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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    1884 
 
      
 
    The wind tore at her blond curls as she looked over her shoulder.  That crazy Comanche was still on her tail and gaining!  She gave her willing horse a kick, to encourage the mare to pick up speed.  It resulted in a burst of momentum that almost unseated her.  She leaned forward over the neck of her horse, clutching the sacred eagle’s feather in one hand as her other hand held steady on the reins, over Surefire’s ears, giving her horse its head.  She hoped Surefire would not betray her now!  If she could get to the barn before the dark-skinned Comanche caught up with her, she could find safety, and she would put that feather where he would never find it, she vowed. 
 
    The ranch came in view as a cloud of dust plumed around her stampeding horse.  Connor jumped out of her way, as she plummeted forward, almost causing his horse to throw him. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” he called, as he frowned at his half-sister, noting her horse lathered in sweat. 
 
    “I can’t let that dumb Comanche catch me!” she called over her shoulder, as her horse disappeared into the shadow beyond the open barn door. 
 
    A moment later, Connor saw Joey barreling down in Shanny’s wake, and shook his head. 
 
    “Those crazy numbskulls are at it again,” he muttered, taking the battered hat from his head and slapping it on his knee to get the dust out of it.  Then he reshaed it before placing it back on his head, watching beneath the brim as Joey’s horse came to a skidding stop when it entered the barn. 
 
    Shanny reached for one of the rails of the ladder leading to the loft, as Surefire came up beside it.  She grabbed it and pulled herself up off of her horse, taking the rungs two at a time, as she clamored for the safety of the loft. 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t,” she heard Joey calling bellow.  “You give me that feather back!” 
 
    “You’ll have to find it first,” she yelled, as she passed a sack of grain, and stuffed the feather deep inside. 
 
    A moment later, she felt her body slamming against the floor of the loft, causing straw to fly up around her as Joey tackled her, grabbing her wrists and forcing them over her head. 
 
    He was glaring down at her, his long, dark, straight Comanche hair falling over his shoulders as his chest rose and fell in his attempt to catch his breath. 
 
    “Give it here!” he grunted between his teeth. 
 
    “Never!” she hissed back.  “It’s just a stupid feather!  You put way too much stock in it!” 
 
    “It’s not a stupid feather!  It’s a sacred Eagle’s feather.  That feather is blessed!  Father gave it to me, and you had no right to take it!” 
 
    “You and your father live in the past, Joey.  You no longer have an Indian name!  My mother raised you as a white person, and you don’t even appreciate it!  You want life to go back to the way it was when heathens, related to you, could roam over the land and live in teepees.  It’s never going to be like that again, Joey!  You might as well give up on your stupid Comanche Indian ceremonies, thinking they have a place in your life, because they don’t!” 
 
    “You have no say over what I do or believe in,” Joey huffed at her, lowering his head closer to hers. 
 
    “Someone has to bring you to your senses!  Mama was crazy to let Chayton teach you his Indian ways.  Those Indian ways are never coming back.  You and your people are going to have to learn how to live in a world where you don’t do Indian dances and worship bird feathers!” 
 
    “Where’s the feather?”  Joey growled. 
 
    “In a place where you’ll never find it!” she spit back. 
 
    “Shanny, I’m warning you!  If you don’t tell me, I’ll… I’ll…” 
 
    “You’ll what?” Shanny sassed, sticking out her chin at him. 
 
    “You infuriate me!” he bellowed. 
 
    Joey glared down at his adopted sister.  For the last sixteen years they had been inseparable, but lately, Shanny was developing a mind of her own, and constantly challenging him in ways she had never done before.  He thought she understood his strong ties to his ancestry, along with his need to learn his Comanche culture.  She had even joined in, when his father told the legends of his people, and explained the importance of their spiritual beliefs.  How could she desecrate his sacred Eagle feather? 
 
    Joey lowered his head even closer to Shanny’s, glaring into her teasing blue eyes, which always sparked with mischief.  He noticed how her golden curls matched the color of the straw that mingled in its strands.  If anyone represented the vision of an angel, Shanny was that person, but she was acting like a little devil, and he had come to the end of his patience with her. 
 
    “I’ll make you sorry you ever…” 
 
    “How?” she demanded. 
 
    In answer, Joey’s mouth came down over Shanny’s smothering her words.  He felt her struggle beneath his lips and then lay still.  He immediately lifted his head from hers. 
 
