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Mother to a precious, young daughter, Veronica Flint has come from the city to Inspiration, Montana to find a new beginning after becoming a widow. Falling in love with a handsome rancher wasn't in her plans. She and Kyle Baxter come from different worlds. All that unites them is their shared faith and a growing bond of affection. Now that this is her new home, Veronica must begin to learn the ways of the frontier. And Kyle is eager to help.




Rancher Kyle Baxter hadn't counted on finding love and the chance of an instant family. But that's what happens when he rescues the beautiful newcomer and her daughter from catastrophe. Now that Veronica's part of his life, Kyle won't let anything stand in his way. But as his courtship continues, and problems of Veronica's past reappear, Kyle wonders if he can ever be a family man.




With so much to overcome, can Veronica and Kyle follow God's will and create a lasting future of love and family?
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Trust in the Lord with all thine heart; and lean not unto thine own understanding.

Proverbs 3:5





DEAR READER




This is the second story about the Baxter brothers who own and work the ranch to the south of the little town of Inspiration, Montana. In this story Kyle Baxter, the youngest of the three brothers, is drawn into the life of a beautiful newcomer to Montana. Veronica Flint who is a widow and a mother to her beautiful young daughter, Molly, has come to renew her life. But, when Veronica meets Kyle, her world is turned upside down, and her journey toward a new love begins. 




I wanted to write a story which shows how important it is to set aside the past. And also how, by the means of us trusting Him, God can lead us through trials and difficulties to ultimately find the joy of His love.




The novel takes place two months after the events of The Rancher's Reunion Bride which showed how Kyle's older brother Gabriel married Lauren Munro. It can be read as a standalone or part of the series. I hope you enjoy this story.




The Brides of Inspiration series of novels will continue with the story of Landon Baxter.





CHAPTER ONE




Inspiration, Montana

June 1881

The Baxter ranch




Kyle Baxter jolted when he heard the cry of alarm. He straightened in his horse's saddle and peered out across the grass-covered rangeland. Narrowing his eyes in the bright sunshine, he held his breath, feeling every one of his muscles tighten. His eyes widened as he watched a young steer break away from the mass of the cattle herd and make straight for a nearby chestnut horse which was rearing in sudden alarm. Ranch hands, mingled in amongst the herd, turned and stared, momentarily transfixed, as the steer began its bid for freedom. 




Kyle peered at the chestnut horse and gasped as he realized it was no ranch hand sitting on the horse. A woman, dressed in white and, judging by her features, roughly Kyle's age, clutched reins, struggling to control the bucking horse. She stared in obvious terror at the advancing steer. From beneath the broad brim of her tan-colored hat, fear was visible on her features. But that wasn't the worst of it. Kyle leaned forward, staring incredulously. The woman's arms were wrapped defensively around the small form of a young girl who shared the saddle. Kyle guessed the little girl, blonde-haired and dressed in pink, was barely five years of age. Face pale, the girl looked petrified. 




Briefly, Kyle wondered how the woman and the girl could have strayed onto the Baxter spread. He'd been too busy watching the herd to have noticed the newcomer. Hadn't she realized how dangerous it would be to ride so close to the herd? And what was she doing on the Baxter ranch anyway? He dismissed those thoughts. It was no time for questions. Kyle's gaze flashed briefly around the herd and the mounted ranch hands. Of all the ranch hands near the herd, Kyle was closest to the imperiled rider. Kyle knew he had to act. And fast. Digging his heels into his mount's side, he jerked on the reins, cried out, and drove his black stallion forward. His mount's hooves pounded on the hard earth. Racing toward the woman rider, Kyle saw the nearby steer stagger a moment, pausing its relentless course toward the horse. Maybe that would give him the time he needed, Kyle reasoned. 




For a second, the woman rider looked to have taken control of her mount. The horse stopped the panicked pounding of its hooves, giving its rider a chance do something to avoid the oncoming steer. Kyle saw the woman's urgent gaze settle briefly on him. But then she turned as she heard the distressed moan of the steer which was now only a short distance away. Once again, the steer was headed straight for the woman's horse. The woman tugged on the reins. But every staggering sideways movement of the horse was matched by the steer. It was like watching a crazy dance between the two animals. The outcome was sickeningly clear. Kyle had seen things like this before during his years on the ranch. A distressed steer ramming into a mounted rider usually ended badly for the rider, he reflected urgently. Kyle heard the little girl scream. Her voice echoed out across the broad rangeland. Kyle knew that sound would have turned the heads of all the remaining ranch hands.




Leaning forward, Kyle drove his mount even harder. It still wasn't too late to save the woman and the girl. Nearing them, Kyle saw the woman tug hard on the reins. Her mount swung away from the oncoming steer. For a moment, Kyle thought the rider had managed to avoid the worst. But then he felt his heart sink as he watched the steer make one final, decisive lunge. Then, the steer tumbled against the side of the woman's horse. The horse remained standing, but only just. The little girl cried out and, for a moment, Kyle thought her leg had been hit by the bulk of the steer's body. Kyle saw the woman scoop the little girl abruptly out of the saddle. That movement had been enough to save the little girl's leg from contact with the steer. But the woman didn't enjoy the same luck. Sacrificing herself for the little girl meant the woman took the full brunt of the steer's contact with the side of the horse. Kyle saw the woman's even features flinch with discomfort. Her hat flew off and tendrils of thick dark hair swept around her head.




He was almost by her side. For a long moment, the steer seemed determined to press itself up against the horse as if it was eager to test its strength with the bigger animal. For a second the steer twisted its head away from the horse. That gave Kyle his chance.




Kyle seized the rope coiled on his saddle. Sweeping it quickly in the air, he threw the line toward the steer's outstretched head. He'd done this plenty of times before. Knew exactly what he was doing. And, just as before, the rope settled around the steer's neck. With all his force, Kyle wrenched the rope, tightening it. The steer cried out defiantly, pulling hard, trying to regain its freedom. Kyle felt himself lurch forward. But, he held on tight, his muscles straining, breath quickening. As he dragged the steer away from the woman's horse, battling the strength of the animal, ignoring its high-pitched wailing, he saw the woman peer at him, mouth open, eyes wide. The little girl she hugged close to her watched with similar amazement as Kyle hauled the steer away until it finally staggered and tumbled to the earth. The animal kicked its legs and tried to stand, but Kyle tugged repeatedly on the rope, keeping the steer off balance.




From behind him, Kyle heard thundering hooves. Looking around he saw two ranch hands, Dave and Jake, riding toward him. The two men leaped down from their horses and ran to the steer, kneeling down and taking control of the animal by tying its legs with rope. Seeing that the men had the steer subdued for the moment, Kyle turned his attention back to the woman rider. He rode across to her mount, drawing close. It looked like she'd composed herself. She had her fingers wrapped around the reins. The little girl was seated once again in front of the woman. Up close, Kyle saw a resemblance between the woman's even, pretty features and those of the little girl. They both shared similar high cheekbones and vivid blue eyes.




Kyle drew to halt. "Are you hurt, ma'am?" he asked sharply. 




The woman fussed with her dark hair and shifted on her saddle. Her cheeks were flushed pink and her blue eyes shimmered with emotion. Her breathing was still quicker than it should be. It would take her a while to get over what had just happened, Kyle told himself. Her brows furrowed. "I'm fine," she announced. "That animal of yours sure is wild." Her voice quivered. She was doing her best to hide the effect of her encounter with the steer.




Kyle leaned on the pommel of his saddle and tipped up the brim of his hat. Squinting at the little girl, he smiled. "And you?" Kyle glanced down at the girl's booted foot. "He didn't catch you on the leg, did he?"




The girl said nothing and turned her head, peering up at the woman, as if seeking permission to reply. The woman's arm tightened around the girl. "We're both fine," she stated, glancing down at the girl. "Isn't that right, Molly."




The girl, suddenly looking relieved, nodded back at Kyle. "That cow was mean," she said, her soft, steady voice containing not a hint of what she'd just undergone. Molly looked across at the steer. Kyle saw that the two ranch hands had the animal back on its feet. One of the hands, Dave, led the steer to his horse and tied the rope to the saddle. Dave got up onto his mount and started to lead the steer back in the direction of the herd.




Kyle looked back at the little girl and laughed quietly. "All in a day's work." His gaze met the woman's steady expression. He knew this wasn't the time to demand an explanation from the woman about why she had come onto the ranch. Kyle didn't want to do anything which would upset the little girl. She'd been through enough with the scare she'd just had.




The woman scoffed and gave Kyle a stern look. "Maybe it's just a regular day for you."




Kyle's brows furrowed. The woman's mouth twisted slightly, forming a cute, inexplicably attractive pout. A thought flew into Kyle's mind. The woman possessed a natural beauty. And no mistake. He cleared his throat. "I don't believe we've been introduced, ma'am," he said with an acid tone of voice. "My name is Kyle Baxter." He ran his gaze around the wide open rangeland. "And you're on private property. My family's property, in fact."




For a brief moment, the woman seemed surprised. Her eyes narrowed, taking in Kyle's features like she was appraising him. Kyle wasn't sure he liked that look. "Your family owns this spread?"




Kyle nodded. "We sure do. One of the finest spreads in these parts."




The woman smiled, a hint of irony in her captivating eyes. "How modest of you to say so," she countered. "I guess every rancher in this territory thinks the same." He tried to place her accent. It sounded Eastern, but he couldn't place it.




"The only difference is that what I say is true," Kyle objected. "You're standing on the finest ranch in Montana." He wasn't going to back down, even if he knew he was exaggerating. Leaning forward, he tilted his head. "I don't think I caught your name, ma'am."




She met his gaze. "I didn't say." Her voice was steady and suddenly defiant. The woman tightened the reins in her hands and tugged on the horse. "Thank you for your assistance, Mr Baxter," she said. "If you don't mind, we'll be getting on our way."




For a moment, Kyle was shocked into immobility. She was leaving? Just like that? As if nothing had happened? Then the woman shifted her right leg and made to kick her horse's side. As she did so, she groaned. Her brows knitted, and she flinched visibly. Gasping, she looked down at her leg, puzzled and surprised in equal measure. Clearly she was in some kind of discomfort. 




Reaching quickly out, Kyle took hold of the horse's halter. "Hold on there," he said. The woman peered at Kyle. He thought she was about to tell him to let go of the horse's halter. Thankfully, she didn't. Kyle dismounted. "Looks like you've got something going on there," he said pointing at the woman's booted foot. She wore dainty well-made, brown half-boots which looked like they'd be better suited in some kind of polite town salon. They weren't riding boots. "That steer came mighty close," Kyle added.




"It's nothing," she insisted. "I'll be fine." She tried to move her leg again. This time she did her best to disguise the discomfort, but failed miserably.




Kyle shook his head. "The steer thumped against your horse. Looks like he caught your leg, too."




"I told you, it's nothing to be concerned about," she insisted. There was a sudden pride in her voice. This was a determined woman, not accustomed to backing down, Kyle told himself. He wanted to examine her foot for any sign of damage, but he knew he couldn't. That wasn't the kind of thing a gentleman did within a few minutes of meeting a beautiful woman, he told himself wryly. 




An idea floated into his mind. "Can I suggest something?" Kyle saw the woman's eyes narrow suspiciously. "My mother is an expert when it comes to healing hurts on a ranch."




"Your mother?" the woman exclaimed. Her brows rose in a straight line. "What are you suggesting?"




Kyle glanced toward a distant ridge. "Our ranch house is just over that ridge. My ma can take a look at that. Make sure the damage isn't too bad."




She still looked uncertain. Did she think he was lying? If she did, she didn't know that lying wasn't a part of the Baxter family code of conduct, Kyle told himself. "I'm not sure." She thought a moment and then added: "Who else is at the ranch house?"




Kyle twisted his mouth, thinking for a moment. "Let me see. There's my ma and pa. They recently came back from out east. There's my Aunt Mabel. She came here all the way from Philadelphia with my ma and pa. And then there's my brother Gabriel and his wife-to-be, Lauren. She's visiting today. They've got a wedding to plan for Saturday." Lifting one brow, Kyle gave the woman a mischievous look. "Things are busy in the house today. But I'm sure we can take a look at that leg," he added and quirked a brow.




Perhaps taken aback by Kyle's sudden openness, the woman nodded hesitantly.  If she was curious about the wedding she didn't show it. "That sure is a busy household." She thought a moment and then glanced down at her ankle. "Perhaps I should let your mother take a look."




For some reason he couldn't explain, Kyle felt pleased about that. Seeing the woman's hat lying on the ground, Kyle scooped it up and handed it to her. She smiled gently as she took it from his gloved hand. Getting back up on his horse, Kyle readied himself for the ride home. The little girl, Molly, looked at her mother. "Are we going to a real ranch house, ma?" she asked.




The woman was the girl's mother. Kyle kept his gaze steady, unmoving. He'd guessed as much, and now it had been confirmed. "We sure are, Molly. This kind gentleman just invited us." She looked at Kyle. The steady look had returned to her eyes. "We won't stay long, Mr Baxter. We'll soon be on our way home." 




"Where is home, ma'am? If you don't mind me asking," Kyle said.




She gave him an even look. "The Flint mansion is our home," she announced with a hint of pride in her voice.




Kyle was taken aback. "Dominick Flint's place?" Kyle asked abruptly.




The woman nodded. "That's right. He's my father." The woman leaned down and smiled at Molly. "And this is his grand-daughter." There was a sudden glint of pride in the woman's eyes as she regarded her daughter. Molly giggled softly. It was clear mother and daughter shared a special bond.




Kyle felt like someone had hit him with a plank of wood. He steadied himself in his saddle and schooled his features, trying not to betray how stunned he was. This was Dominick Flint's daughter? Kyle asked himself how he had never met the woman before. Flint had lived at the mansion a few miles out to the south-west of town for over a year now. It was a big place, one of the largest houses in these parts. It wasn't so much a ranch, more like a grand residence with grounds attached. But, Kyle had never laid eyes on Flint's daughter before. Maybe she was newly arrived. And as for Flint himself, he liked to live a quiet life, away from the goings-on in Inspiration. He could afford to do that. The commonly held opinion was that Dominick Flint had plenty of money.




Realizing he still didn't know her first name, Kyle decided it was time to find out. "If I'm going to introduce you to my mother, I'd prefer to know your name, ma'am."




She nodded slowly. "Veronica," she said quietly. "Veronica Callahan."




That second part caught Kyle by surprise. Immediately he wondered where Mr Callahan could be. Right now wasn't the time to be asking questions like that. Kyle smiled blankly. "Pleased to meet you Mrs Callahan," he said evenly. She smiled at him as she started to ride alongside him, up the gentle hill toward the ridge.











CHAPTER TWO







The ranch house was impressive, Veronica admitted to herself as she drew her mount to a halt in the yard in front of the long porch. White-fronted, well constructed and big enough for a sizable family. The rancher, Kyle Baxter, halted alongside Veronica. Lifting a brow, perhaps taking note of how impressed she was with the ranch house, he dismounted and tied the reins of his horse on the hitching post in front of the porch. Then he came toward Veronica and Molly. She hesitated before starting to dismount. Watching him advance, Veronica had to admit to herself that Kyle was a handsome man. Maybe a year or so older than herself, she guessed. He had the tall, muscular, broad-shouldered physique and sun-kissed skin of a man accustomed to outdoor work. Muscles filled the plaid shirt and his stride was easy, filled with confidence. He wore blue jeans and his boots were well-worn and brown.




Kyle smiled at her and Molly. His even features possessed a welcoming, open expression. Beneath broad, ridged brows, his green eyes, bright and filled with good nature, regarded her with care and curiosity. She wondered why he hadn't given her a piece of his mind about trespassing. She knew she'd done just that and had expected him to demand an explanation. But, for some reason he'd held back. Maybe he hadn't wanted to upset Molly by having a shouting match out on the range.




From inside the ranch house Veronica heard voices. She saw movement through the window. Nerves twisted in her middle at the prospect of meeting these new folks. She and Molly had only been back at the Flint mansion for a few weeks. Veronica knew she had plenty to do before she'd feel truly at home. Putting the past behind her would take time, she reminded herself. She and Molly had a new life to build here in Inspiration. Agreeing to meet some of Kyle Baxter's family might be a start. After all, the Baxters and the Flint family were almost neighbors, she reflected.




Kyle opened his arms. "Can I help you get down off that horse?" 




Veronica shook her head. Letting Molly twist in her arms, she gestured to Kyle. "Maybe Molly needs help."




Molly smiled broadly and thrust her arms out toward Kyle. The rancher scooped Molly up by the waist and hoisted her down from the horse's back. As Molly's feet thudded onto the yard, the door to the ranch house was thrust open. 




A silver-haired woman emerged. She was dressed in a plain, gray gown. "Kyle?" the woman said. She gave Molly and look which bordered on astonishment. Then the woman's gaze swept to Veronica. There was puzzlement in the woman's eyes. 




"Hey, ma," Kyle replied. "I brought some visitors."




The woman advanced along the porch, all the while examining Veronica. Maybe it wasn't every day her son brought a woman and child to the ranch, Veronica concluded wryly. Veronica shifted on the horse and then carefully dismounted. As her booted foot touched the yard, she felt pain jolt her ankle. Gasping quietly, she did her best to mask her discomfort. But it seemed there was no hiding anything from Kyle's mother. 




"Are you hurt, dear?" the woman asked, stepping off the porch.




Veronica shook her head and grasped her skirts, trying to dismiss the woman's concern. "It's nothing."




Kyle shook his head. "One of our steers took a run at this lady and her daughter while they were on horseback," he explained. "Gave them a fright."




Kyle's mother's eyes widened with instant concern. "Are you hurt bad?" she asked abruptly.




"Maybe you can take a look, ma," Kyle suggested.




"Of course," his mother said. Gazing at Molly, she asked: "And who might this beautiful young lady be?" she asked giving Molly a generous smile.




"This here is Miss Molly Callahan," Kyle announced. Molly, liking the grand way Kyle was introducing her, grinned up at Veronica. Kyle looked at Veronica. She was sure his gaze lingered a moment before he spoke. "And this is her mother, Veronica."




Kyle's mother held out a hand to Veronica. "I'm Miriam. And you're most welcome to our ranch." Glancing down at Molly, she added: "That means both of you." Veronica heard Molly gasp with delight. 




Miriam took Veronica by the shoulder and started to lead her toward the porch. "Come with me, dear. Let me take a look at that ankle of yours."




Despite her best efforts, Veronica couldn't avoid limping slightly. Molly followed alongside her. She noticed Kyle was taking his time tying up Veronica's horse. As if sensing her curiosity he spoke: "I'll just wait out here. Let my mother do what she's good at." Veronica felt a stab of disappointment. If there were others inside, maybe it would have made things easier for her if the handsome, good-natured rancher had helped make some of the introductions. Thinking about it for another moment, Veronica reassured herself she wouldn't be staying long, anyway. Her parents would be wondering where she and Molly had gotten to.




Inside the ranch house was as lovely as the exterior. Wood-paneled walls, richly-covered sofas, intricately detailed carpeting, the scent of flowers, and a variety of tasteful decorative ornaments gave the interior of the parlor a welcoming, homely feel. Much like the people who lived in the house, Veronica reflected as Miriam led her toward one of the two long sofas in the middle of the room. As he sat down, Veronica could hear voices coming from another part of the house. She heard the familiar sounds of kitchen work. 




Miriam brought a stool and lifted Veronica's foot onto it. Sitting by Veronica's side, Molly watched with a worry-free expression, eyes rapt with steady concentration. Molly had never seen her mother suffer any kind of physical injury, Veronica reminded herself. And that could only be a good thing. Veronica knew how hard she'd worked to shelter Molly from the harsh realities of life. And to have confidence that her mother would do whatever it took to make sure she was safe in this hard and dangerous world.




Miriam unlaced Veronica's boot and slid it from her foot. As she did so, Veronica flinched. Miriam examined Veronica's ankle for a few moments, testing it with gentle changes of position. One particular position seemed to cause Veronica the most discomfort.




Miriam leaned back and sighed. "The good news is I think you've only twisted your ankle badly."




"I had to move quickly to avoid that steer," Veronica explained. "I did feel it collide with my foot, though. I should have moved quicker than I did."




Miriam shook her head. "Those steers can be ornery," she stated. Miriam stood, planting her hands on her hips. "I'll get something to put on that ankle for a little while. And I'll get Lily, our housekeeper, to make some coffee." She smiled at Molly. "And I believe there are some cakes, too."




Molly grinned and glanced excitedly at Veronica, seeking permission. The promise of cake always brightened her spirits, Veronica reflected. Veronica nodded at Molly. Clearly understanding what had passed between mother and daughter, Miriam headed off to the kitchen. As Miriam left the room, Veronica heard footsteps on the hall's wooden floorboards. 




Kyle leaned his head into the parlor. "What's the verdict?" he asked.




"Nothing is broken," Veronica told him.




Kyle's shoulders dropped with visible relief. "That's good news." Advancing into the room, he seemed set on waiting around. At least until Miriam brought the coffee and whatever was needed for Veronica's ankle. She saw Kyle glance hesitantly at her ankle which was still propped up on the stool. Feeling suddenly self-conscious, Veronica swept her loose skirt across her leg, covering her bare foot. Glancing back at Kyle, she saw his cheeks flush pink. She turned her head away and smiled to herself. It hadn't taken much to embarrass the rancher, she told herself. Her earlier impression that he was very much a gentleman had just been confirmed.




Kyle sat on a chair in front of a wooden writing bureau, upon which were strewn papers. A rifle hung on the wall above the bureau. Veronica wondered how often guns were used on this ranch. Back at the Flint mansion, guns were forbidden. Her father, Dominick was emphatic that no guns were allowed inside the mansion's walls. For a few long moments, a heavy silence hung in the air. Perched on the edge of the sofa, Molly swung her legs, child-like and innocently unaware of the sudden awkwardness between Veronica and Kyle. From the kitchen came the sounds of voices. 




Finally, Veronica decided she had to say something. Anything to break the silence. "How long have you and your family lived here?"




Kyle leaned back on the chair. "About ten years. Pa bought this place when it was pretty rundown. We've been building it up ever since." 




He looked suddenly thoughtful. She was sure he was about to ask her a question. Needing to prevent that from happening, she blurted out the next thing which came to mind. "Did you say your brother is getting married this weekend?" 




Kyle hesitated. From the narrowing of his eyes she thought he'd figured out that these questions were her way of keeping him from prying into her own circumstances. Well, if that was what he was thinking then he was entirely correct, Veronica told herself. Now wasn't the time for her to reveal personal details about her own and Molly's life. She hoped he'd realize that and restrain his curiosity. For now, at least.




"My big brother, Gabe, is getting married on Saturday," Kyle said brightly. "Him and Lauren Munro. She's related to my sister's husband, Josh Munro." He lifted his brows. "Do you know the Munro family?"




Veronica shook her head. "We only just moved to Inspiration," she explained. "We haven't had a chance to meet a whole lot of people. Most of our time has been spent getting used to living at the mansion."




Veronica could tell he was desperate to follow up on what she'd just revealed. Maybe he wanted to ask her if she had a husband. Did he realize she was only talking about herself and Molly? Or had he simply assumed there was a Mr Callahan, waiting for her back at the Flint mansion? Because there wasn't. And there never would be. 




"Maybe you and your family can go to one of the town socials," Kyle suggested. "That's a good way of getting to know folks."




It was an innocent suggestion. Veronica nodded. "I'm sure it is," was all she said in reply. She could imagine what the town's social gatherings were like. Friendly, well-organized and with plenty of townsfolk eager to know more about the new arrivals. Veronica had attended events like that back in Chicago. If folks knew only half of what she'd been through these past few years, then a night at a social would be an ordeal of disapproving looks and judgmental glances. Her history would remain private. If for no other reason than it had to be that way to protect Molly.




Footsteps sounded in the hallway and Miriam entered the room. She was carrying a thick, damp-looking cloth. Halting suddenly, she squinted at Kyle. "Keeping Mrs Callahan company?" she asked.




Kyle stood quickly. "I'll be outside," he said abruptly. He glanced at the cloth in Miriam's hand. "Let me know if you need anything." Then he made his way out of the parlor. As Miriam took her seat on the sofa, Veronica heard the front door close heavily. Miriam proceeded to attend to Veronica's ankle. The cloth was damp and cold. Wrapping it around Veronica's ankle, Miriam leaned back and smiled. "Leave that on for an hour or so. Then we'll see about getting you home."




"An hour?" Veronica asked surprised at the proposed duration of her visit.




Before she had a chance to say another word, she heard the rattle of crockery and rhythmic beat of footsteps. A woman entered the parlor carrying a tray upon which were set cups, plates, cakes and a coffee pot. Her white hair was neatly tied back and she was dressed in a plain white gown and apron. She had a kindly expression on her even features and bright, blue eyes filled with curiosity. Veronica guessed the woman was the same age as Miriam, perhaps in her fifties. Miriam stood and fetched a small table, placing it close to the where Veronica and Molly sat. "This is Lily, our housekeeper," Miriam explained. "And she's the one who has made these tasty cakes," she added giving Molly a knowing glance.




Lily set the tray down on the table. Plates of cake and cups of coffee were handed out. Molly smiled contentedly and nibbled on a scone. Lily left the room. All Veronica could think to do was be as pleasant to Miriam as possible. After all, the woman had simply welcomed Veronica and Molly into her family home with hardly any word of explanation from her son. Did she trust her son's judgment so much that even bringing home a stranger didn't even cause Miriam a moment's concern?




Back at the Flint household, Veronica's own mother had encouraged her to do as much as she could to become a part of the local community. Even if that meant socializing with the folks of Inspiration. And especially if it meant doing what her father seemed so determined to avoid. Getting to know the neighboring ranching families.




Veronica heard footsteps in the hallway. New voices. A man and woman talking quietly. Murmuring.




Miriam smiled at Veronica. "That's Gabriel and Lauren you're hearing. And I think that's my husband, too. I'll introduce you," she said. Miriam placed her cup on the table and stood. She called out into the hall, beckoning her son and soon to be daughter-in-law. Veronica smiled at Molly. Meeting new people was still a novelty for her daughter. But she was young and adaptable. Thankfully all the tragedy of the past had occurred when Molly had been too young to know what was going on. She'd been sheltered from the worst of it.




 It was time to open up their lives to new people. It was time for a new beginning for her and Molly. That was why Veronica had come here to be with her parents. This was clearly her chance to begin afresh. It seemed that, on this bright sunny Montana day, God had brought her into the lives of the Baxter family. All Veronica could hope for was that she could keep the details of the last few years to herself. 




The last thing she ever wanted to talk about was how, four years ago, she'd become the widow Callahan.


CHAPTER THREE







Kyle stood on the porch of the ranch house, gazed out across the yard and drew in a contented breath. Cool air filled his lungs. Fresh scents of the rangeland awakened his senses, lightening his mood. Bright, late-morning sunshine bathed the Baxter spread making everything seem more vivid. The birdsong was sweet music. The big Montana sky was azure blue and clear of cloud. 




 Kyle leaned against the porch support and cocked his head, listening. Quiet voices drifted on the air. The excited babble came from inside the house. His brother Gabriel and Lauren, Kyle's about-to be sister-in-law were discussing, yet again, and in high spirits, the details of Saturday's upcoming wedding. Their wedding. He smiled wryly to himself, wondering what Veronica would make of all the excitement. Almost two months of planning were about to come to fruition. Gabe and Lauren would be man and wife. Finally. After all the delays, their wedding would take place. Kyle frowned, wondering if he should go back inside the house. He decided against it, thinking he didn't want to crowd Veronica and Molly any more than necessary. He'd done what he'd needed to do by bringing them to the ranch house.




Only a few short months ago the idea of Gabe getting married would have seemed improbable. And, even more inconceivable had been the notion that Kyle himself and his brother Landon would also be seeking wives this summer. But that was how it was turning out. Although he and Landon had been too busy helping with the wedding preparations to engage in any serious courting. 




Kyle had to admit he'd been relieved the wedding preparations had provided a useful distraction. Besides, neither he nor Landon had any realistic prospects in mind from amongst the many young ladies of the town of Inspiration. Of course, since word had gotten out that the two remaining Baxter brothers would be needing wives there had been no shortage of surprising and, Kyle was sure, carefully staged encounters. It seemed that every time Kyle and Landon were in town there was always some fine young lady eager and determined to catch the eye of Kyle and his brother. 




Kyle had even found himself roped into helping out with his friend Curt who ran the town's livery. Curt was providing riding lessons for some of the finer ladies in town and had persuaded Kyle to help out. Once a week for the past month Kyle had spent an afternoon taking a small group of mostly young women out around the vicinity of Inspiration. It was usually a leisurely hour or two out of Kyle's day. Mostly it meant keeping the half dozen women on the trail, and making sure their horse's didn't misbehave. Of course, the fact that Kyle was looked upon as being an eligible bachelor meant that some of the women in the riding club were less interested in learning horseback skills and more in catching Kyle's eye.




Kyle heard footsteps from inside the house. From behind the nearby window, Kyle heard two very familiar voices chime in, offering their opinion about wedding reception arrangements. Kyle shook his head, still hardly able to believe that he was listening to the voices of his parents. But it was true. His mother, Miriam, and his father, Nathaniel had returned from back east. Upon receiving Gabe's telegram about the good news that Lauren had agreed to marry him, the Baxter parents had rapidly made it clear they had no intention of missing their son's wedding. In spite of the fact that, in the letter written two months before, they had issued what had amounted to a friendly ultimatum to their three grown-up sons. Marriage now, or the ranch would be sold and suitable brides would be found for the three sons after they had all moved to Philadelphia. Gabe had seized the moment, courting Lauren and successfully winning her heart.




Kyle glanced at the two horses tied up at the hitching rail. Having seen the extent of Veronica's injury he figured it might be prudent to take her back to her family home by carriage instead of on horseback. Kyle went to the stable and busied himself preparing one of the carriages. By the time he emerged from the stable he saw his parents, Veronica and Molly standing on the porch. They watched as Kyle drove the carriage across the yard and halted in front of the porch. He got down and went to the onlookers. 




"What's the idea, Kyle?" his father, Nathaniel asked.




Kyle glanced at Veronica. "I reckon it might be wise if Mrs Callahan goes home by carriage. We don't want to make that ankle any worse."




Kyle saw Veronica frown, but she said nothing. Molly skipped to the carriage and ran her hand across the large back wheel. "Can we take a ride in the carriage, ma?" she asked enthusiastically.




Veronica paused just long enough for Kyle to know she wasn't completely convinced by the idea. But he already knew Veronica would do anything if it meant making her daughter happy. "Sure, Molly."




"I'll rope your horse to the back of the carriage," Kyle announced. As he busied himself doing that, he saw his mother and father exchange knowing looks. Kyle realized he might be showing a little too much enthusiasm about taking Mrs Callahan and her daughter back home. What would they make of that? Right now, he didn't know. It seemed like not a day passed without talk of when Kyle or Landon were going to take their turn and find a wife. Either brother only had to cast a favorable glance in the direction of a local woman and his parents would instantly get their hopes up. 




At least talk of getting rid of the ranch had stopped. His parents had been so delighted that Gabe had found a wife so quickly that they'd announced they had no intention of selling up. In fact they'd brought Aunt Mabel all the way to Montana, just to give her a new start to life in Inspiration. Kyle had always suspected the threat to sell the ranch had been a ruse to give him and his brothers a gentle kick in the seat of their pants. Seemed like he'd been right.




Veronica said her farewells to Kyle's parents. He wondered where Gabe and Lauren had gotten to. Maybe they didn't want to make too  much of a fuss about the departure of their surprise visitor. Soon, Kyle was seated on the carriage with Veronica and Molly right alongside him. Flicking the reins, he moved the carriage off, heading out along the trail south west of town. They wouldn't be going anywhere near town. The Flint place was a couple of miles out of town. 




The trail took them off the Baxter spread and out along a series of valleys and through a large stretch of forest. Along the way, Kyle took note of some of the homesteaders who had established themselves over the years. They were individual families with modest holdings. Kyle knew those folks worked hard to make their farmland yield a life for their families. As far as he was concerned those settlers had as much right to live on this land as anyone who owned larger spreads. 




For the first mile or so, Veronica didn't say much beyond commenting on what a beautiful day it was and how pretty the rangeland was. Most of the land around Inspiration had been parceled out into large ranches. Up north of town there was the Buchanan spread and the north of that the Armstrong ranch. To the west lay the Buchanan cousins with their two spreads. And out to the east of Inspiration was the Munro place, where Kyle's sister Victoria lived with her husband Wyatt Munro. Victoria was expecting a baby later that year. That was another reason why Kyle's parents had dropped everything and taken the train home. It seemed like the prospect of weddings and babies was too good to miss, Kyle admitted to himself.




They were almost half way to the Flint residence when Veronica opened up to Kyle about why she'd ended up on the Baxter spread. "I'm afraid I have a confession to make," she said. 




Kyle eyed her with curiosity. He was glad to see Molly was more interested in the rolling hills of Montana than what was being said between himself and Veronica. "What about?"




"What you said earlier was right. I was trespassing on your rangeland," she explained. "And I had no right to do that."




"How come?" he asked.




Veronica glanced at her daughter. "We only just got here last week," she explained. "And we've been cooped up in my father's mansion the whole time. I figured I'd take Molly out for a ride. So she could see the countryside. And the place she's going to call home from now on." Upon hearing her name, Molly smiled up at her mother. Veronica continued. "When I left the mansion behind I followed the trail. Just like my father told me to. But, then I got to wondering what things would be like off the trail. So, I took some shortcuts."




Kyle shrugged. "That's understandable. This country is beautiful. There's plenty to enjoy."




Glancing at Veronica he saw her frown. "My mother is always telling me that curiosity is a vice we have to fight all our lives. That God wants us to keep it under control, in case it leads us astray."




It was the first time Kyle had even a hint that Veronica was a woman of faith. "Your mother is a believer then?" he asked.




Veronica nodded. "She's always had a strong faith." Veronica sighed softly. "She brought me up to believe the same. And I've done my best to follow the path she recommended. Even though it hasn't always been easy."




Something about that last part awakened Kyle's curiosity. He wondered what difficulties Veronica had been through which would make her speak so wistfully about her faith. "And your father? Does he have the same strong faith like your mother?"




Kyle saw Veronica's lips tighten into a thin line. Instantly, he felt like he'd stepped over an undeclared boundary. "Forget I said that," he blurted out.




Veronica shook her head. "No. You don't need to apologize." Her brows furrowed in a way he was already starting to become used to seeing. "Let's just say my father has strong opinions about most things. Especially faith. I don't think he could have amassed the fortune he did if he didn't have firm views on the things of this world."




Veronica was revealing things about her family now, Kyle realized. Of course, it went without saying that the Flint family couldn't have bought the large mansion outside town without having plenty of money. As far as Kyle was concerned, how Dominick Flint had come by such wealth was no-one's business but his own. Kyle decided it was time to change the subject.




"So you lost your way and ended up on our ranchland? Is that what you're saying?" he asked.




