores."




"Don't be too hard on him, Landon."




Landon frowned. "Why not? This is his responsibility." He thrust his hands against his hips and sighed. "I still don't know how this got into the herd."




Beth touched Landon on the arm. "There's nothing to be gained by being angry. We'll find out how this happened. Right now, all that matters is that we have a job to do." Glancing over at the waiting men with the shovels, she added: "You said you were going to do some digging."




Landon narrowed his eyes as he watched Doyle and the ranch hand working to separate the sick cow from the herd. "I think I will," Landon said. Inside, he added something else which wasn't for Beth's ears. He'd do some digging into just what Doyle was up to, Because, Landon figured too many things were happening on the ranch for it all to be just a coincidence.




He felt Beth tugging on his arm. "Are you coming?"




Landon peered across at the waiting men. Straightening his shoulders, he nodded. "Sure." And then he started to make his way across to the men knowing that he'd spend the rest of the afternoon digging holes in the ground.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE







Jack arrived back at the ranch house just as darkness was falling. Beth made her way out to the yard with Landon. The buckboard was stacked with six, large, metal oil barrels. Beth examined the barrels and turned to Landon. "Is this going to be enough?"




Landon nodded. "It'll have to be," he replied. He shook hands with Jack and the other ranch hand. "Good job, boys."




Both men grinned. "Did they dig the pits?" Jack asked.




Beth laughed. "They sure did. Everything's waiting down there for this oil." She tugged on Jack's arm. "Get yourself inside. Sally has got some grub ready for you both. We're making an early start tomorrow at sunrise. You make sure you get some rest. You're going to need it."




The men grinned at each other and headed for the house. Once they'd left, Landon went to the buckboard and examined the oil containers. "We need to store this carefully," he said. "It's dangerous."




"No-one's going to tamper with this," Beth objected.




Landon's eyes narrowed and his lips formed a thin line. "Still. I'd be happier once I know this stuff is well away from prying eyes."




Beth squinted at Landon. "Who'd want to cause trouble?"




Landon leaned closer to Beth. "Too many things are happening here, Beth. First, the cattle being stolen. Then this problem with the tick fever." Landon rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "I don't like how this feels."




"Are you suggesting the tick fever was brought onto the Circle D deliberately?"




"It has been known to happen," Landon replied. "There's more than one way of ruining a herd. And even more ways to destroy someone else's livelihood."




"You don't mean Harding," Beth exclaimed. "He couldn't have anything to do with this, could he?"




"You saw the way he reacted when we were on his spread the other day. Men like Harding will do anything if it means they can seize what they want." Landon shook his head. "I know it's hard to believe. But, this can be dangerous country. Not everyone is looking to do good for others. This is the frontier. And frontier living can bring out the worst in some people. As well as the best."




Beth wrapped her arms around herself and started to walk away from the buckboard. Landon followed alongside her. They walked up the short slope to the cottonwood tree near the side of the ranch house and halted beneath the wide canopy of its branches. Gazing out across the rangeland, Beth sighed contentedly. It had been a long day. She'd seen the way Landon had instructed the men during the digging of the pits. It had been hard work, and Landon had played his full part. She'd seen the way he'd supervised the men. Seen the instant respect in the way the men had responded to Landon's clear commands. Now that he was well again, she was seeing the real Landon Baxter. The rancher who'd entered her life and changed it forever. 




Leaning back against the tree, Beth glanced at Landon. "Do you think we're going to succeed?"




"With the cattle?" Landon replied. Nodding, he smiled tentatively. "The important thing is to get in early. Before too many of the cattle start showing signs of sickness." He folded his powerful arms. "I think we might have a chance." She wondered if he was truly confident, or whether he was just trying to save her from worrying.




"Tomorrow's going to be a long day." Beth tilted her head. "Will we get all the cattle dipped in the pits?"




"We'll have thirty men working on it. And a thousand head." Landon sighed heavily. "It'll take all day. Assuming nothing holds us up."




She didn't even want to think about anything going wrong. It was bad enough that she stood to lose the whole herd to disease. All day, she'd tried to keep her mind from worrying about that possibility.




Landon turned and faced Beth. Lifting a brow, he smiled at her. "Welcome to the world of ranching," he said softly. "And you thought it was only about keeping cattle well-fed. And managing ranch hands."




"There's so much for me to learn," she said. 




"That's why you need good men on the Circle D," Landon stated. "Experience is everything, when it comes to ranching."




"I can see that, now." She watched as Landon leaned against the tree. The last time he'd been this close they'd ended up kissing. Beth gazed into Landon's eyes. She could see a familiar expression in them. One she was beginning to get used to seeing. She felt butterflies tumbling in her middle. That feeling was starting to become a regular thing, she told herself. Every time she was near Landon, those butterflies took flight.




"Maybe I can find a way of being a help to you, "Landon suggested quietly.




Lifting a brow, she asked: "How?" She guessed what he was going to say, but she wanted to hear it from his own lips. The lips she wished would kiss her.




Landon's mouth turned down thoughtfully. "I'm not that far away. These days, my family's ranch is running pretty smoothly." He grinned and quirked a brow. "I might be able to find some free time," he added.




"Really," she said evenly, matching his mischievous tone of voice. "Now why would I want you to come all the way over here? Especially when you've probably got more important work to do on your own spread."




"Who said coming here isn't important to me?" he asked slyly. "I'd say there's nothing I'd rather do than be here," he said and leaned closer. In a lower voice, barely a murmur, he added: "With you, Beth."




Nerves quivering with delight, she felt her cheeks flush pink. Heartbeat quickening, she glanced down at Landon's full, moist lips. When she looked back into his eyes, there was a certainty in them. A softness and calm resolve that told her exactly what he needed to do next. Then his hand cupped the curve of her chin. His touch was tender and exquisitely gentle. The lids of Landon's eyes became heavy with desire. Her breath hitched in her chest and she felt her lips open. Then he dipped his head. His lips settled gently upon hers. Just as on the previous time she'd stood beneath the tree, her heartbeat raced and every nerve in her body ignited into vibrant life. She gasped quietly as he swept her into his warm embrace. Landon drew her against him, enclosing her in his powerful arms. Beth lifted her hands and curled her fingers against his muscled shoulders, feeling the sheer strength in them. This kiss was even more wonderful than the last one, she told herself as she sank into a deliciously warm sensation. Landon's scent was heady, exhilarating and manly. She knew she wanted him to hold her forever. Knew that she belonged in his embrace. A cool breeze swept up from the rangeland, and the branches of the tree above her head whispered. It sounded like a murmur of approval.




Then, suddenly, a voice cut through the sound of the branches moving. "Mama?" 




Katie.




Beth leaned her head away from Landon's and she gasped. Shifting to one side, releasing herself from his embrace, she peered toward the ranch house. She couldn't see Katie. Maybe Katie was standing at the door and couldn't yet see the cottonwood. But Katie would only need to take a few steps out into the yard and she would be able to see her mother and Landon standing together.




Taking a quick step backward, Landon turned and followed Beth's gaze. She heard Katie calling her name again. Landon glanced at Beth inquiringly. Beth wrapped her arms around herself and walked a few steps to her right, peering around the corner of the ranch house. "I'm here, Katie," she cried out.




Standing at the open door of the ranch house, Katie smiled at Beth. "Sally says dinner is ready. She wants you and Landon to come to the kitchen."




"We'll be there in a minute," Beth replied in a clear voice. Then she realized she'd just confirmed to Katie that Landon was with her. Beth saw Katie frown thoughtfully. But the little girl didn't say anything. After she'd stepped back into the ranch house, Landon came to Beth's side.




"I guess we better get into the house," he said.




Every one of Beth's nerves was still tingling with the memory of the kiss. Her heart was only just beginning to slow its furious pace. "I suppose we should."




Landon lifted a brow. "You realize we might have started tongues wagging. I don't suppose Sally will be fooled if we try and pretend we weren't out here together."




"Sally already has opinions about you and I," Beth told him.