    “What in the hell did you do that for?” she demanded, staring daggers at him. 
 
    “If you don’t tell me where that feather is, I’ll do it again,” he threatened. 
 
    “You’re my brother!” she bellowed. 
 
    “I’m not even part of your blood!” he roared. “You’re just a little snip of a white girl, and besides, when we get older, I plan to marry you!” 
 
    “You what?” Shanny shrieked. 
 
    “You know we can never part.  Your mother nursed me, right alongside you, when we were babies.  It is crucial that we remain side by side for life.” 
 
    “You are one crazy Indian if you believe that malarkey” Shanny yelled.  “Get your crazy Indian body off me!” 
 
    “Not until you tell me!” he responded. 
 
    “I’m never going to marry you, Joey, and you know it!  Whatever put that thought into your head?” 
 
    “Who else you going to marry?  We live out in the middle of nowhere.  The only men you ever meet are no-account drovers.  You’re going to marry me, and then I am going to save money to start a horse ranch since Connor will end up with this spread.” 
 
    “You are dreaming!  You could have a hundred horse ranches, and I wouldn’t marry you!” 
 
    Joey’s eyes filled with hurt and anger. 
 
    “You’ll come around in time,” he predicted. 
 
    Then his mouth covered Shanny’s again.  It surprised him that she didn’t struggle, but she wasn’t responding to his kiss, either.” 
 
    “Damnation, Joey!  Get the hell off of me!” she bellowed when he lifted his head.   
 
    She started to struggle beneath him. 
 
    “Tell me where you put my feather, and I will,” he taunted.  “Until you tell me, I can sit up here all day kissing you! 
 
    “I’m telling Chayton!” she threatened. 
 
    “I’ll deny it.  It will be your word against mine.” 
 
    “You must have more Indian in you than I thought, Tsahle-ee Jogul,” she said, calling him by his Indian name. “You’re just as underhanded as a wild Comanche!” 
 
    “Comanche people are not underhanded, P’ee-shan,” he returned, using her Indian name as well.  “My father helped your mother give birth to you!  He saved her from…” 
 
    “After he killed my father!” she hissed. 
 
    “Your mother hated your father.  He forced your birth on her if what Connor says is true.” 
 
    “Connor knows nothing!” Shanny cried. 
 
    “Are you going to tell me or not?” Joey demanded, getting back to what most concerned him. 
 
    “Never!” she balked. 
 
    “You must like me kissing you then, for all your pretense about not wanting to marry me!” 
 
    Shanny merely glared at him, as his face came closer to her lips once more. 
 
    “What are you two doing up there?”  
 
    The voice of Connor broke in, and Joey almost flew off Shanny but remained holding onto her wrist. 
 
    “Mama wants us in the house.  She has something she needs to tell us,” Connor called up.  “Get yourselves down here, if you know what’s good for you!” 
 
    “Where is it?” Joey hissed, as he jerked Shanny to her feet, and then twisted her arm behind her back, pushing her up against the barn wall. 
 
    “For me to know and you to find out,” she smirked. 
 
    “I’m not letting you get away with this” he promised.  
 
    He grabbed her other wrist and held them both behind her back. 
 
    “I could get used to kissing you until you comply,” he said, narrowing his eyes at her.  “This isn’t the end of it!” 
 
    He pushed himself against her and took another kiss, this time lingering until they both felt out of breath. 
 
    “I think you like it,” he sneered, when he removed his mouth from hers. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter, you are never going to see that feather again!” 
 
    “We’ll see about that!” he spat, as he released her and headed down the ladder ahead of her. 
 
    When Shanny came down, Joey lifted her from the rungs, halfway down.  He slung her denim-clad body over his shoulder, smacked her bottom with his open hand and started walking across the yard towards the house. 
 
    “You put me down right now!” Shanny demanded. 
 
    Joey just laughed, as he brought her up the front steps of the house and then deposited her on the floor of the entryway. 
 
    “You’re going to tell me where that feather is.  And regardless, when you turn eighteen, you’re going to become my wife,” he told her flatly. 
 
    Then he sauntered past her into the parlor where the rest of the family was waiting. 
 