Veronica smiled apologetically. "I guess I am. For a while I just couldn't figure out where we were. Maybe I panicked a little. Next thing I knew we were facing your herd." Veronica glanced at her daughter. "Molly wanted a closer look. One thing led to another and then that steer came running at us."




"Maybe you need to get to know this country a little better," Kyle suggested.




"I don't know how I can do that if every time I go off trail I end up lost or in trouble," Veronica exclaimed softly. "Molly still hasn't learned how to ride a horse. She grew up near the city."




Again, Kyle schooled his features and kept his lips tight shut. He wasn't about to probe further for personal information. An idea drifted into his mind. "I think I might have a solution to that." Veronica's eyes widened and she gazed at him. Momentarily, he felt a rush of emotion as she looked at him. She was definitely a beautiful woman, Kyle told himself. He cleared his throat. "I run a little riding class down at the town livery. My friend Curt got me involved a while back."




"You teach riding?" Veronica asked.




Kyle nodded. "Just to a few learners. Sometimes I think it's more of a social gathering for the ladies who attend."




"Ladies?" she asked and turned away from him.




"Mostly," he explained. "It's a chance for the women to brush up on their riding skills and get to know the locale around these parts."




"And you're the instructor," she said turning back to face him.




Kyle shrugged. "I teach them some of the finer points of horse riding. And I've lived here long enough to know some of the more interesting parts of this territory." Kyle saw Veronica's brows furrow slightly. "Mostly I do it to help out my friend Curt. It was his idea in the first place. My next lesson is tomorrow."




Veronica nodded, but didn't say anything for a few long moments. Kyle wondered if she was thinking about whether or not it would be useful to her, or to Molly. Maybe Dominick Flint had his own instructors. He was wealthy enough to afford such a thing if he wanted. Or maybe he'd simply disapprove of his daughter attending a social event in town. 




The trail crested a ridge and Kyle groaned appreciatively. Kyle slowed the carriage to a leisurely crawl. He wanted to take a moment to savor the sight of the Flint mansion. He had to admit it was impressive. Even from here, a half mile away, it looked huge. It had been built in a colonial style and seemed almost out of place where it nestled in the broad valley. The exterior of the building shone white in the bright sunshine. There were colonnades out front, and more windows than any other residence in these parts. There were various outbuildings dotted around the mansion. Kyle could see stables, barn and a corral.Some longer buildings would have been suitable as bunkhouses for ranch hands. If Dominick Flint ever had the idea to turn his place into a ranch, Kyle knew he'd have the means to do so. It had all the appearances of a grand residence for someone who had done well in life. It was perfect for someone who now wanted a place to which he could retire and live a life of comfort. The trail led up to the house between rows of pine trees. 




"Impressive," Kyle murmured.




Veronica didn't say anything. For a few long moments she was strangely silent, as if lost in her own thoughts. Sensing her impatience, Kyle flicked the reins, quickening the carriage's pace. He wondered if he was finally going to meet Dominick Flint. And what the man was going to say once he found out his daughter was being brought home by one of the local ranchers.


CHAPTER FOUR







As Kyle drove the carriage up the tree-lined trail leading to the mansion, Veronica saw two riders coming toward them from the direction of the house. Recognizing them, she immediately froze, instinctively resting her arm on Molly's shoulders and drawing her daughter closer to her. 




Veronica saw Kyle squinting at the riders. "Looks like my pa has come to welcome us home," she observed.




"Your pa?" Kyle asked turning to look at her. She saw his eyes widen with alarm. 




"He was probably worried. We were gone a long time."




Kyle straightened his shoulders back and began to slow the carriage. Once the carriage had stopped, Kyle shifted nervously on the seat. The riders drew to a halt by the side of the carriage. Her father, Dominick, was seated on his familiar black stallion. His dark eyes were wide with puzzlement and a hint of alarm. Her father was dressed in a neat dark gray suit and waistcoat. He wore no hat which allowed his black tousled hair to sweep almost to shoulder length. Veronica knew the look of her father's anger. This wasn't going to go well.




Alongside Dominick, sitting astride the other brown horse, was a man seldom away from her father's side. Rueben Vogel, long time associate and assistant to her father, regarded Veronica with disapproving narrow eyes. In contrast to her father's perfect attire, Vogel's brown suit looked well-worn and slightly disheveled. His blonde hair hung lank across the pale skin of his forehead. As always, Veronica felt a shiver of discomfort every time Vogel looked at her.




Veronica's father glanced from her to Kyle. He was clearly trying to understand why his daughter was being driven home by a stranger. "What happened to you Veronica?" he asked. His voice always firm and authoritative, boomed beneath the covering of the trees.




"I'll tell you when we get back to the house, pa," Veronica stated. Gesturing to Kyle, she added: "This fine gentleman kindly helped Molly and I when we got into a little bit of trouble."




"Trouble!" Dominick boomed. "What kind of trouble?" he added and then glared at Kyle.




Veronica saw Kyle glancing nervously at her. "You don't need to know that," Veronica snapped. "Right now, Molly and I just want to get back to the house."




"Vogel and I were coming to look for you," Dominick explained. Vogel nodded and said nothing. He was used to silently agreeing with everything her father said. It had been that way for the many years Vogel had worked for her father. Ever since they'd all lived back in Illinois. Thankfully, those days were gone, she reminded herself.




"This is Mr Kyle Baxter, of the Baxter spread over to the south of town," Veronica said. She saw her father eye Kyle with obvious suspicion.




Kyle reached up a hand. "Pleased to meet you, sir," he said in a friendly tone of voice. Dominick hesitated a long moment, briefly disarmed by Kyle's naturally pleasant demeanor. Then he shook Kyle's hand. Veronica felt a momentary relief. At least her father was prepared to be civil, Veronica reassured herself.




"You're a rancher," Dominick said in a low voice. 




"I sure am, sir. My whole family take care of our spread. We've lived here for ten years." Kyle smiled at Veronica. "I guess you could say we're true blue residents of Inspiration. We love it here, and we love the people, too. It's a fine little community. Don't you agree, Mr Flint?"




Veronica saw her father's mouth twist into a firm line. He didn't say a word. Kyle wasn't to know how sensitive her father was about the idea of being accepted as a member of the community in these parts. Since moving out here, and buying this palatial residence, her father had maintained his privacy with a firmness all too familiar to Veronica. In fact, his privacy had verged on the reclusive. In spite of her mother's efforts, Dominick seemed determined to stay cooped up inside his grand residence.




Dominick glanced at the horse tied up to the back of the carriage. "How come you're not riding your own horse, Veronica?" he asked bluntly.




Veronica sighed. "That's a long story." She drew Molly closer to her. "Molly's probably getting hungry, pa." Veronica smiled at Molly. "Isn't that right?" Molly looked up at the forbidding figure of her grandfather and nodded smiling right up at him. She didn't say a word. She didn't have to. Just like always, all it took was one smile from his grand-daughter to break through Dominick Flint's hardened exterior. 




Dominick sighed and settled down onto his saddle. "Let's get back to the house," he grunted. Giving Kyle one more steady look, Dominick reined up and started back toward the house. Vogel followed close behind, a loyal retainer as always.




Kyle sighed heavily and leaned back against the carriage seat. "Is he always like that?" he asked.




"Like what?" Veronica replied.




Kyle quirked a brow. "So welcoming to strangers," he said with a heavy touch of irony in his voice.




"It's just his way of showing he cares for me and Molly," Veronica explained. "He's always been very protective. He likes to get his own way. It's what he's used to. Comes from all those years in business, I guess." She paused, reminding herself silently of her own personal rule. The one she'd made with herself on the long journey out to Montana barely over a week ago. Never talk about the past. From now on, everything was about the future. Her future and that of Molly.




Kyle nodded and flicked the reins, moving the carriage up the trail toward the house. The dappled light from the trees above their heads cast soft shadows across his handsome features. "He is your father, after all," he agreed. "It's only natural he'd be worried about you wandering off like that."




Veronica furrowed her brows. "Who said I wandered off?" she snapped.




Taken aback by her sudden reaction, Kyle hesitated. "Didn't you say you got lost?"




Veronica shrugged, realizing he was right. "Well, I did," she admitted. "But, I'm a newcomer here." She frowned good-naturedly. "I'm allowed to get lost once in a while."




Realizing she was joking with him, Kyle smiled. She liked it when he did that. There was a warmth about his smile. A genuine quality to it that made something soften deep inside her. Turning her attention away from him, she pointed toward a figure standing on the long porch beneath the colonnades of the house. "There's my mother." Veronica sighed. "I hope she wasn't too worried."




Augusta Flint, dressed elegantly in a gray gown and with her silver hair swept back in a neat bun, glanced across at the stable where her husband, Dominick and Vogel were dismounting their horses. Kyle drove the carriage to a halt in front of the tall open front doors of the house. She saw him run his gaze along the elegant, many-windowed exterior of the building. Veronica could tell he was impressed. The house was probably three times larger than Baxter ranch house. But, maybe what the Baxter place lacked in size it more than made up for when it came to possessing a warm and welcoming feeling. Veronica had only been in the Baxter place barely an hour, but she'd been left with an impression of calmness and simple joy. 




Kyle leaped down from the carriage seat and came around to Veronica's side. She allowed him to help her down from the carriage. Molly followed, bounding around the carriage and straight into the outstretched arms of her grandmother. Augusta laughed quietly and kissed Molly. Veronica started to make her way toward her mother, but halted the instant she felt the twinge of pain in her ankle. Veronica saw her mother peer concernedly at her. 




Augusta wrapped her arm around Molly's shoulder and made her way toward Veronica. "What's wrong with your leg?" she asked. Her mother's voice was soft with concern.




"Nothing," Veronica said dismissively. She briefly recounted what had happened on the Baxter spread. As she did so, Veronica saw her mother's eyes widen with alarm. "A steer?" she gasped. "Are you hurt?" she asked bending down and starting to fuss with Veronica's ankle. 




"It'll be fine in a day or two," Veronica said casually. She glanced at Kyle. "Thanks to this gentleman, everything worked out fine." Augusta stood and faced Kyle, running her gaze down the length of his tall-broad-shouldered physique and then into his hesitant eyes. Augusta nodded approvingly and glanced expectantly at Veronica. Introducing Kyle, Veronica briefly explaining how he lived and worked on a nearby ranch with his family.




Obviously impressed, Augusta shook Kyle's hand. "It looks like I owe you a debt of gratitude for saving my daughter." Glancing down at Molly who was smiling up at her, Augusta added quickly. "And, of course, my lovely grand-daughter."




"I was only doing my duty, ma'am," Kyle admitted. He sounded like he really meant it. Modesty was certainly one of his virtues, Veronica said to herself. 




Augusta looked at Veronica. "I told you to get someone to teach you how to ride properly in these parts," she said. "This isn't like riding in the city park back in Chicago. This is real country. It can be dangerous." Augusta glanced at Kyle. "Isn't that right, Mr Baxter," she added.




Kyle's eyes flickered hesitantly at Veronica as if he was worried about what he might say next. "It can take some getting used to, ma'am," he said diplomatically.




Veronica heard footsteps behind her and turned. Her father was striding toward them. "What takes getting used to?" he asked brusquely.




Dominick came to Augusta's side. His wife slid her arm around his waist. "We were just saying that Veronica needs to be careful when she's out riding." Glancing down at Molly, she added: "Especially if she's got company."




"My daughter can take care of herself," Dominick announced proudly.




Augusta frowned. "That may be the case. But, if she's planning on riding around this territory, she might benefit from some instruction."




Dominick thought for a moment and then nodded. "I can arrange that. I'm sure one of the men we employ can find the time."




Veronica felt her cheeks flush with indignation. Did her parents think she was still a child? That she couldn't manage important matters on her own?  "Now hold on there," she exclaimed. "I think I can handle a horse quite well. The last thing I need is one of your workers taking time off to show me how to do what I already know." Even at the best of times, Veronica struggled to maintain her independence, in the face of her father's authority and wealth. Now that she and Molly had finally come out here to stay, maybe this was the time to establish some ground rules. She turned to Kyle. "What do you think, Mr Baxter?" she asked.




Kyle's brows shot up in a line. His mouth opened and he glanced nervously at Dominick and Augusta. Kyle cleared his throat and kicked his heels on the loose earth at his feet. "I don't know what I can say," he murmured. He glanced quickly at Veronica. "Maybe Mr and Mrs Flint are right. Riding this territory takes time to get used to."




Perhaps naively expecting that he would have supported her, Veronica stared at Kyle disbelievingly. Was he on his parents' side? The last thing Veronica wanted was to be stuck on the Flint estate learning how to ride safely. An idea flared into life in her mind. "You told me you run an instruction group down at the town livery for ladies who want to learn how to ride."




Kyle's mouth opened and he nodded. "Sure. But that's more like a social gathering. It's not just about riding. It gives everyone a chance to catch up on local gossip."




"That's even better," Veronica exclaimed. Glancing down at Molly, she smiled. "We can get to know folks in town. And learn more about this territory." Veronica looked at her parents. Augusta looked interested in the proposition. By contrast, her father's eyes were dark with concern. The idea of catching up on local gossip would be horrifying to her father.




"I don't need you going into town for something like that," Dominick ordered. "We have everything you need here, on this estate." Dominick peered at Kyle and lifted his chin, gazing down his nose at Kyle. "We can take care of ourselves here. We don't need help from anyone." Pride filled Dominick's voice. It was a sound Veronica had grown up hearing.




She knew her father really believed in self-sufficiency. Of course he would, she reflected. As far as he was concerned, his wealth made anything possible. In the year since he'd moved to Inspiration, she was sure he hadn't made more than a few visits to the town. And even those would have been connected with him taking ownership of the house and lands. All other ongoing necessities had been handled by Augusta or Vogel. Since the day he'd arrived, Dominick Flint had held Inspiration at arms length. And now he wanted his daughter and grand-daughter to do the same. Well, Veronica had already decided she had different ideas.




"You said the riding group meet on Wednesdays?" she asked Kyle.




Apparently taken aback, Kyle's eyes widened. He nodded. "Eleven o'clock at the livery in town," he confirmed.




"We'll be there," Veronica stated emphatically. She saw her father's eyes widen and his mouth open as if he was about to object. Veronica quickly took Molly's hand. "Let's go inside, Molly." She turned to Kyle. "Would you like to come in? Perhaps we can offer you some coffee."




Kyle glanced at Augusta's approving grin and then at Dominick's furrowed brows. Veronica saw Kyle swallow. "I have some work to do back at the ranch. Thank you for the invitation, anyway." He rapidly took his place on the carriage seat and lifted the reins. Touching the brim of his Stetson, he smiled at her parents. "It's been nice meeting you both." Then he looked at Veronica and Molly. "You folks take care now," he said quickly. Then he flicked the reins, turned the carriage and headed down the trail beneath the trees.




"What a lovely young man," Augusta said cheerily. "And so helpful." She glanced up at Dominick's darkened visage. "Isn't he, dearest?"




Giving Veronica one last look and a shake of his head, Dominick sighed heavily, turned and made his way toward the front door of the Flint mansion. Veronica reflected that she might have won a small but important victory. But at what cost? 


CHAPTER FIVE







"Are you expecting someone?" Curt asked Kyle on Wednesday morning as they both stood outside the livery in town. Curt, standing near the high curve of the open doors of his livery, was busy getting horses ready for the arrival of the three women who'd make up the riding lesson on this fine, sunny Wednesday morning in Inspiration.




"Maybe," was all Kyle said in reply. He gazed up the length of Main Street. Boardwalks on both sides of the street were crowded with the usual late-morning folks going about their daily business. It was a warm June morning. The sky was clear blue, the air fresh and it all promised a fine day. Curt's livery was at the northern part of town. The tall wooden doors were open wide and inside Kyle could see all the fixings of Curt's regular means of making a living. Some horses were tucked away in their stalls. Curt dealt in horse flesh on the side and usually had extra horses available for short-term needs, including teaching folks how to ride. Kyle and Curt had been friends ever since Kyle and his family had moved to Inspiration. Being the only livery in town, Curt had decent business most of the time. However, last year Curt had had the bright idea of offering riding lessons to some of the ladies of town. It was a modest supplement to Curt's living and Kyle had been glad to help out by acting as the instructor.




Curt busied himself preparing the horses they'd need for today's gathering of Inspiration's finest riding ladies. Kyle wondered how he'd deal with the attentions of one of them. A certain Miss Lucille Brochard, all of twenty years of age, and perfectly pretty, had developed the unfortunate idea that Kyle had an interest in her. Particularly in the area of matrimony. However, Kyle had done all he could to discourage Miss Brochard from entertaining those foolish notions. Thinking back to last week's lesson, when Miss Brochard had made her inclinations toward Kyle clearer than he'd liked, Kyle reminded himself that today might be a good day to make his lack of interest in Miss Brochard perfectly obvious.




Kyle saw a carriage rolling up from the southern part of Main Street. Recognizing who was driving, Kyle drew in a deep breath and prepared himself for the arrival of the one person he was really looking forward to seeing today. Veronica Flint. Or was it Veronica Callahan? Kyle hadn't stopped thinking about how Veronica still hadn't told him what had happened to Mr Callahan, the father of Molly. Tact and just plain good manners dictated that Kyle restrain his curiosity about that matter. Right now, it was none of his business. And that was the way it was going to stay. Maybe the time would come when Veronica would feel willing and comfortable to tell him.




Curt came to Kyle's side and squinted along the length of Main Street. "Is that Mrs Flint and her daughter?" he asked.




Kyle nodded. "Sure is." He didn't want to sound too pleased, but it was hard not to.




"You said you weren't waiting on someone," Curt replied, glancing at Kyle. 




Kyle grinned. "I figured I'd hang on until I was sure they were coming. We have some new customers today."




 "The Flints?" Curt stared at the advancing carriage.




Kyle nodded. "You're not telling me you're going to turn down their business."




Curt ran his hand through his blonde hair. "You mean that Dominick Flint is letting his daughter and his wife come to my livery for riding lessons?" 




Kyle rested a hand on Curt's shoulder. "Things are looking up when the richest man in these parts lets his nearest and dearest come to your humble establishment."




Curt still looked disbelievingly at Kyle. "A man with Flint's money can sure afford to get anyone he wants to do that."




"Not when he has a daughter with the spirit of a wild mustang," Kyle announced. He still hadn't told Curt about how Veronica had faced down her father and made it plain and clear she would have her way in the ordinary things in life. Like choosing how she spent her time. And just how friendly she wanted to be with the townsfolk.




The carriage drew to a halt in front of the livery. With the carriage being so far away, Kyle hadn't noticed Molly sitting between Veronica and Augusta. All three were dressed in elegant gowns. Green for Veronica, powder blue for Molly and modest brown for Augusta. Kyle figured they all looked mighty fine. They were probably overdressed for something as humble as riding lessons. Nevertheless, Kyle took a simple delight in watching them as they stepped down off the carriage. 




He lifted his Stetson and smiled. "Good morning, ladies. I see you've all decided to come to this fine establishment and take advantage of the finest tuition this side of the territory," Kyle said brightly.




Molly's eyes widened with delight when she saw inside the livery. Kyle figured she'd never been inside one. Maybe there'd be time to show her later, he told himself. Right now, it was taking all his energy to keep from staring at Veronica. She was beautiful, and no mistake. Veronica and Augusta looked expectantly at Kyle and Curt. Introductions were attended to and then Curt went back to getting the horses ready. 




Kyle glanced at Veronica. "How is your ankle today?" he asked.




She moved her foot cautiously. "It's fine, today. As you said. Your mother knows how to heal ranch injuries."




Two more carriages arrived bringing the other riders. Miss Lucille Brochard was accompanied by her mother, Annie. In the other carriage were Miss Natalie Rushton and her elder sister, Courtney. Both sisters, in their twenties, dark-haired, modestly dressed and with serious demeanor, were active members of the church. In fact, Kyle had come to suspect that the presence of the Rushton sisters might have something to do with the need to maintain some propriety about the whole business of one solitary rancher taking some of Inspiration's finest ladies out horse riding on a beautiful summer day. Kyle knew how it might look to some folks. But, two months ago, when his brother Gabe had been courting Lauren Munro, Kyle had been brought to a renewal of his faith in God. Since then, Kyle had attended church regularly. He was just as anxious as the Rushton sisters to make sure that appearances were acceptable.




Kyle couldn't help noticing that, as she stepped down from her carriage, Lucille's eyes narrowed as she gave Veronica a curious look. Introductions were exchanged while Kyle helped Curt ready the horses which were brought from the large stable which occupied space behind the livery. A small pinto pony was chosen for Molly. The little girl cooed with delight when she saw the horse. Kyle took extra pleasure when he saw the smile on Veronica's face. 




Soon, everyone was mounted on their horses and it was time for Kyle to lead his party of riders away from the livery, down a westbound side street and out along a narrow trail which wove its way through groves of trees before emerging out onto a wide valley. The pace was leisurely and sedate. After all, the purpose of this outing was not only for the practical improvements in their riding skills, but also a chance to socialize. Throughout the slow ride, Kyle checked every one of the riders, making sure they were happy with their mounts, and with their progress through the Montana countryside. 




As was always the case, Lucille and her mother chatted amiably with the Rushton sisters. It wasn't long before Kyle overheard some of the latest gossip about the goings-on in town. It seemed Sophie Cameron was up to her usual matchmaking activities. Kyle's brother Gabe wasn't the only man in town facing an upcoming marriage, it seemed.




For the early part of the journey Kyle led the way. From time to time Lucille found her way to the front of the group and tried to engage Kyle in conversation. He maintained a polite facade as Lucille breathlessly spoke about this or that, seeking Kyle's opinion on matters which Lucille clearly believed were of great significance. But the truth was Kyle's mind was elsewhere. Specifically, it was occupied with thoughts of Veronica and Molly. He knew this was a new experience for them. Veronica's mother, Augusta seemed more at home on horseback. Kyle was determined Veronica and her daughter would get as much as possible out of the one hour ride through the surroundings of Inspiration. With that in mind, he waited until the party of riders were slowly wending their way through an extensive thicket of trees before excusing himself, yet again, from Lucille's attentions and let the others move past him. 




Veronica, Augusta and Molly had been riding at the back. Now he found himself riding alongside them. He was keen to know how they were faring.




"This is such a delightful idea," Augusta said enthusiastically. Gazing around at the natural beauty of the forest, she sighed. "It's a beautiful place for making friends." Looking down at Molly who was securely sat upon her pinto, Augusta. "This is fun, Molly, isn't it?" 




Molly looked up at her grandmother and smiled. "I love riding in the countryside. Can I do it every day?"




Augusta laughed and looked at Kyle. "I think you've given Molly a new hobby."




Kyle smiled. "I'm glad that little horse of yours is behaving himself."




Molly's eyes widened and she glanced down at the pinto's head. "Does he like to ride fast?" she asked.




"No," Kyle replied. "You just keep a tight hold on those reins. Let him know who's in charge."




Molly's fingers tightened around the reins. Kyle saw the little girl's brows furrow, in just the same way her mother's brows furrowed whenever she was determined to do what she wanted. Kyle glanced at Veronica and saw her smile warmly at his efforts to encourage her daughter to feel comfortable on a horse. Kyle knew Molly had been on horses before. This was probably the first time she'd ridden through the countryside. 




Augusta surprised Kyle by leaning close to Molly and saying quietly: "Why don't we go ahead and show the others how good you are at holding those reins."




Seized with the idea, Molly's features brightened. Augusta glanced at Kyle, as if seeking his agreement. He nodded and then watched as Augusta led Molly's horse slowly up to the others. Sounds of appreciation drifted on the air as the others expressed their admiration of Molly's newfound riding skills. The squeal of Molly's delighted laughter made its way back to Kyle as he rode alongside Veronica. He slowed slightly, letting the others gain distance ahead of him and Veronica. For a moment, it occurred to him that Veronica had co-operated with the slowing pace he had set. He didn't mind that now, since it meant he and Veronica would have some moments to themselves. 




Kyle had something important he wanted to ask Veronica. It was a question which had plagued his mind since he'd returned to the Baxter ranch after taking Veronica and Molly back to the Flint place. No matter how hard he'd tried, he hadn't been able to get the question out of his mind. And now, he had a chance to ask her. Once it was done, he figured there'd be nothing more said about it.




Kyle drew in a breath, feeling himself tighten in the saddle. Glancing ahead, he judged the distance was far enough that he wouldn't be overheard. He turned to Veronica and saw that she was already looking straight at him. His gaze met hers and she smiled softly at him. It was as if she knew what he was about to ask her.




As if confirming Kyle's impression, Veronica spoke softly, leaning slightly closer to him. "I think I can read your mind, Kyle," she said quietly. "I know what you want to ask me."




Kyle felt his jaw drop slowly open as he gazed at Veronica. 


CHAPTER SIX







She'd thought about this moment since she, her mother and Molly had set out from the Flint mansion over an hour ago. Veronica had known Kyle would want to ask her about her husband. The other day, during the ride back to her father's house, Veronica had been sure Kyle had been about to ask. But he hadn't, and she'd been grateful for that. She figured he'd restrained his curiosity out of respect to her and Molly and to the fact that, if he'd asked, there'd been no telling what kind of reaction Molly would have had to such a conversation. Any talk of Molly's father was done carefully these days. Now that she was growing up and beginning to understand what had happened. She'd been barely old enough to realize the seriousness of it all. 




Veronica glanced up ahead. Molly was the focus of everyone's attention. The other riders were busy fussing over her, probably making the little girl feel like the most important person in the world. Which was exactly what she was to Veronica. And always would be. Molly had been on horseback before, of course. Just not like this. Not in such a beautiful place. Back at the Flint mansion, riding was strictly forbidden for the little girl. That had been a rule laid down by Veronica's father upon arrival just over a week ago. One of many rules he'd laid out. By moving to Montana, Veronica had finally done what her father had been asking her to do these past few years. Now that she and Molly were in Inspiration, her father seemed determined to exert maximum control over the lives of his daughter and grand-daughter. 




Veronica looked across at Kyle. His expression was patient and kindly. From time to time she saw him glance at the other riders, as if satisfying himself there was nothing he had to attend to. She'd been impressed with the way he'd handled the demands of this social riding session. Occasionally, he'd offered each rider advice on careful riding, but she could tell he was more interested in avoiding the attentions of Lucille Brochard. Veronica wondered how long Kyle had been friends with the pretty young woman. Lucille was obviously smitten by Kyle. That was clear to anyone looking on. But, Kyle did seem to be doing his best to hold Lucille at arms length. Looking across again at Kyle, she saw he was waiting for her to add to what she'd just said to him. His gaze was steady and expectant. 




With one last glance at the others, Veronica spoke quietly. "Molly's father passed away four years ago." Veronica glanced at Kyle and saw his brows furrow and. His mouth opening slightly, he seemed shocked.




Kyle's features darkened with visible distress and he looked up ahead toward Molly. "You don't need to tell me this if you don't want to." His voice cracked with emotion.




Veronica held herself steady, feeling her fingers tighten around the reins of her slow-moving horse. "I figure it's only fair you should know. After all that you did for us the other day." 




Veronica hesitated, composing herself. She felt her heart quickening. Emotion surged deep inside her. Feelings she'd thought had been long buried threatened to break to the surface. Why was this proving so difficult? She'd convinced herself she could tell him and that would be the end of it. But it was proving harder than she'd thought.




He peered across at her. She saw sudden sincerity in his gaze. "Veronica," Kyle murmured. "I mean what I say. You don't have to do this. Not now."




"I had to tell you." She sighed. "In any case, you'd probably hear it from someone else eventually." 




Veronica was sure that the gossip mill would be working, especially after her appearance in town today. That was to be expected. Although Inspiration was clearly a godly town, she was sure not everyone was a regular churchgoer. The temptation for the ungodly to indulge in backbiting would probably be irresistible, she reflected.




Kyle nodded. "I guess you're right." He sighed. "It's hard for some folks to respect the privacy of others in this town."




Veronica frowned. "I wasn't trying to keep it all to myself," she objected. 




"I'm sorry," Kyle said quickly. "I didn't mean it to sound like that." He seemed genuinely contrite.




Veronica nodded and gazed at her mother and Molly. They were laughing about something with the Rushton sisters. Here, amongst the cool of the grove of trees, the sound of their laughter was sweet music. This was why she'd finally decided to come to Inspiration. To find happiness for Molly and perhaps some kind of contentment for herself. "They look like they're enjoying themselves," she said, changing the subject.




Kyle smiled. "There's plenty to like about living in these parts. There's seldom any serious trouble. The sheriff sees to that."




"It sounds almost too good to be true," she observed. 




"Sometimes it seems like its the best place in Montana," he replied. He shook his head. "And to think that, a while back, I was considering leaving."




"You were?" she asked looking at him with genuine surprise. "Why would you do that if you love it here so much?"




Kyle shrugged. "It's a long story. Let's just say I had to figure things out for myself. I had too many foolish ideas in my head. Looking for adventures, for one thing. I saw sense. Eventually." Kyle glanced at her. "God had plenty to do with making that happen. He put me in a situation where I had to see what I stood to lose if I was fool enough to walk away."




Veronica wondered what possible circumstances would have tempted Kyle to abandon life in Inspiration. A question drifted into her mind and, not wanting to give him a false impression, she hesitated before asking it. But she was curious enough about the answer to her question that she forced herself to speak. "So you've decided to settle down here for good?" she asked.




Kyle's gaze settled on her. "I have everything I'd ever want," he said nodding. "Family. Friends. Church. And plenty of work with the ranch."




"It sounds like the ideal life," she suggested.




Kyle grinned. There was something affecting about that grin, she told herself. The way his eyes lit up, and the creases at the corners of his mouth. It all caught her attention, making her gaze settle for a long moment. "I guess it is the perfect place to settle down," he agreed.




Veronica wondered if he was about to ask her if she'd come to Inspiration to settle down. She hoped he wouldn't. Then the conversation would become too personal. Too awkward. Listening to Kyle, she'd been given a glimpse into what life was like in this little town. She admitted to herself there was plenty to recommend Inspiration as a place to build a life. Or to rebuild a broken life, she told herself.




The riders emerged from the trees and out onto a wide, grass-covered plain which stretched west. The trail reached a bridge over a narrow creek. Kyle called everyone to a halt before they crossed the bridge. "This is as far as we go by trail," he explained. Pointing to the north, across the grass-covered plain, he added: "We can do some rougher terrain riding up that way. Then we'll head on back into town."




Veronica almost laughed as she looked at what Kyle had charmingly called rough terrain. It was no more than some rolling hills in the distance and some nearby heavier patches of grassland. She glanced at Kyle and saw a hint of a smile at the corner of his mouth. "I think we can handle that," Veronica observed. She glanced at Molly. "Don't you, Molly?"




The little girl examined the grassland as if it held hidden dangers. Maybe it would be an exciting end to the ride for Molly. Her daughter nodded. "I think it looks like fun."




That drew peels of laughter from everyone. Then Kyle took the lead, guiding them out across the grassland, tracing a careful path in a northward direction. The sun was hotter now, and Veronica was beginning to feel thirsty. She kept Molly close as their horses stepped gingerly across the grassland. Veronica was sure Kyle wouldn't lead them anywhere hazardous. Their conversation had convinced her that, when it came to the territory in the parts, Kyle was an expert. She'd seen the confident way he'd dealt with the crisis back at the Baxter ranch. Whatever foolishness he'd left behind in his past had revealed a capable, confident man. One she could trust.




After a short while, they found a narrow trail which led back in the direction of the town. Soon, they arrived back at the livery. Everyone dismounted and spent a short time chatting amiably about the ride. Veronica could already tell she would get to like the Rushton sisters very much. They were friendly toward Molly and seemed not to judge Veronica in any way whatsoever. The same couldn't be said about Lucille and her mother. As they all stood waiting for Kyle to finish helping Curt settle the horses back in the stable out back of the livery, Veronica chatted politely with Lucille. It didn't take long for Veronica to get the distinct impression that Lucille didn't exactly approve of her. There was something in Lucille's eyes that betrayed the truth. Veronica had seen that look on the faces of people back in Illinois. It hinted at secret opinions and withheld judgments. 




Finally, Kyle emerged from the livery. He smiled at Molly as he approached Veronica. "Did you enjoy that, Molly?" Kyle asked.




Molly nodded her head vigorously. "I sure did. My pony is a good horse," she said.




Veronica laughed. "She doesn't belong to you, Molly," she corrected gently. "He belongs to Curt."




"You got stabled horses back at the house, haven't you?" Kyle asked.




Not wanting to get into a conversation about her father's determination to keep Molly away from the horses on the estate, Veronica merely smiled. "They're kept busy around the house's grounds." Veronica saw Augusta get up onto the carriage seat. It was time to go home.




Veronica leaned down at Molly. "Say thank you to Mr Baxter," she instructed.




Molly stuck out her hand. Kyle laughed and took the little hand. "Thank you, Mr Baxter," Molly exclaimed politely.




"You can call me Kyle," he told Molly. The little girl's eyes widened with delight. Kyle peered at Veronica. "And that goes for you too, Veronica," he added.




Veronica felt her cheeks flush slightly. Kyle's gaze could be intense sometimes. And right now, that gaze was making her feel emotions she hadn't felt in a long time. Good feelings. But they were ones she knew she could not possibly show. Forcing herself to smile courteously, she nodded. "Thank you, Kyle," she just about managed to say without her voice cracking with emotion.




"Same again next Wednesday?" Kyle asked.




Veronica glanced down at Molly and saw the girl's excited expression. Veronica nodded at Kyle. "We'll be here."




Moments later, Veronica's mother was turning the carriage away from the livery. Kyle Baxter stood at the open doors, watching their carriage maneuver out onto Main Street. He looked powerful and strong and confident as he waved to them. And, as the carriage started to make its way up Main Street, Veronica wondered just how friendly she could get with the handsome rancher.


CHAPTER SEVEN







"Do you think she'll say yes?" Kyle's brother Gabe asked him as they rode up the trail toward the distant Flint mansion. It was Thursday morning and they'd left the Baxter ranch a short time ago. They had an errand to carry out and it involved the Flint family.




"Veronica?" Kyle replied, glancing across at Gabe who was riding alongside him. "We're not just inviting her, Gabe. I thought the idea was to invite the whole Flint family to your wedding. At least that's what ma suggested."




Gabe nodded. "I know that." Gabe sighed. "It's just that I've heard some stories about Dominick Flint."




"What kind of stories?" Kyle asked.




Gabe thought a long moment before replying. "I've heard he's kinda reclusive. That he prefers to keep himself cooped up in that grand mansion. And that he wants the same for his whole family."




Kyle shook his head. "I can tell you that ain't true. Veronica has a mind of her own. And she isn't interested in staying locked up in her father's house. That's something I've seen for myself."