"She does? What's she been saying behind my back?" he asked and then grinned. Was he enjoying being the subject of ranch gossip?




"She's seen how friendly we've become," Beth said. "And how much the children like you."




Landon seemed pleased about that. She asked herself if that was because he liked the idea of Sally believing he and Beth were closer than ever. Or maybe because he enjoyed Sally's approval of how good he'd been with the children. Perhaps it was both, she reflected. 




And then he said something which set her back on her heels. "I like the Circle D. And everyone on it. Especially you, Beth." It was a bold statement. A simple one. And she believed every word of it. Before she had a chance to say anything, he took her arm gently. "Come  on," he said softly. "I'm getting hungry."




Then she and Landon started to walk back to the ranch house. And as she entered the house, with her elbow cupped in Landon's hand, she told herself she was quite happy for everyone to see just how friendly she had become with the handsome rancher.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX







The next day was Saturday and the sky was clear and cloudless, promising a day without rain. Landon spent the entirety of the morning and afternoon with Beth down at the river. Organizing the dipping of the cattle turned out to be a big job. In all, thirty men had been brought down to the river. Landon figured they could have done with double that number of men. Four pits had been dug and filled with water. The layer of oil which would clean the cattle of the ticks was added to each of the pits. Then, the work of corralling the cattle, one by one, into the pits had really begun. 




Things hadn't gone smoothly. Some of the cattle had resisted being forced to step into a pit filled with water and oil. And, it had been important that the cattle be dunked up to their necks. Additional scrubbing had been done by some of the ranch hands with brushes and buckets of water and oil. It was a messy business. The air was soon filled with the stench of the oil and the distressed moans of the cattle. Cattle roared their complaints as they were herded into the pits. It was back-breaking work. But it was a vital job. The only way to save the ranch from ruin. All of the ranch hands seemed to understand the importance of what they were doing. The knew what was at stake. 




Beth had worked alongside Landon throughout the day. She'd really rolled her sleeves up and thrown herself into the task, even though Landon knew this wasn't something she'd done before. But, Beth was a fast learner. And she had the respect of the ranch hands. It seemed like Beth had won that respect through sheer dogged determination over the last few months. Every order she'd given the men had been carried out without a murmur of complaint. Landon had taken a secret delight in watching Beth at work. He wondered how he could feel so much pride in a woman he'd barely known for a week. From the moment he'd opened his eyes down at the creek, she'd made an enormous impact on him. More than that. She'd taken up a place in his heart. Helping to save her ranch had become an urgent task, impossible to ignore.




The day stretched on, until at last, with the sun sinking down behind the distant mountains, the last of the thousand head of cattle had been plunged into the water-filled pit. The scrubbed herd had been moved away from the river. Now, the ranch hands had settled down to the task of cleaning up the mess. And there was plenty to do. They hadn't used all of the oil. Half-full metal containers of the oil were stacked over by a corner of the temporary encampment the ranch hands had set up. Luckily, Jack had bought all the oil he could get from the mercantile. The surplus would come in handy for other uses around the Circle D.




Beth came to Landon as he was helping some of the men cut channels to dispose of the water from the pits. Landon glanced up and saw that Beth was frowning at him. Straightening, he peered inquiringly at her. "Is something wrong?" he asked.




She turned her head and looked off to Landon's right. Turning, he saw the reason for her unhappy expression. A few yards away, Wes Harding was standing alongside his horse. He was watching the labors of the ranch hands with a steady gaze. 




Landon exchanged an astonished look with Beth. "What does he want?"




Beth shook her head. "He wouldn't tell me."




Landon strode across to the man. Beth followed alongside him. "What's going on, Harding?" Landon demanded in a loud voice. Some of the ranch hands paused what they were doing to peer over at Harding.




"Quite a little show you've got going here," Harding said wearily. Landon had expected a sharp comeback from the man. But, instead, Harding's voice seemed tired. Listless. Landon could see worry hidden behind Harding's careful gaze. 




"I guess you know what this is all about," Landon stated, thrusting his hands against his sides and glaring at Harding.




"The other day, you accused me of trespassing," Beth snapped. "Seems like it's my turn to say the same to you."




Harding's horse shook its head nervously. Holding onto the reins, Harding jerked them, forcing the horse into stillness. "You got tick fever here?" Harding asked in a tired voice.




Without reacting, Landon replied sharply: "We sure have," Landon replied. "How do you know that?"




Harding gestured toward the pits. "I know a thing or two about that," he said. "I've had to do it before. On my spread." Harding glanced at Landon. "I expect you have, too, Baxter."




Landon nodded. "I sure have, Harding. It ain't easy. But I guess you know that."




Harding nodded slowly. "I see you got the oil to clean the ticks off the cattle." Landon thought there was a strange tone in Harding's voice. One he hadn't heard on their previous encounters.




Beth met Harding's steady gaze. "We got it from the mercantile in Inspiration."




Harding's eyes narrowed. "I know you did."




Beth lifted her brows. "You do?"




Harding peered at Landon. "You got the last of the oil. There's none left in the whole of the town."




"How do you know that?" Landon asked.




"Because I sent two of my ranch hands into town today," Harding explained. He sighed heavily. "They came back empty-handed."




"Why would you need oil?" Beth asked.




Landon knew the answer to that. Even before Harding replied. "You've got tick fever in your herd, haven't you," he declared emphatically. Seeing Harding's shoulders stoop, Landon knew the truth. "And you need the oil to clean your cattle of the ticks."




Harding swallowed and then peered at Landon. "Seems like my spread and the Circle D have got one thing in common. And it ain't something I like." There was a hint of Harding's familiar indignation in  his voice. But his usual anger was tempered with something else. Harding seemed resigned about something. As if the appearance of the fever in his cattle meant something more than just a problem to be dealt with.




Beth gasped loudly. "Did you know about this when we found my cattle on your spread?"




Harding shook his head. "No. I only saw it late yesterday."




"Maybe your cattle infected mine," Beth suggested.




Harding shrugged. "Maybe." His voice was flat and disinterested. Didn't the man have any sense of regret about the trouble he'd caused Beth?




Landon felt indignation well up inside him. "Did you come here to tell us that? Or did you come to see if all of Beth's cattle were sick and dying." As far as Landon was concerned, that last part seemed like the most likely reason.




Harding didn't rise to Landon's challenge. Shaking his head, he said: "I didn't come to gloat, if that's what you're thinking." Harding dragged in a deep breath and looked directly at Beth. "I came here to ask a favor."




Beth's mouth opened. She turned and gazed, wide-eyed at Landon. "What kind of a favor?" Landon demanded. He shared Beth's sense of shock at Harding's surprising request.




"I'm not going to be able to save my cattle," Harding admitted. "Not unless I get some of that oil you got there."




"What!" Landon exclaimed.  He advanced toward Harding. The other man held his ground, watching Landon with a blank gaze. "What gives you the right to come here asking anyone for help? After what you've put Beth through, you're lucky we don't run you off this spread by the scruff of your neck."




To Landon's amazement, Harding didn't respond. Instead, Harding turned his attention to Beth. "Miss Russell. I need your help. It's that simple."




Landon looked disbelievingly toward Beth. She was staring at Harding as if she couldn't comprehend what he was saying. "Do you want me to get him off the Circle D?" Landon asked Beth.




Beth's eyes narrowed. She didn't respond immediately to Landon's offer. Instead, she seemed to be examining Harding with the most careful scrutiny. For a long moment, she said nothing. Then, as if she'd reached an important conclusion, she shook her head. "There'll be no need for that, Landon," she said.




Landon gasped. "Beth."




Beth shook her head steadily. "How much do you need, Mr Harding?" she asked.




For a moment, Landon couldn't believe what he was hearing. "Beth. You're not going to give him the oil, are you? Think of the trouble he's caused you."




Beth gazed at Landon. "That's all in the past, Landon."




Landon groaned. "He wanted to take your ranch from you and the children," he insisted.