    Callie looked up, as Joey and Shanny straggled into the room.  They both looked out of breath, and by the looks on their faces, she assumed they had been up to something.  She watched as Connor glanced in their direction, shook his head, and then looked back at his mother, who was really his aunt.  She had raised him since he was ten, and she looked so much like her sister, who had died, that he kept getting mixed up in his mind who his real mother was.  His three sisters, Ina, Tommy, and Beth turned as Joey and Shanny came in and stood beside them.  The only ones sitting was Chayton and Callie, their eyes looked serious, so Connor figured they had something important to tell the family. 
 
    Callie’s eyes wandered over her brood.  Most of them were her dead sister’s brood, but she thought of them all as her own.  Shanny was the only one she had given birth to.  Though she and Chayton had tried to have their own children together, she never conceived.  The doctor explained that when she had gotten so sick with a high fever right after the cattle drive, she led, it must have done something to her, which kept her from having any more children.   
 
    She was the only mother Joey had ever known.  His own mother had been killed while she was still carrying him.  Chayton had to cut him from his wife’s body before Joey died as well.  Even though he looked so much like his full-blooded Comanche father, Callie considered him her own blood.  She loved him the same way she would have, had she given birth to him. 
 
    Callie’s attempts to get the girls to wear proper dresses had long been abandoned.  They had been so used to wearing overalls and denims when their father was in charge, they chose to continue to dress like boys.  It was only on special occasions that Callie could get the girls to present themselves as young ladies and put on a dress.  Shanny was no different.   
 
    They all took their part in working on the cattle ranch, and could probably ride and rope as well as any drover they hired for the cattle drives.  She was proud of every one of them, which was why she was certain she could trust and rely on them now. 
 
    “I have some important news to tell you all,” Callie said and then cleared her throat. 
 
    She glanced over at Chayton, dressed in his fringed buckskin, as usual.  He had never given up his native clothes, and Callie finally stopped trying to get him to dress any differently.  He told her he may live in a white man’s world, but he would never become a white man.  He still looked as handsome as the first day their eyes met, and he assisted her in giving birth to Shanny.  One of his Comanche companions had killed her husband when Chet tried to shoot them.  All they wanted was a cow so they would have milk to feed Chayton’s infant son.  Now she was mother to that son, and he was father to Chet’s daughter.  It had been a blessing in disguise since Callie hated Chet from the moment her parents sent her to become his wife and raise her dead sister’s children. Now, everything was coming full circle. 
 
    “I have received a letter from my mother.  Your grandmother,” Callie informed the children as all eyes looked at her expectantly. 
 
    “She tells me that my father is ill, and she wants me to come home before he dies.  She is afraid he is going to die, only I believe it is an excuse to get me to come to see them.  I told them when I left, I would never forgive them for sending me to become Chet’s wife.  However, had they not done that, I never would have met Chayton, or been able to raise all of you, so I suppose I will have to forgive them now.  I will show my appreciation by going home to be with them for a period of time. 
 
    “The problem is, I don’t know how long I will be gone, and I refuse to go alone, so Chayton is coming with me.  I would bring all of you to meet your grandmother and grandfather, only someone has to stay here to run the ranch, so I am only bringing Shanny and Joey.” 
 
    Shanny gave a gasp, and Joey merely shrugged.  Callie continued speaking. 
 
    “Conner can run the ranch well enough, and since he will become the owner of the ranch eventually, it is time he takes on more responsibility.  The rest of you, do what Conner tells you to do because we are leaving him in charge.”  
 
    An audible groan filled the room, and Connor gave a satisfied chuckle.  
 
    “If you need extra hands you can send for Chogan, or Avonaco.  They may be willing to come back for a short time to help, or point you to someone who can. 
 
    “It will be a good experience for both, Chayton, Joey, and Shanny to discover what living in a big city is like.  I had to give it up and come to the country, and now the tables are turned.  I think it is the kind of education you all need.” 
 
    “Better them than us,” Connor smiled.  “I wouldn’t know what to do in a big city.” 
 
    “When are we going to leave?” Shanny asked. 
 
    “In the morning, at daybreak.  Connor will drive us in the wagon, to Dodge where we will catch the train.  It will take a few days to get there, so we will have to camp on the way.  If we don’t get back before the cattle drive, Connor will have to be responsible for that as well.  You’ve all been on enough cattle drives to manage on your own.  Connor will have to hire more drovers since the herd has doubled this last year.” 
 