Kyle saw Gabe nod his head thoughtfully. During a conversation out on the porch at the ranch last night, Kyle had shared some of what had happened during yesterday's riding lesson. How pleasant his time with Veronica had been. How much he'd enjoyed spending time getting to know the newcomer to Inspiration. Kyle had even revealed the sad part of the day. Gabe had shown real sympathy when he'd found out that Veronica was a widow. His first response to finding that out had been that it must be hard on the little girl, Molly. That was typical of Gabe, Kyle reflected. His older brother had always shown consideration for the suffering of others. Kyle guessed it was Gabe's abiding faith in the Lord which drove that need to show love and charity to others. Gabe was always looking for ways to reach out to others. Always seeking ways to make Inspiration a better place for ordinary folks.




Glancing up ahead at the Flint mansion, Kyle reflected on the fact that there wasn't much ordinary about the Flint family. They had wealth and, up until now, had kept themselves separate from life in Inspiration. Veronica's parents had moved here only a year before, but Dominick Flint seemed determined to keep himself and his family out of everyday life in town. And that included church life. Kyle hadn't seen Dominick nor his wife Augusta in church this past year. Veronica and Molly had only just arrived. Kyle wondered if Veronica would bring Molly to church. During yesterday's conversation with Veronica, Kyle had gotten the impression that Veronica might be amenable to regular church attendance. When the Rushton sisters had invited Veronica she'd smiled and said she'd seen them there real soon. That encouraged Kyle to believe that, in spite of the darkness and pain of losing her husband, Veronica had still held onto her faith.  




This morning, over breakfast, Kyle and Gabe's mother had made a suggestion. Invite the Flint family to Gabe and Lauren's wedding this coming Saturday. Everyone at the kitchen table had agreed it was a fine idea. Apparently Veronica had made a good impression on Kyle's mother, Miriam. And, like always, whatever pleased Miriam inevitably found favor with Kyle's father, Nathaniel. Landon, older than Kyle but younger than Gabe, had agreed, too. So, the resolution had been made and the two brothers sent out to deliver the invitation.




They rode up the tree-lined trail, emerging into the broad gravel-covered yard in front of the house. Slowing his horse, Gabe ran his gaze across the mansion's exterior. He whistled softly. "This is impressive."




Kyle drew his mount to a halt in front of the colonnades. Gabe came to a halt beside him. Both brothers dismounted and strode up to the front door. They each clutched their Stetsons in their hands. Kyle thumped his clenched fist against the tall wooden door. He saw Gabe's eyes narrow. "What is it?" Kyle asked.




Gabe pointed at the large, metal door knocker set in the middle of the door. "Maybe next time you can use that instead of your bare fist," Gabe joked.




"Who says there's going to be a next time?" Kyle retorted.




The door was tugged open abruptly. Kyle had hoped Veronica would open the door. Or even her mother, Augusta. He felt his heart sink when he saw Rueben Vogel standing there. He wore the same drab brown suit Kyle had seen on his first visit to the Flint place. Standing in the hallway, out of the bright morning sunshine, Vogel's pale features looked even more unhealthy. Kyle figured Vogel didn't get out much.




Vogel looked straight at Kyle. "What do you want?" Vogel snapped in a sharp tone. 




Briefly taken aback by the man's harsh tone, Kyle glanced at Gabe. His brother seemed similarly surprised by the man's unwelcoming tone of voice. Gabe cleared his throat. "We'd like to speak with Mr Flint." Vogel's eyes widened as Gabe added quickly. "If that wouldn't be too much of an inconvenience."




"What about?" Vogel asked sharply. 




"A personal matter," Gabe replied.




Kyle saw Vogel's eyes narrow. "I don't recall you having any business with Mr Flint."




Kyle heard Gabe sigh heavily. Gabe took a step forward and Vogel drew the door over, clearly intending to slam it shut. "Mr Flint can't see anyone," Vogel sneered. He glanced quickly from Gabe to Kyle and then added: "Least of all two local ranch boys."




Kyle felt every one of his muscles stiffen. Now it was his turn to take a step forward. Gabe reached out a hand and halted Kyle's advance. Kyle saw Gabe work hard to compose himself. It took a lot to annoy Gabe, Kyle told himself. His brother was usually good-tempered and slow to anger.




Suddenly, from behind Vogel came a voice. "Let the gentlemen in, Rueben," Dominick Flint instructed. He appeared behind Vogel, resting a hand on the other man's shoulder. Vogel hesitated a moment, as if he was about to object. But then he stepped back, opening the door. Kyle followed Gabe into the hallway. As he passed Vogel, Kyle made sure he gave the man a stern look. Vogel appeared unaffected. Maybe he was used to people looking at him like that, Kyle reflected. The hallway was large, with polished wooden floor and a broad staircase which led up past paintings hung on the side wall to a gallery. Off to each side were doors leading to other rooms in the house. One pair of doors was open and Kyle could see an opulently furnished, and richly carpeted parlor. 




Dominick Flint leaned a hand on the banister at the bottom of the stairs. He was dressed in a perfectly-tailored gray suit and shiny, black shoes. Regarding Gabe and Kyle carefully, he asked: "What can I do for you today?" he asked. There wasn't much enthusiasm in his voice.




Gabe shifted his Stetson from one hand to the other. "My name is Gabriel Baxter, sir. I assume I have the pleasure of addressing Mr Dominick Flint?"




Flint nodded once and very regally. "I am Dominick Flint." He glanced at Kyle. "Your brother and I met the other day. And I believe he was quite gracious to my wife, daughter and grand-daughter yesterday when they attended his class." Flint narrowed his eyes at Kyle. "I'm told it was a riding class. Am I right?" There was more than a hint of sarcasm in the man's voice.




Ignoring the provocation, Kyle wondered exactly what Flint had heard about the outing. "The thing is, Mr Flint, we came here today for a very special reason. My brother is getting married."




Flint lifted a brow. "Is he, indeed. I suppose congratulations should be in order." Once again, it was hard to tell if Flint was being sincere. "Who is the lucky young woman?"




Gabe smiled. "Miss Lauren Munro. Of the Munro ranch, east of town."




"You'll have to forgive me," Flint replied. "I'm not familiar with any of the ranches in these parts." Flint forced a smile. "I hope you and Miss Munro will be very happy together." Kyle saw Flint glance at Vogel. Kyle got the impression he and Gabe were about to be asked to leave.




Gabe moved closer to Flint. Kyle saw Vogel react, his eyes widening. Maybe Vogel considered himself Flint's protector. Not knowing the history of the two men, Kyle could only make a guess that might be the case.




Gabe grinned at Flint. "I'd like to extend an invitation to you and your family, Mr Flint."




Flint frowned. "Invitation?"




Gabe nodded. "It would be a great honor to myself and my wife-to-be if you would come to our marriage ceremony on Saturday. And to the celebration at my family ranch afterwards."




Flint's features were suddenly blank. His gaze flickered toward Vogel and then back to Gabe. "You want my entire family to come to your wedding?" he muttered, his voice containing more than a hint of incredulity. Kyle felt something heavy sink in the pit of his stomach.




Gabe kept smiling at Flint, even though Kyle was sure his brother had taken note of Flint's reaction. Gabe always did try to look on the bright side of everything. And now was no exception. "It would give us great pleasure to see you at the church at noon on Saturday."




A long, heavy silence filled the hallway. Then, Flint scoffed aloud. "I don't think that will be possible, Mr Baxter." Flint shook his head. "I appreciate the generosity of your invitation, but I'm afraid I couldn't possibly accept."




Abruptly, as if the issue had already been settled, he gestured toward the door. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I have some important matters to attend to."




Gabe and Kyle exchanged astonished looks. After witnessing Flint's abrupt manner when he'd returned Veronica to the Flint mansion, Kyle knew he shouldn't have been shocked by the rudeness of Flint's instant refusal. But the disregard for Gabe's feelings had triggered indignation in Kyle.




Kyle saw the corner of Vogel's mouth crease with a smile. Gabe hesitated a moment before beginning to follow Kyle to the door. As Vogel opened the door, and Kyle readied himself to step out into the bright sunshine, he heard a voice from high up in the hallway.




"I believe we can accept you kind offer, Mr Baxter." 




Kyle turned and looked up at the gallery at the top of the staircase. Veronica was standing there, her hands leaning on the carved, wooden banister. Kyle saw Flint turn and stare disbelievingly at his daughter.




Veronica raced down the stairs, keeping hold of the skirts of her pale blue gown as she moved. Arriving at the bottom of the stairs, she looked defiantly up at her father. Then she smiled at Gabe and Kyle. "I think it would be wonderful to come to your wedding," she said.




And Kyle couldn't help noticing that his own spirits had instantly lifted.


CHAPTER EIGHT







By the time the Baxter brothers left the Flint mansion an hour later, it had all been agreed. Veronica, her father and mother, and Molly, and Mr Vogel, would all attend the wedding of Gabe Baxter and Lauren Munro at noon on Saturday at the church in Inspiration. 




Veronica had seen Kyle and Gabe's arrival from the window of her bedroom. And she'd heard the way her father had refused to accept Gabe's kind proposal. Realizing her father was about to reject another opportunity to draw closer to becoming a part of life in town, Veronica had acted. Luckily, she'd caught the Baxter brothers before they'd been escorted out of the house. She wasn't angry at her father for turning down the offer. The truth was she was never angry at her father. His cold manner with relative strangers was a habit which he'd acquired over the years in business. But she was disappointed at the abrupt manner of the refusal. Kyle deserved better than that, Veronica told herself. And his brother Gabe seemed so similar to Kyle in character that Veronica would have hated it if he'd left the Flint mansion under a cloud.




Instead of being asked to leave, Veronica had insisted on Kyle and Gabe staying for coffee while the situation was resolved. Veronica persuaded her father to join them in the parlor while the housekeeper brought the coffee and cakes. Throughout the time in the parlor, Veronica had noticed Kyle's nervousness. In contrast to his confident demeanor yesterday, he seemed awkward and unsure of himself. She put that down to the presence of her father, who always liked to dominate conversations. Gabe had talked enthusiastically about the arrangements for the wedding and the celebratory lunch at the Baxter ranch. Accustomed for so long to some of the finer things in life, Veronica saw her father shift impatiently on his chair as Gabe described his family's homely preparations for the big day. 




Veronica's mother joined them during the coffee and did everything she could to convince her husband that spending Saturday at a wedding would a wonderful blessing. 




They said farewell to the Baxter brothers and made their way back into the parlor. 




"This is a bad idea," her father complained as he threw himself down onto the heavily-upholstered green sofa.




"Nonsense, Dominick," Augusta replied as she sat alongside him. "It will do you good to show the good folks of Inspiration that you are not the ogre they believe you to be."




Dominick's eyes widened and he gazed incredulously at Veronica who had taken her place on the seat near the window. "Who says I'm an ogre?" he demanded to know.




"I've heard questions being asked when I was in the mercantile," Augusta said.




"What kind of questions?" Dominick asked leaning forward.




Veronica smiled at her father. "Don't you realize that, by cooping yourself up here, you've become a figure of mystery. You're inviting speculation. People are making up stories about you."




Dominick lifted his chin. "It's best that folks keep themselves to themselves. That way we avoid any unwelcome questions."




"About what?" Augusta asked abruptly.




"You know very well that we left things behind us in Chicago when we came here. Things were becoming complicated. Owing to my past and some of my business associates being less than pleased about my success in my chosen profession." Dominick lowered his voice and glanced toward the open door to the parlor.  Veronica wondered why he was suddenly careful about being overheard. "That's why I brought us here, Augusta. To make a fresh start."




"By hiding in this mansion?" Veronica's mother asked. She sighed heavily. "And don't think it hasn't been noticed that you don't attend church. Those two lovely Rushton sisters asked me yesterday. And I was embarrassed with the reply I had to give them."




"What did you say?" Dominick asked urgently.




"The truth, of course," Augusta declared. "I don't lie, Dominick Flint."




Veronica's father nodded. "Of course you don't," he agreed. "I wouldn't ask you to do that."




"I told the sisters that you have been considering your faith very carefully this past year," Augusta explained. "And that you would be attending church very soon."




Dominick's eyes widened. "You told them that?" he exclaimed.




"It's the truth, isn't it?" Veronica said to her father. "You can't stay away from church forever, pa. It's not right. And it's not what mother and I want for you." Veronica looked at her mother. "Is it ma?" Augusta shook her head slowly and smiled at her husband.




Dominick stood and began to pace in front of the empty fireplace. After a few moments he paused. He leaned one hand imperiously on the mantlepiece of the fireplace and tucked the thumb of his other hand in the pocket of his waistcoat. Gazing down at Veronica, he spoke quietly. "You know why I've stayed away from the church." 




Veronica felt her heart become heavier. She'd had this conversation with her father many times during the past few years. But it was the first time the subject had come up since she and Molly had arrived at the mansion. "God wants you back there, pa," Veronica said softly. "He wants you back at church."




Dominick looked thoughtfully at Veronica. She could see her words had touched him. In public, her father was all sound and fury. He'd always been like that outside the family home. But, behind closed doors, with his wife and child, Dominick Flint had a softer, kinder demeanor. Here, surrounded by his own family, he could be reasoned with and persuaded. He had nothing to prove to them. He'd fought all his battles in the business world and had won more often than not. This palatial residence was a testimony to her father's effectiveness in the world. But there was another world her father had to consider.




Even as she thought about it, pain flared into life in Veronica's heart. Dominick Flint had taken a turn away from God in recent years. Pain had caused that turning away. The hurt of losing his son-in-law. Veronica's husband, Jack, had passed away in Illinois four years ago and it seemed her father still hadn't forgiven the Lord for taking him away. It was that serious. 




Dominick frowned. "You know how I feel about that. It's not that easy."




Augusta stood and went to her husband. "Now that Veronica is here, maybe it's time to make a new start, Dominick. Time to put the past behind us." Augusta smiled at Veronica. "She's right. He wants you back where you belong. Amongst the faithful." She reached up and ran the back of her hand down the side of Dominick's craggy features. If the Baxter brothers had been able to see him now, they wouldn't have recognized her father.




"How can I show my face in church after all the things I've said and done?" Dominick pleaded. There was doubt in his voice. Like he didn't believe it was possible for him.




"The Lord forgives everyone, pa. If they repent with a true heart," Veronica said. "No exceptions."




Dominick nodded slowly and the sighed. He looked from Augusta to Veronica. "What will folks say when they see me at the church on Saturday?"




Veronica stood and went to her father and mother. "They can say whatever they like. All that matters is that you'll be back where you belong."




Up close to her father, she could see doubt hover behind his eyes. Veronica wanted to believe that it could all be this simple. That it would take just one visit to the church for her father to be healed. For his faith to be renewed. But, she knew it wasn't going to be that easy. Still, this was an important first step. It occurred to Veronica that maybe the Lord had placed her in the path of the Baxter family for this exact purpose. For her own part, Veronica knew she'd been through hard times herself. After Jack had died, her own faith had pulled her through. Without it she wasn't sure she would have survived. Maybe it had been the fact that Jack's faith had been as strong as hers. It had been one of the many things which had drawn them to each other.




"Saturday will be a day of joy, pa," Veronica reassured him. "For us as well as the Baxter family. And, I'm sure you're going to like the ranch when you see it."




"Ranch?" Dominick said skeptically. He grunted quietly. Even though he'd owned the Flint residence and grounds for a year, her father had still refused to do anything to use the extensive rangeland surrounding the property. He resisted the idea of himself becoming a rancher. She could understand that since almost all of his business and property dealings had taken place in the city. Holding back from using the land was his way of building a wall between himself and the town.




Dominick sighed and nodded. "You know I never can resist the two of you when you get like this," he said giving them both a pretend disapproving look.




"That's why you love us so much, isn't it?" Augusta replied with a smile.




There was a knock at the door of the parlor. Vogel peered around the edge of the door. Her father stiffened and started to make his way toward Vogel. "What is it, Reuben?" he snapped. Veronica and her mother exchanged an understanding look. Her father had put on the public mask again. She heard her father and Reuben talking quietly and then both men left the parlor.




Normal life had resumed, Veronica reflected. But she wondered if it would all change for the good after her father stepped into the church this coming Saturday.








CHAPTER NINE







It was the evening before the wedding. Kyle, Landon and Gabe were out on the porch. From inside the Baxter ranch house excited talk drifted out into the cool night air. Kyle could hear his mother, father, Aunt Mabel and Lily the housekeeper speculating about tomorrow. Everyone was nervous. Gabe was doing his best to look calm, but Kyle knew his brother. He could see the signs of worry and concern in his brother's eyes.




This was the last night when the brothers would all be bachelors. After tomorrow, everything would change. And then it would fall to Kyle and Landon to seek out wives of their own. The three brothers wandered out onto the yard and across to the corral. Leaning on the wooden fence, all three men were silent for a few long moments. Kyle gazed up at the dark sky, strewn with stars. From the darkened rangeland the soft murmur of insects sang in the air. Kyle drew in a deep breath, feeling the cool night air fill his lungs. 




He turned to Gabe. His brother's features were pensive. "You nervous?" Kyle asked Gabe.




Gabe lifted and brow and glanced at Kyle. "What do you think?" he asked, making it obvious that he was, indeed, feeling the nerves about the coming day. 




"I'd be shaking in my boots," Landon announced.




"Don't you worry," Gabe said. "Your time will come." He glanced from Landon to Kyle. "Which one of you is next?" Gabe squinted at Kyle. "Ma was telling me Lucille Brochard has still got her eye on you."




Kyle frowned. "How does she know that?"




"You know how the town likes to gossip," Gabe replied. 




The idea that folks in town were talking about him and Lucille made something heavy settle in Kyle's middle. Lucille was pleasant enough. Even charming in her own way. But she wasn't the kind of woman Kyle could consider taking for a wife. It was never going to happen between him and Lucille. Kyle knew he had to find a way to let her know that. He wasn't looking forward to doing that. He'd just about managed to avoid inviting Lucille to tomorrow's wedding. That would have sent out all the wrong signals, Kyle told himself.




"Ma was telling me about the newcomer you helped out the other day," Landon said. 




Kyle peered at Landon. "The widow Callahan?" Kyle had shared with his family that Veronica had told him about being widowed. That news had especially made a big impact on his mother and father. Kyle's parents always did have sympathy for folks who'd suffered tragedy in life. They were always looking for ways to help out. It had been one of the reasons they'd suggested inviting the Flint family to Gabe and Lauren's wedding.




Landon nodded. "It's real sad she lost her husband. And with a young daughter to look after. Things can't be easy for her."




"Her father looks like he has everything he needs to provide for her," Gabe said firmly. "Kyle and I got a good look at the place when we went to give them the invitation."




Kyle thought for a moment and then said: "There's more to finding happiness than material security."




Landon tilted his head. "It sure goes a long way to helping, though."




Gabe turned and faced the ranch house. "Kyle's right. Dominick Flint is a tough man. I don't know exactly how he made his money. And he sure seems capable of providing for his family." Gabe sighed. "But, if you ask me, it looks like getting all that money took its toll on the man. He's locked himself up there in that mansion. Its almost like he's made himself a prisoner in that house. Chained himself to his wealth."




"God can find ways to let people loose from those chains," Kyle said. "Now that Veronica and Molly are here, Dominick might just find a new way of living."




"Here's hoping he does," Gabe agreed. "I think inside that hard exterior there's a good man trying to get out."




"How do you know that?" Kyle asked quietly.




Gabe sighed and then shook his head. "I don't know. Just a feeling I got when I looked into the man's eyes." Gabe turned to Kyle. "And I couldn't help noticing how Veronica was looking at you, Kyle."




Kyle felt his face flush with heat. "Me? What are you talking about?"




"Ma told me all about what happened out at the herd. How you rescued Veronica and Molly." Gabe said and grinned. "I think pa was impressed with how you handled the situation. He said it showed you've grown up."




"Well that's an improvement," Kyle said. "Time was when it seemed I couldn't do anything that pa would approve of."




"Everything's changed now, little brother," Landon said and rested a hand on Gabe's heavily-muscled shoulder. "Big brother here is getting married tomorrow. 




Landon squeezed Gabe's shoulder hard, causing Gabe to flinch. He turned and playfully made as if to punch Landon in the belly. Landon dodged the pretend blow and laughed. He returned his own gentle right hook. Side-stepping it, Gabe called out: "Hey now. Take care there. I've got a big day tomorrow."




All three brothers shared a moment of delight and laughter. Kyle had never seen Gabe this happy before. Although Gabe had always been the mature brother, the sensible and responsible brother, there was something new in his demeanor. Lauren Munro had brought a new joy into Gabe's life. Kyle wondered if he'd be able to find that joy for himself. Two months ago, that had seemed an impossibility. Kyle had been restless and anxious for an imagined life of adventure away from the ranch. He'd even considered completely turning his back on ranching. But, while Gabe had been courting Lauren, Kyle had been instrumental in bringing some criminals to justice. Along the way, and with God's grace, Kyle had renewed his faith and found his true purpose in life. Kyle knew he'd be a rancher for the rest of his life.  Kyle ran his gaze around the yard, taking in the sight of the ranch house, stable and barns. This was where God had placed him on this earth, and Kyle was determined to obey the Lord's will. 




Settling down, Kyle peered at Gabe. "You're a lucky man," he said. "Lauren's a fine woman. She'll make a perfect wife." Kyle paused and then added: "And mother."




Gabe's eyes widened and he looked suddenly thoughtful. "That'll come in time." He nodded. "I know I'm the luckiest man in Montana."




Kyle and London nodded in silent agreement. "You've got a big day tomorrow," Kyle said. "Try and get some sleep."




Gabe shook his head. "I don't think that's going to be possible. But I'll try."




Then, all three brothers started to head back toward the ranch house. The first Baxter wedding was near and Kyle couldn't wait until tomorrow. Apart from the delight of standing alongside Gabe in the church, Kyle knew he'd get a chance to see Veronica.


CHAPTER TEN







The crowd outside the church was enormous. It seemed to Veronica that the entire population of Inspiration had turned out for Gabe and Lauren's wedding. And, as her father drew the Flint's very fancy carriage to a halt at the foot of the church's steps, Veronica saw all eyes already fixed firmly on the arrival of herself and her family. Sitting in the carriage's back row of seats, with her father and mother sitting up front, Veronica reached across and curled her fingers around Molly's gloved hands. It was a beautiful sunny, Montana day. The sun was shining high in the sky. It was already starting to feel like it would be a warm day. The floral decorated overhead canopy of the carriage cast a welcome shadow across her and Molly. 




"Look at all the people, ma," Molly exclaimed excitedly.




Veronica leaned closer to Molly and murmured: "It's a big day for everyone. But most of all for Kyle's brother and the lady he's going to marry." 




Molly craned her neck, searching for Gabe and Lauren. "Where are they?" she asked.




"They'll be here soon. I think they're just waiting for everyone to get here first."




This was the first wedding Molly had attended. Back at the Flint mansion, Molly had been almost impossible to manage. Her excitement had been infectious. Veronica felt a vicarious thrill at seeing the congregated guests. Her own wedding to Jack, six years before, had been a smaller affair. Memories of that day in Chicago drifted into Veronica's mind. Jack had been so handsome looking that day, dressed in his gray suit and neat Derby hat. All through that day he'd gazed at her with such love and affection. She could still feel the tender memory of his kiss as the pastor had announced they were finally man and wife. She tried not to let those beautiful recollections affect her, but it was hard not to feel the sense of loss. Today was about happiness and joy. A new life was being forged between two families. 




"It's so nice of them to ask us to come to the wedding," Augusta said. She turned to Dominick. "Don't you think, dearest?" she added.




Dominick looked steadily at the gathered crowd of guests. "I don't recognize any of these folks," he murmured.




"Of course you don't," Augusta countered. "And today we can start to put right that sorry state of affairs." Augusta turned and smiled at Veronica. "Don't you agree, Veronica?"




"Yes, ma," Veronica responded obediently. 




Veronica helped Molly down from the carriage. Dominick assisted Augusta. Both her parents had made a special effort to look fine. Her father wore one of his bespoke gray suits and brightly polished black shoes. Augusta wore a powder-blue gown with elegantly fashioned collar and cuffs. A matching bonnet and parasol completed the tasteful combination. Veronica squatted down and fussed with the top buttons of Molly's pink gown. Straightening Molly's little white bonnet, Veronica stood and examined her handiwork. Molly looked charming and unbelievably cute, Veronica told herself. She felt pride surge inside her as she regarded Molly.




Veronica heard her mother's voice. "She's not the only one who looks lovely today," Augusta observed. 




Turning to face her mother, Veronica felt her cheeks flush with heat. "Don't go embarrassing me, ma," Veronica complained quietly.




Augusta frowned. "Doesn't she suit that gown, Dominick," her mother said.




Veronica saw her father scrutinize her choice of dress. The chestnut brown gown, matching gloves and bonnet felt comfortable, Veronica admitted to herself. She'd stopped wearing mourning gowns over a year ago. It felt good to be wearing an outfit she hadn't worn too often. She hoped the choice of style and design wouldn't seem too out of place in Inspiration. She'd had this particular gown since her days in Chicago. Running her gaze around the gathered guests, she was pleased to see a variety of gowns on display.




Dominick nodded. "Most suitable," he said cryptically. He glanced at the church. Veronica saw his brows furrow. "Fine looking church for such a small town," he observed. Veronica was sure her father was nervous about setting foot inside the church. He'd admitted as much before leaving the mansion.




Veronica followed her father's gaze. Indeed the church was a fine example of a frontier church. She guessed it could hold around two hundred churchgoers. Wide steps led up to a broad platform at the double doors. White painted on the outside, the church had a tall steeple, inside which was situated a large bell which glinted in the bright sunshine. The church looked perfectly at home in the tree-lined street. Homes, each with a picket fence and garden, ran along both sides of the dusty street.




"There they are!" Molly exclaimed suddenly, pointing up the street away from the church. An appreciative roar and babble of voices rose from the gathered guests. Veronica heard the rumbling of carriage wheels and saw two carriages heading toward the church. In the first were Gabe's parents and an elderly woman who Veronica guessed was Kyle's Aunt Mabel. Coming close behind was the carriage with Gabe himself, Landon and Kyle. As the carriages drew to a halt, a ripple of applause rose in the air. Veronica wanted to join the crowd of well-wishers who congregated around the Baxter brothers as they left their carriage and made their way up the stairs. But she held back, content to simply watch the scene unfolding. 




All three Baxter brothers were dressed immaculately in matching gray suits. Veronica took special note of how fine Kyle looked. His appearance was in stark contrast to when he'd taken them all out for a riding lesson. Kyle still looked like a rancher. But now he looked like a gentleman rancher, all neatly attired and elegant. Veronica glanced at her mother and saw Augusta watching her for any hint of a reaction. Veronica schooled her features, determined not to give anything away.




Standing tall and proud at the open church doors, Veronica had to admit that the Baxter brothers were a handsome trio of strong, young Montana men. She saw the pastor emerge from inside the church and lean close to Gabe, exchanging words with the groom. Then Gabe followed the pastor into the church. He was followed by Landon. Kyle, however, didn't immediately enter the church. Veronica saw him scanning the crowd of guests. She wondered who he was looking for. Then, his gaze settled on her, and she suddenly realized the truth. Kyle had been searching for her.




Veronica lifted a hand and waved gently to Kyle. She saw a smile stretch across his features and he waved back at her. That made heads in the crowd whirl around in Veronica's direction. The eyes of complete strangers examined Veronica. She felt her heart quicken and turned quickly away, fussing nervously with Molly's little bonnet. When she did turn back a few moments later, she saw that Kyle had entered the church.




Veronica took Molly's hand and walked toward the church. Her parents followed alongside. Every one of the guests were making their way up the stairs. "Where's the lady who's getting married?" Molly asked.




"She'll be here soon," Veronica replied. "Lauren is the most important person here today. So she gets to arrive last when everyone is in church waiting for her."




"Even her husband?" Molly asked abruptly.




Veronica laughed. "Gage isn't her husband yet. He will be after the ceremony."




Molly nodded and frowned thoughtfully. Veronica saw Augusta smile at her, acknowledging the explanation Veronica had just given Molly. From behind Veronica she heard the rolling wheels of another carriage. All heads in the crowd turned. Veronica saw another three carriages heading toward the church. Dressed in glorious white, a young woman sat in the front seat of the first carriage. Alongside her, an older man held the reins. Veronica figured that must be Lauren's father, Zacharias. She'd heard about Zacharias when Kyle and Gabe had come to the house and explained about the wedding. In the carriages behind, she saw various members of what she assumed was the Munro clan. It looked like Lauren had arrived early.




Suddenly, urgency seized the guests and they all started crowding their way up the church stairs. Mingling amongst the crowd, Veronica paused halfway up the stairs when many heads turned and watched as Lauren's carriage drew to a halt. Murmurs of appreciation filled the air as everyone watched Lauren descend from the carriage. Her father helped her down while she clutched the full length of her white wedding gown. Veronica felt sympathy for Lauren when she saw the nervousness in her tentative glance at the onlooker. Then Lauren was surrounded by the Munro family members. 




"We should get inside," Veronica announced. Around her, heads nodded in quick agreement. The crowd pushed its way into the church. Veronica got her first look at the inside of the church. It was plain and undecorated, like most frontier churches. She guessed it would just about hold all the guests. Townsfolk were busy claiming their places in the pews which filled both sides of the interior. Over in the corner, she saw a small church piano which would probably supply the music for the ceremony. A plainly-dressed woman in her thirties sat in front of the keyboard. Her gaze was fixed on the open doors. Veronica figured she might be the pastor's wife.




Then, what Veronica saw up at the front of the church made her heartbeat quicken. The three Baxter brothers were standing facing the incoming congregation. Landon and Gabe were chatting quietly and smiling at the arriving guests. Behind them stood the pastor, a tall, thin man with bright eyes and a friendly demeanor, who Veronica believed was named Joseph. Kyle's gaze locked upon Veronica as she was bustled by a few of the wedding guests as they crowded into the nearby pews. Unsure of where she and her family could sit, Veronica hesitated. Then she saw Kyle come striding forward, making his way toward her. He eased his way through the crowd with a gentle informality.




Kyle halted in front of Veronica. He bowed courteously to her parents and smiled down at Molly. Up close, Veronica could see the excitement in Kyle's eyes. She could see how much this day meant to him. "I'm so happy to see you all here on such a wonderful day," he said. Reaching out, he beckoned them forward. "Please. Follow me."




He led them near to the front, and gestured into an empty pew which was behind the front two rows. "Make yourself comfortable here," he instructed. 




Veronica smiled at Kyle. "Thank you," she said. He grinned back at her. Veronica led Molly into the pew and got her settled while Augusta and Dominick took their places next to Veronica. Apparently pleased he'd done part of his duty, Kyle moved quickly to other guests, allocating places for them. Judging by the friendly greeting which were exchanged, Veronica guessed they must be family members, close relatives or friends. There would be plenty of folks to meet later at the celebration up at the Baxter ranch, Veronica reflected. The two rows in front of Veronica and her parents filled up within a few minutes of frantic activity. Everyone knew the bride would be waiting to make her entrance with her father.




Veronica smiled down at Molly, who was swinging her legs on the seat. "Isn't it exciting, Molly?" 




Molly's eyes widened. "Sure is." Twisting her head, Molly peered back at the open doors. "Is she coming in now?"




"Any minute now," Veronica reassured her daughter. Veronica ran her gaze around the interior of the church which was now completely full. The murmur of voices echoed all the way up to the wooden beams which stretched across the high ceiling. She looked at the faces behind her. So, this was Inspiration's church congregation, Veronica said to herself. They looked like good people. Godly folks who had come today to join in with the celebration of a wonderful union. Another marriage. Veronica guessed there were marriages all the time in the town. Kyle had told her the population was growing steadily and now stood at a few thousand.




Suddenly, she saw the Baxter brothers turn and face away from the open doors. It was time. The church pianist started playing "The Wedding March". All eyes turned to the open doors. And the two figures walking into the church. Lauren Munro's arm rested on that of her proud looking father. Lauren's white veil hung across her face and she held a pretty bouquet of flowers. Veronica heard admiring gasps as folks saw how lovely Lauren looked. As father and daughter walked slowly toward the front, the music filled the air. Veronica felt emotion sweep through her. Surely, there was nothing more joyous or beautiful than a wedding, she told herself.




When Lauren reached the three men standing with their backs to her, Lauren's father loosened her hand and stepped to one side. Lauren's father had a look of obvious pride written across his features. Landon and  Kyle moved to one side allowing Lauren to take her place next to Gabe. Veronica smiled when she saw the way Gabe's eyes widened with delight upon seeing just how beautiful Lauren looked. Molly smiled up at Veronica and looked about to say something. Veronica held a finger to her lips and, thankfully, Molly said nothing. But, Veronica was delighted to see how much Molly was enjoying the sight of the marriage ceremony. 




Then it was time for most important part of the proceedings. Pastor Joseph led Gabe and Lauren, carefully and respectfully, through the ceremony with a perfect dignity and calm delight. The words, ringing in the air, were joyous and familiar. As she sat listening to the beautiful declarations of the wedding vows, Veronica felt herself almost choke up with emotion. She could see how much Lauren and Gabe loved one another. It was written on each of their faces. There was love in their eyes. Veronica remembered what it had felt like when Jack had looked at her in  exactly the same way that Gabe was looking at Lauren. 




And when the pastor declared Gabe and Lauren to be man and wife, a huge roar of approval was followed by a round of applause when Gabe and Lauren kissed. The interior of the church was filled with perfect joy and happiness. Veronica's heart filled with peace as she watched Gabe and Lauren walk arm in arm, side by side, all the way to the front door of the church. It was done. They were married and they looked astonishingly happy. Glancing at Kyle, Veronica saw him watching his brother and new sister-in-law with visible delight. For a moment, Kyle's gaze drifted to Veronica and she felt her cheeks flush slightly with heat. Quickly dragging her gaze away from Kyle, Veronica leaned down and shared a private moment of happiness with Molly. 




Then, everyone stood and started to make their way out of the church. The bells started ringing as Veronica and Molly made their way toward the door, mingling with the crowd of happy witnesses to what had been a lovely ceremony. When she reached the door, she saw Gabe and Lauren standing at the top of the stairs. They were busy thanking everyone for coming. At the foot of the steps, Veronica saw the flower-strewn carriage which would take Gabe and Lauren all the way to the Baxter ranch. Lauren was a Baxter now, and today would be her first true day as a rancher's wife. Briefly, Veronica wondered what that would be like. To live on a ranch, and have a rancher as a husband must be something special, she told herself.




Suddenly, she heard a voice behind her. "That was wonderful, wasn't it?" Kyle's voice, so surprisingly close to her, was like honey in her ears. 




Veronica turned quickly, jostling slightly with the crowd at the top of the stairs, and smiled at the handsome rancher. "Just lovely," she agreed. She thought Kyle looked relieved, now that the ceremony was over.




"You know you and your parents must join us back at the ranch for the celebration," Kyle reminded her. 




She'd known about the invitation and had no intention of refusing. "We'll be there," she said to him.