Harding shook his head. "That ain't true. I never meant to cause those children any harm," he declared. "My interest in the Circle D was strictly business."




"No it wasn't," Landon objected. "You wanted to ruin Beth and satisfy your need to own more land. More cattle. And you were willing to make her life a nightmare, if it meant you could get what you wanted."




Harding flinched visibly as Landon hurled his words at the man. Sometimes the truth hurt, Landon reflected. And, right now, Harding looked like someone wounded. Landon saw Beth examining Harding thoughtfully. Wondering what she was thinking Landon went to Beth. "If you give him that oil, he'll continue to make your life hard, Beth. You know that, don't you."




To Landon's surprise, she shook her head. "I don't think so." She walked toward Harding and halted in front of him. "I think Mr Harding has had a change of heart." Lifting her chin, she looked into Harding's eyes. "Isn't that right?"




Landon saw Harding's face flush red as Beth locked her gaze upon him. Harding's jaw tightened. Then he nodded. "I've been thinking a lot about what has happened since you took over the running of this place. And I confess I haven't always acted decently."




Landon scoffed. "That's got to be the understatement of the year," he stated. 




Beth turned and furrowed her brows as she peered at Landon. "I have something I want to say to Mr Harding." Landon saw how serious Beth was. He nodded as she turned to face Harding again. "I've also been thinking, Mr Harding. Trying to understand why you did what you did. And I think I've come to a conclusion about why you wanted the Circle D. 




Harding's lips tightened and Landon saw the man swallow nervously. Were Beth's words so hard for him to take?




"Sometimes we don't always do the right thing. Sometimes, greed pushes us to do foolish things. And there are times when fear can make us act in a way we come to regret."




Harding listened to Beth with a rapt attention. He lowered his head and peered at Beth from beneath ridged brows. "I'm not frightened of anything, Miss Russell."




Beth met Harding's gaze. "You seem to be frightened of losing your herd to the tick fever. Of losing your own spread."




Harding sighed loudly. Turning toward his horse, he exclaimed, "I didn't come here for this." He readied himself to mount up.




"Then why did you really come here, Mr Harding?" Beth asked in an even voice. Landon got the distinct impression Beth was trying to wear Harding down. And it looked like she was succeeding. 




Harding paused and stared at what was going on with the pits of water and the last remaining cattle being herded away from the river. Harding nodded and peered at Beth. His features became suddenly pale, as if he'd reached a decision. As if he'd reached a point of no return. 




Harding took a step toward Beth and faced her head-on. "I came to ask for help, Miss Russell. I'm asking for any unused containers of that oil you've got left. So I can use it on my ranch to clear my herd of the tick fever." Harding's shoulders slumped. HE sighed heavily. "And to admit to you that I have been wrong. I haven't been good to you. I hope you can find a way to forgive me." Saying those words seemed to have lifted a burden from those shoulders, Landon told himself.




Landon reminded himself that the Circle D wasn't his. It belonged to Beth. If she wanted to give Harding what he needed to save his herd, then that was up to her.




Beth nodded slowly. Thoughtfully. She seemed calmer now, Landon realized. As if she'd gotten what she'd wanted from Harding. And what was that? An admission from the other man that he needed the help of others. That he couldn't just run roughshod over people any more. That Beth was his neighbor and not his enemy.




Beth smiled at Harding. "I'll give you that oil, Mr Harding," she said calmly.




Harding's brows shot up in a line. "You will?" 




Beth turned to Landon. "Can you arrange for Wes to get what he needs, Landon?" 




Landon hesitated a moment, gazing at Beth. He could see the quiet determination in her eyes. He understood what she was doing. What she was trying to achieve. She was acting with charity toward the one man who'd caused her more pain and anguish than anyone else in the territory. She was acting with forgiveness toward Harding. It was that simple. In that moment, Landon knew she was doing the right thing. Doing what the Lord would want her to do. 




"Okay, Beth," Landon said softly. Glancing at Harding, Landon added: "Come on. We'll get some of the ranch hands to put what you need on a buckboard and take it over to your place."




Landon saw Beth smile at him. Harding's expression was that of a man who'd learned a lesson he'd never forget. He lowered his head respectfully to Beth. "Thank you, ma'am. I'll never forget your kindness. And I hope you and I can find a way to work together in the coming years." Harding's brows furrowed. "I regret all that I did to you. But, from now on, you and me are going to be the best of neighbors. I can give you that promise."




"I'm sure we will be, Mr Harding."




Then Harding touched the front brim of his hat and started to follow Landon over toward the oil containers.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN







The following morning was Sunday. Church day, Beth told herself as she sat alongside Landon on the carriage as it made its way into Inspiration. They'd be arriving soon, Beth told herself. Glancing at Landon, she felt nerves stir inside her. She realized she desperately wanted it to be perfect. This was an important day. And not just for herself. In the double seat behind her and Landon, Max and Katie continued to sit quietly, as they had done throughout the journey. It had been a long but delightful ride into town. Three hours sitting alongside Landon hadn't been too difficult to endure, she joked with herself. They'd set out early after taking a decent-sized breakfast at the ranch house. Landon had driven the carriage through the Montana countryside, following the main trail which wound a twisting course through the numerous ranch spreads which dotted the territory to the east of town. It was a beautiful, sunny day. There wasn't a single cloud in the sky. The air was cool and fresh. 




Somehow, riding with Landon, the trip into town felt different than before, when Beth had taken the same journey on her own. Once, about half-way through the journey, a startling thought had seized Beth's mind. To anyone who came across them on the trail, it would seem that she, Landon and the children were, in fact, a family riding into town. A family. That single thought had made Beth's heart quicken and heat rise to her cheeks. But, it was true. All four of them looked like a happy family going to church on a bright and beautiful Sunday morning. In spite of the startling nature of the thought, Beth allowed herself to secretly savor the thought for a long while.




The carriage crested a high ridge. Down below, Beth saw the town, nestling in a wide valley. To her eyes, it looked delightful and almost like someone had arranged toy buildings along a wide central drag. Off to the left was the train station. The railway cut a curving line southward into the distance. On both sides of the commercial buildings on the Main Street she saw homes spreading out, following the course of streets which tailed off into untouched countryside. 




Glancing across at Landon, Beth smiled with a simple, plain joy. He was dressed in freshly washed shirt and pants and his jacket. He wore his Stetson at a jaunt angle. He'd been in a good mood all morning. Yesterday, the ranch hands had completed the work of washing the cattle clean of ticks. Hopefully, they'd caught it early, Beth told herself. A small number of cattle would be kept quarantined for the next few days. The rest of the herd would be watched by the ranch hands with extra-special care. Beth had complete confidence in the men. Landon had issued clear instructions to the men during a big meeting which had taken place in the yard of the ranch house. Beth had been encouraged by the way the ranch hands had taken Landon's instruction. Not one man had uttered a word of defiance to Landon. It seemed like the handsome rancher sitting next to her had a naturally commanding authority over men when it came to supervising work on the ranch. When she, Landon and the children had left the ranch, Beth had felt confident about leaving the ranch in the hands of the workers who knew exactly what was expected of them.




"We're nearly there," Max declared from behind Beth. 




Beth turned and smiled at Max. "We sure are. Are you both looking forward to going to church?"




Katie nodded and smiled. "Yup."




Max smiled in agreement. "Are we going to see our teacher there?" he asked.




"I think Miss Chalmers will be there. Maybe you and her can talk about your first visit to the schoolhouse, this week."




Both children exchanged excited looks. Beth was pleased they were looking forward to going to school. Turning to Landon, she saw he was gazing straight ahead on the trail, but his head leaned to one side showing he was listening to the conversation. One corner of his mouth was creased with the beginnings of a smile. It looked like Landon was pleased to be back in Inspiration. 




Realizing that Landon's whole family would most likely be at the church, this morning, Beth felt butterflies fluttering in her middle. Confirming those suspicions, she asked: "Your family will all be there this morning, won't they?"




Landon faced her and smiled. "They sure will." He seemed pleased about the fact she'd get introductions to the entire Baxter clan. She wondered what they'd think of her. And of the children.