    “I heard there are several ranches in west and central Texas who are starting to use barbed wire to keep the sheep ranchers from letting their sheep roam onto their grazing land and spoil the grassland, not to mention all the diseases the sheep carry.  The damn sheep eat the grass right down to bare dirt, so the cattle can’t grab it with their tongues,” Connor mentioned something he had been intending to talk to his parents about.  “I was thinking of looking into it here.” 
 
    Chayton frowned. 
 
    “I don’t like the method,” he mumbled.  “I have heard of horses and cattle alike getting caught up in barbed wire.” 
 
    “We have to keep up with the times and protect our grazing land,” Connor insisted.  “The sheepherders are getting up in arms about it though, and there have been out and out wars over it with several people killed.  No telling what will happen next, but I think we should be prepared.” 
 
    Connor didn’t mention that it was mostly Mexicans and Indians who were sheepherders, and the Texans were trying to chase them out by making grazing laws to prohibit them free range, or if worse came to worse, physically forcing them out of the area. 
 
    “We’ll talk about it when we return home,” Callie smiled.  
 
    She knew Conner felt that Chayton did not know as much about raising cattle as he did, seeing as how Chet raised Connor on his ranch from birth until Callie took over.  Chayton only knew about hunting buffalo and deer, in Connor’s estimation.  Chayton liked wide open spaces, but the world was getting smaller each day as more ranchers moved into cattle country, Connor thought.  Others were using new methods of ranching and Connor wanted to be part of that future growth. 
 
    “Can I ride my horse to Dodge?” Joey asked.  “Connor can tie him on the back of the wagon, going home.” 
 
    “I suppose there won’t be a problem with that,” Chayton agreed. 
 
    “Then I want to ride too,” Shanny piped up. 
 
    Callie frowned. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Shanny, but you are going to have to wear a dress like a proper young lady.  You can’t get on a train dressed like a cattle drover,” she smiled. 
 
    “I could change before we got on the train.”  
 
    Chayton glanced over at Callie and gave a slight nod.  Callie shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    “Very well,” Chayton will allow it, against my better judgment.  But before we get near Dodge, you will have to change and ride up in the wagon.” 
 
    Shanny smiled happily and looked sideways at Joey.  She knew he was still angry about the feather, but since they were leaving for Dodge first thing in the morning, he couldn’t taunt her about it.  He would have to leave all his Indian ways at home, once they got to the big city, she smiled to herself.  However, she worried about how she was going to like living in the city?  Her whole life, up to this point, was enjoyed with little restriction, where she could do pretty much as she pleased.  Her mother had often told her when she was growing up she had never gotten away with half the stunts Callie let Shanny get away with.  Apparently, grandmother was very strict, Shanny decided.  She hoped her grandmother had mellowed out over the years. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    Shanny sat mounted on Surefire’s back.  She looked over at Joey, who rode bareback on Tumbleweed, his strawberry-roan stud.  He frowned at her because she still refused to tell him where his feather was. 
 
    The wagon stood loaded down with trunks full of Callie and Shanny’s clothes.  Shanny noticed that her mother had packed nothing but dresses, and she frowned, knowing she could not wear her denim britches as long as they remained in Philadelphia.  There was one trunk of clothes for Chayton and Joey, and three trunks for herself and her mother. 
 
    Other than the trunks, there were quilts and camping supplies, enough food to last them on the trip to the station and Connor on his way back.  Connor threw on a sack of grain to feed the horses, beyond what grass was along the way for them to nibble on.  Then the supplies were all covered by a canvas sheet, to keep them safe from the weather. 
 
    Conner sat on the wagon bench with the reins in his hands, and Chayton and Callie sat beside him.  Ina, Tommy, and Beth stood on the porch waving, as the wagon pulled out, while Shanny and Joey followed on their horses. 
 
    Tumbleweed tossed his head.  He was fresh and wanted to stretch his legs.  Joey knew they had a considerable distance to travel, and didn’t want Tumbleweed to wear down too fast, so he held the horse in check.  It felt like Surefire caught the energy that Tumbleweed was exhibiting and Shanny could sense her tensing up.  Shanny frowned as her black and white pinto kept watching Tumbleweed with a wary eye. 
 
    “Don’t ride so dang close to me,” Shanny hissed at Joey.  “Your horse is getting Surefire all worked up.” 
 