Kyle smiled warmly, glanced at Gabe and Lauren and then spoke: "See you there." He and Landon made their way to Gabe and Lauren. Veronica led Molly toward Gabe and Lauren and shared her congratulations with them. Molly did the same, and in a very solemn and serious way which made Lauren smile with delight. Veronica led Molly downstairs where they soon met up with Dominick and Augusta who were standing by the carriage.




"Wasn't that lovely," Augusta enthused.




Veronica nodded. "Just perfect. And they look so happy together." Veronica saw her father nod his head sagely. He didn't say anything, but she could tell by the look in his eyes that he'd found the whole proceedings impressive. In fact, Veronica thought her father even looked moved by the entire event. That was unusual for her father, who was usually quite stoic about such things. But, for now, Veronica held back from speaking to her father about that. They all got onto the carriage and then it was time to head for the Baxter ranch. Veronica saw many other carriages starting to make their way up the street. Not all the guests from the church would have been invited. There would have been too many people. Veronica supposed the guest list would be confined to those closest to the Baxter and Munro families. 




Did that mean that she, Molly, Augusta and Dominick were now considered close friends to the families? She wondered how that could possibly be. But, for now, all that mattered was getting to the ranch. It had been a beautiful wedding ceremony. Veronica wondered if similar delights awaited her at the Baxter ranch.


CHAPTER ELEVEN







"How does it feel to have attended a genuine Inspiration wedding?" Kyle asked Veronica later that afternoon.




Veronica glanced up at Kyle. His gaze, penetrating and steady, was awaiting her answer with obvious eagerness. "Real special, Kyle." She shook her head appreciatively. "There was a godly feeling to that ceremony in the church. Everyone just seemed so happy to be there. It touched my heart, I can tell you."




"It did?" Kyle asked, his brows rising in a straight line. "I'm glad," he added softly. 




Veronica nodded and glanced across toward where her father and mother were sitting. They were busy chatting with Lauren's father. "I think my father found it moving, too." She glanced at Kyle. "And that is unusual, I can tell you."




She and Kyle were both leaning against the corral fence. Away off to Veronica's right were two long tables which had been set out in the yard in front of the Baxter ranch house. On those tables, for the last two hours, a huge meal had been consumed by the wedding guests. Speeches had been made and congratulations offered over and over. About fifty people had come back to the ranch for the after-wedding celebration, including, Veronica had discovered, most of the Buchanan family who owned ranches to the north of town. Most of that extended family, with wives, husband and small children, were still seated on both sides of the long tables. The babble of happy voices filled the clear afternoon air. The sun shone brightly in the azure blue sky. The air felt fresh and clear. It had been a perfect afternoon, Veronica told herself. A makeshift platform made up of wooden boards had been laid out over by the corner of the ranch house. Next to it, squatting on low seats, sat a few of the ranch hands who were handy with musical instruments. The sound of fiddles and banjo drifted in the air. A few folks were dancing on the platform.




Veronica could see Molly over by the ranch house porch, seated on the single step, alongside the young boy, who'd become her best friend in the last two hours. Ryan Munro, all of eight years old, was the son of Grace and Josh Munro. Ryan and Molly were doing their best to amuse themselves while the adults at the long tables continued to chat noisily.




"That was quite a speech your brother gave," Veronica said to Kyle, thinking back to when Gabe had stood at the end of the table and spoken at length about his new wife as he gazed down at her with absolute love in his eyes.




Kyle laughed quietly. "Gabe was terrified about that. He ain't the most natural when it comes to speaking in public. Especially about personal matters."




"It doesn't get any more personal than saying beautiful words about your wife," Veronica said. "He sounded like he meant every word," Veronica admitted. As she'd listened to Gabe, she'd recalled the wonderful way Jack had embarrassed her at their own wedding. That day, Jack had spoken about Veronica with love and affection, declaring his total devotion to her. But that had been a long time ago, Veronica had reminded herself. Those words had been spoken when life was so very different.




"He's crazy about her," Kyle admitted, glancing toward Gabe and Lauren. 




Following Kyle's gaze, Veronica saw Gabe say something to his mother and father who were sitting adjacent to himself and Lauren.   Whatever it was, Miriam laughed out loud. "Your parents look like they're real happy that Gabe got married."




"They just about did everything they could to persuade him to win Lauren's heart," Kyle said. She saw Kyle peer across at his delighted parents. "They sure look pleased. I guess they can't wait for whoever is next."




Veronica gave Kyle a puzzled look, wondering why he sounded slightly concerned about that possibility. He'd already explained to her how, a few months ago, his parents had traveled back east to see their ailing Aunt Mabel. While there Miriam had written, just about ordering Gabe to get married, and to make sure his two brothers did the same. Seemed like the threats to sell the ranch had been their parents' way to give the three sons a gentle kick up the rear end, Kyle had explained. While he'd been telling her all about that, Veronica had tried not to think about the possibility that Kyle might just go and marry Lucille Brochard. Even though she'd seen evidence of Kyle's reluctance to court Lucille, Veronica still figured it might be possible that Kyle would be the next Baxter brother to walk down the aisle of Inspiration's church. Thankfully, Kyle hadn't mentioned any of that while he'd been explaining his parents' determined actions to marry off their sons.




Kyle tilted his head in the direction of the barn. "Would you care to take a walk with me?" he asked.




Veronica paused, wondering how it would look if she wandered off with Kyle. Glancing back at the continuing celebration at the two long tables, she figured no-one would think anything of her being sociable with her host. She followed Kyle along past the corral, walking slowly beside him. Moving so closely with him, she was suddenly and very acutely aware of just how tall he was and how wide his shoulders were. He looked fine in his suit and held himself proudly as he walked alongside her. She wondered what he was thinking. Taking a step away from the corral fence, Veronica felt a slight remainder of the pain she'd felt in her ankle. She did her best to mask her discomfort. 




As if he could read her mind, Kyle's gaze dropped down to her feet. "How's your ankle now?" he asked.




"Fine," she replied, probably too quickly, she thought. "No problem at all."




Kyle lifted a brow. "You sure about that?" He didn't seem convinced.




Veronica shrugged. "Just the occasional twinge. Nothing I can't handle."




Kyle nodded. "I guess there isn't much you can't handle. Especially after all you've been through these past few years."




It was a bold remark and, for a long moment, she felt taken aback by the abruptness of it. Of course, she knew he was probably right. The last few years had been hard. Bringing up Molly almost on her own since Jack had passed had been difficult. But, she thought she'd already seen off the worst of it. Glancing back toward the tables, she saw her father watching her carefully. Even from this distance, his gaze burned steady from beneath his craggy brows. Maybe he wouldn't approve of her wandering off with Kyle like this, she thought to herself. But, immediately she dismissed that thought. Surely her father trusted her to make Kyle's acquaintance. After all, she and Kyle were just good friends, weren't they?




Reaching the barn, Kyle guided Veronica around its side and along past the fence of the corral until they reached a flat area behind the barn. From this vantage point there was a clear view out across the broad rangeland to a distant forest. Over to the left she saw two bunkhouses and a cookhouse. She had to admit the view all the way out to the forest was beautiful. From behind the barn Veronica heard the roaring laughter of the wedding guests. Here, alongside Kyle, she suddenly felt as if all the celebrations were taking place in another world. 




They stood next to each other for a short while. There was a narrow, well-worn pathway leading down from the vantage point and across toward a stable by one of the bunkhouses. "You feeling adventurous?" Kyle asked grinning at her. "I can show you some of our best horses."




She knew he was probably teasing her. "I'm not a ranch girl, remember," she told him. "I don't know my way around this place." She met his gaze. "This is your world. Not mine."




As if sensing the challenge in her words, Kyle held his gaze upon her. She could see he was trying to come up with some kind of smart reply to what she knew had been a defiant statement on her part. "Maybe we can do something to change all that," he murmured.




Veronica felt her heart quicken. There had been some new quality in his voice when he'd said those words. Something that sounded almost like a determined, pre-planned move. One that maybe he'd considered carefully before, she told herself. She could see a sincerity in his gaze. He'd looked at her like that when they'd been out riding the other day. It was a look that warned her Kyle Baxter was perfectly capable of breaking down any barrier she might put up. The warm feeling in her middle just wouldn't go away.




"Let's go," she said quickly and walked ahead of him, lifting her chin and drawing her shoulders back. She heard his footsteps thudding on the path as he caught up with her. Determined not to look him in the eye in case he saw her uncertainty, she stared ahead at the path, fixing her gaze on the stable up ahead. She heard some voices coming from inside the bunkhouse. 




They reached the stable and Kyle drew open the wooden double doors. Inside she saw two rows of stalls inside which were horses. "No-one working today?" she asked Kyle.




He shook his head. "Everyone got the day off."




She nodded thoughtfully. "Its not every day one of the bosses gets married."




Kyle grunted and looked suddenly thoughtful. "Gabe might not be the last this year," he said abruptly.




Feeling her face pale suddenly, she forced herself to examine the inside of the stable, faking an interest in the rack of saddles and bridles. She didn't want him to see how that abrupt remark had affected her. Was he so determined to remind her of his own situation? That he might well be the next Baxter bridegroom? She asked herself why she was even bothered by that thought. She'd barely known Kyle Baxter a week and yet, here she was speculating about his future. 




"I mean Landon is the next oldest after Gabe," Kyle said quickly, as if trying to explain what he'd meant. "And I heard him telling pa that there was someone he's friendly with in town." Kyle frowned. "I don't really believe him, though. Landon likes to keep himself busy around the ranch. Work is everything to him."




"Just like his younger brother, then," Veronica said and gave Kyle a mischievous look. Did he know she was teasing him?




Taken aback for a moment, Kyle gazed at Veronica. "I know what's important in life, Veronica. And it isn't just work," Kyle said. There was a sudden intensity in his voice. For a moment, she thought she'd touched a raw nerve. "There's more to life than work."




"What kind of things?" she asked.




His jaw tightened slightly and his gaze settled upon her. "Family, for one. That and God. You have those, you have everything you need."




"That's why I brought Molly here," Veronica said. "We have our family here. Back in Chicago, it was difficult to find God in our lives. But I tried. I didn't give up." She looked earnestly at Kyle. "It's not like here in Inspiration." Veronica gazed out across the rangeland. "At least in a town like this you can feel a part of a community of God-fearing people. Like today. I felt something special in that church. As if everyone knew they belonged." Veronica smiled weakly. "I want that for Molly. The city was no place for her to grow up in."




Kyle nodded. "I reckon every young person in these parts lives a blessed life." He cleared his throat and looked suddenly awkward. "Do you think you and Molly are here to stay?"




"My father is here for good. He has no intention of ever going back to Chicago," she said. Wrapping her arms around herself, she felt chill breeze sweep up from the valley. "Apart from anything else, there are plenty of people he's quite happy to leave behind back there. Business associates and the like. My father made some enemies back there. Men he'd rather not see again."




Kyle frowned. "He's lucky he can choose where he wants to live." He narrowed his eyes. "How come you and Molly took so long to come out to Inspiration?"




She hesitated a moment, wondering if she should tell him anything about the last few years. About the years in Chicago immediately after Jack had died. But, she'd grown so close to Kyle, and so quickly, that she felt a curious sense of confidence in talking with him. "After my husband passed, Molly and I stayed with my parents in Chicago. Father was still running his business. Things were fine for a while. To be honest, I needed the support from my parents. Especially for Molly's sake. She was only a few months old when Jack died. So she didn't really know him. Although I've made sure she understands who he was. What he was like. But, Molly's still young."




Kyle nodded. "There's plenty of time for her to find out what her father was like," he agreed. "She's still growing up."




Veronica sighed. "It'll take time. I just want her to be happy. And this seems like the perfect place for her."




"How did your father pick Inspiration as a place to come and live?"




"He employed a property agent he knew in Chicago," Veronica explained. "He described exactly what he was looking for. Money was no object. It just had to be out of the way. Nowhere near a big city. The agent searched and came up with a mansion near Inspiration. The sellers wife had just passed away and he was looking to go back East. My father bought it and came here with my mother last year."




"And you?"




"Molly and I stayed behind in Chicago for a while. I had things I wanted to finalize about Jack. He had family there. It just didn't seem right to up and leave so quickly." Veronica was silent for a long moment. This was the first time she'd opened up to someone. The first time she'd revealed anything about her private past. What was it about this rancher that made her feel comfortable enough that she would be willing to reveal all of this? She immediately knew the answer to that question. There was a steadiness to Kyle's character. A calmness about him, which had encouraged her to speak about things which had remained private for so long. She felt comfortable around him. 




Veronica glanced up into Kyle's eyes. He was gazing at her again. He had a way of looking at her which made her heart quicken. Made butterflies flutter to life in her middle. She swallowed nervously. But she was quite unable to drag her gaze from his handsome features. Kyle moved closer and cupped her elbow in his hand. His touch sent waves of sensation racing up her arm and throughout her body. But she didn't move away from him. She felt rooted to the spot, transfixed by his dark, penetrating gaze. Heat flushed her cheeks. She saw his gaze drift down to her lips, but then he drew his head back slightly, as if he'd given himself some kind of warning.




Kyle looked at her with intensity. "I know things must have been hard for you, Veronica. I just want you to know I understand." He frowned, as if he'd realized how abrupt those words must have sounded. "At least I think I can try to understand. I've never lost anyone the way you did your husband. And I can only imagine how painful that must have been for you." He swallowed and there was a sudden determination in his eyes. "But, I know that your faith has helped you through. You told me as much. And that is something I do have experience of. I almost made a terrible mistake. And it was my faith in the Lord which pulled me through." He smiled gently at her. "I wouldn't be standing here today if I hadn't listened to Him."




Veronica felt her breath halt in her chest. His sudden confession had touched her heart. He was still holding onto her arm with the gentlest of touches. She realized she didn't want him to remove his hand. His touch felt reassuring. Once again, his gaze drifted from her eyes and down to her lips. Heart thudding, she gazed up into his eyes. Maybe now was the right moment for her to take a step backwards, she told herself. To put an end to this might well be the wisest thing she'd done since arriving in Inspiration. But, inexplicably, she couldn't move away from him. She didn't want to. Being this close to the handsome rancher was wonderfully satisfying and pleasing.




Then, suddenly, she saw Kyle's eyes flicker to something beyond her shoulder. She felt Kyle draw away his hand. Veronica turned, eager to know what Kyle had seen. She gasped when she saw the figure of her father striding down the path toward the stable.


CHAPTER TWELVE







"Mr Flint," Kyle exclaimed as Veronica's father halted in front of the stable. Dominick Flint's gaze moved slowly from his daughter to Kyle and back again to Veronica. He didn't look pleased, Kyle told himself. Kyle shifted on his heels, trying not to look guilty or nervous. He knew he was failing on both counts. "I hope you've had a pleasant time this afternoon."




Flint frowned, said nothing, and dragged in a deep breath. Kyle thought that, any moment now, Flint would denounce Kyle for sneaking away with his daughter. Or, even worse, accuse Kyle of somehow sullying his daughter's reputation by leading her away for some private moments with her.




"Kyle was just showing me some of the ranch's best horses, father," Veronica explained. It sounded convincing, Kyle told himself. Even if it probably wasn't how it had looked to Dominick as he'd bounded down the path a few moments ago.




Finally, Flint spoke, looking straight at Veronica as he did so. "Your mother wants to speak to you," he said flipping a thumb back in the direction of the ranch house.




Kyle saw Veronica's brows rise abruptly. "She does?"




Flint nodded and then peered at Kyle. He still hadn't said a word to Kyle and that in itself was making Kyle feel distinctly uneasy. Kyle told himself that, if he wasn't mistaken, Dominick Flint looked like someone with a whole lot on his mind. But then Flint wasn't a man who was easy to read. He was abrupt. Demanding. Even arrogant at times. The habits learned during years of business would take a long while to be unlearned. But Kyle had already seen evidence that Veronica could hold her own in the face of her father's demands.




Veronica fussed with some stray locks of dark hair. She did it with a casual and easy grace, clearly unaware he was watching with appreciation.  Veronica frowned at her father. Flint peered steadily back at her and then at Kyle. Did Flint think that Kyle had anything to do with discomposing Veronica's beautiful hair? What did he think had been going on between himself and Veronica? 




Kyle swallowed as he watched Veronica turn and head up the path back toward where her mother would be waiting for her. When Veronica turned one last time and smiled at Kyle, her father's eyes narrowed. Now Kyle really did feel uneasy. He tugged nervously at the collar of his shirt as he watched Veronica make her way back toward the ranch house. 




Once she was out of earshot, Flint spoke. "You and I have some talking to do, Baxter," Flint declared.




"We do?" Kyle replied hesitantly.




Flint nodded and paced for a few moments in front of the open stable doors. Flint thrust his thumbs into the small pockets of his jacket. Kyle wondered what was coming next. Maybe Flint was about to give him a dressing-down. Although Kyle knew nothing inappropriate had happened between himself and Veronica, he figured he knew how it might have looked. He'd already witnessed how protective Flint could be toward Veronica and Molly. Kyle readied himself for an onslaught.




Instead, and to Kyle's astonishment, Flint smiled suddenly. Glancing back up at his daughter, Flint laughed quietly. "She's really something, isn't she? I don't know what I'm going to do with her. She's got some kind of independent spirit. I guess she takes after her mother."




Taken aback for a few moments, Kyle struggled to find the right words to answer Flint's surprising outburst. "She knows what she wants, and no mistake," was the best Kyle could summon up.




Flint nodded slowly and continued to pace slowly. Halting, he peered at Kyle. "Today was a happy day for your brother and his wife," he stated.




"It sure was."




Flint ran his gaze across the rangeland. "This is a fine place your family have got here." He sighed heavily. "I have to admit this is the first ranch I've seen close up. And I'm mightily impressed."




Pride surged in Kyle. "We've worked hard to build it up to this. A couple of thousand head of cattle, a few dozen ranch hands and a whole lot of sweat. That's what it takes every day to keep this place going."




Flint nodded thoughtfully. "This is a different kind of life to the one I was used to back in Chicago." He met Kyle's expectant gaze. "Did Veronica tell you anything about what I did back there?"




"No. Only that you were involved in business."




When Flint grinned Kyle thought there was more than a hint of sarcasm in smile. "You could call it business, I guess. It wasn't this kind of business, though. Not honest and straightforward like ranching."




"We get our fair share of troublemakers, Mr Flint," Kyle said.




"Call me Dominick, Kyle," the other man said easily. "What kind of trouble are you talking about?"




Kyle didn't even need to think for more than a moment. "We get rustlers, horse thieves, and plenty of folks passing through town who just want to get what they think they're owed without working for it."




Flint shook his head. "Maybe here and Chicago ain't too different, after all. That all sounds too familiar." 




Kyle wondered where Flint was leading the conversation. At first, Kyle had assumed Dominick Flint just wanted to discourage Kyle from being too friendly toward Veronica. And, now that Kyle thought about it, when Dominick had seen Kyle holding Veronica's arm and leaning close to her, all alone out here, he must have assumed something was going on between the rancher and his beloved daughter. But there wasn't, was there? 




Kyle hadn't really stopped to think what he was doing by growing his friendship with Veronica. But, now he realized how it must look to onlookers. Had his own family noticed, too? During the celebration meal this afternoon, Kyle had seen his parents and Landon catching Kyle when his gaze had lingered on Veronica who'd been sitting right across from him at the table. Did they believe he was thinking of courting Veronica? And did Dominick Flint harbor the same belief?




"What did you want to talk to me about, Dominick?" Kyle asked, trying to drag his mind away from all those questions about Veronica.




Flint faced Kyle head on. "I need your help."




Kyle's brows shot up in a line. "You do?"




"With a couple of things," Dominick continued. "I want your advice, Kyle."




"About what?"




"Ranching," Dominick stated bluntly. "You've seen that place I bought. Sure, it's a grand house. Probably the finest in these parts. And it sure is comfortable for me and my family. I can't complain about that. But it needs something more." Dominick peered at Kyle. "And I figure you're just the man to help me."




"How can I help?" Kyle asked.




Dominick tilted his head. "How would you like to be an advisor to me?"




Kyle frowned. "Me?"




Dominick waved a hand casually. "I need someone to tell what I need to do to make my estate into a going concern. I want to make it into a real ranch."




Kyle was momentarily stunned by Dominick's suggestion. Kyle thought for a long moment. "Don't you already have an advisor. Mr Vogel seems to help you out with most things."




At the mention of Vogel, Flint's brows furrowed. "Vogel doesn't know a thing about what it takes to make a life out here. He's more used to city life. Besides. He doesn't think ranching is a proper business for someone like me." Flint lifted a brow and smiled at Kyle. "With your help, I think I can prove him wrong."




Kyle wanted to ask why Flint had brought someone like Vogel out to Montana if he was so unsuitable. But, for now, it was enough work trying to come to terms with Flint's suggestion. "What kind of things would you want me to advise on?"




"Everything," Flint said emphatically. "You know that I'm a wealthy man. I can afford whatever it takes to fill that estate with cattle, and ranch hands and anything else I need to make it something I can be proud of." Flint sighed. "This is a new start for me. And for my family. A new life for all of us." He narrowed his eyes. "I guess you know about Veronica's husband."




Kyle nodded. "She did tell me." 




Flint shook his head. "Jack was a good man. He died of a fever. Real sudden." He sighed heavily. "A tragedy."




Kyle shook his head. "It must be difficult for Veronica. And for Molly."




"It is," Flint confirmed. "But I am determined to do whatever it takes to give them something for the future. Something that can give them hope." Flint looked suddenly grim-faced. "My daughter has been through a whole lot these past few years. And she's fought hard for Molly. I couldn't have asked for a braver or more courageous daughter. Nor a more beautiful grand-daughter."




Kyle was impressed with Flint's sudden sincerity. He hadn't seen the man like this before. For the first time, Kyle felt he was seeing beneath the hard surface and getting a glimpse of the real Dominick Flint.




"And that's the second thing I want you to do for me," Flint said. "I want you to come to my estate as regular as you can. I know you're busy here with your brothers, working this spread." Flint looked suddenly thoughtful. "And I'd appreciate it if you would do one more thing when you're over at my place."




"What's that, Dominick?"




"Show my daughter and grand-daughter how to ride properly," Flint stated.




"But they're already coming to the riding club in town," Kyle objected.




"I know that," Flint said, shaking his head. "And that's all fine and dandy. Being sociable is good for Veronica. And for Molly. But, I want to be sure they can take care of themselves if they're out riding." Flint drew himself up to his full height and gazed out toward the distant trees and mountains. "I want them to be able to go where they like. Be independent. And I don't want to spend my whole day worrying about them. If Molly's going to grow up here, she needs to be the best girl rider in this territory," Flint added with a grin.




Kyle could see the sense in all of that. But he also realized it might involve him spending a lot of time over at the Flint place. That would take him away from ranch work. Gabe and Lauren had just married. Gabe would want to spend time with his new wife. And Kyle had been hoping to take some of the strain by putting in extra hours on the ranch. Flint's proposal jeopardized that. However, there was one thing which, right now, tempted Kyle. The prospect of spending more time with Veronica.




Kyle said. "I'll help you out."




Flint's brows rose and he smiled broadly. "That's great, Kyle."




Kyle held up a hand. "But I can't promise to be there every day."




Flint nodded. "I know, son. I understand you and your brothers have a ranch to run."




"I'll come over to your place as often as I can," Kyle said. "I don't know exactly how much advice I can give you about turning your place into a going concern, but I'll do my best."




Flint smiled. Seizing Kyle's hand, he shook it firmly. "That's great, Kyle. Thank you."




Kyle could see how much his agreement to help meant to Flint. It seemed like the man's intentions were sincere. He really looked like a man who wanted to turn his life around. For a moment, Kyle wondered what Flint was trying to leave behind in Chicago. Maybe there were dark secrets Flint wanted to leave buried. For now though, Kyle told himself that for the next few weeks he was going to be able to see more of Veronica. And that was good as far as Kyle was concerned.




Only one doubt hovered in the back of his mind. What was Veronica going to say when she found out that Kyle intended to spend plenty of time on her father's property? And that he was going to be around her almost every minute of that time.








CHAPTER THIRTEEN







"We're going to church?" Veronica asked the next morning over breakfast in the dining room of the Flint residence. Veronica glanced at Molly and saw her eyes widen with surprise.




Sitting across from her, Augusta and her father nodded in perfect unison. "You best finish up your breakfast and start getting ready," Augusta said gently. "The service starts at eleven. So you should have plenty of time to get yourself and Molly prepared."




Veronica wanted to ask one question of her father. Why had he suddenly changed his mind about going to church? Only yesterday, as they'd all been getting ready to attend the Baxter wedding, Dominick had reminded everyone that he hadn't set foot inside a church in a long time. Too long, as far as Veronica was concerned. But all that had changed after yesterday.




Continuing with her breakfast, with the early morning sun streaking in through the tall windows, Veronica asked herself, not for the first time, what her father and Kyle had spoken about yesterday at the Baxter ranch. During the ride home after leaving the ranch, Dominick had flatly refused to divulge what he and Kyle had spoken about. Being honest with herself, Veronica had found that mildly irritating. But she had kept her peace, not wanting to spoil the perfection of the day she and her family had spent at the wedding and at the ranch. It had been a delight to witness a loving family with an extensive group of related family members and friends all joined together in celebrating the wonderful union of two people who clearly loved each other. Gabe had told Veronica that he and Lauren would be building a place of their own on the Baxter land. There was plenty of it, Veronica reflected. She thought about how idyllic it would be to live with a husband on such beautiful land. How perfect each day would be, sharing life with rancher. And, maybe having children. Lots of them. Bringing up a family on a ranch seemed like a whole new world to Veronica. A better world than the one she'd left behind in Chicago. She could imagine how wonderful it would be to watch children grow up amongst the awesome beauty of this special place. How it would feel to share every day with a man she loved. Her heart ached as she let those thoughts drift idly through her mind.




After breakfast, Veronica spent time in her room getting herself and Molly ready for the trip to church. She picked out the nicest of Molly's many gowns. It was a lovely pale blue gown and matching bonnet. She helped Molly put on her prettiest little shoes. The color of Molly's gown was the same as the blue sky Veronica could see out of her bedroom window. For herself, Veronica thought long and hard about what to wear. Eventually she settled on a gown of the same color as Molly's. She figured mother and daughter would look nice in matching gowns.




Coming downstairs, she was surprised to find Vogel standing at the open door of the mansion. Unusually for him, he was neatly attired in a dark brown suit, one Veronica knew he only wore for special business meetings. Veronica knew that Vogel wasn't a regular churchgoer. 




Vogel smiled at Veronica and Molly as they reached the bottom of the staircase. "May I say how pretty you both look," he murmured in a low voice. Vogel's manner of speaking had always struck Veronica as very singular. There was a harsh, sibilant quality to his voice. It always sounded as if he was trying to force the words out from the back of his throat. There was something serpent-like about Vogel which had always troubled Veronica. His eyes were narrow and his features angular. All of that combined with his gaunt figure created an unsettling impression in most people who met him for the first time. He'd been an advisor to her father for many years. Too many, Veronica  told herself repeatedly.




"Are you going to church, Mr Vogel?" Veronica asked.




He nodded. "Mr Flint specifically requested my presence this morning."




"Did he?" Veronica asked, feeling surprised. Her father must have made his request a command, she reflected. In spite of his forced smile, she could tell Vogel wasn't too pleased with his employer's order. 




Through the open door, Veronica saw the carriage come to a halt. One of the estate's workers slid down from the seat. From behind her, Veronica heard footsteps. Her father and mother emerged from the sitting room. Both were immaculately dressed in their finest Sunday outfits. Her father wore an elegant gray suit and held a Derby hat in his hand. Veronica's mother wore a lovely gray gown which almost matched Dominick's suit. Veronica figured they all looked like a true family, wearing matching outfits. 




Soon they were making their way into town. Vogel drove the carriage with Dominick sitting next to him in the front seat of the carriage. In the back seat sat Veronica, Molly and Augusta. The overheard canopy of the carriage cast a welcoming shade across them. The day promised to be warm. It was going to be another beautiful day in Inspiration, Veronica told herself. She wondered if she would find Kyle at church.




"I wonder if the Baxter's will be there today?" Veronica wondered out loud.




She saw her mother smile knowingly at her. "I think we can be pretty sure they'll be there."




Veronica met her mother's gaze. "I guess it will be busy. Of course, yesterday being a wedding, there were probably more folks than usual."




Augusta looked thoughtfully at Veronica. "It'll be interesting to see. Everyone I saw yesterday looked right at home in the church." Glancing up at her husband, Augusta called out. "What do you think, Dominick?"




"Huh?" he grunted. Veronica figured her father's mind must have been miles away. Usually he paid close attention to Augusta when ever he was around her. She wondered what her father could be thinking about. Maybe he was going over whatever he and Kyle had spoken about yesterday. Now wasn't the time to bring that up, she told herself. But she'd be sure to ask him later in the day.




"I said, the church will be busy today," Augusta reiterated loudly to her husband.




Dominick nodded vigorously. "No doubt," he agreed firmly. "Kyle was telling me just how godly the folks of this town are." Dominick peered at Vogel and grinned. "Isn't that a fine thing," he said abruptly to Vogel. Dominick rested a firm hand on Vogel's shoulder and squeezed. Veronica had seen her father do just that many times in the past. It was her father's way of making sure Vogel would agree with him.




Vogel hesitated a moment before answering. Veronica frowned. Did Vogel really have to think first before agreeing that having God-fearing townsfolk was a good thing? "Of course, sir," Vogel exclaimed as if realizing that his boss was waiting for an answer. "Most excellent," he added. Veronica didn't think Vogel sounded too convincing.




The ride into town gave Veronica a chance to take in the natural beauty of the landscape around Inspiration. The carriage crested a high ridge and, off in the distance, she could see valleys and hillsides, green with grass. Dense forest were dotted around the territory. A river wound its course southward through the countryside. Mountains rose high and glorious away at the horizon. Montana was a beautiful land. There was no mistaking that simple truth. Her father had made a good choice in coming to this place, Veronica told herself. The contrast between their comfortable life in Chicago and this land could not have been more striking. But, as far as Veronica was concerned, now that she had come here, she would probably never leave. This was the perfect place for Molly to grow to womanhood. In Chicago, Veronica's own childhood had been a mixture of good times and those which had been none too pleasant. But all that was in the past now. There was no going back.




They reached town and the carriage made its way up Main Street. It was almost time for the church service to begin and folks were already making their way up the boardwalk toward the corner of the street which led to the church. Veronica recognized some of the well-dressed couples, some of whom were accompanied by their children. Today was a day for family, Veronica reflected. That thought warmed her heart. For a moment, she allowed herself to believe that Inspiration was that rare place which evil couldn't touch. Even though she knew that thought was naively hopeful, Veronica told herself she could begin to believe she'd found a place where all that was bad in life would find its ultimate defeat. Maybe God had put this place on earth for a reason. Perhaps He'd created this little Eden with a view to providing His own people with a safe haven away from the evils of the world. Running her gaze up the length of Main Street, Veronica couldn't imagine anything bad happening in the town. 




Finally they reached the church. Already carriages were crammed in every bit of empty space near the church. Plenty of townsfolk were making their way into church. The bell started tolling, slowly and loudly, calling people to worship their Lord. "It's busy," Veronica observed.




Stepping down from the seat, Dominick straightened his jacket and reached out to help Augusta down. "Sure is," he replied. Veronica glanced across at Vogel and watched him tie up the reins of the carriage. He shifted awkwardly, glancing furtively up at the white-painted church.




Standing alongside Vogel, Veronica asked him: "Is everything all right?"




Vogel nodded, too quickly as far as Veronica was concerned. "Sure, Miss Flint. Couldn't be more perfect."




"Come along, Molly," Augusta said reaching out and taking her grand-daughter's hand. Molly smiled up at Veronica and stretched up her other hand. Veronica took it and smiled across at her mother. Augusta looked delightedly at Dominick who was watching the large crowd of churchgoers walking down the street. 




"How are they going to fit all those people in the church?" Veronica's father asked.




"God will find a way," Augusta replied. "He always does." Then she, Veronica and Molly started to make their way toward the church. Vogel and Dominick followed behind.




"It's been a while since you set foot in church, hasn't it, Vogel," Veronica heard her father say to his assistant. Significantly, Vogel didn't make any reply. 




Once at the doors of the church, Veronica saw that almost all of the pews were already filled. Down near the front she saw the whole Baxter family. Kyle turned and, seeing Veronica and her family standing at the door, he stood quickly. His brows furrowed as he scanned the pews, clearly trying to find somewhere for Veronica and her family to sit. But, right now, there was space for five only in one corner of the rear pew near the door. They all took their place. Some folks, arriving last, could only find standing room near the back of the church. Some chairs had been squeezed into the few empty spaces available. But still, it surprised Veronica just how many folks had to stand. They were certainly determined to attend the service, she concluded.




Defeated in his purpose to find her family some seating, she saw Kyle take his seat with the rest of his family. Veronica's father examined the inside of the church with a steady gaze and concerned features. She wondered what he could be thinking. Maybe he was feeling strange being in church. She was glad he'd made the effort to come today. And that they'd all come as a family. It felt good, and it was something she hoped would become a regular feature of their life in Inspiration.Veronica glanced at Vogel who was sitting next to her father. The man's forehead was covered in sweat. Veronica frowned, wondering if there was something physically wrong with Vogel. Maybe he was ill, she told herself.




Then, she dragged her attention away from Vogel. The pastor was standing at the front of the church. He was surveying the congregation with a look of approval on his features. The service was about to begin.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN







Afterwards, out in the yard in front of the church, Kyle mingled with those who'd just attended the service, exchanging greetings and catching up with some of his thanks for those who'd attended Gabe and Lauren's wedding. Yesterday, he hadn't been able to thank everyone. In amongst the crowd, over by their carriage, Kyle saw Veronica, Molly and her parents, and Mr Vogel. They were busy chatting with some of the regular congregation. Kyle was pleased that folks were taking the time to make the newcomers feel welcome. He wasn't surprised by that. 




Earlier in the year, just when his own faith had been faltering, owing to his own foolish choices, Kyle had benefited from that same support from the regular members of the church. It had gone along way to helping him find his way back to the Lord. And for that, he'd be eternally grateful. He'd been shocked when he'd seen the whole Flint family walk into church. He hadn't expected it. But he was pleased too. Thinking back to what Dominick Flint had said to him at the wedding, it all fitted in with Flint's declaration that he was determined to make a new start in life. And to give his whole family the best life possible, now that they had committed themselves to their life in Inspiration.




"I see you're admiring our new member of church," came a voice from behind Kyle. He turned as he felt his brother Landon's hand on his shoulder.




"I'm just pleased they made the decision to come today," Kyle replied. "I'm sure Veronica had something to do with it."




"You think so?" Landon asked.




Kyle nodded. "I'm positive." Kyle saw the pastor making his way down the staircase. Pastor Joseph saw Kyle and immediately started to make his way toward the two Baxter brothers. 




"May I say what a delight it was yesterday to marry your brother to his lovely wife," Pastor Joseph announced as he halted alongside Kyle and Landon.