"They're going to adore you," Landon said, almost like he was reading her mind. Turning to Max and Katie, he called out:" And you two as well. You ready to meet my family?"




"Yes!" Katie and Max cried in perfect unison.




Landon grinned at Beth. "I think it's going to be a beautiful day." Hs voice was filled with so much joy and delight that she couldn't help but smile at him. 




Soon, the carriage was rolling slowly up Main Street. Sunday morning in Inspiration was busy, Beth told herself as she watched the small crowd of elegantly-dressed people make their way up the boardwalk. Beth could hear the distant tolling of a bell, calling worshippers with its reassuring, rhythmic tones. Landon turned the carriage into the street which Beth knew led to the church. The crowd on the street was even larger than the one back at Main Street. Up ahead, she saw the church. It stood on a raised level of ground. Landon had told her all about the recent improvements which had been made. The wooden panel boards on the exterior of the church had been given a fresh coat of white paint. The whole structure positively shone in the bright morning light. At least twenty carriages were parked at the foot of the dozen or so steps which led up to the church's front door. Already people were making their way into the church. As Landon drew the carriage to a halt, Beth could see Pastor Joseph standing at the open door of the church, welcoming members of the congregation.




The children leaped down from the back seat of the carriage. Beth admired Max's dark suit and Katie's white gown and matching bonnet. Pride swelled inside her. Both children looked delightful. Landon stepped down quickly and raced around the carriage to Beth's side. Extending a hand to her, he smiled. "If you please, ma'am," he said and grinned.




Placing her gloved hand in his, Beth stepped down from the carriage. From across near the church, heads turned in the direction of the carriage. Suddenly she, Landon and the children were the focus of attention. 




Landon's gaze drifted down the length of Beth's dark gray gown. "May I say how pretty you look today," he told her.




Beth's cheeks flushed and she fussed momentarily with the collar of her gown. "Thank you." Her voice shook with emotion. She wasn't sure if it was because of the compliment Landon had just paid her, or the fact that they were the center of attention for so many curiosity-filled faces.




Beth distracted herself for a brief moment by fussing with Katie and Max's Sunday outfits. Then all four of them made their way to the church. At the top of the stairs, Pastor Joseph smiled warmly at them all. "Good morning. It is good to see you all here on this fine day which the Lord has provided," he said glancing appreciatively up at the blue sky.




Glancing through the open doors, Beth could see that the church was almost full. "We're so happy to be here," she said and smiled down at Max and Katie. "Isn't that right, children?"




Katie nodded vigorously. "Max and I have been looking forward to this ever since you came to the ranch," she declared. Max nodded his head in an equally forceful manner. His wide-eyed gaze was fixed on the interior of the church. 




Beth stood between both children and reached down a hand to each of them. Katie took her right hand and Max took her left. Somehow, holding onto their hands made Beth feel calmer. More ready. She'd talked so many times with Landon about the regret she felt about staying away from the church. Now that she was here, she felt eager to be inside the high-ceilinged interior. The quiet, steady murmur of many voices drifted out through the open doors. Beth turned to Landon and smiled. By the slight narrowing of his eyes, she could tell he was wondering how she felt about this. His concern made her heart warm. It felt good to have Landon by her side on such an important day.




"Ready?" he asked.




Beth nodded and glanced down at each of the children. "Let's go into church, children," she said.




And then she walked with them through the open doors. Landon walked a couple of steps ahead and found empty spaces in one of the pews down near the front. Landon exchanged greetings with many people in the church. Once again, eyes wide with curiosity watched carefully as Landon led Beth and the children. He stood silently, waiting while Beth got the children seated. Sitting down next to them, she watched as Landon eased himself into the wooden space on the long seat next to her. Max and Katie sat to Beth's left, while Landon sat on the end of the pew. 




Landon continued to exchange greetings with various people all around them. Finally, everyone fell silent when the pastor walked slowly up to the front and gazed out across the congregation. 




Beth's right hand rested on her lap, while she held Max's hand with her left. Smiling at Max, Beth felt a gentle touch on her right hand. She gasped quietly and looked down. Landon had reached across and curled his fingers across her hand. She gazed up into Landon's eyes. He smiled warmly at her and then, almost imperceptibly, he nodded his head. It was a gesture of reassurance, and one she appreciated.




When the pastor finally started to speak, Landon eased his hand away from Beth's and lifted his chin, peering intently at the pastor. 




Listening to the pastor words, Beth glanced around the inside of the church. She was back. This was where she belonged. With the faithful of the town. She could sense the good-feeling and the love which filled the inside of the church. All around she saw faces full of delight and careful attentiveness. The pastor's passionate voice echoed all the way up to the wooden beams which stretched below the ceiling. He spoke of the importance of always keeping God in our hearts. Of never forgetting his boundless love. And that, even in the darkest moments, when we told ourselves that life was too hard to bear, God was always there. The Lord was always seeking us out. Never letting go. Always giving us the strength to carry on. 




As she listened, Beth felt that the words had been spoken to her. To encourage her, now that she had come back. Because, she knew one thing for sure. Looking across at the two children who she loved with all her heart, she told herself that nothing would tear her away from the Lord ever again. He had brought all three of them out of a dark place, and into the light. And, to make her joy even more complete, the Lord had brought a wonderful man into he life. Someone she could trust. 




Someone she could love.




That simple thought caught her unawares for a moment. Peering at Landon, she asked herself if it could be true. Did she love this man? And did he love her? The magnitude of the answer to that last question was so great that she felt her heartbeat quicken.




As far as the first question was concerned, she already knew the answer to it. Beth turned her attention back to the front of the church and considered what she knew to be the truth. 




She did love Landon Baxter.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT







After the service, Landon introduced Beth and the children to every member of his family. Doing that, out in the yard in front of the church, made Landon feel a delight he'd never known was possible. Beth took it all in her stride. She didn't seem in the slightest bit overwhelmed by the warm greetings she received from Landon's parent, and his two brothers and their wives. In addition, Landon's sister Victoria came up to them with her husband Wyatt Munro. Everyone made particular fuss over Max and Katie. Both children looked delighted by all the attention.




Finally came the invitation which Landon had known would come. They were all invited over to the Baxter ranch for Sunday lunch. Beth accepted the invitation. The children were thrilled at the prospect of seeing another ranch. And of seeing more of town. What had started as a visit to church was about to become a family get-together.




The carriages made their way out to the Baxter ranch. As they rode south out of town, Beth turned to Landon. "You're family don't seem surprised to see us here today."




"I suppose Lauren and Gabe told them all about the visit they made. And the fact that Pastor Joseph was sure we'd come," Landon replied. Holding the reins, and guiding the horse along the trail behind the other Baxter carriages, Landon quirked a brow at Beth. "They like you," he said bluntly.




Beth's cheeks flamed. "You think so?"




Landon nodded and grinned. "I can tell."




"Really," she said in a flat voice. "No-one mentioned your head."




He shrugged. "They know I can take care of myself."




"They must have missed you. Being away from the ranch for so long must have caused some problems."




Landon sighed. "We've got plenty of ranch hands."




"Doesn't it concern you that the ranch runs so well even when you're not around?" she asked in a slightly teasing tone of voice.




He flashed her a mischievous glance. "Maybe they think I've got more important things to attend to than coming home to work at the ranch."




Beth frowned and looked away quickly. Now what had she meant by saying those things, he asked himself? She was quiet for a while. 




Finally, they arrived at the Baxter ranch house. Beth seemed impressed with the white-fronted home built on two levels. Landon had to admit the big house looked well-maintained and clean. Like the Circle D, there was a corral, stables, barn and bunkhouse and a long porch stretched the length of the front. Looking at it as he stepped down from the carriage, Landon realized he'd missed being home. 