    “She’ll settle down after a bit,” Joey drawled, remaining close beside her. 
 
    “You’re doing that on purpose,” Shanny complained.  “You know Surefire likes her space.” 
 
    “Too bad,” Joey muttered. 
 
    “I can tell this is going to be a miserable experience,” Shanny sighed. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t look forward to leaving the ranch and having to live in a noisy, smelly city.” 
 
    “Maybe it will teach you how to be a real human being,” Shanny smirked. 
 
    “I am a real human being.  It is the white man who is destroying this country with their railroad tracks, and towns, and now barbed wire, that Connor thinks is so great!” 
 
    “Too bad you didn’t have to live in squalor on an Indian reservation like the rest of your people, raising disease infested sheep.  You should be thankful you can live the life of a white man on my mother’s ranch!” Shanny sassed. 
 
    “It is the white man who put our people in squalor,” Joey retorted. 
 
    “You can’t change the past, so you might as well live in the here and now.” 
 
    “Where’d you hide my eagle feather?” Joey asked, changing the subject. 
 
    His eyes sparked as he spoke and she knew he was still angry about it. 
 
    “I suppose I can tell you now since you will never see it again.” 
 
    Shanny eyed him and gave him a taunting smile.  Joey thought she was beautiful even when she was being a pest, but he would never admit it to her. 
 
    “I put it down in a sack of grain, and by the time we get back home, Connor will have fed that grain to the cattle and they will mangle that feather beyond recognition!” 
 
    “You what?” Joey bellowed. 
 
    “You heard me!  So just get over it!” 
 
    “You know, you are a mean-spirited person!  I think I have changed my mind about wanting to marry you.  No man would want to marry a girl like you!  You knew how much that feather meant to me, and you don’t even care!” he growled as he stared daggers at her, his dark, obsidian eyes smoldering. 
 
    Joey kicked Tumbleweed and moved forward on the other side of the wagon, away from Shanny. 
 
    Now Shanny felt a strange pang at Joey leaving her behind to stare at his straight, strong back as he sat stiffly on his horse ahead of her.  It was a hot day and he had removed his shirt.  She couldn’t help but admire his bronze, muscular back.  Her eyes observed his long, dark hair flowing over his shoulders, flying up at times when a small breeze would try to tangle it, and then seem to lose interest.  He wore a black cowboy hat which shaded his face.  She thought, for an Indian, he was actually handsome.  Yes, he was Indian through and through, she admitted.  Shanny knew nothing she could do would ever change that.  He would never consent to meld completely into a white man’s world, she resigned to herself. 
 
    Joey glared once over his shoulder at her, and it made her feel hurt that he thought she was mean-spirited.  It had all started out as a game.  She merely wanted to tease him.  Now he probably wouldn’t talk to her for the rest of the way to Dodge.  He had always been her closest ally.  They had been partners in playing practical jokes on Connor and their sisters, growing up.  She always rose to every challenge he gave her.  Only lately, she felt she was changing, and as a result, their relationship began to change too. 
 
    Shanny remembered how Joey had kissed her when he had her tackled in the barn loft.  At first, it had stunned her.  Then it felt a little exciting, yet strange at the same time.  She had always thought of him as her brother, despite his skin tone and that he was full-blooded Comanche.  Kissing him seemed wrong and right all at the same time.  He claimed they were meant to be together for life.  Did she want to look forward to a lifetime with Joey beside her?  He was too familiar.  When she got married, she wanted to fall in love with someone she had never met before, not a brother, who had teased her all her life.  
 
    However, the thought of his shunning her made her feel unhappy.  She liked the closeness they shared, but lately, she had been going out of her way to annoy him and she couldn’t figure out why?  It was as though she wanted to get a rise out of him for some reason beyond her own understanding. 
 
    Callie glanced over at Joey riding beside the wagon.  He had a stony expression on his face, which meant he and Shanny had been disagreeing about something.  Usually, the two got along so well.  She knew that Joey loved his adopted sister, and she often wondered what would happen between them when they became adults.  Chayton told her he was certain that Joey would ask Shanny to become his wife.  Like Joey, he believed the two belonged together.  Only their scuffles and arguments had grown in the last few months and Callie feared they were pulling away from each other to find their own identities.  They had always been like twins, only perhaps now, they were not only seeing the difference in their genders but in their culture as well. 
 