"Thank you, pastor," Kyle replied. "Everything was perfect. Those words you had to say about the sanctity of marriage sure touched my heart."




Pastor Joseph grinned. "I'm glad." He lifted a brow. "I'm hearing one of you two boys might be next."




"How do you mean?" Kyle asked, even though he knew exactly what the pastor meant. He knew the pastor would do everything he could to encourage himself and Landon to find wives.




"Maybe the Baxter ranch might be getting another two brides this year," the pastor said. "We know the Lord has only good things in mind for us."




Kyle glanced at Landon. His brother had taken a sudden interest in the folks heading for their carriages. "I'm sure He does, pastor," Kyle said.




"It would be a blessing for both of you," the pastor said, his eyes filled with brightness. He glanced over Kyle's shoulder. "Looks like our new member is coming over to talk."




Kyle turned and saw Dominick Flint heading in their direction. "Good morning, pastor," Flint said lifting his Derby hat.




The pastor and Flint shook hands. "Thank you for coming," the pastor said. "I do believe you are Mr Dominick Flint. Am I right?" the pastor asked.




Flint looked surprised for a moment. "I see that nothing much happens in town without your knowing about it, pastor."




Pastor Joseph smiled. "I like to know who might be coming to my church."




Flint's brows rose. "You expected me and my family today?"




The pastor tilted his head and smiled. "Let's say I saw how impressed you were at the wedding yesterday. And I figured the Lord might move you to come here today."




Taken aback slightly, Flint glanced at Kyle. Maybe Flint had met his match, Kyle told himself. "The thing is, pastor," Flint said. "I wanted to talk to you about something that has come into my mind this morning. While I was inside the church."




"Really," the pastor replied. "And what would that be?"




Flint dragged in a deep breath and cleared his throat. For a moment, Kyle saw something in Flint's eyes he hadn't seen before. Doubt. "You know my family is new to these parts. And we're aiming to stay," Flint said.




"I'm glad to hear it," the pastor declared.




"Well, the thing is, pastor. I couldn't help noticing that your church is on the small side," Flint said hesitantly.




"Too small, you say?" Kyle saw the pastor's brows rise quickly. "It's never too small for the faithful, Mr Flint," Pastor Joseph added solemnly.




Flint nodded. "I know that. But, I saw plenty of folks standing, or even jammed into corners."




"The Lord has blessed this town with an eager congregation," the pastor said. "That can hardly be described as a bad thing."




"And I'm not saying it is, pastor," Flint replied quickly. "It's good. Real good. But, maybe the Lord is calling for something to be done about it."




Pastor Joseph glanced at Kyle and Landon. Was he wondering where Flint was taking all this? Because Kyle sure was. "I don't get your meaning Mr Flint," the pastor said thoughtfully.




Flint leaned closer, as if he didn't want anyone to hear what he was about to say. He needn't have worried since the crowd of churchgoers was starting to thin. "Back in Chicago, I was in the construction and property business. I did pretty well for a long time." Kyle saw the pastor's eyes narrow. He was listening. "I think I have a solution in mind. One that will make sure everyone who wants to come to church gets to sit."




Pastor Joseph peered at Flint. "Are you proposing some kind of improvement?"




Flint smiled. "Exactly. And I think I'd like to help make that possible." Flint's gaze met the pastor's steady expression. "If you know what I mean." Flint gazed up at the church. "I think its time we made this church bigger."




The pastor's eyes flickered from side to side and then he peered at Flint. "How would that be paid for, Mr Flint?"




Flint straightened and smiled at the pastor. "I'd be proud to help make that happen. If you'd allow me, I'd like to pay for the church to be extended. Make some extra room for more of the faithful, if you like." Flint paused, clearly wanting to give his words a chance to sink in. Flint's eyes glimmered with excitement. "I think I already know how it could be done." He pointed toward the church. "We could build out the back, to the flat area behind there. And there are some changes which could be made on the inside."




Pastor Joseph seemed shocked for a long moment. Then, after he'd had a chance to consider Flint's suggestion, Kyle saw the pastor's eyes brighten. He gasped and nodded vigorously. "The Lord brought you here for a reason today, Mr Flint."




Kyle and Landon exchanged astonished looks. "You want to pay for the church to be extended?" Kyle asked Flint incredulously.




Flint, seeing the skepticism in Kyle's eyes nodded. "You remember what I said to you yesterday?"




Kyle nodded. "Sure. But I didn't hear you say anything about this."




"I had no idea until I came here this morning with my family," Flint stated. "The thought only came to me while I was sitting there next to them and listening to the pastor's fine words."




Pastor Joseph smiled, but Kyle could see a hint of caution on the man's features. "That's a very generous offer, Mr Flint. But, am I right in saying this is your first visit to a church in quite some time?"




Flint frowned. "Except for the wedding yesterday. It's been a while, pastor. I cannot tell a lie."




"That's a start, at least," the pastor said evenly.




Flint's brows furrowed. "Are you telling me you're going to turn down my offer?" Flint asked.




The pastor shook his head. "I'm not saying that at all." He leaned his head to one side and examined Flint for a long moment. "I'm humbled and touched by your generosity, Mr Flint. And I'd like to extend a continued welcome to you and your family to attend our church over the coming weeks."




Kyle suddenly understood what the pastor was doing. "I'm sure Mr Flint will be here every Sunday, pastor," Kyle said and looked at Flint. "Isn't that right, Dominick?"




Flint blinked as if surprised at the pastor's apparent reluctance to accept what must have seemed to Flint like an offer impossible to refuse. "I guess so," Flint replied.




The pastor patted Flint on the side of his upper arm. "Come and see me during the week. We can talk some more." He pointed to the house beside the church. "You know where you can find me. I'm there most days and evenings."




Then, as quickly as he'd arrived, the pastor made his way toward another group of churchgoers. Kyle saw Flint watch the pastor with an expression of astonishment written on his face. "What was all that about?" Flint asked. "Did I do something wrong?"




Kyle shook his head. "On the contrary, Dominick. I think you did a very fine thing."




Flint frowned. "So, how come the pastor just turned my offer down flat?"




"I don't think he did, Mr Flint," Landon said. "He probably just wants to make you feel that you're a part of the church's community before you go doing something that involves parting with your own money."




Flint sighed heavily. "I thought he'd be pleased."




"I'm sure he is," Kyle said.




Then he heard a voice at his shoulder. "What were you saying to the pastor?" Veronica asked.




Flint's eyes widened and, with a glance he made it clear to Kyle and Landon that he wanted nothing said about his conversation with the pastor. "Nothing, Veronica." Flint glanced toward his carriage. "We'll be getting home now." Flint smiled at Kyle and Landon. "I'll see you boys some other time." Then as if recalling his talk with Kyle back at the Baxter ranch, Flint said to him: "When can you come to the house, Kyle?"




Kyle saw Veronica's eyes widen. She peered at him in search of an explanation. Kyle was tongue-tied for a moment. Realizing Veronica knew nothing about his agreement with Flint, Kyle shifted awkwardly. "Whatever day suits you," was all he could think of saying.




Flint, determined to drive home the point, explained to Veronica: "I asked Kyle to the house to give me some advice."




"About what?" Veronica asked. Kyle could hear the emotion in her voice.




"You know what I've been talking about doing up at the house," Flint explained. "Turning the place into a ranch. Kyle, here, is going to give me the benefit of his experience." Flint brows rose as if he'd just had the brightest idea. "Say. Why don't you and Landon come up to the house for lunch?"




Landon immediately shook his head. "I appreciate the offer, but I can't Mr Flint. I've got so many things to attend to on the ranch. Things have been getting slack the past few days, owing to the wedding preparations." Landon slapped Kyle on the back. "But, I'm sure I can spare Kyle for a few hours," he added with a sly grin.




Kyle knew he'd been cornered. Flint nodded and then looked at Kyle. "You can come with us in our carriage." 




Kyle saw Veronica glaring at him. She definitely didn't look pleased by the surprise revelation. He wondered why this revelation would have upset her so much. After the way they'd talked together yesterday he might have expected her to be pleased he'd be spending Sunday afternoon at the Flint mansion.




"Sure," Kyle said and then bid farewell to Landon. Kyle followed Flint and Veronica over to the carriage. A few moments later he was sitting on the front seat next to Flint. Behind him sat Veronica, Molly and Augusta. Vogel flicked the reins and the carriage lurched forward. The afternoon had just taken a surprising and, as far as Kyle was concerned, very welcome turn.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN







"It was lovely of your father to invite Kyle," Veronica's mother said to her. "Don't you agree?"




She and Augusta were standing by the window in the sitting room of the Flint residence. Outside, in the wide yard, Veronica could see her father talking to Kyle. The rancher was listening intently, nodding his head from time to time. Veronica wondered what her father was saying to Kyle. "What are they talking about?" she asked Augusta.




"Your father has made a decision," Veronica's mother replied. "About this place. He's going to turn the estate into a fully functioning ranch."




Veronica turned to her mother and narrowed her brows, recalling what he father had said outside he church. "How's he going to do that?"




Augusta shook her head and smiled. "You know your father. By doing whatever it takes."




Veronica squinted at her mother in disbelief. "Father doesn't know the first thing about ranching."




"But Kyle does," Augusta said softly. She glanced out the window. "Seems like your father is going to take Kyle on as some kind of advisor."




"But Kyle has a ranch of his own to run," Veronica objected. "He's going to be too busy to spend any time here." Veronica felt a surge of emotion as she considered what it would mean if Kyle spent days here at the house. She asked herself if she would be able to be around the handsome rancher without revealing some of the feelings he was awakening in her. 




"Kyle has two brothers who are already taking care of the Baxter spread," Augusta countered. "You know your father." Augusta sighed. "Once he gets an idea into his head there is no stopping him."




Veronica nodded and looked out to the yard. Her mother was right. There was one thing Veronica knew about her father. If he wanted to do something, nothing would stand in his way. "Doesn't father know how complicated it'll be to make this place into a going concern." Veronica gazed out beyond the yard at the huge expanse of available land. She knew there was plenty of land at her father's disposal. And that he had the money to buy cattle, hire men and every piece of equipment which would be needed to transform the place. 




"Why is he doing that?" Veronica asked. "What's come over father. All of a sudden he seems different." It was true. Veronica had seen the way her father had acted today when he'd been in the church. The way he'd looked as he'd listened to the pastor's words had shocked Veronica. She'd never seen that expression on her father's face. And he'd even spoken personally with the pastor out in the yard. That was something he'd never done when they'd made his occasional visits to church back in Illinois. She and her mother had been the regular church-goers in the family. And Jack had been by her side in church during the years he'd been with her. Jack's faith had been strong. He'd even tried to persuade Veronica's father back to church, but to no avail. But now, her father seemed to have had a change of heart.




Augusta nodded. "Your father is a different man since we left Chicago. Haven't you noticed?"




Veronica sighed. "Maybe it's being away from all his old business contacts which has done it. You know how much he liked to go to that private club. He  worked twelve hours a day."




"Your father has always been a hard worker," Augusta explained. "That's how we got such a comfortable life, Veronica. He provided for us and made many sacrifices doing so. We should be grateful to him for putting so much effort into making us safe and secure." 




"And I am, mother," Veronica said. "But, all of this is so different from what we've been used to."




"Are you saying you're unhappy?" 




Veronica shook her head. "Of course I'm not saying that. Molly already seems like a different little girl." Veronica moved closer to her mother, resting a hand on her mother's arm. "What about you, mother? Are you happy here?"




Augusta didn't even hesitate before replying. "This is our home now, Veronica. And, if you want my true opinion, I'm happy we've come here. God has blessed us by bringing us here." Her mother's eyes glistened with emotion. "He even brought your father back to the church for the first time in years. This territory and this little town is exactly what I wanted for us. For years, I've been asking your father to move us to a place like this. To leave all the unpleasantness of city life behind for good." Her mother's voice shook with emotion. "Maybe now that we're here, we can start living the kind of life I've always wanted for us. For me, your father and for you and Molly."




Veronica had never heard her mother speak with such conviction before. Such certainty. Normally so patient, so controlled, her mother seldom expressed herself like that. Veronica gazed out the window and saw her father lead Kyle out across the yard and toward the makeshift stable. "We've only got horses, some carriages and a few staff." Smiling to herself, she realized how privileged that must sound. Turning to her mother, she added. "What I mean is, we're starting our life all over again from the ground up."




Augusta smiled. "And I don't think your father would want it any other way. Maybe it'll give him a fresh enthusiasm for life. Or perhaps something to keep him busy as he gets nearer to retiring."




"Father, retiring?" Veronica said skeptically. "I never thought I'd hear you saying those words."




Augusta came to Veronica and cupped her hand tenderly against the side of Veronica's face. "Enough about him, for now. What about you and your new acquaintance?"




Veronica felt her face flush with heat. "Who are you talking about?"




Augusta laughed quietly and shook her head. "You can't fool me, Veronica. I've seen the way you look at Kyle."




Veronica's breath halted in her chest. "I don't know what you mean, mother."




"Of course you do," Augusta replied. "It's written all over your face every time you're near him. I watched you yesterday at the ranch. Every time he looked across at you at the table, you're eyes lit up."




Had it really been that obvious? Veronica recalled every single instance when Kyle had glanced across at her. The way his gaze had softened when her eyes met his. The attractive way the corner of his mouth had creased with the faintest of smiles. The subtle lifting of a brow when he'd caught her looking across at him. Her mother was right about one thing. Every time he'd looked at her, Veronica had struggled hard to mask her reaction. It looked as if she'd completely failed to hide her growing attraction toward the handsome rancher. Maybe it was just as well her mother didn't know about the way Veronica had felt when Kyle had touched her later that day when they'd been down by the stables. Her heart had taken a long time to calm down after that gentle touch. Last night, alone in her room, Veronica had speculated about what it would have felt like if Kyle had kissed her. Even thinking about it had triggered uncontrollable emotions in her. She asked herself how it could be that this rancher had affected her so much. She still didn't have an answer. All she knew was that she liked being with him. Maybe his presence at her home wouldn't be so unwelcome, after all.




Knowing Kyle and her father would be occupied for a while, Veronica went across to the long sofa and dropped down onto it. Her mother took her place on a seat opposite and picked up a book. Veronica thought about the conversation between Kyle and her father down at the church. They'd spoken about something else before she had made her way across to them. But she still couldn't figure out what it might  be. 




Veronica looked at her mother. "Did father say anything else to you about what he wants Kyle to do while he's here?" What Veronica really wanted to ask was whether her father had also noticed Kyle's amorous attentions toward his only daughter. If that was the case then there might be more to the Kyle's presence at the Flint home than met the eye.




Augusta shook her head and her mouth turned down thoughtfully. "No. He didn't mention anything to me." Her mother's reply was guarded and cautious.




Veronica leaned back on the sofa and made up her own mind that, when she next saw Kyle alone, she would find out if the real reason he'd agreed to spend time at the Flint estate was so he'd be able to continue what he'd already started. Veronica knew one thing for sure, now. 




Kyle Baxter was trying to court her.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN







"You could have told me about your agreement with my father," Veronica said to Kyle later that afternoon. 




They were both walking slowly along a gravel path in the walled garden out back of the Flint mansion. The sun was lower in the sky and there was a slight chill in the air. A tree-lined pathway cut through the garden. On either side of the path were lawns, rows of hedges and neatly-planted lines of flowers. Blooms of all colors shone brightly in the sunshine. The garden stretched for about a hundred yards ahead of them and ended at a cluster of tall trees beneath which was a circular area of stone benches. It seemed like Veronica wanted to walk in that direction. 




"I didn't get a chance to tell you about it," Kyle objected.




"Not even at the ranch?" she asked. "You could have mentioned it before I left with my parents." Her booted feet crunched rhythmically on the gravel path. Her pace was steady as she walked, head dipped, with her hands clutched behind her back. Kyle knew what that posture meant. Veronica was unhappy about something.




"Would it have made any difference?" Kyle asked.




Veronica lifted her chin. There was something both appealing and petulant about the way she did that, he told himself. Her pretty features had a defiant expression on them. "Maybe," she said abruptly. "I don't like people keeping secrets."




"It wasn't a secret," Kyle objected, lowering his voice. Kyle knew that, from behind them, in the house, her parents might be watching them. Kyle had seen Augusta's delight as she'd carefully watched how he and Veronica had spoken to one another when he'd returned to the house. The assessment of the Flint spread had taken longer than Kyle had anticipated. There was plenty to be done if Dominick was to have any chance of achieving his dream of a working ranch. For now, Kyle was just glad to be back in Veronica's company. Even if she seemed touchy and ill-at-ease, it was still better than being away from her.




"My father didn't tell me about it this morning when he had a chance." Veronica's brows furrowed. She halted and rested one hand on her hip. Examining him carefully, she asked: "Is there anything else I should know?" In spite of himself, Kyle felt his cheeks flush with heat. He dragged his gaze away from her, but it was too late. "There is something else," she added with a note of triumph in her voice.




Veronica took one step closer to him. Her scent, sweeter than the nearby flowers, enveloped him. He took a moment to savor it before replying. "There is one other thing," Kyle admitted. Veronica's eyes narrowed. Catching her eye for the briefest of moments, he made his gaze linger longer than usual. Instantly, he saw her cheeks flush pink. Feeling a momentary victory, he allowed himself to smile.




"What's so funny?" she asked. She lifted a hand to some stray locks of hair which had fallen down by the side of her face. She twisted one of the locks around her finger. There had been times during the lunch this afternoon when Kyle had wanted to do exactly that. Reach out and touch her dark hair. Feel the softness of it against his fingers. 




"I'm not laughing at anything," he responded. "In fact, quite the opposite. Everything couldn't be more perfect." Veronica's mouth opened slightly. She looked shocked. Her lips were moist. For a moment, Kyle found it impossible to keep his gaze off them.




As if sensing his growing interest, Veronica glanced once more back to the house and then started walking again along the gravel path toward the distant seat beneath the trees. Was she worried they were being watched? Maybe once they'd sat down for while, he might be able to talk to her about what had happened.




After a short while, she spoke again. "You still haven't answered my question. What else has my father asked you to do? Apart from giving him advice about how to turn this estate into a ranch."




Kyle debated with himself how he could tell her about her father's wish that she and Molly learn how to ride properly and safely. After all, that was how all of this had started. By her own admission she'd been reckless on that day when she'd ridden out with Molly. It made perfect sense that she'd benefit from extra instruction. And, at the riding club in town he wouldn't be able to give her the personal attention he really felt she needed. Kyle wasn't sure she would see it that way. Veronica Flint definitely had a mind of her own. 




Veronica's pace quickened. Kyle wondered why she was so ill-tempered. He wasn't aware of having done anything to annoy her. Unless she felt that he'd crossed one of her own unspoken boundaries by not being perfectly truthful with her. Thinking about that a few moments, Kyle decided he'd be honest with her. 




They reached the circular group of stone seats beneath the trees. As she sat down onto one of the seats, Kyle took a moment to enjoy the way the shadows of the trees played across Veronica's pretty features. Looking up at him she planted her hands in her lap. Her lips twisted into a bow-shaped pout and he felt something flare into life in his middle. For some reason he couldn't understand, Veronica looking at him like that made him feel something he'd never felt with any of the other girls he'd come close to courting.




Kyle sat down next to Veronica and sighed. "I do have a confession to make to you."




Veronica turned her head quickly and lifted her brows. "You do?" 




Kyle nodded. "It's true your father wants to turn this land into good ranching land. That's why I came up here today. And it's why I agreed to give him my opinions about how it can be done."




"Did he listen to you?" she asked abruptly.




More than a little surprised at the presumption of the question, Kyle furrowed his brows. "Of course he listened to me!" he exclaimed. "Why wouldn't he?"




Veronica shrugged her shoulders. "I don't know." Now she just looked petulant again, Kyle told himself. There were times when he couldn't make head nor tail of Veronica Flint. And this was one of them. And then she made it even worse by adding: "You're still young. It's not as though you've been a rancher for years and years."




Kyle straightened and turned, facing Veronica. "You think I'm too young to know what I'm doing around a ranch?" He could hardly believe she'd said such a thing to him.




"I figured experience counts for a whole lot when it comes to ranching," Veronica said. Then she narrowed her eyes at him. "But, what do I know? I'm only a girl."




Kyle blew out an exasperated breath from puffed out cheeks. "Sometimes, Veronica, I don't know what to make of you. But, there's one thing I do know. You are anything but just a girl."




Veronica's features tightened. Kyle wondered if he'd gone too far. What had started out as good-natured teasing could so easily turn bad. "Maybe you should change your mind about spending time here," she snapped.




Kyle shook his head. "That ain't going to happen. Not unless your father changes his mind."




"About what?"




Kyle drew in a breath and prepared himself for her inevitable reaction. "About me giving you and Molly private riding lessons."




"What!" Veronica exclaimed whirling around and glaring at Kyle. "Who says that's going to happen?"




"Your father, that's who," Kyle replied sharply. 




Veronica groaned and stood quickly. Looking down at Kyle, she frowned and spoke, her voice quivering with emotion. "I don't need lessons. Haven't I said that before?"




"It isn't for me to decide. It was your father's wish."




"You could refuse," Veronica declared.




Kyle shook his head. "But I won't." He looked up, seeing her eyes widen.




"Why not?"




Kyle stood and faced Veronica. "Because, your father's right. You need the lessons. You're not ready to go riding this territory on your own. And neither is Molly." Kyle moved closer. Veronica lifted her chin and peered defiantly up at him. "Surely you realize that, after what happened the other day at my ranch."




Veronica shook her head emphatically. "I can take care of Molly."




"I'm not saying you can't," Kyle replied. "I've already seen what a fantastic mother you are to Molly."




Veronica's lips opened slightly. He'd taken her by surprise with that compliment, he told himself. But, he'd meant every word. As far as Kyle was concerned, Veronica was simply the perfect mother to her daughter. She was kind and thoughtful and clearly would make any sacrifice for her little girl. 




"It's not about whether you can stand on your own two feet," Kyle continued. "It's about facing up to the truth about life out here. This isn't some Chicago park where you go riding at the weekend. If you and Molly are to live here, you both need to be the best riders you can possibly be."




Regaining her composure, Veronica peered into his eyes. "And I suppose you're the only man in this territory who can make that happen." There was a defiant tone in her voice. But he wasn't offended by it. In fact, he found it instantly attractive.




Kyle felt his heartbeat quicken. Seized by an impulse he didn't want to control, he lifted his hand to her chin and touched her soft skin with the tips of his fingers. Briefly, he feared she would draw away from him. But she didn't. Instead, she gazed up into his eyes and her lips parted. Pink colored her cheeks and he felt his own face warm. The moment had come suddenly and without warning. Maybe all that disagreement had just been a pretense, he told himself as he struggled to restrain himself. It felt like they were dancing around one another. And like any dance it had awakened strong emotions in him.




He saw her gaze soften and he knew what he had to do. Dipping his head, he lowered his lips upon hers and kissed her. Emotion swept through him and he heard her quiet gasp. Her lips were soft and tender. The kiss seemed to last an eternity. He leaned closer to her, noticing she did nothing to pull away from him. Nor did she try to push him back. The kiss was as exquisite as he'd imagined it would be. 




But then it was over as suddenly as it had begun. Veronica leaned her head back. Kyle gazed into Veronica's wondrously beautiful eyes and saw the glistening of emotion in them. 




Abruptly, she took a step back and raised a hand to her throat. She gasped and her brows furrowed. For a moment, he thought he'd been mistaken. Perhaps, after all, she was going to react with indignation.  Veronica shook her head and frowned. He shouldn't have kissed her, Kyle told himself. It had been a mistake. Everything was ruined now.




Her eyes flashed at him one last time. And then she turned and started to race toward the house. Kyle thought about calling out to her, but he restrained the impulse because he knew that, by kissing Veronica, he'd done the worst thing imaginable. He'd stepped over a line. Maybe she'd been right, after all. Perhaps he didn't have any business coming to the Flint estate. 




And perhaps he shouldn't even think about spending more time around Veronica Flint.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN







"Is Kyle coming to the house this morning, Dominick?" Augusta asked her husband over breakfast on the Wednesday morning. At the mention of Kyle's name, Veronica lowered her head and examined the scrambled eggs on her china plate. 




Next to Veronica, Molly dropped her fork on her plate as she heard her grandmother's question. "Is Kyle coming? I hope so. I want him to show me how to sit on a horse. He promised he would."




Veronica wanted to groan out loud. She wondered if her father had been talking to Molly again about Kyle. After what had happened in the garden on Sunday, Veronica had told her father that she would not allow Kyle to give her or Molly any instruction. And, since today was the day when she would have gone with Molly into town to attend Kyle's riding club, it was unfortunate that her mother had decided to bring up the subject. 




"I believe he has matters to attend to over at the Baxter ranch," Veronica's father announced. She was sure she could detect a touch of irritation in her father's voice. Was that because of Kyle staying away from the Flint household since Sunday? Because he hadn't been back after that kiss in the garden. 




"Veronica. I'd like you to come into town with me, this morning," her father stated.




"You would?" Veronica responded. 




Dominick nodded and dragged in a deep breath. "I have something very important I must attend to. And I would like you to be at my side when I attend to it." Her father's voice was stern. His words struck Veronica as cryptic. She saw him glance at Molly who was busy with her food. Dominick hesitated a moment. 




Veronica's mother chimed in. "Your father has agreed to pay a visit to the pastor, this morning," she explained.




Veronica frowned. "I see." Thinking back to Sunday, she assumed it must have something to do with her father's long conversation with the pastor.




"I would like you to accompany me," her father said in a flat voice. Now he sounded uncertain. His voice was tentative, was less demanding. She felt that, instead of insisting, he was asking for her help. 




"Of course, father," she told him. Molly could stay behind with her grandmother. There was plenty to occupy Molly while she was away in town. 




Breakfast was soon finished. Up in her room, Veronica put on the same gown and bonnet she'd worn on the Sunday to church. As she prepared herself, she thought about the possibility of running into Kyle while she was in town. He'd be leading the riders group this morning. Knowing it would be awkward if she did meet him, she resolved to do her best to avoid such an encounter. It wouldn't be easy. But, she didn't know what she could say to him after the way she'd run away from him on Sunday. Some uncontrollable impulse had taken hold of her and her mind had become a terrified blank. The kiss had taken her by surprise. She still wasn't sure what it might mean. But, today wasn't the day to deal with that, she told herself as she left her room.




 Coming downstairs and emerging out into the yard, she saw Vogel seated on one of the carriages. Her father was sitting next to him. Veronica was surprised to see Vogel. There had been no mention of him accompanying them into town. Then again, Vogel was still an ever-present companion to her father, just like he'd been for years. Much like the familiar dark suit and Derby hat Vogel wore, it seemed some of the habits of Chicago would never be banished, she reflected.




She took her place next to her father and soon they were riding down the trail and heading for town. Clouds hung low in the sky and there was a chill in the air. Unusually, her father was quiet for the entirety of the journey. The only time he broke his silence was to order Vogel to slow down the frantic pace of the horses as the carriage thundered down a steep hill. 




Veronica had wanted to ask her father why he'd arranged to speak with the pastor on this particular occasion. It seemed she'd have to wait for her answer. They arrived in Inspiration to find it busy as always. The boardwalks were full of townsfolk going about their daily business. All the stores were open and trade seemed brisk. Thankfully, as far as Veronica was concerned, the carriage turned left before it went anywhere near the livery at the north end of Main Street. Vogel drew the carriage to a halt outside the pastor's home. Stepping down from the seat, her father informed Vogel he would possibly be with the pastor for a considerable time. 




Veronica took her father's arm and followed him through the open gate of the picket fence and up the path to the porch in front of the pastor's residence. The door was opened by the pastor's wife. She greeted Veronica and her father and led them into the hallway. Before the door closed behind them, Veronica caught a glimpse of Vogel getting down from carriage seat. As the door closed, Vogel's dark gaze settled on Veronica. She felt a shiver up her spine. There had been indignation in Vogel's eyes, she told herself. Veronica couldn't help wondering where Vogel would go while he was waiting outside. She thought it was significant that her father did not want Vogel to be involved in whatever conversation took place with the pastor. It had been the same on Sunday when Vogel had stood alongside Veronica and watched her father talk animatedly with the pastor.




They were led into the parlor. The pastor's wife told them she'd fetch him and left Veronica and her father alone in the parlor. It was plainly furnished with a dark gray sofa, four chairs, a table by the window and a writing bureau in one corner of the room. The wooden floorboards were freshly polished and the walls hung with simple, patterned wallpaper. The fireplace was unlit. Her father stepped across to a tall, wooden lectern upon which was set a large Bible. In fact, it was the biggest Bible Veronica had ever seen.




Her father murmured appreciatively as he examined the Bible. Veronica went to his side and saw why he was so impressed. The Bible was about as large as the span from Veronica's elbow to the tips of her fingers. It was open at Matthew's gospel. The lettering of the text was large and crystal clear. The pages were made with what looked like the finest, cream-colored paper. The book looked old and well-thumbed. It had been a book which had granted great wisdom over the years to whoever had read it, Veronica told herself. Her father ran his fingers down the long page. His eyes narrowed with admiration. "This is beautiful," he said quietly.




A voice rose from the direction of the parlor door. "I think I would agree with that sentiment, Mr Flint," Pastor Joseph said entering the room. "God's word is the center of all our lives. And, in this home, it enjoys pride of place in our hearts." He pointed at the lectern. "Right there. Where I can see it every morning when I come downstairs."




Her father and the pastor shook hands. The pastor greeted Veronica warmly and all three of them made themselves comfortable on the sofa. The pastor let them know that coffee would be provided. 




Her father seemed eager to begin the conversation. Veronica saw him grasp his hands tightly together. He seemed suddenly nervous. "I'll get straight to the point, pastor. I came here today to speak plainly to you." Her father glanced at Veronica. "And from my heart. Because of that, I thought it wise to bring my daughter, Veronica." Dominick sighed. "She knows me as well as anyone. And, since I've come to talk with you about our future in this town, I figured I'd like her to hear what I have to say to you. And to hear your advice."




The pastor nodded sagely. "If it's advice you seek, I'm not sure I can guarantee I'll provide the reassurance you seek, Mr Flint."




"Please call me Dominick, pastor," her father requested, ignoring the pastor's cautious reply. 




The pastor lowered his head in acknowledgement. He gestured with an open hand. "Please continue," the pastor instructed.




Her father glanced nervously toward Veronica. She wondered if he'd thought carefully about what he was about to say. He certainly hadn't given her any inkling of what he wanted to say to the pastor. 




"I've given a great deal of thought to what you said to me on Sunday," her father said. "And to what you spoke about in your sermon. The fact that God forgives anyone who truly repents with a contrite heart."




"That is indeed the truth," the pastor said. "No matter what we have done in our lives, there is always the hope of redemption."




Veronica heard her father exhale a long, heavy breath. It was as if the pastor's words had hit him like a physical blow. She glanced at her father and saw his brows furrow. "In my past, I have done things which I truly regret," her father said quietly and evenly. "Back in Chicago, I had to compete with other men. I was forced to do things which made some men hate me. They became my enemies." 




Dominick glanced at Veronica. She knew how hard his life had been. Every since she'd been a small girl, she'd overheard her parents discussing the kinds of problems which came with the success her father had enjoyed in the construction and property business. And, as an adult, Veronica had never doubted her father had made many enemies over the years.  She reached out and clasped his hand in hers. "Father. You don't have to talk about this if you don't want to," Veronica said.




Dominick shook his head. "I have to. The time has come."




"Do you really want me to stay?" she asked.




He settled his hand on her arm. "I brought you here so you could understand." Glancing at the pastor, he added: "So the pastor could really know who it is who wants to give him money." 




"What!" Veronica exclaimed.




Her father smiled gently at Veronica. "To help make the church the best it can be for this fine community."




Veronica glanced incredulously at Pastor Joseph. The pastor smiled at Veronica. "It's true. Your father made the kind offer on Sunday. It seems God has touched his heart."




"You're going to pay for church improvements?" Veronica asked incredulously. "Why?"




Dominick's brows furrowed. "Because the time has come for me to give back to the Lord all that I have taken from others. And if that means the church in this town can accommodate everyone who wants to worship, as one people, then I hope that will allow me to make a humble start at redeeming myself."




"There's more to finding forgiveness than signing a check, Dominick," the pastor said.




"I know that, pastor. But I have to make a start somewhere," Veronica's father replied.




The pastor leaned forward. "Then open up your heart to the Lord, Dominick. He has brought you here for a reason."




"He's brought me to Montana for a reason, pastor," her father said quickly. "To Inspiration." He glanced at Veronica. "I know that now. And I know that this is the place where my family can finally find peace. Where they can leave behind the darkness of the past." He sighed. "You know my daughter lost her husband a few years back. She's a widow and has a beautiful young daughter of her own to look after."




Veronica felt her cheeks flush with heat. Her father's directness had taken her aback. "Father. Perhaps the pastor doesn't want to know all about my misfortunes."




"On the contrary, Veronica," the pastor said with a reassuringly calm voice. "I like to know as much as possible about the members of my congregation. Especially if they've suffered great tragedy. And there aren't many difficulties greater than losing a husband and being left with a young girl to bring up." His kindly eyes regarded her with great sympathy. "You have my most sincere commiserations."




"Thank you, pastor," Veronica said.




"And, you have my utmost respect. It cannot be easy being a mother and without a husband to support her." The pastor looked at her father. "But, I can see how much you are loved by your parents. That is a blessing from the Lord."




Veronica smiled at the pastor. She knew he was right. And she was sure he understood her pain. He'd no doubt encountered great suffering in others while he'd been a pastor out here on the frontier. Unlike the privileged back in the city, folks out here weren't sheltered from that suffering. And she was positive Pastor Joseph had witnessed plenty of hardship.




The pastor's wife brought in the coffee. After it was served, she left the room. Placing his cup back down on its saucer, the pastor looked her father straight in the eye. "On Sunday, when you came to speak with me, I have to admit I was unsure," he said. "I did not know the extent of your pain, nor your fervent desire to show contrition. But I can see that you're serious about wanting to ask for forgiveness."




Veronica saw the tightness in her father's shoulders ease. He leaned forward, listening intently to every word the pastor said. 




"And because I believe you are sincere in seeking redemption, I am willing to allow you to help with the extension to the church," the pastor declared quietly.




Veronica heard her father sigh with relief. He smiled at her and she smiled back at him. His eyes glimmered with delight.




The pastor raised a hand. "However. I would like you to speak with me about your past sins. That way we can seek true forgiveness together." The pastor's eyes narrowed. "Are you willing to do that with me?"




Dominick Flint nodded emphatically. "I am, pastor."




The pastor smiled and looked from Veronica to her father. "Then let us begin," he said.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN







Kyle knew something wasn't right when he saw Vogel glancing quickly up and down the length of the boardwalk before ducking quickly into the alleyway next to the hotel on Main Street. 