Now that the carriages were all pulled up in the yard, it was just like back at the church. A hubbub of excited conversation filled the air. Gabe and Lauren, Kyle and Veronica  spent a long time talking with Beth and Landon. There was some good-natured teasing between the three brothers. Veronica's five-year-old daughter Molly went to spend time with Max and Katie, leaving the grownups talking out in the yard. There were a hundred questions fired at Beth and Landon. Everyone wanted to know what had happened over at the Circle D. Landon took over the task of telling everyone about events. To Beth's apparent relief he left out some of the more unpleasant details about Wes Harding. But he spoke plainly about the cattle being taken and the problems they'd had with the tick fever. Gabe and Kyle were particularly interested in that last part. 




Landon's mother and father chatted politely with Beth for a while. Glancing over at them from time to time, Landon saw a familiar look on his mother's face. It was the same look he'd seen when she'd met Lauren and Veronica for the first time. Before either of them had become Baxter wives. Trying not to seem to eager, Landon watched out of the side of his eye as Beth was drawn into a quiet conversation with Landon's mother and father. He knew what was going on. They'd heard so much about Beth from Gabe and Lauren that they just had to know more about her.




Did that mean there had been conversations about him and Beth while he'd been over at the Circle D? Landon knew how eager his parents were for him to marry. Did they think that Landon intended to ask Beth for her hand in marriage. Trying not to reveal his innermost thoughts to his brothers and their wives, Landon reflected on the possibility. Of course, he'd come to realize the depth of his feelings for Beth. But, he hadn't dared ask himself if he could take that final, momentous step. Proposing marriage to Beth seemed like something out of a dream. And, most importantly, Landon wasn't sure if she would ever agree. Even though he was sure she had feelings for him, he didn't know what she would say if he asked her to marry him. Landon's parents promised there'd be a big lunch ready soon and made their way into the house.




Beth came back to Landon and the others. He gave her an inquiring look, just to make sure she was doing okay. She smiled warmly at him and joined in with the conversation. After a short while, Lauren and Veronica drew Beth away from Landon and his brothers. As she was led away from him, Landon saw Beth glance at him as if she was wondering what she could say to the two women. Knowing Lauren and Veronica like he did, Landon was sure of one thing. Both of them would make Beth feel right at home on the Baxter spread. And, just to confirm his assessment, he saw the three women take their seats on the long bench on the porch. Pretty soon their laughter drifted across the yard as Landon, Gabe and Kyle made their way across to the corral. Judging by the way his brothers were looking at Landon, they wanted to speak to him about things that weren't for the ears of Beth, Lauren and Veronica.




The three brothers leaned casually against the corral's wooden fence. Peels of laughter rang out from back on the porch. Landon turned and smiled. Beth, Lauren and Veronica were sharing a joke about something. 




"Beth's quite something," Kyle commented quietly.




Landon nodded. "She sure is."




"I told you, didn't I?" Gabe said to Kyle.




Kyle nodded. "But you didn't tell me how beautiful she is. And those children are adorable." Landon followed Kyle's gaze and saw Katie, Max and Molly racing each other around the barn. Just watching them was enough to make a man tired, he told himself.




Landon wondered how much Kyle knew of Beth's recent history. He figured Gabe would have told Kyle some of it. But Gabe still didn't know the full story. Landon had no intention of going into any of that with his brothers. Not today. This was a day for celebrating Beth's return to the church. And the beginning of a long road of faith for the children. That was more than enough cause for joy.




Gabe slapped Landon's shoulder and grinned. "How's that head of yours?"




"Never been better," Landon replied.




Kyle leaned in and examined the partially-healed wound on Landon's head. "Gabe was right."




Landon squinted at Kyle. "What do you mean?"




"You still haven't learned how to stay on a horse," Kyle said and laughed loudly. 




Landon shook his head. "I can see I'm never going to live this down."




"That depends on what happens with Beth," Gabe said. "You and her seem to have really hit it off."




Landon narrowed his eyes. "What do you think is going to happen?" he asked. He'd valued his brother's wisdom for many years. And, right now, he was eager to know what Gabe thought about things.




Gabe peered at Landon. "That's up to you, brother," he said evenly. Gabe peered across at the porch. "She's one amazing woman. And, judging by what I've seen and heard, she's got you hooked."




Landon's brows lifted sharply. "Is it that obvious?"




Gabe smiled. "I know how it feels when a woman captures your heart. And I think Beth has taken hold of yours." Gabe laid a hand gently on Landon's shoulder. "She took good care of you over at the Circle D. And I reckon you've showed her what it means to have a real rancher around the spread."




"And a good man in the home," Kyle added. "Those children were looking at you in a way I recognize. It's the same way Molly looks at me, now."




Kyle wasn't Molly's real father. Veronica's husband had died a few years back. Veronica had moved out to Montana to be with her father and mother. She'd brought Molly with her, seeking a new life for them both. Then Kyle and Veronica had fallen in love and married. Kyle was Molly's father, now. Landon knew Kyle was enjoying every moment of being father to the little girl, although he'd admitted he had a whole lot to learn about parenting. Veronica was doing her best to show Kyle what was needed. 




"I reckon Molly loves the fact that you're her father," Landon said. 




Kyle nodded. "Maybe you're right. All I know is that we're all happy. Me, Veronica and Molly." He sighed and raised his shoulders. "I've never been happier in my life," Kyle added and peered at Gabe. "I think Gabe and I want that same happiness for you, Landon."




Landon could believe that. And, deep down, he knew the Lord had given him a chance for the same joy with which his brothers had been graced. All he needed to do was have faith and courage. Maybe, if he asked for her hand, Beth would say yes. He could only hope she'd accept his proposal. But there was a problem. Thinking about asking her to marry him was enough to make his stomach churn with nerves. 




"Are you going to ask her?" Gabe said, coming right out with it.




Landon looked steadily from Gabe to Kyle and nodded. "I am."




Gabe and Kyle smiled at each other. "When are you going to ask her?" Gabe asked.




Realizing he hadn't yet decided, Landon frowned. "After lunch, I'm taking her and the children back to the Circle D. I'll think about it on the way there."




Kyle's brows furrowed. "Don't think about it too much. The Lord has given you a wonderful grace, Landon. You need to accept it and act."




Landon drew in a deep breath. "You're right."




For a while, Landon and his brothers talked ranch business. Then everyone was called in to the ranch house for lunch. As he made his way back to the ranch house, Landon reflected on what he had to do. It was simple. He was going to ask for Beth's hand in marriage. And, in doing so, he was accepting one plain and unavoidable truth. If she said yes, not only would he become her husband. He'd also become father to two wonderful children. 




Landon had decided it was time for him to find out if he was to become a family man.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE







Landon, Beth and the children left the Baxter ranch in the middle of the afternoon, giving them plenty of time to get back to the Circle D before nightfall. Beth sat alongside Landon. The children took their places in the rear carriage seat. During the first part of the journey, Max and Katie talked excitedly about their day. The church had made a huge impression on both children. That fact warmed Beth's heart. These Sunday trips to church would be as regular as possible until the weather closed in for the winter months. Then she would ensure the children's religious instruction continued with regular Bible readings and talks with them about important aspects of their growing faith in the Lord. 




The children talked incessantly about the Baxter ranch, asking Landon many questions which he seemed more than happy to answer. In fact, as he talked with the children, Beth figured she hadn't seen Landon so pleased since the day she'd met him. She'd seen the way he'd talked with his brothers over by the corral. On the porch seat, the other women had told Beth how they were getting used to ranch life. And how they'd met their husbands. It was clear to Beth that the women adored their rancher husbands. Sometimes, during the long talk with the women, Beth had allowed herself to wonder what it would be like to have them as sisters-in-law. She quickly came to the conclusion that she would like it very much. There was a wonderfully joyous feeling around the Baxter ranch. Everyone seemed settled and happy with their lives. The talk of children was constant. As were the discussions about family and how important it was, especially out here on the frontier.




By the time Beth had followed everyone into the ranch house for lunch, Beth had begun to feel at home with the delightful Baxter family. Lunch had been a pleasant affair. Landon had said grace at the table. The food had been good. And the children had eaten enthusiastically.




Now, they were all heading back to the Circle D. The carriage made its way slowly along the trail. Around them, the late afternoon sun shone down upon a beautiful landscape. Rolling grassland and undulating hills filled her vision. Distant forests and mountains delighted her eyes. This was God's land, she reflected. She couldn't imagine being anywhere else. And the fact that Landon was with her simply made things even more perfect.




The day had gone better than she could ever have wished, Beth reflected. It had been a perfect day. Church. Family. It had all been joyous. Glancing across at Landon, she concluded that he had been a perfect companion. Landon glanced at her as he held the reins. Beth smiled at Landon. He was more than just a companion, she told herself. Much more. He'd found a way into her heart. Landon Baxter had showed her a glimpse of future delight and hope. 




Realizing the children had become suddenly quiet, Beth glanced back and saw Max and Katie leaning their heads against each other. They were sound asleep. Smiling at Landon she said: "Looks like they've worn themselves out."




Landon turned to see them and grinned. "They must have had a good time, if they're that tired."




"They had a wonderful day," she said.




Landon quirked a brow at Beth. "Did you?"




Beth nodded. Her heart warmed as she gazed at Landon. There was only one answer she could give to that question. "It was perfect, Landon."




He grinned appreciatively. "I'm glad, Beth." For some reason, she took a special delight in hearing the way he said her name. In the last few days, there had plenty of other instances when she'd savored simple things with the handsome rancher. Like when he helped her down off the carriage; or when he let her hook her arm inside his when they were out walking together; or when she'd been riding alongside him across the rangeland. All these little moments added up to one simple truth. Beth enjoyed being with Landon. She took pleasure from every moment she spent in his company. 




And then there were the kisses they'd shared. Beth could hardly get those out of her mind. Not that she wanted to, she told herself. Being in Landon's arms felt, somehow, right. As if she belonged in his tender embrace. Only one thought marred that happy realization. How long would Landon stay at the Circle D? She'd been trying not think about that all day. She knew he was well-enough to go home to the Baxter ranch. And she figured, once she and the children had been returned safely to the Circle D, Landon might tell her the time had come for him to go home. 




Beth furrowed her brows. Seeing her do that, Landon asked: "You okay?"




Beth nodded, tight-lipped. She said nothing, feeling the fresh sense of worry which her thoughts had awakened. She and Landon were quiet for a while. Beth distracted herself by gazing out across the beautiful Montana landscape. She knew a reckoning was coming. She and Landon had to speak the truth to each other. So much depended on that. Thanks to Landon's help, the future fortunes of the Circle D had been improved. And, because of that, the children would be safe for a long time to come. 




But there was one other part of the future which needed clarity. Her and Landon. What was to become of them? 




The children remained sleeping for a long time. Then, with the sun sinking behind the distant mountains, and the air becoming noticeably cooler, the carriage crested the final ridge on the trail. Down in the valley lay the Circle D ranch house. It looked beautiful. Slowing the carriage slightly, Landon said quietly: "Home." 




It was only one word, but it held so much meaning, Beth told herself. Her heartbeat quickened and she added: "It's good to be back." She saw Landon nodding his head. Was he agreeing with her, or simply being polite? His features were passive and unreadable. He looked like he was battling to control some kind of inner turmoil.




Landon continued to guide the carriage slowly down the hillside, heading toward the high, wooden gateway to the ranch complex. The words "Circle D" were written on the broad piece of plain wood which linked the two tall pillars on either wide of the trail. The carriage rode beneath the entrance. As the carriage rolled into the yard, Beth asked herself if this was a new beginning for herself and Landon or the end of something, the memory of which she'd treasure for a long time to come. 




Landon drew the carriage to a halt in front of the ranch house. Behind her, Beth heard the children waking up. They rubbed the sleep from their eyes and listened attentively as Beth instructed them to go into the house. Max and Katie leaped down from the carriage and dashed inside. Beth heard the faint sounds of Sally welcoming the children. Beth knew the children would keep Sally busy with their account of the trip into town. That meant Beth would have some time to speak with Landon. 




Landon and Beth remained seated on the carriage seat. A long, awkward silence ensued. To Beth, it felt as if it lasted for an eternity. Finally, Landon turned and faced Beth. "I have to say something to you." His brows furrowed. "If I don't get this off my chest, I think I'm going to burst." He tried to smile at Beth, but she could see the worry was burning him up.




"What do you want to say to me, Landon?" Beth asked in a quiet voice.




Landon leaned closer to Beth. His arm stretched across the back of the seat, but he didn't touch her. Was he that determined to keep his distance? If so, what was he about to say to her? Judging by the darkness in his eyes, Beth told herself it couldn't be good news.




"Beth. You know how much this last week has meant to me," he said. "I can hardly believe what has happened." The corner of his mouth creased with a smile. "It's been a miracle. Coming into your life like this. Finding you."




Beth's heart warmed instantly. "I feel the same, Landon," she admitted. "I never thought anything like this would happen."




Landon shifted suddenly. Moving closer, he said: "But it has happened, Beth. There's no denying how we feel about each other."




Beth lowered her lids. They seemed suddenly heavy with emotion. She felt emotion rise in her chest, tightening her throat. Trying to swallow, she found it was impossible. Looking back up into Landon's eyes, Beth said: "You're right. There's no sense pretending, any more."




Landon reached across to her lap and laid his hand across her gloved fingers. "You're the most amazing woman I've ever known, Beth Russell."




Gazing into the deep pools of his eyes, she felt herself shake slightly. Now it was her turn to feel dizzy. Only, for her it hadn't taken a blow to the head to bring on this exquisite feeling, she told herself. "I don't know what to say, Landon." Mingled with the delight of Landon's presence, Beth felt the stirrings of unease. "I'm glad you've made a full recovery."




Landon's brows furrowed as if he'd sensed she was suggesting it was time for him to move on. She felt his fingers tighten around hers. But, before he had a chance to say anything, Beth heard a familiar voice echo across the yard.




"Just so you know, ma'am," Doyle called out. Beth whirled around and stared across toward the path which led to the bunkhouse. "It looks like we sorted that problem out with the herd. I don't think we'll be having any more problems with tick fever."




Beth gasped as she felt Landon tug his hand away. He leaped down from the carriage seat. "Landon, no!" she cried out as she watched Landon start to make his way quickly across the yard.




But, he didn't pay her any heed. He just kept on walking toward Doyle. Any moment now, trouble would break out.


CHAPTER THIRTY







"What are you planning on doing, Mr Baxter?" Doyle asked Landon in a taunting tone of voice. "You looking to end your stay on the Circle D with some kind of trouble?" His voice was quiet, but Landon could sense the familiar resentment in Doyle's manner.




Landon halted in front of Doyle. "What are you doing here?" he snapped. 




Doyle rolled his eyes. "Last time I checked, I work on this spread."




Landon heard Beth striding up to his side. "Doyle. What were you saying about the herd?" Landon figured Beth was simply trying to calm things down. Landon had been shocked by the sudden appearance of the other man. It couldn't have come at a worse moment. For almost the entire duration of the journey to the Circle D, Landon had been trying to figure out how to say something really important to Beth. And, just as he'd been on the verge of uttering those words, Doyle had appeared. 




"We've been checking them throughout the day," Doyle explained. "No sign of fever in the ones we dipped."




"That's good news, isn't it, Landon?" Beth said.




Landon nodded. "It's good," he declared as he peered straight into Doyle's eyes. He wondered if Doyle had any other intentions. The man had done enough interfering. It was time he was on his way. "You've delivered your news." Landon flicked his head. "Maybe you should be on your way."




Doyle's eyes widened and his jaw tightened. Glancing downward, Landon saw Doyle's fists curl into tight balls.  Beth stared up at Landon, but she didn't say a word.




Doyle looked at Beth. "How was your trip into town?" he asked casually.




Still trying to calm things, Beth smiled. "The children loved it. Church was wonderful. And we met Landon's family." Landon asked himself how Beth could be so cheerful. Wasn't it obvious that he and Doyle were on the verge of trouble?