Having decided to go to the mercantile to place an order for supplies before going home, Kyle had been making his way along the boardwalk in the direction of the hotel after finishing the riding lesson with the group up at the livery. Seeing Vogel here in town had surprised Kyle. But what had really caught Kyle's attention was Vogel's suspicious manner. It wasn't every day you saw a man acting like that, Kyle reflected.




After Vogel had disappeared up the alley, Kyle hastened his pace. Feeling the curiosity building up inside him, he wondered what had brought Dominick Flint's assistant into town. On Sunday up at the Flint place, Vogel hadn't been friendly toward Kyle. Not at all. In fact, there had come a point during Kyle's tour of the Flint estate when Flint himself had ordered Vogel to go back to the house. The man had made a nuisance of himself the whole time Flint and Kyle had spent riding around the estate. Every one of Kyle's suggestions about how to turn the place into a ranch had been met with expressions of disagreement from Vogel. At first, Kyle had assumed that was just how things were between Vogel and Flint. After all, they had a history of business dealings going all the way back to Flint's years in Chicago. Kyle assumed Flint would always take Vogel's advice. But that hadn't been the case at all on Sunday. From the moment Kyle and Flint had started discussing the changes which could be made to the Flint rangeland, Vogel had insisted on sticking his nose into the conversation. Eventually, Flint had lost his cool with Vogel. After that, Kyle had concluded that Flint's wishes for the development of his own property might not be finding favor with his oldest associate.




Reaching the entrance to the alleyway, Kyle hesitated before looking down its length. He waited until some folks had passed by and then leaned his head around the corner of the hotel building. He didn't like what he saw.




Vogel stood at the far end of the alleyway. But he wasn't alone. Two tall men, roughly dressed, with hats tugged low, and packing guns in their holsters were leaning in close and listening to something Vogel was saying. Ducking his head back lest they see him, Kyle frowned. What would Vogel be doing talking with jaspers like that? The two men were clearly bad news. After his recent run in with horse thieves Kyle had developed an extra sense for troublemakers. And he reckoned that, right now, Vogel was busy talking with two such types.




Figuring Vogel might be emerging from the alleyway any moment now, Kyle headed into the reception area of the hotel and waited. A few moments later Vogel walked past the open door. Kyle stepped outside and saw Vogel heading up the boardwalk at a brisk pace. The man looked like he was in a hurry to get somewhere fast. Kyle started to follow Vogel, hoping the man wouldn't turn around and see he was being tailed. Luckily he didn't. Vogel took a left and Kyle raced quicker, anxious not to lose him. When he reached the corner of the street, Kyle realized it was the street which led to the church. The tree-lined street was quiet. Kyle hung back a while longer before starting to follow the solitary figure.




To make sure he wasn't seen if Vogel turned around, Kyle used the trees on one side of the street for cover. Luckily Vogel didn't get the sense he was being followed. Kyle wondered why the man would be heading to church. He'd seen how uncomfortable Vogel had looked on Sunday when he'd attended church. Vogel didn't strike Kyle as a regular churchgoer.




Finally Vogel reached the end of the street. There was a carriage outside the house which Kyle knew belonged to the pastor. Recognizing the carriage, Kyle breathed out harshly and took cover behind one of the nearby trees. 




He asked himself what Dominick Flint was doing visiting the pastor. Concluding it must have something to do with Flint's conversation with the pastor on Sunday, Kyle concluded Vogel must have acted as driver to his boss. Kyle watched Vogel take his seat on the carriage. He looked like he was settling in to wait for a while. Thinking to make his way back to the livery, Kyle started to make his move. Cautiously stepping from behind one tree toward another, he halted when he heard the sound of a door opening. Voices drifted on the air and Kyle pressed himself against the tree. He saw the pastor shaking hands with Dominick Flint. Pleasantries exchanged Flint stepped away from the open door. 




Then Kyle gasped. Veronica followed her father out onto the porch. She shook hands with the pastor and then father and daughter made their way to the carriage. Kyle frowned, wondering why Veronica had accompanied her father to this meeting with the pastor. Moments later the carriage roared past the tree behind which Kyle was hiding. He restrained the urge to glance out from behind the tree and see Veronica. He figured if she'd seen him hiding, there would have been awkward questions to answer. 




Soon the carriage disappeared up the street and turned into Main Street. As Kyle hurried back toward the livery to collect his horse, he thought about what he'd just witnessed. There was no doubt in Kyle's mind that Vogel was up to something. He hadn't just wandered down that alley by mistake. And the two men Kyle had seen talking with Vogel were a type with which Kyle was familiar. They looked like tough men, used to a hard life. More important than that, they reminded Kyle of the kind of men who didn't respect the law. Why was Vogel hanging around with those types? And why had Vogel sneaked off like that? Kyle hadn't heard Vogel mention to Flint that he'd wandered off while Flint had been inside the pastor's home. Flint probably had no idea that Vogel had taken his chance and, hastily and furtively, met with the two men. 




Kyle had no doubt Flint could handle himself. During his conversation with Flint up at the house on Sunday, Flint had hinted at his own hard life back in Chicago. Flint hadn't shared everything with Kyle. Just enough for Kyle to conclude that Flint had always been able to look after himself.




However, there was someone else on Kyle's mind as he made his way up the boardwalk toward the livery. Kyle was troubled by the fact that Veronica had to live under the same roof as Vogel. Kyle knew Vogel might be up to something he needed to hide from his boss. Kyle wondered what he could do about it. 




Striding up the boardwalk, the solution came to him. It had been given to him by Flint himself. And, although Veronica had resisted it, Kyle knew it was the only way he would be able to find out more about Vogel. The fact that it would mean Kyle and Veronica would get to spend more time together was merely a bonus. A very welcome bonus, Kyle told himself.




Kyle decided he'd be spending a whole lot more time up at the Flint place. Flint wanted his advice and Kyle would give him it. And Flint wanted Kyle to teach Veronica and Molly how to ride properly. Thinking about doing that brought a smile to Kyle's face as he reached the livery.




Curt looked up from a bench near the open doors of the livery. "What are you smiling about?" he asked Kyle.




Kyle shook his head and made his way toward his horse. "I'm going to be busy over the next few days, Curt," Kyle said as he lifted himself up onto his horse. Glancing down at Curt, he saw his friend's puzzled expression. "Dominick Flint needs my help. And I've decided to give it to him. Whether he likes it or not."


CHAPTER NINETEEN







On Thursday morning, soon after breakfast, Veronica's mother glanced out the window of the parlor at the Flint home. "Is that Kyle Baxter riding up to our place?" she asked. Turning to face Veronica, Augusta added. "I didn't know he was coming today, did you?"




Veronica gasped quietly and rose from the sofa where she had been reading a book. Racing to the window, she peered out the window and saw Kyle riding his horse across the wide yard. Veronica's heart started thundering. Why had Kyle come? He hadn't been back since Sunday. Since that kiss in the garden, she reminded herself. 




Augusta looked at Veronica and furrowed her brows. "I had no idea he was planning on coming here, mother," Veronica announced making her way back to the sofa and depositing her book down on the side table.




Footsteps sounded out in the hallway. Her father and Vogel appeared. "Is that Kyle I see out there?" her father asked.




"It sure is," Augusta replied. 




"That's good news," Dominick stated, sounding genuinely enthusiastic. "I've got plenty of questions for him." Her father rubbed his hands together as if he was savoring the chance to talk about business. Veronica had seen that look on her father's face plenty of times before. But not here in Inspiration. The truth was, her father was a different man now. After yesterday's conversation with the pastor, her father's spirits had lightened considerably. Recalling her father's fervent words, Veronica told herself her father must have felt like he'd been relieving himself of a great burden. She'd held his hand as he'd talked about his past, revealing some things she hadn't know. There had been pain in his eyes. But afterwards she'd seen a new brightness in his eyes. And that brightness was still there this morning.




Dominick thrust open the front door. Veronica heard her father and Kyle exchange greetings. Vogel stood to one side, remaining quiet. Then she saw Kyle follow her father and Vogel into the parlor. Kyle was dressed in what she figured must be his rancher garb. Brown buckskin jacket; plaid shirt; tight-fitting blue jeans and dark brown boots. Kyle held his Stetson in his hand. Just looking at him, seeing how handsome he looked, she felt her face flush with heat. Her breath hitched in her chest. Why was it that the charming rancher was still able to affect her like this? Hadn't Sunday's misunderstanding in the garden been enough to put an end to all that foolishness?




Kyle greeted Augusta politely and courteously. Then his gaze settled on Veronica. "Morning Veronica," Kyle said. His voice was deep and steady, with not a hint of awkwardness or hesitancy in it.




"Good morning, Kyle," Veronica replied. In contrast to his confident tone, she was dismayed to notice the way her own voice wavered.




There was the hint of a smile at the corner of Kyle's mouth. Veronica felt her brows furrow. Why did he have to look so pleased? He'd looked at her just like that on Sunday. Before he'd kissed her. It seemed like that incident hadn't shaken Kyle's confidence in himself.




Her father slapped Kyle forcefully on the back, snapping him out of his reverie. Kyle's eyes widened and he smiled at Dominick. "I'm glad you came today, Kyle," her father announced. "I've been doing plenty of thinking since Sunday. And I've had a chance to talk to those people you recommended. The ones who can get me the cattle I need. And the men to work the ranch."




"That's good," Kyle said evenly. He still seemed to be reeling from the force of Dominick's pounding on his back. "How's it looking?"




"Well, it's early days," her father replied. He glanced at Vogel. "And I've had Vogel here making some inquiries, too."




Kyle brows shot up in a line. "Is that right?" Veronica saw Kyle fixing Vogel with a stern, penetrating look. "Who've you been talking to?" Kyle asked Vogel.




Vogel, standing alongside he father, clasped his hands and tilted his head awkwardly. Vogel's brows furrowed and he glanced up at the towering figure of her father. "I've followed Mr Flint's instructions. Been having some conversations with the people we think might be right for the job."




"Is that right?" Kyle snapped, taking a step toward Vogel. "And who might they be?" Kyle's voice was suddenly louder. Veronica's father peered at Kyle, clearly taken aback by Kyle's tone of voice.




Veronica took note of the sudden change in Kyle's demeanor. A moment ago he'd seemed jovial, even happy to be here. Now, he looked positively indignant. The suddenness of the change puzzled Veronica. She saw Vogel's jaw tighten as he locked eyes with Kyle.




Before she had a chance to say anything, her mother took a step forward. "Now, the parlor isn't the place for you men to be talking business. How many times have I told you that, Dominick Flint?"




Veronica's father nodded slowly. "I know you have, Augusta. The parlor is our family place. And you're right. We don't want to go spoiling it with money talk."




Augusta smiled at Veronica, visibly pleased at her little victory. Since arriving, Veronica had learned all the rules her mother had laid down for living in the house. They were designed to make sure that life here was different from the way it had been back in Chicago. As different as it could possibly be. It looked she was making progress.




Veronica turned as she heard the pounding of rapid footsteps in the hall. Molly ran into view. "Kyle!" she exclaimed and ran toward the surprised rancher. 




Seeing the little girl running toward him, Kyle smiled broadly. "Hey, there," he called out. He bent down and stretched out his arms. Molly leaped at him and Kyle effortlessly scooped her up into his strong arms, holding her close to his chest. 




Veronica felt her throat tighten with emotion. She made her way toward Kyle and Molly. "Now, Molly. I'm sure Kyle is pleased to see you. But he's come to talk with your grandfather."




Molly frowned and stared at Kyle. "Is that true?" she asked.




Kyle met Veronica's gaze. Now that she was next to Kyle, Veronica could see how delighted Kyle was to be holding Molly in his arms. Veronica had to admit Molly looked real happy. She hadn't looked this pleased since coming out to Montana.




"You mean you didn't come to teach me how to ride?" Molly asked. Her voice quivered with disappointment. Veronica swallowed back her emotion as she reached out, offering to take Molly. Kyle met Veronica's gaze and held on tight to Molly. It looked like he didn't want to let her go.




Kyle's brow lifted. Now there was a mischievous look in his eye. "Did I say that?" he asked grinning at Molly. He peered at Veronica. "Maybe you might have a little surprise coming later," he said. 




"Really?" Molly replied, her eyes widening.




"Yup," was all Kyle said in response.




Wondering what Kyle could mean by that, Veronica narrowed her eyes at him. He was up to something, she told herself. But he remained tight-lipped. Kyle put Molly down. 




Molly came to Veronica's side. "Isn't it good that Kyle came, mama?" Molly asked.




Kyle watched Veronica for a long moment, waiting for her reply. Veronica smiled and nodded. "It's good, Molly," Veronica admitted. And she meant it. She'd had plenty of time to think about that had happened on Sunday. Perhaps she'd overreacted, she told herself. She felt a natural and pleasing delight at being in Kyle's company again. There was no way she could pretend otherwise to herself.




Kyle, her father and Vogel made their way into her father's study and closed the double doors. Molly started jumping up and down, clearly excited at Kyle's return. Augusta took Molly into the parlor. Veronica followed them and, for the next hour, busied herself keeping Molly and Augusta company. During the entire time, Veronica couldn't stop looking over at the closed doors to the study. Especially whenever she heard loud peels of her father and Kyle's laughter. Of course, she never heard Vogel laughing because the man didn't seem to possess a sense of humor. Maybe that had been useful back in Chicago, but things were different out here, Veronica reflected. 




Out here folks were happier than in the city. They were more willing to help others. They were more friendly. And, of course, back in the city there were no ranchers. No men with the strength of character of someone like Kyle Baxter and his brothers. No real godly men who held themselves to high standards of honesty and integrity. In the short time since she'd arrived in Inspiration, Veronica's hope in people had been reawakened. And with it her faith in God. Yesterday at the pastor's home, she'd listened to her father pour out his heart. She'd felt humbled by the experience. She'd discovered a great many things about her father. And now, she understood why he'd come out to Montana. Now she understood his fervent need to start a new life for himself and for his family. It was all beginning to make sense.




And now that Kyle Baxter had walked back into her life, Veronica admitted to herself that the future held promise.


CHAPTER TWENTY







When the doors to the study finally reopened almost two hours later, Veronica could tell by Kyle's grin and her father's smiling face that things had gone well. Veronica stood and started toward the hallway. As she did so she heard the sound of a horse from out front of the house. Glancing through the window, she saw Curt from the livery. He was on horseback and, behind him, attached to his mount by a rope, Veronica saw the small pinto pony which Molly had ridden the week before during the riding lesson. Veronica lifted a hand to her chest, surprised at the appearance of Curt and the horse.




Veronica saw Kyle looking at her. He smiled and went to the door, pulling it open. "I think I know who that is," he declared. Looking outside, Kyle nodded and then called out: "Molly. Come see who's here."




Molly jumped out of her seat where she had been playing with a doll. She ran to Kyle's side and peered out through the open door. Molly squealed with with delight. "Mama. Come look. It's the pony I rode."




Veronica went to Molly's side and led her out onto the porch. Kyle followed alongside her and Molly. Curt had halted his mount and had stepped down. He was untying the pinto pony, loosening the rope from his own taller mount. 




Molly sprinted to the pony. "It is my pony," she yelled.




Veronica looked up into Kyle's eyes. "Did you arrange this?"




"I had a word with Curt, this morning before I rode out. We came to an arrangement," Kyle explained.




For a moment, Veronica was lost for words. She looked across at Molly. Her daughter was fussing with the pony, talking quietly to it, while Curt kept a careful eye on them. 




From behind her, Veronica heard her mother's voice. "Is that pony for Molly?" she asked.




Kyle turned and smiled. "You can call it my gift to Molly," he stated.




Veronica whirled at Kyle. "We can't possibly accept that," she objected. "We've got some horses of our own."




Kyle shook his head. "But none of them are like that pinto. Not to Molly, anyway."




Veronica glanced over at the pretty white and brown patches on the small animal's body. She had to admit it was a lovely-looking horse. And just the right size for Molly. During the ride last week, the pony had shown no sign of being antsy or difficult. It was a calm horse. Just right for Molly to use for learning. Molly was busy stroking the pony's back. The animal shook its head once and then cast a querying look at Molly. Veronica  felt her heart warm as she saw her daughter's broad smile.




Her father addressed Kyle: "Are you sure you want to do this?" he asked.




"Positive," Kyle replied. 




Dominick nodded and then shrugged, apparently happy to accept the gift. That alone was enough to convince Veronica that her father had undergone a change of heart. There had been a time, not that long ago, when Dominick Flint would have been too proud to accept a gift. Back in those days he would have accused anyone who made such an offer as trying to bribe him. But not anymore, Veronica reflected. It seemed those days were fading fast.




"Thank you," her father said. At the same instant, Veronica caught Vogel's momentary expression of incredulity. That was the only way she could describe the way the dark-haired man had squinted disbelievingly at her father.




Kyle glanced at Veronica. Maybe he was waiting for her to thank him, too, she told herself. Veronica smiled at him. "Molly really likes it," she said. "That's all that matters. Thank you, Kyle," she added.




Veronica saw Kyle's broad chest swell with delight as he dragged in a deep, satisfied breath. He looked like someone who knew he'd done a good thing. She went across to Molly. "What a beautiful pony."




Molly nodded. "Is he mine?" she asked.




Veronica nodded. "Kyle brought the pony here just for you," Veronica explained. "You know what I think you should do?"




Molly nodded, her brows furrowing thoughtfully. Then she strode across to Kyle. "Thank you for the pony, Kyle."




Kyle grinned broadly. "It's my pleasure. When do you want to start learning how to ride that pony?" 




"Now!" Molly squealed. 




"Well, okay then," Kyle said smiling at Augusta and Dominick. "Do you mind if I take some time out from our business meeting to help your grand-daughter to get to know her new pony?"




Veronica's father smiled. "Of course not. Go ahead. We can talk later."




"I think I saw some saddles I can use in the stable," Kyle said. He turned to Veronica. "Do you want to come help me choose one for Molly and this here pinto?"




Veronica knew she couldn't say no. Her mother smiled at her as Kyle came to take the horse's rope. Kyle and Curt exchanged some quiet words. Veronica could tell that both men were good friends. Veronica made sure Molly thanked Curt for taking the trouble to bring the pony out to the house. And then Kyle started to lead the pinto toward the stable. Veronica took Molly's hand and they followed behind Kyle. Reaching the stable, Kyle opened the door and started rummaging around amongst the various saddles which were stacked on a long table. Eventually he found one to his liking and spent some time fixing the saddle onto the pinto. Veronica watched Kyle carefully as he attended to the task. He knew exactly what he was doing. There was a care and precision about the way he handled everything. Last week he'd told her there had been a time, not that long ago, when he'd had mixed feelings about his life on the ranch. Well, all of that doubt had been left behind. The man Veronica was watching looked confident and assured. She liked watching him. It made her feel good that a man like this was taking an interest in her. And that he thought enough of Molly that he had been willing to buy her a pony.




"All finished," he declared looking over at Veronica who was standing with her hand on Molly's shoulder. "Come on over," Kyle added, smiling at Molly.




Molly sped over to him. Kyle lifted her up and placed her carefully on the saddle. He handed Molly the reins. "What do you think?"




Molly grinned broadly and looked at Veronica. "How do I look, mama?" she asked.




Veronica smiled at her daughter, feeling pride swell her heart. "You look like a regular expert rider," she told Molly.




Kyle lifted a brow. "Now hold on there," he said. "We still got some work to do before we can say you're as good a rider as your mother," he said. Kyle glanced at Veronica. She didn't say anything in response to his obvious attempt at teasing her. She knew she wasn't the best rider in the world. But, right now, today was all about Molly. 




Holding onto the rope, Kyle led Molly and the pinto out of the stable and into the nearby corral. The surface of the corral was made of soft, deep earth. Veronica's boots sank into the dirt as she turned and closed the corral gate behind her. She hadn't seen the corral being used for much since she and Molly had arrived and commented on that to Kyle.




"We'll soon get this place running like a regular ranch," he declared as he started to lead Molly and the pinto around the inside of the corral fence. The corral was about fifty paces wide, circular and ringed by a high wooden fence. Veronica walked slowly alongside Molly, trying not to slip on the loose-packed earth. By contrast, Kyle's stride was steady and assured. He looked he belonged in the corral. She was sure he'd spent plenty of hours taming and training horses.




"I suppose this makes you a wrangler," she said to him.




Kyle lifted a brow. "How do you know about wrangling?" he asked brightly.




She laughed quietly. "I read about it in a magazine."




Kyle nodded. "I see. So you're the one who's the expert now." He smiled at her and she lowered her head, glad that he was paying her so much attention. "Maybe you can tell me what I should do next." He laughed at his own joke. That just made her like him even more. He was a man who was comfortable in his own skin. Being able to make fun of himself told her a lot about him.




Walking on a few more steps, she looked up at Molly. Her daughter's hands gripped the reins tightly. Molly looked thrilled and delighted to be sitting on the pinto. Her very own pinto, Veronica corrected herself. "Are you going to show Molly how to look after the pinto," she asked Kyle.




He nodded. "All part of the service, ma'am," he replied.




"Did you hear that, Molly?" Veronica said to her daughter. "You're going to learn how to look after the pinto."




Molly straightened in the saddle. "I can do that," she declared boldly.




"I'm sure you can," Kyle added.




They spent another hour inside the corral. Kyle showed Molly the basics of how to sit on the horse; how to use her legs and heels to control the animal; how to use the reins properly. Veronica watched as Molly's brows furrowed with each one of Kyle's lessons. She saw the familiar determined spirit she knew her daughter possessed. Augusta had told Veronica that Molly took after her. As far as Veronica was concerned, Molly had inherited her fighting spirit from her father, Jack. He'd always been willing to work hard and take the tough road no matter what problems he faced. It looked like his daughter had those same qualities. All of that just made Veronica feel even more proud of Molly.




Finally, Kyle let Molly dismount from the pinto. Then he led the horse from the corral and settled it in one of the empty stalls in the stable. 




Standing at the stable doors, watching Kyle laying the saddle on the long table, Veronica leaned down and gazed into Molly's eyes. "Did you enjoy that?"




Molly nodded enthusiastically. "It was wonderful. When can we do it again?"




"You'll have to ask Kyle that," Veronica told Molly. 




Obviously overhearing what she'd said, Kyle spoke: "I can come as often as you want, Molly. Though I reckon you're going to pick this up pretty quick." Kyle lifted a brow. "Did I tell you you're a natural?"




Veronica heard Molly gasp. "You think so?"




Kyle nodded and then winked at Veronica. She smiled back at him, realizing just how hard he was working to do good for her daughter. There was no way she could hold anything against Kyle, she told herself. Not when he was prepared to do all this for her and Molly.




Once outside the stable, Veronica allowed Molly to run off to the house. Molly wanted to tell her grandparents all about her time on the pinto. Watching Molly racing across the yard, Veronica sensed Kyle easing up close to her. She turned and looked up into his eyes. Sensing the sheer strength of his presence, she felt something warm awaken in her middle. It was a sensation she'd felt before, when she'd been with him at the ranch after the wedding. It was a mixture of safety, ease and something else for which she couldn't find words. "Thank you for doing that," she told him.




"You don't need to thank me, Veronica," Kyle replied. His warm gaze triggered heat in her cheeks. "It was a pleasure and a privilege."




He sounded like he meant it, Veronica reflected. Now she was alone with Kyle, she wondered what she could say to him. Maybe he wanted to speak about what had happened on Sunday in the garden. Or perhaps he'd want to talk about the fact that he'd been away from the Flint place for days. She was curious to know what he'd been doing since the weekend. Before she had a chance to ask him he spoke: "What do you know about Vogel?" he asked her quietly.




Taken aback, Veronica looked at Kyle. A sudden change had come over him. Gone was the jovial, teasing expression of earlier. Now he looked serious. "Vogel?"




Kyle nodded. "How long has he been with you father?"




Veronica blinked, trying to remember when Vogel had first worked with her father. "About fifteen years, I guess. I was young when he started working in the family business."




Kyle thought for a moment before replying. "What kind of things did he do for your father?"




"I don't know. In recent years I got the impression he was like my father's general advisor. I used to hear them talking about property deals back at the house in Chicago," she said. "When I married Jack, I left home and I didn't see much of Vogel."




That last mention of Jack had made Kyle's brows furrow visibly, she noticed. She realized she hadn't spoken much to Kyle about her time with Jack. She wondered how curious Kyle might be about her time with Jack. He was obviously trying to treat the subject tactfully. But, if she was going to spend more time around Kyle, a time would come when she'd have to tell him about those years. For now, though, she dragged her attention back to Vogel. "Why are you so interested in Vogel?"




His lips tightened into a thin line. When he did reply a few moments later, his words were guarded and careful. "He interests me. I've seen how much your father seems to trust him. There's a bond between the two of them. I guess that comes from working together for so long."




"I can tell you one thing about Vogel," she said. "He wasn't too pleased about coming out here to live. In fact, I recall he told my father not to come here."




"Did he say why your father shouldn't come to Montana?" Kyle asked.




Veronica thought for a moment, recalling the heated discussion back at the house in Chicago. "It was more to do with what Vogel felt my father was leaving behind. All the business contacts they'd built up over the years. I think Vogel felt my father was just throwing something valuable away."




Kyle nodded slowly. She could see he was thinking carefully about what she'd just told him. Then Kyle said something which surprised her. "Do you trust Vogel?"




"What do you mean?"




Kyle sighed. "Do you think he's still on your father's side?"




"What makes you ask that?" 




As Kyle started to walk slowly toward the house Veronica followed alongside him. "During this morning's meeting Vogel was bad tempered. Angry."




"What about?"




"Every one of my suggestions," Kyle said. "No matter what I advised your father to do about turning this place into a ranch, Vogel had something negative to say about it."




Veronica frowned. She didn't know what she could say. Kyle seemed really concerned about Vogel. As they made their way toward the house's front door, it opened and Vogel strode out. Kyle froze and took hold of Veronica's arm. It was an instinctive reaction. Vogel hesitated a long moment. He met Kyle's questioning gaze. For a moment, both men looked as if they wanted to say something. Then, Vogel pushed past Kyle and headed for the stable. 




Veronica watched the man stride across the yard. "He seems like he's going somewhere in a hurry," she observed. 




Kyle shifted nervously for a moment. "Look. I have to be getting back to the ranch."




"Right  now?" she asked.




Kyle nodded. "I'm glad Molly likes her pony. I'll be back tomorrow."




Veronica's heart lifted when he said that. But she was still concerned about Kyle showing so much interest in her father's assistant. "You should say goodbye to my father," she suggested.




Kyle nodded. "You're right." He followed her inside. They found her father and mother in the parlor. Kyle bid Dominick farewell, explaining he'd return the following day to continue their discussions. Standing near the window, Veronica heard the pounding of horse's hooves and saw Vogel riding off down the trail. She saw Kyle watching that scene over her shoulder. Then he bid them farewell and left the house, heading for the stable to claim his horse.




"Kyle seems agitated about something," Augusta observed.




Veronica nodded. "Yes. He is," she said thoughtfully.




And, a few moments later, when she watched Kyle riding away from the Flint home, she thought about the one thing she hadn't mentioned when they'd been discussing Vogel's unusual conduct.




Yesterday, when she'd been in the pastor's home, she'd looked out of the window and had seen Vogel stealthily making his way down the street. At the time, it had struck her as odd that Vogel hadn't mentioned it when she and her father had emerged later. So now, just like Kyle, she had plenty of questions of her own about the man who was her father's closest advisor.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE







Kyle made sure he kept his distance from Vogel. Over the years, living in this territory, Kyle had learned how to tail someone when it was necessary. And now was certainly one of those times. Vogel was in a hurry. There was no doubt about that. He rode his horse at a brisk gallop for most of the trail into Inspiration. That just made it easier for Kyle to follow him. He just had to make sure he stayed out of sight.




Thinking back to the time at the house, Kyle reflected on the fact that Veronica's attitude toward him had changed. Arriving at the Flint place earlier, he'd expected her to still be cool after the kiss in the garden on Sunday. He'd even expected her to treat him with complete disinterest. But that hadn't been the case. And he was sure happy about that. He'd gone into town this morning and arranged to buy the pinto from Curt and arranged for Curt to bring it to the Flint place later this morning. Kyle had seen the way Molly had looked at the pinto last week. He'd predicted she'd be pleased to be its new owner, and he hadn't been wrong. Even better had been Veronica's reaction to the gift of the pony. She'd looked genuinely touched by the gesture. And when they'd spent that wonderful time in the corral, with Kyle giving Molly her first real lesson, Kyle had felt a simple joy at being with Veronica and Molly again.




The truth was that both mother and daughter were swiftly finding a way into Kyle's heart. And that was something he could never have predicted on that day when God had placed them on his ranch. Because that was how he was beginning to think of this whole business of him and Veronica. The Lord worked his ways without his people fully understanding, Kyle reflected. But that was fine as far as Kyle was concerned. If it meant that Veronica and Molly had been brought into his life, then Kyle knew his job was to cooperate with God's will. Veronica and Molly were fast becoming precious to him.




And that made the question of what Vogel was up to even more urgent. This morning, Kyle hadn't just gone back to the Flint place to deliver a surprise gift for the sweetest little girl in Inspiration. As important as that had been, Kyle had also needed to know more about Vogel. He'd wanted to see for himself, up close and personal, just how much influence Vogel had over Dominick Flint. After what he'd witnessed yesterday in town, Kyle had genuine concerns. Vogel was still important to Flint. Kyle had seen that plenty of times during the meeting in the house. And now Kyle had to dig deeper. He needed to know what Vogel was up to, and if it would affect the family to which he was becoming increasingly attached.




Arriving at the southern edge of town, Kyle rode by the train station and entered the lower end of Main Street. It was still the busy part of the day. Riders, wagons and buckboards crowded the dusty street. The boardwalks were busy with locals attending to the needs of their ordinary lives. Kyle slowed his mount and edged closer to the shadow of a nearby building. For a moment, Kyle scanned the crowd of riders, searching for Vogel. He thought he might have lost him, and was about to chide himself for not arriving quickly enough, when he caught sight of Vogel emerging from inside the post office on the west side of the street. Kyle dropped further back, easing his mount into the corner of an alley. He saw Vogel pause and look probingly at the crowd around him. Did he know he was being followed?




Then Vogel got back on his horse and headed northward up Main Street. Kyle let him make some headway before edging his horse out of the alley. He dismounted and tied it up at a hitching rail. He made his way to the town post office and entered. 




Closing the door behind him, Kyle touched the front edge of his Stetson. Gustav Anders, the man who'd taken over the running of the post office a year ago, was tall and blonde and stockily built for someone who worked behind a desk all day. "Hi, Gustav," Kyle said. "How are things today?"




Gustav, who'd always been friendly to all the Baxter family, smiled. "Kyle." Gustav leaned on the tall counter which stretched across the width of the small office. "How are Gabe and Lauren?" Gustav had been at the wedding at the church on Saturday. 




"They're both fine. Just starting to get used to married life."




Gustav nodded. Kyle knew that Gustav was currently courting a woman a few years younger than his thirty years. "I might be getting married soon," Gustav revealed. He sounded both pleased and slightly worried about the prospect. Maybe he wasn't sure if his proposal would be accepted, Kyle told himself.




"That is good news," Kyle said brightly. And he meant it. Anytime a couple agreed to even consider getting wed was a good day as far as Kyle was concerned.




"What can I do for you, Kyle?" Gustav asked.




Kyle cleared his throat. He knew what he was about to ask might make things awkward. Leaning his elbow on the counter, he peered at Gustav. "That fella who was here a few moments ago." Kyle saw Gustav's eyes narrow slightly. "Did he send anything?"




Gustav peered at Kyle. Now he looked uncomfortable, Kyle told himself. Confidentiality was important when it came to running the post office. "Mr Vogel?" Gustav asked. Kyle nodded. "You know I can't tell you that, Kyle," Gustav said evenly.




Kyle nodded. "I understand. And I wouldn't want you to do anything which would make you feel uncomfortable." Kyle frowned, knowing that he was already doing exactly that to Gustav. He felt bad, but he also needed to know what Vogel might be doing in the post office. There had been no mention of him coming here when Kyle had been back at the house.




Kyle glanced at the individual pigeon holes on the wall above Gustav's desk. Each of the spaces, used for keeping messages and post arranged, had letters of the alphabet marked on them. The space where any message for Vogel might be was conspicuously empty. 




Kyle didn't want to press the matter too hard. He leaned back from the counter and sighed. "I understand, Gustav."




As if he didn't want Kyle to leave completely empty-handed, Gustav leaned forward and spoke in a low voice. "All I can tell you is that Mr Vogel has been in here quite frequently these past few weeks."




"Has he?" Kyle asked. He paused, hoping Gustav would continue.




"And that a couple of times, he's been here with two men," Gustav added. Kyle lifted his brows. "Newcomers. I haven't seen them around town before."




"What kind of men do you think they are? Did you get any names?" Kyle asked.




Gustav shook his head. "No names. But, they're not the friendly types." Gustav frowned. "If you know what I mean."




Kyle nodded. "I think I know exactly what you're talking about." He didn't want to tell Gustav what he'd seen down the alley by the hotel. What the man had just told him confirmed Kyle's suspicions. As far as Kyle was concerned, Dominick Flint's trusted assistant was definitely up to something. 




Kyle thanked Gustav and left the post office. Pausing outside, he drew himself up to his full height and peered up the length of Main Street. Maybe it was time to pay the sheriff a call.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO







As Kyle had promised, he came back to the Flint home on Thursday morning. Veronica was waiting by the window, gazing out at the trail. When she saw his horse riding up the tree-lined trail, she felt her pulse quicken. Turning quickly, she went to the hall and stood at the foot of the stairs. "Molly! Kyle's here to give you a riding lesson," she called up.




Veronica heard an excited squeal and then the pounding of little feet. Molly came racing down the stairs. When she arrived at the foot of the stairs, Veronica took Molly gently by the shoulders. Her daughter was already dressed in her riding pants and neat-fitting pink shirt. "Are you going to be warm enough wearing that?" Veronica asked, fussing with the buttons at the collar of Molly's shirt.




"It's not that cold," Molly objected.




"I'm thinking you might put on that jacket we talked about this morning," Veronica reminded Molly. "The morning air is still cool at this time of year." The little girl's shoulders slumped. "Now, go on upstairs and put on the jacket," Veronica instructed Molly. She watched as Molly made her way back upstairs, footsteps heavy and slow on the stairs. "Hurry," Veronica called out. "Don't keep Kyle waiting."




At this command, Molly started sprinting upstairs and was soon lost to sight. Veronica smiled. Molly had talked about nothing else since waking this morning. And she'd said one or two other things about Kyle which had made Veronica think that her daughter was beginning to notice just how friendly Veronica and Kyle were becoming. Veronica had carefully steered the conversation away from Kyle. But, finally, Molly had laid her cards on the table. Much to Veronica's shock, Molly had declared, in her sweet, small voice that she thought Kyle was the best. When Veronica had politely agreed, Molly had taken Veronica aback by declaring that she thought Kyle was Veronica's best friend, too. She then asked Veronica if she and Kyle were going to continue to be nice to each other. 