Doyle nodded thoughtfully and peered into Landon's eyes. "Is that so. That sounds real nice. Real homely," Doyle said with heavy sarcasm.




For the first time since Doyle had appeared, Landon noticed a large bag on the ground next to Doyle's boots. "What's in the bag?" Landon asked.




"My things," Doyle replied. "I cleared out my stuff from the bunkhouse."




Beth breathed out noisily. "Cleared out? Why?"




When Doyle smiled at Beth it was with a sudden warmth which took Landon by surprise. "Because I'm moving out, Miss Russell. That's why."




Beth glanced up disbelievingly at Landon. "Are you quitting, Doyle?" Landon asked.




Doyle nodded. "I sure am. I know when it's time to move on. And that time has come."




Beth took a step toward Doyle. "You can't leave, Doyle. You're the ramrod on the Circle D. You've been running this place since we moved in."




"And sometimes a man knows when his time on a spread has come to an end," Doyle explained. "I figure my time at the Circle D is over."




Landon saw Beth stretch out a hand toward Doyle. "You can't leave, Doyle. Is it about money? If it is, I can pay you more."




Doyle shook his head slowly and smiled at Beth. For the first time, Landon saw real appreciation in Doyle's eyes. Appreciation for Beth and what she was capable of doing. "It ain't about money, Miss Russell." Doyle glanced at Landon. "I reckon you have someone who might be able to help you just as good as I did."




Beth turned to Landon. "Tell him he has to stay," she told Landon. 




There was a note of anxiety in Beth's voice. Until now, Landon hadn't realized just how reliant she'd become on the ramrod. He could see worry in her eyes. "If Doyle's made up his mind to leave, there's nothing I can do to stop him, Beth."




At the sound of Landon's familiar use of her name, Doyle's eyes narrowed. But the moment of indignation passed as quickly as it had appeared. Doyle quickly composed himself and smiled at Beth. "I got another offer of work."




"Where?" Beth demanded sharply.




"Wes Harding wants me to work his spread. He's made me a fine offer, and I've accepted."




"You're going to work for Harding?" Beth exclaimed. Landon could hear incredulity in her voice. "Why?"




Landon thought about Harding's attitude when he'd come to the ranch asking for oil to treat his cattle. He was convinced Harding was a changed man. And now he had Doyle by his side. Maybe things had changed for good for all of them, Landon told himself.




"Harding's decided he wants to make a fresh start," Doyle explained. "He figures I'm the man to help him do that."




"You're sure about this," Beth said.




Doyle smiled at Beth. "Miss Russell. You were mighty kind to me. And I appreciated it." He glanced knowingly at Landon. "But I'm going to to give way to someone who can continue to help you. I've done all I can."




Landon was taken aback by how resigned Doyle sounded. For the first time, the man sounded genuine. Landon weighed up the possibility that this could be another one of Harding's schemes. But, Landon had seen the way Harding had behaved when he'd come to ask for help. Maybe something greater than Harding had persuaded him that it was time to mend his ways. Taking on a man like Doyle would make that new start  a whole lot easier.




Doyle touched the brim of his hat and bent down to lift up his bag. With one last glance from Beth to Landon, Doyle started to move off. Beth moved to Landon's side. Watching Doyle make his way to the stable, Landon slipped his arm around Beth's waist. 




She lifted her head and gazed inquiringly up at Landon. "He did a lot for me on the Circle D."




"Men like Doyle are used to moving from job to job," Landon said. "They're drifters by nature."




"Still. I didn't expect him to just up and leave," Beth said.




"Him and Harding are like two peas in a pod," Landon stated. "They'll get on fine. And Harding's spread is big. That'll keep Doyle busy."




Doyle emerged on horseback from the stable. He took one final look at Landon and Beth and shook his head resignedly. Maybe the sight of Landon's arm wrapped around Beth's waist had been the last straw. Doyle didn't say another word and then rode away down the trail. He was soon lost to sight.




Beth gasped suddenly. "I just realized what this means."




"What?"




Beth frowned. She gazed up into Landon's eyes. He felt something warm shift in his middle. He could get used to Beth looking at him like that, he told himself. There were times when her natural beauty knocked him sideways. And this was one of those times. "I don't have a foreman for the Circle D."




Landon immediately knew this was the moment he'd been waiting for. "Sure you have a foreman." He took Beth gently by the shoulders, feeling the softness of her body beneath her gown. Her mouth opened as she waited for him to continue. Her lashes looked heavy and her gaze softened. "You have me," he murmured.




When Landon saw the way she was looking at him, he knew what he had to do. Leaning his head down, he kissed Beth.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE







Beth gasped as Landon's lips settled upon hers. Sinking into his warm embrace, she realized she'd been waiting for this kiss all day. At least that was how it felt as she lifted her chin and let the delight of Landon's tender kiss sweep over her. She curled her arms around Landon's shoulders, drawing him closer. She wanted the kiss to last forever. Feeling the ground shift beneath her feet, she let Landon hold her gently but firmly. The kiss was exquisite, filling her with joy.




Landon lifted his head and gazed into Beth's eyes. "Beth," he breathed. "I love you."




Shocked by the directness of his declaration, she gasped and then quickly composed herself. Smiling up at him, she lowered her eyes and whispered: "And I love you, Landon."




His eyes widened and he smiled broadly. "You do?"




She grinned at him, feeling ten years younger. "I do."




Landon let out a soft, ecstatic howl that echoed across the yard. "That makes me so happy, Beth," he positively growled. He drew her closer to him. He held her as if he never wanted to let her go. She was happy with that. As far as she was concerned, she and Landon belonged together. 




Still holding her, he said: "For a while back there, on the trail, I wondered whether I'd ever be able to tell you how I felt."




"You were worried?" she countered. "I was thinking exactly the same thing myself."




Landon grinned. "Seems like we need to do some plain speaking."




Beth nodded. "I love you, Landon Baxter." She giggled and shook her head enthusiastically. "And I want the whole world to know it."




Landon laughed. "That sure feels good," he admitted. "There ain't a person in Montana who isn't going to know how much I love the woman who owns the Circle D."




Beth frowned. "So who is going to be my new foreman?" she asked.




"Just a foreman?" he responded and lifted a querying brow.




Beth felt her heartbeat thundering. Her breath hitched in her chest as she gazed up into Landon's eyes. She knew what he was going to say next. She knew what he needed to ask her. All day she'd been wondering where everything with Landon was going to lead. And now she had her answer.




Landon's arms slid down to Beth's waist. It felt like he didn't want to let her go. Not until he'd spoken his next words. The words which she knew would change everything. For her, the children and for Landon. She suddenly saw clearly how everything which had happened over the last few days had been leading up to this moment. The Lord had placed this wonderful man in her life. Landon was to be the means of Beth and the children being led out of the darkness and into the light. And now she could see, by the determination in his eyes, he intended to fully obey the Lord's will. Landon understood why he'd been brought into Beth's life.




"Beth," Landon breathed softly. "You know how much I love you. I want to be a part of your life. And I want you to be part of mine. I know we met in unusual circumstances, but that's one way the Lord works his wonders." He leaned his head closer. When he spoke next , she couldn't take her eyes off him. "You and I belong together, Beth."




Joy filled her heart. She reached up and gently cupped the side of his face in her hand. She felt so much love for Landon that, for a brief moment, she could hardly express it in words. Then she sighed contentedly. "Landon. This is a miracle. You loving me like this. And me loving you. How can such a thing be true?"




"It's what the Lord intended for us both, Beth," Landon said. Glancing toward the ranch house, he added: "And for Max and Katie, too. Those children deserve to have a complete family again."




Once again, Beth's heart filled with joy and bliss. "This is a big step for you, Landon. Being a father to the children."




"Nothing will stop me from doing all I can to give those two  the best possible life."




Beth sighed softly. Every one of his words was like music to her ears. "Are you sure?"