Veronica knew what that had really meant. Molly was beginning to get the idea that Kyle might be more than a good friend to the Flint family. Molly was thinking Kyle might be a good husband for her mother. And new father to Molly herself. That meant Molly's enthusiasm wasn't only about horse-riding. She liked Kyle. Veronica knew she hadn't dealt with the conversation particularly well. She was certain that Molly had noticed the way her mother's cheeks had flushed with color at talk of Kyle being more than just a friend. Children could see through adults, Veronica told herself. There was no use trying to hide the truth from Molly. 




Turning from the staircase as she heard Molly returning, Veronica concluded that there wasn't much that escaped her daughter. Like most children, they could see the truth, even if the people around them were doing their best to pretend otherwise.




Molly raced down to the hallway and Veronica led her outside. Kyle had tied his horse up and was walking toward the door. Veronica quietly and secretly admitted to herself that Kyle Baxter sure did look handsome this morning. He was dressed, as usual, in his jeans, plaid shirt and buckskin jacket. His Stetson was tipped attractively to one side on his head. As he strode toward her and Molly, Kyle grinned at her. Butterflies tumbled in her stomach. Veronica admitted to herself that it was good to see Kyle back at the Flint place.




Molly raced to Kyle and leaped into his outstretched arms. Lifting her effortlessly up Kyle smiled warmly at her. "You ready for another lesson?"




Molly nodded vigorously. "I sure am. Can we ride outside the corral today?"




Kyle lifted a brow in surprise. "You don't wait around, do you?" Kyle glanced across at Veronica. "Morning, Veronica," he murmured. "How are you today?"  His voice had dropped to a deep, confident growl. The effect on her was instantaneous. Her heart warmed. She folded her arms and wrapped them around herself. Could he tell how he was affecting her with that look and that voice? There was a steadiness about his gaze, a confidence in his demeanor, which told her he knew exactly how she was feeling.




Smiling at him, she tilted her head to one side. "Good morning, Kyle. I'm fine." Glancing up at the blue, cloudless sky, she nodded. "Another fine Montana morning. Wouldn't you say?"




Still holding Molly in his gentle, powerful grasp, Kyle nodded. "I couldn't wish to be anywhere else but here today." He lifted a brow at Molly. "With two of the best people in this territory."




Molly's eyes widened and her mouth opened as she peered at Veronica. It seemed like every word Molly had said this morning was turning out to be true. Kyle thought the world of Molly. Veronica could see that in the way he looked at her. 




As she watched Kyle placing Molly back down on the ground, Veronica asked herself if it was true that Kyle also had developed a similar affection for her. There had been the kiss in the garden. The more she'd thought about the kiss, the more significant it meant to her. Every moment she spent in his company made her feelings for him grow and grow. And there was nothing she could do to stop those feelings from growing.




Molly took Veronica's offered hand. Veronica glanced at Kyle as he walked alongside her and Molly. The tall rancher moved with an easy grace. He seemed entirely comfortable with Veronica and Molly. He hadn't spoken about the kiss, she reminded herself as they made their way toward the stable. Why hadn't he mentioned it? Had he simply put it down to an impulse he already regretted? Was he hoping she would forget what had happened? Veronica frowned. That wasn't going to be possible, she told herself as they reached the open stable doors. She hadn't been able to get rid of the memory of his tender lips against hers. Nor the gentle way he'd held her. His embrace had felt wonderful, she admitted. The kiss couldn't be dismissed as a momentary lapse of Kyle's self-control, she told herself. Not any more.




Veronica watched Kyle ready the pinto pony. When he began to prepare another horse she realized he'd decided to grant Molly's wish. They were all going to ride out across the Flint rangeland together. Veronica wondered what her mother and father would make of seeing her, Molly and Kyle riding out together, looking like a real family out for a pleasant ride in the bright, Montana sun. Because that was how it would look, she told herself. A family outing. That one thought made Veronica feel a warm, comforting sensation in her middle. Was the promise of making a family with Kyle a real possibility? She'd heard stories of how women had come out West and had quickly found husbands, sometimes marrying within days of meeting someone. Veronica had found those tales difficult to believe. After spending all these years mourning Jack's loss and coming to terms with bringing Molly up on her own, Veronica hadn't considered the possibility of finding someone else with whom she could settle down. Just as she was entertaining that very thought, Kyle turned and smiled at her while he was busy with the saddle on Molly's horse. It was almost as if he could read her mind, she told herself. She smiled quickly back at him and then turned her face away, anxious that he shouldn't see the pink flushing across her cheeks. Because she was sure she'd just betrayed her innermost thoughts to him.




Finally, the horses were ready. Kyle carefully helped Molly get settled on her pinto pony. He checked the cinches and gave Molly last-minute advice about best posture in the saddle. As she watched Kyle, Veronica told herself that the rancher was capable of great care. She could see how much Molly's safety meant to him.




Once Veronica was settled on her own mount, the same chestnut she'd ridden onto the Baxter spread that fateful day she and Kyle had met, Kyle came to her. Gazing up at her, he smiled gently. "You comfortable?" he asked and lifted a brow. "Want me to check anything?"




Veronica shook her head. "No. Everything's perfectly fine, Kyle."




He nodded. "That's good," he said. 




Then he led the two horses out to the yard. Going across to his own mount he joined them and then it was time to head out across the grassland. She noticed Kyle riding slowly, almost head to head,  alongside Molly's mount. She figured he wanted to be in position to stop Molly's pinto from racing off in case Molly lost control of her mount. Riding alongside Molly, Veronica knew Kyle wouldn't let anything bad happen to her daughter. His brows were furrowed and his gaze was fixed intently on Molly for the first part of their slow ride along the trail which stretched out across the rangeland. She knew Kyle was keeping the pace as slow as possible. Molly's fingers were curled tight around the reins of her pony. Her posture was erect and her gaze fixed ahead. Brows furrowed, Veronica recognized the sign of Molly's intense concentration. Veronica felt her heart swell with pride. Her daughter had all the hallmarks of the Flint determination, as well as the fighting spirit of her father, Jack.




They continued the steady pace out along the trail. Veronica savored the sight of the beautiful land. This was her father's land, she reminded herself. This was where he'd decided they should all spend the remainder of their lives. The contrast between this and what they'd all left behind in the city couldn't have been starker, Veronica told herself. A warm contentment swept over her as she took in the sight of the beautiful rangeland, the green grass, the rolling hills, the distant forest and the mountains. She drew in a deep breath, the sweet aromas of the land filling her senses. 




Peace settled upon her. A profound sense of well-being took hold of her. This was what God had made, she reflected. This was the beauty He had created. And this was the place He had chosen for her and Molly. For a long moment Veronica was overtaken by a profound sense of gratitude that the Lord had seen fit to bring her and Molly to such a place. That He had also brought Kyle into their lives only confirmed Veronica's growing sense that there had been a reason she'd strayed onto the Baxter ranch that day. God moved in mysterious ways His wonders to perform. She'd heard those words so many times before but they hadn't truly resonated with her. But they did now. She understood what they really meant. 




Glancing across at Kyle Baxter, Veronica asked herself if it was God's will that she be with him. If that was the case, then what could she possibly do to stand in the way of her Lord's will? 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE







They returned to the Flint house just before lunchtime. Kyle was pleased with how the ride had gone. More than pleased, in fact. Today was turning out to be just about the most perfect day Kyle could have imagined. The ride out across the rangeland had passed quietly and pleasantly. Riding close to Molly, he'd been able to keep a close eye on her horse. And, throughout the ride, not once had the pony tried to act up or race away with its small rider. Maybe the pony had sensed the peace and happiness of the three riders. The absence of nervousness or anxiety in himself and Veronica. Because, Kyle had certainly noticed how calm Veronica had been during the ride. Every once in a while he'd caught her glancing across at him, smiling. Her bright eyes and warm smile had made Kyle feel good. He realized he could quite happily watch her all day, especially if she looked at him like that. In fact, ever since he'd arrived at the Flint place this morning he'd had the impression Veronica was simply happy to be in his company. There had been a good feeling between him and Veronica from the moment she and Molly had emerged from inside the Flint house.




Once they'd reached the parts of the spread away from the house, Kyle had started to tell Veronica his suggestions and plans for how her father could use the land for cattle. As far as Kyle was concerned that was the way the land ought to be used. It was a shame to waste such a useful spread, he'd told her. Veronica had excused her father by reminding Kyle that he wasn't a rancher and that all of this was new to him. Kyle had to admit she was right. He figured that was how all the land out on the frontier had started. Unused and undeveloped. It didn't matter who did the work, he told himself. All that mattered was that God's beautiful earth was made fruitful, just like He had intended. Dominic Flint was just the latest in a long line of men who'd brought their families out to the frontier to make the land fit for God's purpose. 




That exchange just reminded Kyle what he was beginning to think about Veronica. She had a wise head on her shoulders. And, when she'd started to talk to him about how she believed that God had made this frontier to be improved and made fruitful for His purpose, Kyle knew that Veronica was a kindred spirit when it came to matters of faith. But then he'd seen her and Dominick Flint take the time to visit the pastor. Flint was undergoing some kind of renewal of his faith. And that was good, as far as Kyle was concerned. God had brought Flint and his family out here and was bringing Flint himself back to the church. The fact that Flint had offered to use his considerable wealth to help improve the church in town was merely a visible sign of God's grace working in the man.




Molly had enjoyed every moment of her big adventure out on the rangeland. It had been her first solo ride on the estate, albeit under Kyle's watchful eye. He'd taken pleasure from witnessing the delight on the little girl's face. For the first half hour of her ride Molly had sat stiffly in the saddle, clutching tightly onto the reins. But after that Molly had relaxed and had settled into the experience of riding the pony. Veronica hadn't seemed at all nervous during the entire time out on the rangeland. It had almost been as if she trusted Kyle to do a good job. Almost like she had faith in him. That simple realization warmed Kyle's heart, encouraging him to entertain some thoughts he'd been keeping at the back of his mind.




And one question above all others kept drifting into Kyle's mind. Was there a future for himself and Veronica? Even if that future was merely a close friendship. Kyle knew one thing. He'd known this since the moment he'd held Veronica in his arms in the garden. He wouldn't be content with just being Veronica's friend. He felt that conviction inside him like something hard and firm. More than that. It was a growing flame, burning warm and steady. His attachment to the gracious widow and loving mother was far deeper than mere friendship. Kyle was beginning to feel deeply about this beautiful woman who'd come to start a new life in Montana. 




Because of that, the thought of anything bad happening to her, or to Molly, was impossible to accept. Kyle had seen plenty going on around the Flint place to make him think he'd better speak with Veronica about focusing her attention on Molly and being close to her parents. As for any attachment Veronica might feel for himself? Kyle had already decided to proceed with caution and with as much determination as he could muster.




Once Kyle had lifted Molly down from the pony, the little girl asked permission of her mother to go and tell her grandparents all about her latest adventure. Veronica tidied Molly's collar and some stray locks of hair. "Of course you can. I'll be along in a short while," she said. Glancing at Kyle she added: "I want to talk with  Mr Baxter."




Kyle felt his breath hitch in his chest. Wondering why she wanted to talk with him, he examined Veronica for any hint, but found none. Molly thanked Kyle and went running off to the house. Outside the stable, Kyle closed the doors behind him and paused, meeting Veronica's steady gaze. "What did you want to talk with me about?" he asked.




"Thank you for doing that for Molly," she said. 




Kyle shrugged. "It was a pleasure." Glancing out across the rangeland, he added: "That's some fine land your father has there. Plenty of potential."




Veronica's lips tightened into a thin line and she nodded. Wrapping her arm around herself, she dragged in a deep breath. "I wonder if he'll take your advice."




Kyle frowned. "Why wouldn't he?"




"I've seen how Vogel reacts every time my father talks about making this place a ranch," she said. "Last night, after dinner, my father and Vogel almost had an argument about it."




"They did?" Kyle asked sharply. "What happened?"




He saw Veronica frown. "The same as always. They agreed to disagree."




Kyle felt concern twist a hard knot in his belly. "Do you mean to say that Vogel still has influence over what your father decides is best for him?"




Veronica started to walk toward the corral and Kyle matched her pace, step for step. "You have to understand that my father and Vogel have worked together for a long time. Years, in fact. I guess my father still feels he can trust Vogel's judgment when it comes to business."




Kyle frowned. "But this isn't just about business. We're talking about the place where you and Molly and your parents are going to live. This isn't some kind of business transaction. This is a place to grow old and enjoy everything that God has to offer in a place like this." Kyle sighed heavily. "Why would your father pay even the slightest bit of attention to Vogel when it comes to doing what's right for his own family."




Kyle realized his voice had risen to  fever pitch. Emotion had seized control of his words. He'd shown Veronica just how much all of this had come to mean to him. No longer were the Flint family strangers to Kyle. They were almost like kin to him. He remembered when the Baxters had first come to Inspiration over ten years ago. He recalled how hard they'd had to work to make the ranch into a going concern. All the battles that had been fought against the elements, the rustlers, the financial struggles to make ends meet. But it had all been worth it. After all the hardship had come joy and contentment unlike anything Kyle could imagine. He wanted the same for the Flint family. And, most of all, for this beautiful woman and her lovely daughter.




"You're not telling me your father would ever think about quitting all of this and going back to Chicago," he said disbelievingly. "What about his proposal to help out at the church. I'd have thought that shows nothing can change his mind about settling down in Inspiration."




Veronica nodded. "Over the last few days I've heard Vogel and my father arguing. Vogel can be quite persuasive when he wants to be."




"What did Vogel do back in Chicago?" Kyle asked.




"Vogel was a kind of fixer for my father. He helped set up deals. Sometimes he'd get involved in the early negotiations if my father was interested in a particular construction project. Or if he wanted to buy a property he'd found." Veronica shrugged. "Vogel was involved in just about every aspect of my father's business."




Reaching the corral, Kyle leaned against the wooden fence. Veronica halted by his side and did the same. "What was in it for Vogel?"




Veronica tilted her head. "Money. And loyalty, I guess. Vogel has always been loyal to my father. I can remember how Vogel saved my father from trouble plenty of times. Deals going wrong; partners pulling out at the last minute; prices being pushed up." Veronica looked thoughtful for a long moment. "Now that I come to think of it, Vogel always seemed to be able to find a way to fix things if they went bad."




"And your father made sure Vogel was paid well?" Kyle asked, already guessing what Veronica would say in reply.




"Well enough that he could enjoy a good life," Veronica confirmed.




"And you reckon Vogel came out here to Montana because of his loyalty to your father?" Kyle asked. "Couldn't he have just stayed in Chicago? Started something on his own?"




Suddenly, Veronica's eyes darkened. Her brows furrowed and she sighed quietly. "I don't think it was that simple. Things were getting difficult in Chicago. Before my father left last year, there was talk that some of the people he'd worked with were unhappy with some of the deals my father had been involved in during the last few years."




"What kind of deals?" Kyle asked.




"The details aren't important," she said. Kyle could see just how troubled she was by the subject. "My father had made some enemies back in Chicago." Veronica brows furrowed into deep ridges. "I think he came here to get away from those enemies. And to put the past well and truly behind him."




"He told me he wants to make a new start," Kyle said. "Is that why? Because there are men back in Chicago who harbor ill-will toward him?"




"More than that, I'm afraid," Veronica said.




"And what about you?" Kyle asked.




Veronica lifted a brow. "What do you mean?"




"Why did you take so long to leave after your father and mother?"




"That's complicated," she said. Pausing a long moment, she was lost in thought. He wondered if he'd stepped over an undeclared boundary. Finally, she peered into his eyes. "I left Chicago after my husband Jack died. I couldn't stand living in the city anymore. Molly and I moved out to a little town outside Chicago. It was near Jack's parents.  My father didn't approve, of course. He wanted Molly and I to move into his grand home in Chicago. But, I wanted something different for Molly. Something peaceful and safe."




Both Kyle and Veronica were silent for a while. Kyle took a moment to consider what she'd just told him. Had she felt in danger in Chicago? Had she feared getting caught up the consequences of her father's business dealings? It made him wonder how dangerous had been the men with whom Vogel had been dealing. That meant one thing. Vogel was used to mixing with bad company. And had been accustomed to doing that for many years. It was clear to Kyle that Vogel had been doing some of Dominick Flint's more unpleasant tasks for a long time. Using Vogel had been convenient for Flint. It had enabled him to keep some of the bad people he'd had to associate with at arms length. And thus Flint had used Vogel to keep his family safe. 




But something had changed, Kyle told himself. Having gotten to know Flint, Kyle figured the man had probably had enough of the dangerous life he'd been leading. And, driven by his past, he'd been led to seek a safer place far away from Chicago. And more than that. In the course of finding Inspiration, Dominick Flint had also found a new connection to that one thing which Kyle knew made all the difference in people's lives. The Lord had caused Flint to see things clearly. 




But, just how much of the past had Flint managed to leave behind? Vogel's suspicious behavior suggested that Flint might not have left it all behind. Kyle wasn't sure he understood what Vogel was up to but, having listened to Veronica, he now had a clearer idea of what might be driving the man to act the way he was acting. Maybe Vogel hadn't left everything behind in Chicago, after all. Perhaps the man was thinking about what he might stand to lose if he remained out here in Montana. Maybe he didn't like the life he'd found out here? Kyle scoffed inwardly, thinking how impossible it would be for someone not to love living in Inspiration. Then again, the delights and distractions of city life might be hard for a man like Vogel to give up.




Kyle glanced at Veronica, savoring the delicate beauty of her profile. The pert nose; the full lips; her high cheek bones; the arched ridges above her eyes; her long dark hair. She was heart-achingly lovely, he admitted to himself. He knew he could gaze upon her beauty every moment of the day. She seemed oblivious to him watching her. Finally, he saw her eyes flicker and she turned to face him. Her eyes narrowed as she caught him gazing at her. Wondering what his expression had revealed, Kyle turned his head and gazed out beyond the corral at the rangeland.




One urgent question came to mind. Did Veronica realize she was in danger? Because, now that he felt he understood Vogel better than before, Kyle was sure the man was plotting something. Whatever it was it wouldn't be in the Flint family's interest. He was sure of that. And, if that was true, then it might affect Veronica and Molly. 




Kyle's jaw tightened. He wasn't about to let that happen. It was time to warn her. He turned to face Veronica and reached out, taking her hand in his. Her skin felt warm and soft. Veronica's eyes widened as she felt his touch. He was sure he heard a faint gasp escape her lips. Thankfully, she did nothing to release her hand. He saw faint color spread upon her cheeks.




"I want to ask you something very important, Veronica," he said abruptly. "It's about Vogel."




Veronica's eyes narrowed. "What about him?"




Kyle swallowed. "I don't trust him. Don't ask me why. I can't tell you the details. But, after what you've just told me, I want you to give me your word that you'll stay well clear of Vogel."




Veronica squinted at Kyle. "Why would you want me to do that, Kyle?"




For a moment he savored the sound of his name on her lips. It wasn't often she called him by his first name. But, when she did, Kyle enjoyed the sound of it on her sweet lips. Dragging his attention back to the urgent matter at hand, he said: "Do you trust me?" he asked softly.




She didn't even pause. "Of course I trust you."




Kyle allowed a smile to crease the corner of his mouth. He saw her gaze drift down to his lips. "Those are the sweetest words you've said to me, Veronica. They make my heart feel glad." He leaned closer to her, catching her scent on the breeze. "I don't how this has happened, but you mean a whole lot me. You know that, don't you."




Again, she didn't skip a beat.  She nodded. "I think I do." Her voice was quiet, but there was a certainty in it that he liked the sound of. He saw her do her best to mask her reaction. In spite of that, her cheeks flushed a beautiful pink color.




"You and Molly," Kyle insisted. "Both of you are real important to me now. You understand what I'm trying to say to you, Veronica."




She smiled softly. "I think I do, Kyle. I feel the same way." Her brows rose and her gaze softened. "About you," she murmured.




"You do?" Kyle said quietly, trying to contain the emotion in his voice.




Then she did something which made his heart leap with joy. She lifted her hand to his face and ran the back of her fingers down the side of his scruff-covered cheek. He felt a tingle of emotion sweep right through him. He wanted to lean his head down and plant his lips on hers. The need to kiss Veronica was almost overwhelming. But, knowing that there might be curious eyes at the window of the house, he restrained himself. No use would come from acting like that, he told himself. Apart from anything, it might put Veronica in a difficult position having to answer awkward questions from her parents.




Instead, he took her hand in his, turned his head away from the house and kissed the back of her fingers. He heard her gasp. Releasing her hand, he looked into her eyes and saw just how much that tender gesture had meant to her.




Kyle heard the sound of a door opening. Looking over to the house he saw Dominick standing on the porch. He waved to Kyle. "Your father wants me," he told Veronica.




Turning and seeing her father, she said: "Are you going to say anything to him about Vogel?"




Kyle sighed heavily and shook his head. "Not right now. I'm going to wait before I do that." He saw relief on her features. Was she worried about what he might do? That somehow, by making his doubts about Vogel known to her father, Kyle might create some kind of crisis?




"Don't worry," he said to Veronica. "Everything is going to be fine." 




He started to make his way toward the house determined more than ever to do everything he could to make sure Veronica and Molly were safe.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR







A half hour after her talk with Kyle out at the corral Veronica heard raised voices from behind the closed doors of the sitting room. It was then that she realized something was wrong.




For the last thirty minutes Veronica had been sitting in the parlor, idly grasping a book in her hands and trying to stop wondering what was going on behind the closed doors of the sitting room. From time to time she heard her father's booming voice. Occasionally there had been laughter. For a while, Veronica had been sure the meeting between her father, Kyle and Vogel had been going well. Molly was upstairs in her room and Veronica's mother was in another part of the upstairs. Veronica was the only one able to hear what was going on behind the closed doors.




"What are you saying!" Her father's stentorian roar echoed in the hallway. It was less of a question and sounded more like an accusation. Shock rippling through her, Veronica placed the book on the side-table and stood. Worry twisted a knot in her middle and she peered at the closed doors. She could hear the voices of all three men talking animatedly at the same time. 




An argument had broken out. Veronica was sure of it now. Her heart sank as she realized what all the noise meant. Trouble.




Taking a few steps toward the hallway, she heard Kyle's voice, sure and steady, momentarily raised above that of her father. "It's my opinion. And you can take it for what it's worth. I've made my case, and it's up to you if you believe me," he declared. Kyle wasn't shouting. He was simply stating what he believed to be the truth.




She heard heavy footsteps and then the door was thrust open. Kyle froze when he saw Veronica standing in the hall. Kyle gazed wide-eyed at her. His face was flushed and his breathing was fast. Behind him, Veronica saw her father advancing toward the door. Vogel was standing by the fireplace. Even from where she was standing Veronica could see the man's narrow eyes were filled with barely-contained fury. 




Veronica clasped her hands nervously at her midriff and took a step toward Kyle, wanting to say something. Anything to help. She could feel the tension in the air.




"Veronica. This is none of your concern," she heard her father declare from behind Kyle. Immediately she wanted to disagree. Of course it was her concern. If it meant her attachment to Kyle was in jeopardy then it very much mattered, she told herself.




Kyle stepped out into the hallway. He paused in front of Veronica. His eyes flashed from side to side. She saw him trying to find the words to express how he felt. But, with her father watching from the doorway, it was clearly difficult for Kyle. 




Kyle held his Stetson in one hand. He ran his other hand through his loose, dark hair. Shaking his head, he gazed at Veronica. "I'm sorry, Veronica," he murmured. "I tried. But your father doesn't see things the way I do." Then he took a step closer and added in a quiet voice: "The way we both do."




"Mr Baxter has just made some quite ridiculous accusations," he stated in a voice which echoed in the hall. Her father turned and looked at Vogel. The man stood watching the scene play out. He was like a detached observer witnessing a cruel battle. "Mr Vogel has been with me for many years. As you well know, Veronica, he has always had my trust and loyalty." 




Kyle turned to her father. "Perhaps you're too attached to your past to see the truth, Dominick," Kyle declared. 




At those words, her father strode forward and faced Kyle. "My past is my own affair, Mr Baxter." Peering at Veronica, he added: "As is the good name of my precious daughter."




Kyle's eyes flashed with sudden fury. "What do you mean by that?"




"You know perfectly well what I mean," Dominick said sharply. "The attention you have been paying to my daughter has not gone unnoticed."




Now it was Veronica's turn to feel a surge of indignation. "Father, that isn't fair. Kyle has been nothing but kind to myself and Molly. You've seen how generous he's been."




"I've seen plenty of what has been going on these past few days," Dominick countered. He glared at Kyle. "And I have to say, I do not approve."




Veronica gasped. "Father! What are you saying?"




Dominick peered at Kyle. "This rancher has come into my home and made unsubstantiated accusations against a man who has been in my employee long enough for me to have unwavering faith in him."




Vogel started to walk toward the door. Veronica glared at him, seeing the look of triumph on the man's face. "Then why did he leave the carriage the other day when you and I were in the pastor's house?" Veronica snapped.




Dominick's brows furrowed. "What are you talking about?"




Veronica saw Kyle stare disbelievingly at Veronica. She hadn't planned for him to find out like this, but she'd had no choice. Not if her father was determined to humiliate Kyle in this way, she told herself. Veronica pointed at Vogel who was now leaning nonchalantly against the sitting room door frame. "Ask him where he went the other day," she insisted. "I saw him sneaking off."




Her father turned to Vogel. "Is this true?"




She expected Vogel to deny it. Assumed he'd utter some weasel words. But, instead, he merely nodded his head. "Veronica's right. I went for a walk. It was a sunny day and I was feeling hot sitting there waiting." The man's words sounded unconvincing and too easily stated, as if he'd prepared them beforehand.




Veronica heard Kyle draw in a sharp breath. He took a step forward and seemed about to say something. Then, he glanced at Veronica and his lips tightened into a thin line. She wondered what he'd been about to say. Whatever it had been, he'd clearly had a change of heart.




Dominick peered at Kyle. "I think it would be best if you leave, Mr Baxter. Unless of course you wish to offer Mr Vogel an apology."




Kyle's gaze steadied and the corner of his mouth creased with a wry smile. "Apologize?" He laughed quietly. "I won't be doing that, Mr Flint." Kyle glanced at Veronica. Her heart was pounding faster than a stallion's hoofbeats. She wanted to go to him. Let him take her in his arms. Make things right again. Kyle was speaking the truth. She knew it because she trusted him. As if reading her mind, Kyle shook his head. "I'll be going." Then he walked to the door. Pausing as he opened it, he glanced back at Veronica. His mouth opened and she readied herself for his words. Perhaps an invitation to go outside with him where he'd explain what had happened. Instead, he simply smiled and turned away from her. 




The sound of the door closing heavily behind Kyle made something heavy sink in Veronica's middle. Turning to her father, she frowned. "Was that necessary?"




Her father lifted his chin and gazed at her imperiously. "There's nothing to talk about, Veronica."




Advancing on her father, she shook her head. "I think there is," she snapped. Peering at Vogel she saw him walking slowly toward the staircase. He looked like a man who'd won an easy victory. Veronica bristled with indignation. Because she had faith in Kyle, she wasn't about to let Vogel off the hook quite so easily. "Why have you been so dead set against my father turning this spread into a ranch?" she asked Vogel.




His brows furrowed. "Who says I am?" He jerked his head in the direction of the closed door. "Mr Baxter?"




Veronica nodded. "He thinks you've been doing everything you can to persuade my father it's a bad idea." Veronica peered at her father. "And I think Kyle is right. Mr Vogel doesn't want you to succeed out here in Montana, father," she stated.




"That's enough, Veronica!" her father exclaimed. "You have no right cast such doubt upon Mr Vogel's good character."




Veronica scoffed. "Good character? Can I remind you that Mr Vogel did almost everything he could to stop us from coming here in the first place? Don't you remember how he predicted this would all end in disaster? That it was utter foolishness to come to Inspiration? Did you never stop to ask yourself why he would do that?"




Veronica saw Vogel's features transform from confident indifference to a barely controlled indignation. For a brief moment she saw a glimpse of what was hiding behind the man's carefully placed mask. "Back in Chicago, your father was in the habit taking my advice in most matters of importance. Coming to Montana was just one of many things he consulted me on."




Veronica glared at Vogel. "Perhaps you don't want my family to remain here, Mr Vogel. Is that the real truth? If that's the case, what's in it for you?"




Vogel grunted angrily. Veronica's father scowled at Vogel, who quickly composed himself and forced a weary grin on his face. Veronica saw her father eye's flicker with doubt. Maybe he was recalling the many conversations which had taken place back in Chicago. Perhaps she could help him to see the truth. Just like Kyle had helped her see everything in a new light. 




Veronica heard footsteps on the staircase. She saw her mother making her way downstairs. "What's all this noise?" Augusta demanded. Veronica saw her father begin to shift awkwardly on his heels. Reaching the bottom of the stairs, Augusta made straight for her husband. "Dominick Flint. What have I told you about talking business like this? And in such loud voices." Augusta ran her gaze from Dominick to Veronica and finally to Vogel. "Where is Kyle?" she asked.




Veronica wanted to explain to her mother why Kyle had felt it necessary to leave. Why she believed him when he said her family should have concerns about Vogel and what he was really up to. "Kyle left early, mother," Veronica explained.




"That is a shame. I thought he'd stay longer," Augusta said.




"Maybe some other day," Veronica said hopefully. She saw her father's brows furrow at that suggestion. Did her father really intend to break off his association with Kyle. And hers? If that was the case would he then insist she never see him again? If he did, she knew she would not be able to comply with such an order. Veronica had already decided that there wouldn't pass a day when she wouldn't think about spending time with Kyle Baxter. He'd become too important to her for their attachment to be ended.




Augusta sighed. "Let's all get ready to eat," she suggested. With one last look at Dominick, she added: "And no more business talk, please."




Veronica's father glanced sternly at Vogel, who mumbled a brief excuse and started to make his way slowly up the staircase. Dominick glared at Vogel's back as he watched the man make his way upstairs. She wondered what her father was thinking. Maybe Kyle had sowed some seeds of doubt. Perhaps all wasn't lost, after all.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE







"What brought you back so early?" Landon asked Kyle when he reached the Baxter ranch. "I thought you said you'd be spending the day over at the Flint place."




Kyle leaned against the porch support and sighed. It was late afternoon and the sun hid behind light clouds. The air was cool in Kyle's lungs as he dragged in a deep breath. "Change of plans," he murmured. Kyle, his brothers, their parents, Aunt Mabel and Lauren had just spent the last hour enjoying a simple lunch in the kitchen of the Baxter ranch house. However, as far as Kyle was concerned, there had been precious little to enjoy about being away from Veronica. He'd done his best to hide his disappointment at being ordered off the Flint property. He hadn't told anyone about that. And he wasn't sure he would. 




"What happened over at Flint's?" Landon asked. "Did you give Veronica's little girl her riding lesson?"




Kyle nodded. "Sure. That went perfectly." He frowned. "It was what happened afterwards that didn't go so well."




Landon lifted a brow. "Are we talking about woman trouble?"




Kyle squinted at Landon. "What do you mean?"




Landon grinned. "You trying to pretend nothing is happening between you and Veronica Flint? Our whole family has been talking about nothing else this past few days."




Kyle groaned. "You're kidding me."




Landon shook his head. "There's no fooling ma and pa. Nor Aunt Mabel and Lauren. Especially when it comes to courting."




"Who said I was courting Veronica Flint?" Kyle asked incredulously.




Landon's eyes widened. "Everybody!" he exclaimed. "It's the talk of the ranch hands, too."




Kyle grunted and ran a hand through his hair. This was getting worse by the minute. First, he'd been cast out of the Flint house, probably never to be allowed back in. Now, he had to find a way to convince everyone at the Baxter ranch that there was no future between him and the beautiful Flint woman who had found her way deep into his heart. Because, as he'd ridden home from the Flint place, he'd told himself over and over that Veronica meant plenty to him. She'd become precious to him. Just the briefest recollection of her was enough to stir his heart. And now he faced the possibility that he'd never get a chance to tell Veronica how he really felt about her.




Kyle sighed heavily. "Maybe it would best if everybody didn't get their hopes up, Landon. Especially about me and Veronica Flint."




His brother frowned. "What happened?"




Kyle thought for a few long moments. Maybe it was time to share with Landon his suspicions about what was really going on at the Flint place. 




For the next few minutes he told Landon about what he'd seen Vogel do during every one of the meetings Kyle had had with Dominick Flint. He told Landon about seeing Vogel with the suspicious-looking men in town. And he described in detail just how unpleasant Vogel really was. He ended by describing today's meeting with Flint and Vogel. 




Landon took a few moments to consider what Kyle had just told him. "So, what's all that got to do with you and Veronica?" Landon asked.




Kyle peered at his brother. "Everything. If her father won't even let me on his property, what can I do?"




"You'll find a way," Landon said casually.




"How do you mean?"




"If you love somebody, you can always find a way," Landon stated firmly.




Kyle turned and faced Landon. "Who said anything about me loving Veronica?"




Landon grinned. "You can't fool me, brother. I've seen that look before. When Gabe was courting Lauren. And we both know how that ended."




Kyle sighed, realizing he wasn't going to end this talk with Landon without at least some admission of the truth. The Baxter brothers had been brought up to be honest and truthful in everything. And, when it came to matters of the heart, there was no time for lies. He'd seen the way Veronica had looked at him as he'd walked out the door of the Flint place. Her eyes had been full of pleading, almost like she had been begging him not to go. That look had burned deep into him. He'd hesitated at the door and briefly considered declaring to Dominick Flint just how he felt about the man's daughter. But he hadn't said a word. All he'd done was walk out on Veronica. There had been no persuading Dominick Flint. Not even about Vogel. It seemed like years of depending on Vogel had left its mark on Flint. He was reluctant to see the truth which was staring him in the face. There was no doubt in Kyle's mind that Vogel was up to no good. And that it threatened the Flint family.




"What about you, Landon?" Kyle asked, trying to divert the conversation away from the subject of himself and Veronica. "Have you got your eye on anyone in town?"




Landon's face flushed red. He never had been good at hiding his reactions, Kyle reflected. "No-one," Landon declared abruptly.




Kyle lifted a brow. "You sure about that?" Landon's lips tightened into a thin line and he shook his head. "You know ma and pa want us both to find wives," Kyle said. "They still want all three of us to marry this year."




Landon sighed heavily. "I know that. But, I can't change the fact that there's no-one in town I'd consider marrying." Landon squinted at Kyle. "What about you and Veronica? How serious is it between you two?"




Now was the time for honesty, Kyle told himself. "Real serious." He paused. "I haven't felt this way about anyone before. And I can tell you, it's driving me crazy."




Landon grinned. "I suppose that is a good sign."




"You think so?" Kyle asked peering at Landon. "Maybe you're right. There's something about that woman I just can't get out of my head. She's real pretty, and no mistake. But she's got a fighting character that I just can't help respecting. When I think about what she's been through, I'm just filled with awe that she's survived."




"Can't have been easy losing a husband," Landon said. Of course everyone knew about Veronica's tragedy. She'd been forthright about herself on more than one occasion. 




Kyle shook his head. "And she's bringing up that sweet daughter of hers, all on her own. Judging by that little girl's character, Veronica sure is doing a fine job." Just talking about mother and daughter filled Kyle's heart with warm, good feelings.




Landon paused a while, looking thoughtful. Finally he said what was on his mind. "Have you considered asking her to marry you?"




This was no time for fake reactions of surprise or outrage, Kyle told himself. He peered steadily at Landon for a long moment and then nodded. "I sure have."




"That means you'll become father to that little girl," Landon said. "That's a big responsibility."




Kyle dragged in a deep breath and drew himself up to his full height. "One I'm happy to take on," he stated with all the sincerity he could summon. And he meant what he'd said. He'd thought long and hard about what it would mean if he asked Veronica to marry him. The idea of acquiring an instant family, of becoming a father to a wonderful young girl, was genuinely appealing to him. Only a few months ago such an idea would have seemed impossible to Kyle. But not now. Not after all he'd been through in helping Gabe win Lauren's hand. Not now Veronica Flint had taken up a place in his own heart.




Landon laid a gentle hand on Kyle's shoulder. "I hope you can get her to marry you."




"So do I," Kyle said. "One way or another, I'm going to do whatever it takes."




Landon grinned warmly. "If there's anything I can do to help, you let me know, Kyle," he said.




Kyle nodded. "I will."




Landon headed back into the ranch house. Kyle decided he'd wait outside before following Landon. Kyle had some serious thinking to do. Figuring there was no way he'd be able to go back to the Flint place, at least for a while, Kyle asked himself what his next step could be. There had to be something he could do to drag the truth about Vogel out into the open. Thinking about his recent visit to the sheriff's office, he recalled Sheriff Nathan Cameron words. The sheriff had been doing some digging and had heard rumors that two men, newcomers into town, had moved into a deserted cabin in the woods to the east of town, just south of the Munro ranch. Maybe they were the same two men he'd seen with Vogel, Kyle told himself. 




Before now, he hadn't had a reason to go searching for that cabin. When the sheriff had told him about it, Kyle had figured it would be best to leave it to Sheriff Cameron to go investigate.




Now, things had changed, Kyle reflected. If there was one last chance of exposing Vogel's treachery, it might lie in that forest cabin. Kyle started to walk toward the stable. Maybe it was time to get some answers.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX







Veronica made her way stealthily along the upstairs corridor of the Flint home. A floorboard creaked beneath her booted foot, and she froze. From downstairs, she could hear the voices of her parents. They were in the parlor, talking, no doubt about that had happened earlier. Over lunch, there had been no mention of the unpleasant incident. Augusta had made sure the conversation had been focused on happier subjects. Veronica had also been anxious to make sure Molly didn't realize anything untoward had taken place. Thankfully, she'd remained in her room until she'd been called for lunch. Now Molly was safely back in her room.




Veronica took a few more steps. The polished wooden floor gleamed in the soft light. Ahead she saw her destination. The door to Vogel's room was closed. He'd disappeared upstairs soon after lunch. She hadn't seen him since then. And now she was determined to get some answers out of him. Veronica knew Vogel wouldn't talk with her in front of her father. That was the territory he was happiest on. Using her father against her. Just like he'd always done. However, he might be prepared to speak if she confronted him in his own room. She knew there were risks involved in doing this. Veronica had seen plenty of evidence of Vogel's short temper. But she was prepared to take the chance that the man would reveal something to confirm Kyle's suspicions. And then her father would have no choice but to believe Kyle. Then he might agree to allow Kyle back on the property. That way she and Kyle could resume what they'd started. And what was that? Simple.




A courtship. 




Veronica smiled in the semi-darkness of the corridor as she thought about Kyle. It was nothing less than her very own courtship with a handsome rancher. And she wasn't going to throw that away. Not for someone like Vogel.




Veronica reached the door to Vogel's room. She paused, listening intently. There were no noises coming from behind the door. She frowned. She'd expected to hear at least something to confirm that Vogel was in his room. Maybe he was sleeping, she told herself. That didn't matter to her. Not now that she felt the urgent need for answers.




Veronica knocked gently on the door. "Mr Vogel. Are you there?" she said quietly. No answer came from behind the door.




She knocked once more. This time she spoke in a louder voice which echoed down the corridor. "Mr Vogel. It's Veronica. Can I speak with you for a few moments?"




She'd expected the door-handle to turn and Vogel's slim, narrow features to peer at her from the narrow crack in the door. But there was no movement. No sound from inside. Concern awakened in Veronica. She knew had a decision to make. Drawing in a deep breath, she turned to handle to the door. Pushing gently, she opened the door and peered inside. Veronica gasped. Forcing the door wide open she stepped into the room.




Vogel's room was well-furnished. His bed, in the center of the room, was freshly made and undisturbed. But what had drawn the gasp from Veronica was the sight of the drawers left empty, the various items of Vogel's clothing which had been tossed onto the bed, and the empty wardrobe with its doors flung wide open. Striding across the carpeted floor, Veronica halted and gazed around the room. There was no sign of Vogel. But there was plenty of evidence of something far more significant. The chaos around her spoke volumes. There was only one conclusion she could come to as she surveyed the scene.




Vogel had gone. She strode to a bureau in the corner of the room. Small drawers had been left open. Some papers and envelopes were strewn around the leather-covered surface of the bureau. Veronica ran her fingers across the pile of papers. There were letters and telegrams heaped together. In his rush to leave, Vogel had clearly decided he couldn't take everything but essentials. She wondered where he could have gone. She was certain she knew why he'd left with this urgency which almost bordered on panic. Something which had been said today had been the truth. Vogel had feared exposure and even capture. 




For a moment Veronica paused, realizing what this meant. Kyle had been right. Vogel had been a danger to her family. He'd tried to expose that danger and, in the process, had been cast out of her life. Her heart sank as she thought of Kyle's absence from her life. He'd taken a risk on her behalf, and had paid a heavy price. Just like Jack had done so many times when he'd protected her during their marriage. 




Veronica raced to the door, her mind filled with a sudden torrent of competing thoughts. Her first instinct was to try and find Vogel. Out in the corridor she realized there was a rear staircase at the back of the house. The access to that staircase was located at the end of the corridor. Almost running down the corridor she reached the door which led outside. It was open. Pushing the door away from her she stepped out onto the narrow balcony. It must have been so easy for him, she told herself as she made her way down the stairs. No-one would have heard him take the back way out of the house.




Reaching the garden at the foot of the stairs, she saw clear evidence that a horse had been ridden on the loose earth near the pathway. Working her way around to the front of the house, she followed the tracks. He'd taken the trail beyond the house, she realized. Probably not that long ago. She stood a moment, hands on hips and shook her head. The man was a coward. And he'd planned to do something bad to her family. Kyle had stopped him, just in the nick of time. Realizing she should tell her parents, Veronica strode across the yard. As she reached the porch she halted, looking down at an envelope which was lying on the porch in front of the door. 




She picked it up and saw that it had her name on it, written in a neat hand using capital letters. She opened the sealed envelope and tugged out the slip of paper inside. Gasping, she raised a hand to her mouth. The letter was from Kyle. There were only five words written on the piece of paper.




COME TO THE RANCH

KYLE




He'd been here, and she hadn't known it. Veronica chided herself, realizing Kyle had been reluctant to knock the front door. Maybe he'd feared a repeat of the unpleasantness of earlier. Veronica heard voices from inside the house. Her mother and father were still talking. An idea took hold of her. She'd tell her parents later about her discovery. There was only one person she wanted to tell about Vogel's departure, she told herself as she started to make her way toward the stable. 




And that was Kyle. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN







Kyle found the cabin after exploring a few trails in the forest. Some of the trails still looked freshly used, but others had been abandoned long ago. He'd figured one of those trails would lead to the old cabin. At some point in the past, when the cabin had been in use, whoever had lived there would have used a trail. His patience was rewarded just as the sun was starting to sink low. Shadows darkened the forest as he guided his mount through the forest. The scent of the trees caught in Kyle's nostrils. At any other time the smell would have evoked good memories. But, right now, all it did was make it harder for Kyle to control his breathing. It was colder now, and he was glad he'd worn his heavy jacket. He was armed with a pistol at his waist, but he hoped he wouldn't have to fire it. There were better ways of dealing with situations like this than the use of lead, he told himself.




He slowed his horse and peered through the darkening gloom. The cabin, no more than a rough wooden structure with an almost flat roof, was nestled in a hollow by a stream. Trees were tightly packed around Kyle. Branches brushed against him as he guided his horse forward. 




Kyle tugged on the reins, halting his mount at the sound of the cracking of broken branches beneath his horse's hooves. He dismounted. Gripping his pistol, he crept forward. If the men were inside he knew he'd have to maintain the element of surprise. They wouldn't be welcoming. He knew the type of man he was sure lurked inside the cabin. They were used to rough living, and were quick to violence. Kyle felt nerves twist hard in his gut as he edged forward, keeping his head low. He halted when he saw a single horse tied up outside the cabin door. Frowning, he searched for any sign of another horse, but saw none. Why would there be only one horse? 




Urgency took hold of him. He wanted to get this over and done with as quickly as possible. Using the deep shadow on one side of the hollow, he eased his way down the slope and sprinted across to the outside of the cabin. He listened intently. Hearing no voices, and with his back to the wooden exterior, Kyle edged forward until he stood next to the door. Pressing his ear to the door, he listened again. This time he heard a sharp, metallic noise, as if someone was eating from a tin can. 




Tensing every muscle in his body, Kyle twisted his body, and then kicked a booted foot hard against the door. The door flew open, banging against the inside wall. Kyle leaped forward into a candlelit room. He heard something hard being thrown to the floor and a man cursed. Heavy thudding sounds filled the room as the man scrambled to a gun hanging over the end of a single, makeshift bed. Kyle drew his pistol in the direction of the sound. Roaring at the top of his voice, he ordered: "Don't move!" The man froze. It was then that Kyle saw who it was. Kyle gaped disbelievingly at the crouching figure.




"Vogel!" Kyle snapped. 




Vogel's dark, hate-filled eyes fixed upon Kyle. "Baxter!" he exclaimed. Vogel moved quickly, apparently gambling that Kyle's shock would delay his reaction. But Kyle took a step toward Vogel and  seized the man by the wrist. He hurled Vogel to the wooden floor. Vogel crashed to the dust-covered surface. His head whirled around and, once again his deadly gaze settled disbelievingly on Kyle. "Stay there, Vogel," Kyle ordered. "Don't even think about making a play for that gun."




Vogel rubbed his wrists. "We're not the only ones here, Baxter," he said in a sly voice. "My men are outside." A hint of desperation cracked Vogel's voice.




Kyle shook his head. "I don't think so, Vogel. I only saw one horse. Seems like your men are busy somewhere else." Kyle advanced on Vogel. He stood over the man and stared down at the cowering man. "What are you doing here?"




Vogel's eyes brightened with hate. The firm line of his lips told Kyle he wasn't about to talk. Kyle ran his gaze around the inside of the cabin. He saw evidence of occupation, and not just by Vogel. There were two beds in the room. A stove sat near the back wall between the beds. One rickety table and two chairs was set beneath the only window. Strewn around the room were some leather bags and miscellaneous items showing how the men had lived here in recent days. He saw a pile of rope and a large carpetbag which looked oddly out of place amongst the mess. The place smelled foul. Maybe the two men had been here longer than he'd assumed, Kyle told himself. If that was the case then whatever Vogel had been up to had been planned a long time ago.




Pulling one of the chairs to him, Kyle sat down. He pointed the gun at Vogel. "You're not going to use that on me," Vogel declared. 




"Is that so," Kyle said sardonically. Vogel tried to sit upright, but Kyle waved the pistol from side to side. "I don't think that's a good idea, Vogel," he said. Vogel froze and then coughed. Kyle glanced around the inside of the cabin. "This place sure could do with a good cleaning," he joked. "Don't suppose that's been high on your list of priorities, lately."




Still sitting on the floor, Vogel leaned his back against the end of one of the single beds. Kyle glanced in the direction of the carpetbag. "I suppose that belongs to you. Planning on taking a trip somewhere?"




Vogel looked at the bag. "Who'd want to live in a place like Inspiration?" he sneered.




Kyle lifted a brow. "Now, why am I not surprised that you would say that?"




"I tried to tell Flint he shouldn't come here," Vogel said. "But he wouldn't listen."




"I figured that out for myself," Kyle said. Leaning forward, he examined Vogel. "You don't look like the man who'd feel at home on the frontier."




Vogel scoffed. "Frontier! Is that what you call it? Nothing for miles but endless land. A town that can barely be called a town. More cattle than people. And too much religion." Vogel spat onto the wooden floor in front of Kyle's chair. "You can keep it all. I've lived my whole life in the city. And that's the way I aim to continue."




Kyle shook his head. "Now there's where I think you're wrong," he said. "Depending on what you've been up to, I think the sheriff would like to have few words with you."




"About what? I haven't done anything wrong," Vogel snapped.




"That's where you and I will have to disagree, Mr Vogel," Kyle said. "You see, I think if we dig a little deeper into your affairs, we might find that you were planning on doing some harm to the Flint family." Kyle saw Vogel's eyes flare again. It seemed like whatever hatred lurked in the man had been there a long time. "Whatever it was you were planning, we'll find out. We'll get the evidence. And then you can talk with the judge."




"Good luck with that," Vogel scoffed. "In any case, you're wasting your time. It's too late now."




Something heavy sank in Kyle's gut. Vogel smiled. Kyle's blood ran cold at the sight of that smile. "What do you mean?" he demanded.




Vogel snorted. "You're too late, Baxter." Kyle shifted in the chair and leaned closer to Vogel. Vogel laughed quietly and glared at Kyle. The man seemed to be enjoying every moment of watching Kyle squirm.




Kyle stood, towering over Vogel. "Tell me!" he roared. Kyle felt every one of his muscles tighten as he peered down at Vogel.




"Are you worried your courtship of the rich man's daughter is going to end with nothing to show for it?" Vogel snapped.




For a second Kyle felt the urge to lash out. Hearing Vogel threaten him had awakened a primal impulse. One he was unused to feeling. Kyle dragged in a deep breath. Years of wise and sage advice from his parents and his brothers kicked in. He restrained himself. Violence solved nothing, Kyle told himself.




"Is this about Veronica?" Kyle asked abruptly. "What have you done, Vogel?"




"It isn't what I've done," he replied. "It's what my men have been told to do. That's far more important to me."




Kyle reached down and hauled Vogel to his feet. Pressing his face up to the other man's features, Kyle glared at Vogel. He could smell Vogel's whiskey breath. "You're going to tell me what you've ordered those men to do."




"Or you'll do what?" Vogel said.




Kyle lowered his head and stared into Vogel's eyes. "This isn't one of your Chicago negotiations, Vogel." Kyle tugged on Vogel's shirt. "Tell me. And I'll make sure the judge goes easy on you."




Vogel shook his head slowly. "That's not good enough. My revenge on Flint is about to come to fruition."




Kyle's heart began to thunder. "Revenge?" Kyle snapped. "For what?" He still held Vogel close. 




The other man's eyes steadied into a hate-consumed gaze. "For all those years when he didn't give me what I was due."




"Money?" Kyle exclaimed. "This is all about money?"




Vogel grinned. "It's what Dominick Flint devoted his entire life to getting. So, I figured it was about time I got some of his money for myself. I helped him earn it, and he only ever paid me a pittance." Vogel shook his head. "I wasn't going to let him drag me all the way out to this God-forsaken land and waste the rest of my life rotting on that place of his." And then he added with a sneer. "Especially if he turns it into a ranch."




An urgent thought seized Kyle's mind. Panic raced through him as he considered what it would mean for Veronica. "You're going to use his daughter to get the money you think belongs to you," he roared. "That's what you're planning. Kidnap? Ransom? Is that your game, Vogel. Just some cheap abduction for money?"




Vogel tilted his head and regarded Kyle with a cynical look in his eyes. "You know, for a rancher, sometimes you can be surprisingly clever, Mr Baxter."




Kyle tugged hard on Vogel's shirt. The man's face was an inch away. He met Vogel's icy stare. There was evil in those eyes. "I'm going to stop your men, Vogel."




Vogel shook his head. "It's too late," he said with an unnatural calm in his voice.




Kyle let Vogel tumble to the floor, took a few steps and scooped up the rope from the floor. Vogel tried to make a dash for the door but Kyle stopped him. Vogel's body, weakened by years of neglect behind desks, was no match for Kyle's lean, work-hardened frame. Controlling Vogel's twisting body, Kyle tied Vogel's arms and ankles. He coiled a rope around a broken gap in the wall, securing Vogel. Once he'd finished, he stood and peered down at the pathetic figure. Vogel wouldn't be able to move. Not until the sheriff came to get him.




"I'd put a gag in your mouth, Vogel," Kyle said. "But this far out in the forest I don't think anyone would hear you."




Vogel roared a variety of curses as Kyle strode out of the cabin. Making his way back to his horse, his features became grim as he listened to Vogel's anguished voice. Mounting his horse, Kyle started west, toward the trail that would take him back to his ranch. There, he'd get help, and plenty of it. And from there he'd ride fast to the Flint place. Whatever Vogel's men intended for the Flint family, and Veronica, Kyle was determined to stop them.








CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT







She heard the voices up ahead as her horse crested a ridge on the twisting trail through the forest. Tugging on the reins, Veronica slowed her mount and peered into the semi-darkness. The trail cut through trees which surrounded her on both sides. It curved off to her left so that, even as she squinted her eyes, she couldn't see the source of the noise. But she could hear it. And it didn't sound good.




Men's voices, clearly angry, roared in the cooling evening air. The neighing of horses, spooked by whatever trouble was taking place, echoed against the wall of trees alongside the trail. Yet more voices cried out. Violent words were exchanged. It sounded like a crowd of men. Clearly something was happening up ahead. She tried to make out the voices, hoping to discover whether they were strangers or people known to her. But, she couldn't make sense of the cacophony of mingled outrage.




Then she heard a shot. One sharp, booming roar cut through the babble of voices and echoed in the air.




Veronica's horse rose up and, for a moment, she was sure it was about to bolt, taking her on a wild trajectory away from the sound of the gunshot. The dangers of that were too obvious to contemplate. She seized the reins and, thankfully, the horse steadied. Veronica dragged in a deep breath and quickly considered what she should do. Going back the way she had just come made most sense. It was the sensible thing to do. Maybe there were robbers up ahead. Perhaps she might still get caught up in the trouble that was unfolding. She had enough to think of without dealing with that, she told herself. All she had wanted was to ride to the Baxter ranch and tell Kyle what she'd discovered. She was sure he would know what to do about it. Maybe he would even have some ideas about where Vogel might be found. After all, this was Kyle's land. He probably knew every corner of the territory around Inspiration like the back of his hand.




Listening intently, Veronica noted that the tumult of voices had suddenly halted. Edging her horse forward, she slowly rode a few yards. The sun had sunk behind the trees and the gloom seemed to be growing by the minute. The scent of pine trees mingled with the slightly damp cool evening air. Her horse's hoofbeats were soft on the earth of the trail. Veronica's heart began to beat faster as she advanced up the trail. Leaning forward, she peered into the near distance. She still couldn't see the source of the conflict, but now she could hear the steady murmur of mens' voices. Now they were less feverish. Less frantic. Whatever had been happening seemed to be under control.




Then, as she guided her mount around a sharp bend in the trail, she saw a rider heading straight for her. Veronica gasped, jerking on the reins. For a hurried moment, she thought of taking flight. Even heading into the trees to hide.




But then, as she took one final look at the rider, seeking to discover if he was friend or foe, her eyes widened and she let out a deep groan. The guttural sound she made was a mixture of incredulity and relief. In the darkening gloom, she recognized the even features of the man riding toward her.




Kyle.




Her heart swelled with emotion as she gazed at him riding toward her. He was about fifty paces away. She saw his gaze fix upon her and then he slowed his mount. Veronica drove her mount forward, racing toward Kyle. "Kyle!" she called out.




He smiled at her as she rode toward him. She saw him dismount and stand for a moment by his horse. He was waiting for her. Impatient to be with him, she hurried her horse. Finally, she drew her mount to a halt next to him. 




Kyle strode toward her. "Veronica! What are you doing here?"




Gazing down at him, she saw his face was covered in dirt. He was breathless and his features were flushed, as if he'd been involved in a fight. Before she had a chance to ask him to explain, he reached up his arms. "Come down to me, Veronica," he told her quietly and took hold of her waist. His touch ignited a sudden eagerness in her. She felt as if a dam had broken. The need to be close to him was urgent. She wasn't going to wait. Throwing her reins loosely across the horse's neck, she smiled at him and dropped down toward him. He held her firmly and she tumbled into his arms, laughing with delight. Kyle took her weight, holding her body close to his, and gently guided her booted feet onto the earth of the trail.




Right away, she knew what she wanted from Kyle. Knew what she had needed since the last time he'd kissed her. His eyes glistened with delight as he gazed into hers. It seemed their minds were one. Kyle swept her into his arms, enclosing her in his embrace, leaned his head close and kissed Veronica. Breath eased out of her as she sank into his embrace. The wondrous sensation of his kiss overwhelmed her. His lips were soft, but there was a desire in his kiss which she hadn't felt before. Moments ago she'd feared for her own safety. Now, though, all that anxiety had been banished. She was in Kyle's arms, and that was all that mattered. It was all she had wanted since he'd left the Flint house. 




Kyle lifted his head and gazed down into her eyes. "I was coming for you, Veronica," he whispered.




She felt moistness in her eyes. "You were?"




Kyle nodded and dragged in a deep breath. Still holding her in his tender embrace, she felt his powerful arms tighten their grip. "I found Vogel," he murmured emphatically. Darkness clouded his gaze.




"Where?" she asked.




"A forest cabin to the east of town," he grunted. "He's still there. He won't be causing you or your family any more trouble." Before she had a chance to say anything he added: "I'll tell you all about it later."




Veronica peered over Kyle's shoulder. She could see a group of men, perhaps six, mounted on horseback surrounding two other men who had their arms raised."What was going on back there?" 




Kyle's brows furrowed. He paused a long while before continuing. "You really want me to tell you?"




Worry ignited in her middle. Perhaps the situation had been more serious than she'd realized. Veronica nodded, saying nothing.




Kyle's nostrils flared and his jaw tightened. "Two men were planning to do something bad. Me, my brothers and a few ranch hands made sure the men didn't get to take what they came for."




Veronica peered into Kyle's eyes. "What were they going to take?"




Kyle gazed steadily at Veronica. She saw a sudden flash of pain in his eyes. "You," he declared. "They were planning on taking you, Veronica."




She gasped. "Me?" She frowned at him. "Why would they do that?"




"Because Vogel told them to do it," he informed her. His voice suddenly contained a hint of anger. His jaw tightened and then he added: "Seems like Vogel had some scores he wanted to settle with your father. And he wanted to use you as a bargaining chip to get money."




Veronica gasped and then shook her head. "I knew there something bad about Vogel," she murmured.




"And I did my best to tell your father. And you," he said.




Gazing up into Kyle's eyes, Veronica tilted her head slightly. "I believed you. I have faith in you."




The corner of Kyle's mouth creased slightly. "And, I've had faith in you since the day I met you." His arms tightened around her. She felt her heart beat quicker as he gazed into her eyes. "I could tell from the start that you were the woman for me." Her mouth opened, forming an O shape. He lifted his hand, and gently pressed a finger to her lips. "Hear me out."




It was impossible to take her eyes off his boldly handsome features; his penetrating gaze. Her heart was thundering because she sensed what he was about to say next. She'd seen hints of it in his eyes before, when they'd been together out riding and when he'd been at the Flint house. But, right now, his ardent gaze was unmistakable. This rancher had something important on his mind, and she knew nothing was going to stop him.




"Veronica. I love you," he murmured. Veronica gasped, and sensation swept through her body, but he continued quickly: "I don't know how this happened. And frankly, it's beyond my understanding. And that's the way it should be. It's a kind of miracle. A gift from God. You rode into my life and took my heart." He smiled warmly and her heart tightened with joy. "And I couldn't be more grateful or happy about it."




Veronica felt her cheeks flame with heat and color. "Kyle. I don't know what to say."




Leaning closer, he whispered. "Say what's in your heart." She felt his breath, feather-like, against her cheeks. 




His words, spoken quietly and steadily triggered racing thoughts in her mind. She'd tried to tell herself that she'd known all along how he felt about her. But she knew that wouldn't be true. She'd held back from admitting the truth to herself. Maybe because she'd feared it might all lead to nothing. Or perhaps because she didn't want to suffer another loss of a man she treasured. Not until this moment, enclosed in his embrace, would she have allowed herself to believe that Kyle Baxter was in love for her. But she did now. Because she could see the love in his eyes. It was real. Just as real as the love she harbored in her own heart.




Smiling at him, she curved her hand around his strong jawline. "I love you too, Kyle," she whispered. 




Kyle grinned as if he'd just won the greatest prize of all. His eyes lit up with instant delight. Drawing her close, he kissed her again. This time there was blessedness and joy in the kiss. The earth seemed to shift beneath her feet. A giddiness took hold of her. But she knew as long as Kyle held her, everything would be fine.




He leaned his head back. She saw a flicker of worry in his eyes. He turned his head and glanced back in the direction of the other men. "What is it?" she asked, suddenly worried.




Turning back to face her, he shook his head. "I think they've got everything under control." He gave her a roguish smile. "That means I can ask you one question."




Veronica furrowed her brows. "What question is that, Kyle?"




He breathed out quietly. Suddenly, she saw hesitation in his eyes. Was he having a change of mind? The question flashed into her mind. Perhaps he'd realized the importance of what he'd just told her. And now, at the last minute, he was considering taking a step back.




 Still holding onto her, he leaned his head closer. Once again, there was resolve in his gaze. "This is a blessing from the the Lord," he said softly. He gazed at her with such love and affection that it almost took her breath away. "He has brought you into my life. And your beautiful daughter, too."




Almost defensively, she said. "Molly loves you, Kyle. You know that, don't you."




He squinted at her. "How can you be so sure?"




"She told me," Veronica retorted, smiling brightly at him.




He tilted his head. "Maybe that's because I gave her a pony."




Veronica looked earnestly at Kyle and shook her head. "No. It's more than that. You've become like a father to her. The father she hasn't had for a long time."




Kyle's eyes widened slightly. He nodded and looked thoughtful for a few moments. "If I could be a father to your beautiful little girl, it would be the greatest privilege I could ever have."




Veronica gazed up into Kyle's eyes. If his words were true, then there was only one conclusion she could draw from them. And it was a wondrous conclusion, one that would change her life forever. All of their lives. 




Veronica's throat tightened. She knew that herself and Kyle had reached a point of no return. It was time for decisions. God had led them both to this special moment. He had brought them together; He had allowed them to discover each other; He had helped Kyle heal the pain of her past; He had granted them both the gift of love. She knew she couldn't ask for anyone other than Kyle.




Softly, Kyle released Veronica from his tender embrace. Taking both her hands in his, he dropped slowly down onto one knee. She let out a squeal of delight as she gazed down at him. Kyle's gaze was fixed upon her as he uttered his next precious words. "Veronica. Will you do me the very great honor of agreeing to become my wife?"




She felt her hands shake slightly. The trail, here amongst the trees, in the cool evening air, felt solitary. Here, in this moment, it felt as if there was only herself and Kyle. No-one else. Although she knew others were nearby, she felt as if the world consisted of only herself and Kyle. Feeling the tightness in her throat, she wondered if she was going to be able to answer his momentous question. She knew her next words would alter everything. For herself and for Molly. But, deep down, in her quiet, solitary times back at the Flint house for the last few days, she'd been thinking about this very moment. What it would mean if he did ask for her hand in marriage. And now, with her heart filled with emotion, she knew the truth. 




Kyle's eyes were wide with earnest expectation. Veronica smiled at Kyle and nodded. "I will marry you, Kyle," she declared.




She felt his fingers tighten their hold on her hands. "You will?" he exclaimed and rose quickly from his knee. She could see the joy on his face. It was real. Just like hers.




Veronica nodded. "It would be an honor to become your wife," Veronica said softly.




Kyle lifted his head and gazed up at the darkening sky. His chest swelled as he dragged in a deep breath. Lowering his head, he gazed deeply into her eyes. Then he dipped his head forward and kissed her. She curled her arms around his shoulders and savored every exquisite moment of his tender attentions.




From somewhere behind Kyle she heard the steady sound of horses' hooves. The kiss ended and Kyle turned, still keeping his arm wrapped around Veronica's waist. She saw two riders and recognized them. Kyle's two brothers, Gabe and Landon drew their mounts to a halt. Both leaned on their pommels and grinned.




"Well. Looks like we're interrupting something real important, Landon," Gabe said to his younger brother.




Landon nodded. "Maybe we should leave them here for a while," he suggested and grinned at Gabe.




Gabe tipped the front edge of his Stetson up. "You'll be pleased to know that those two varmints are on their way to the sheriff's office. With our dependable ranch hands keeping a close eyes on them, of course," he said.




"Vogel's in the cabin in the woods," Kyle said. "I'll go get him with the sheriff, later."




Gabe shook his head. "Don't go bothering yourself with that, Kyle," he said. He smiled at Veronica. "You've got other things to think about. Much more important than a no-good like Vogel."




Veronica felt her cheeks flush with heat. She glanced at Kyle and saw the deliberation taking place behind his eyes. He was thinking how to break the wonderful news to his brothers, she told herself. Veronica placed a hand on Kyle's broad chest. "I think Kyle has something he wants to tell you," she stated.




Kyle glanced at her and grinned. "Veronica's right," he said. Turning to his brothers, Kyle straightened, as if what he was about to announce filled him with pride. She felt Kyle draw her closer to him. "Veronica has agreed to become my wife," Kyle declared.




Gabe and Landon exchanged looks which were not full of shock. Instead, both men nodded to each other. Had they expected this?




"Told you," Gabe stated bluntly.




"You sure did," Landon agreed.




Then both men lifted their heads and hollered and whooped so loud that the sound of their voices echoed all the way down the trail. Veronica laughed and Kyle smiled at her as he moved to face her again. Then he leaned his head close and whispered: "You've made me the happiest man in Montana."




Veronica lifted a brow. "Just Montana?" she asked, giving him a mischievous grin.




She was still giggling when he dipped his head and started to kiss her.





CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE







TWO MONTHS LATER







"I now pronounce you man and wife," Pastor Joseph announced, bringing the wedding ceremony to an end. He lifted his gaze above Veronica and Kyle's heads and surveyed the throng of people crammed into the church. A roar of approval filled the inside of the church. And when Kyle kissed Veronica they were both enveloped in a wave of applause. Gazing into Kyle's eyes, she smiled at her new husband. 




"Hello Mrs Baxter," Kyle murmured.




"Hello Mr Baxter," Veronica answered back with a delighted grin.




Feeling Kyle's arm around her waist, Veronica turned to face the wedding guests. There had to be over a hundred people inside the church. Eyes bright with delight gazed back at her. All of the guests were applauding. The beautiful sound echoed to the rafters high above. She saw the Buchanan family members, complete with all of their wonderfully noisy children. She saw the Munro family, too. Veronica knew it would take a while for her to really feel she was a part of the community. But she was gradually starting to get to know people. Over the coming months and years, she knew she would become a real part of the town she had come to love.




To her right, Veronica saw Molly. Dressed in her beautiful white gown, Molly was bouncing up and down on her toes and grinning at her mother. And now at Kyle, her new father. Next to Molly, Veronica's parents stood shoulder to shoulder. She'd never seen her parents look so happy. Her father nodded slowly, his expression speaking volumes. Satisfaction and pride were written on his features. Her mother just looked joyously happy. The assembled gathering of Kyle's own family gazed with delight at the man standing next to her. Her new husband.




Veronica smiled at Kyle's parents. It seemed like only yesterday when Gabe and Lauren had stood in the church exchanging vows. Veronica glanced at Kyle. She was a Baxter now. And she was a rancher's wife. For the last eight weeks, during frequent visits to the ranch, she'd been finding out just what it would mean when she and Molly moved permanently into the Baxter ranch house. They'd already arranged their rooms, and started moving their belongings over to the ranch. Veronica's parents understood that it was time for their daughter and grand-daughter to begin their new life. And it seemed they were genuinely happy for her and Molly. 




Veronica acknowledged the good wishes being sent to her by the gathered guests. Everyone seemed so happy with the joining of the Flint and Baxter families. Running her gaze around the church's interior, she could see the improvement which her father had made possible. There was a brand new piano in the corner; a new roof had been put on the church; the length of the church had been extended with a new wooden structure that created a larger space for Pastor Joseph and extra seating for the congregation. Adding a new, bright layer of white paint had made the interior of the church cleaner and brighter than ever before. It had truly become a beautiful church, perfect to serve the needs of this godly community. Pastor Joseph had been fond of saying that the Lord would approve of the work, once it was complete. And, Veronica felt the pastor had been right. She was sure the Lord looked upon the work her father had helped make possible, and found it pleasing. Many local men had been employed during the renovation. During the course of the work, Veronica had seen growing evidence of the spiritual change in her father. He was a regular attendee at the church. And reading aloud from the Bible had become one of his new delights at home. He was a new man. He'd turned his back on his past.




The Flint place hadn't yet become a going concern as a ranch. But it would be soon. With all the work being carried out at the church, her father hadn't had time to pursue all of Kyle's recommendations. However, now that she and Kyle were married, she was sure her father would spend the coming weeks and months turning the Flint estate into a thriving ranch. As for Vogel and his men. They were currently being looked after in the Billings jailhouse, having been found guilty of planning abduction and extortion. They wouldn't be bothering anyone again. Defeating Vogel's evil scheme meant her father's past could be forgotten. Once and for all.




The applause ended slowly. Molly couldn't contain herself any longer. She came racing toward Veronica and Kyle. He reached down, stretching out his arms. Molly leaped into his embrace and he lifted her up onto one side, holding her effortlessly. The congregation gasped in delight at the sight of Inspiration's newest family. Another burst of applause quickly followed.




Veronica gazed into Kyle's eyes. They were bright with pride and delight. Molly smiled at her and then at Kyle. "How does it feel to be a Baxter, Molly?" Veronica asked her daughter.




Molly grinned from ear to ear, glanced momentarily at Veronica, and then quickly kissed Kyle on the cheek. "It feels great, mama," Molly announced excitedly.




Kyle turned to Veronica. "And you? What do you think?" he asked.




Veronica smiled at her new husband. There was such love in Kyle's gaze. She knew she would never get tired of seeing that look in his eyes. "Molly's right. And I believe it's exactly what God wanted for the three of us."




Kyle nodded. He leaned his head closer to Veronica and then gently, and lovingly, kissed her.













THE END
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