Landon nodded firmly. She was beginning to get used to that look she told herself. It was the way she knew that he meant to do something, no matter what the personal cost. "I've never been more sure of anything in my life." He tilted his head. "Of course, that leaves one thing for me to do." Taking one step back, he took her hands in his and gazed longingly into her eyes. This time, the earth did shake beneath her booted feet. She held on to Landon's hands and waited for him to speak. 




Landon drew in a deep breath and straightened his shoulders. "Beth Russell," Landon said, his voice shaking with emotion. "Will you do me the great honor of agreeing to become my wife?"




The words seemed to hover in the air. Beth's mouth opened and, for a moment, she was speechless. When she'd come to the Circle D all those weeks ago, she never would have believed that one day she would stand in front of the most handsome man in Montana as he asked her to marry him. It truly was a miracle. She gazed into Landon's eyes and saw tenderness and love in them. "I will, Landon," she whispered. Now it was her turn to speak with a voice shaking with emotion. "I will become your wife."




Landon's features lit up with delight. He drew her closer to him and wrapped her in a warm embrace. He kissed her again, this time with sheer joy. Ending the kiss, he leaned back and gazed deeply into her eyes. "My love," he murmured. "I promise to devote my entire life to making you happy. No matter what it takes, I will do all I can to bring joy into your life."




Lifting her hand, Beth pushed some loose locks of stray hair from one side of his forehead. "And to think this all happened because you hit your head on a rock," she said and smiled at him.




The door to the ranch house opened. Max and Katie stepped out onto the porch followed by Sally. The mouths of each of the children dropped open when they saw Beth and Landon. Katie turned to Sally as if seeking some kind of explanation. Sally laid a hand gently on the shoulder of each of the children and started to lead them across the yard. Max and Katie gazed, wide-eyed at Beth and Landon. Realizing she was still in Landon's arms, she looked up at him. "I think we should tell them, don't you?"




"I think they've probably already guessed," Landon replied.




Beth and Landon turned to face the children and Sally. Landon's arm was still wrapped around Beth's waist. It was a fact which, judging by the delighted expression on the faces of Max and Katie, had not gone unnoticed. "We have some wonderful news for you," Beth said.




Katie smiled up at Landon. "Are you going to be our new pa?"




Taken aback by the way Katie had just gotten to the point, Landon glanced at Beth, seeking help. Beth edged forward with Landon still holding onto her. She glanced at Sally and saw the delight on her face. "Landon has just asked me to become his wife. And I have accepted."




Max and Katie's squeals of delight rang out across the yard. They started bouncing up and down on their toes. Max turned to Katie. "I told you," he yelled.




Beth extended her arms to the children. "Come here," she said to them. They both tumbled into her arms. She hugged them warmly, hearing the sheer excitement in their muffled cries. Then she released them. "I think Landon wants a hug, too." Looking at Landon, she added: "Don't you?"




Landon peered down at the children. "It sure would be nice," he announced and smiled at them. Then the children leaped against Landon's legs, crying out with delight. 




Beth smiled at Sally. The housekeeper came to Beth. "Congratulations, Beth," Sally said, her eyes moistening. 




Beth hugged Sally. "I'm so happy," she said quietly. 




Sally looked at Landon. He'd lifted Max up into his arms. "You've got a good man, there," she told Beth. "The Lord has been generous to you in so many ways."




"And I'm truly grateful, Sally," Beth admitted. "I will always be grateful to the Lord for bringing Landon into our lives. Even when I turned away from Him, the Lord found a way to bring me back to Him."




"You're all a family, now," Sally said. 




Looking at Landon, Max and Katie, Beth nodded. "We are. And it's the most wonderful thing in the world."




Then she went to Landon and hugged him as the children danced around their feet.





CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO







ONE MONTH LATER







The wedding ceremony had been completed an hour before at the church in Inspiration. Now, they were all back at the Baxter ranch. The celebration was about to begin and Beth hoped it would go on for the rest of the day and long into the evening. She and Landon stood at the far end of a long table which had been set out in the yard in front of the ranch house. Squinting in the bright, afternoon sunshine, Beth gazed down the length of the table. On one side sat Gabe and Lauren, with Kyle and Veronica sitting next to them. On the opposite side of the table sat Landon's parents, Miriam and Nathaniel. Next to Landon's father sat Veronica's parents Dominick Flint and his wife Augusta. At the far end sat Lauren's father. Filling up the space on both sides of the rest of table were Victoria Munro and her husband, Wyatt, along with Josh Munro and his wife Grace. Most importantly, up near the end of the table where Beth and Landon would be sitting in a few moments were all the children. Max and Katie and Ryan Munro and Molly Baxter.




Any moment now, Landon would start to make a speech. Right now, everyone at the table was busy chatting. The steady murmur of the conversation drifted on the cool, afternoon air. Beth looked up at her new husband. He seemed nervous about the speech. But that didn't stop him looking fine in his neatly cut dark gray suit and waistcoat. Landon glanced down at Beth and smiled. "You look beautiful," he said for what seemed like the hundredth time today. She ran a hand down the front of her white wedding dress. She'd spent many hours with Victoria, Lauren, Grace and Veronica making the dress. And there had been times in the last week when it had seemed the dress would never be ready. But it had all worked out perfectly in the end. Just like everything with Landon.




Landon gazed into Beth's eyes. She'd never get weary of him looking at her like that, she told herself. Every day would be a joy and delight, as long as Landon gazed at her with his eyes filled with love. "And you're still the most handsome man in Montana," she replied.




He quirked a brow at her. "I aim to stay that way for a long time."




Beth laughed quietly. "I have no doubt you will."




Landon lifted his glass and clinked a spoon softly against its side. Instantly, all heads turned to look at Landon. He cleared his throat and straightened his shoulders. "I'm not one to make long speeches. But I want to say a few words before we all tuck in to the fine food which has been laid on here." Beth ran her gaze along the table, admiring the variety of food which filled the plates laid out along its length.




"I'm getting hungry," Kyle called out. Everyone laughed. Beth saw Kyle's wife, Veronica giggle even as she dug her elbow softly into Kyle's side. He flinched and gave his wife a good-natured smile.




Landon turned to Beth and gazed into her eyes. "I want to say how happy I am today. This beautiful woman has become my wife, and I can hardly believe how generous our Lord has been to me." Landon gazed down the length of the table. "To me and my brothers. It truly has been a summer filled with blessings."




Beth saw Gabe nod his head and smile at Lauren. Kyle did the same to Veronica. 




Landon looked across at his parents. "When you wrote to us earlier this year and told us it was time to get married, we couldn't possibly have known how things would turn out for all of us. You did the right thing, ma. And you too, pa. I figure we needed a reminder of what was right and proper for us." He smiled warmly at his parents. "I hope your proud of us."




"We are, son," Landon's father announced. Looking at Beth, Lauren and Veronica, he added. "We have three wonderful daughters-in-law. And beautiful grand-children, too," he added smiling at Molly, Max and Katie. "And we couldn't be happier." He smiled at Landon's mother. "Could we, dear?"




She smiled. "It truly is a blessing from the Lord," she declared. 




Hands were pounded on the table in clear agreement with that statement. Once the noise had died down, Landon lifted his wine-filled glass and faced Beth. Everyone else at the table lifted their glasses. She lifted her glass and gazed at Landon, wondering what he was going to say next. 




"I'd like to propose a toast to my new wife," Landon said softly. "Who I will always love." Landon raised his glass and smiled at Beth. "To the new Mrs Baxter."




Beth lifted her glass and smiled at Landon. "And to my new husband, who I adore with all my heart." She saw Landon smile broadly as she said those words. And she meant every one of them. Just as she knew he had meant his sweet words about her.




Voices acclaimed the new Baxter husband and his wife. Beth sipped her drink and smiled at Landon over the brim of the glass.




As she placed her glass back down on the table, Kyle cried out. "Kiss the bride. Again."




Once more, laughter rang out around the table. And then Landon swept Beth into his arms and kissed her.







THE END
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