    Callie had allowed Chayton to raise his son in the traditional Comanche way, except for teaching him to become a warrior.  She knew Joey needed to learn where he came from and how his ancestors lived but she feared it would confuse him, once he had to live as an adult in the real world run by white men.   
 
    She worried how the people in Philadelphia would treat him?  She knew there was an Indian school in Carlisle where the government sent native children off reservations to be taught and inducted into a white man’s society.  The students there were well accepted, only it was clear over on the west side of Pennsylvania.  Carlisle was small, not any were close to the size of Philadelphia, with their high-society population that had been involved in developing American culture. 
 
    She knew high society would look down on her for taking Chayton as her husband.  Even so, she and Chayton could handle society’s snubs.  It was quite different when you were young and impressionable.  Joey was raised in the country around rough society consisting of Mexicans, whites, and Indians.  He had limited contact with anyone beyond the ranchers and those they met on the cattle drives.  Even Shanny was not prepared for what Callie believed her grandmother had in-store for the girl.  On the other hand, she felt her children needed to broaden their horizons so they could see how others lived, and learn simple rules of conduct in polite society. 
 
    Callie had been rudely introduced to the crude lifestyle on a ranch, and the demands of an undesirable husband, when she was sent to Texas to become a mother to her dead sister’s children.  She had married Chet against her will and regretted it the moment she became his wife.  There was no one there to take her under their wing and prepare her for what she had experienced.  She had survived, and since both she and Chayton would be there to give their children encouragement, she felt they would fare much better than she had when she was young and unsuspecting. 
 
    However, even her, own, mother was going to be in for a surprise.  She never told her mother she had married a Comanche warrior.  She merely told her the Comanche came to help her on the ranch when Chet died.  She explained how she raised Joey as her own after his mother died before he was even born and needed a mother to nurse him.  Only that was the extent of her explanation of her life in Texas after Chet was killed by Chayton’s companions. 
 
    As the wagon lumbered on, Callie couldn’t help but remember the first time she had taken this trail with Chet, on their way from Dodge to Chet’s ranch.  No matter how hard she tried, she could not block out the memory of her wedding night with Chet, and his determination for her to conceive a son.  Instead, she gave birth to Shanny.  Chet had been killed, shortly before Shanny’s birth, which in many ways, was a relief to Callie. 
 
    The wagon slowed and Callie realized the sun was already starting to set.  Connor was pulling over to set up camp and stop for the night. 
 
    “Why don’t you grain the horses, while Chayton, Joey and I, unload and set up camp?” Connor instructed Shanny. 
 
    Shanny shrugged as she swung down from Surefire and started loosening the cinch on her saddle.  She pulled the saddle off and leaned it against a tree.  By that time, Connor had unhitched the horses from the wagon and placed halters on their heads.  Shanny took all four horses down to a nearby stream to water them.  She took the lead ropes and hobbled each horse, then went back to the wagon to get the grain. 
 
    Shanny pushed the scoop into the grain sack and started transferring it into a bucket.  When she pulled the last scoop of grain out, she noticed something sticking up out of the grain in her scoop.  Shanny gave a broad smile and a little giggle, as she pulled the eagle feather out of the scoop, and stuck the tip of it into the back pocket of her denims.  She looked sideways at Joey, who was helping Connor set up camp, and gave him a little wave.  He merely frowned at her.  Then she headed down to the stream to share the bucket of grain between the horses.  Her heart was lifted, thinking how happy Joey would be to see his feather again. 
 
    Once the camp was set up, Callie began fixing the meal.  Connor started playing his harmonica as he leaned back against Shanny’s saddle.  He had never forgotten how the cowhands had played the harmonica on their way back to the ranch after they were rescued from Chayton and his friends.  He had gotten himself one after the cattle drive Callie led, and learned to play all the songs the cowboys taught them.  Now the mournful music filled the air, reminding Callie of that time so many years ago when she had first met Chayton.  She glanced over at Chayton remembering how attracted she had been to him, even though he was a wild Comanche. 
 
    Chayton had been gentle, helping her deliver Shanny, and she had agreed to nurse Joey to keep him from starving to death.  Now the music filled her soul flooding so many other memories into her brain. 
 
    Shanny liked it when Connor played his harmonica.  She had been an infant back then.  However, it brought back other memories that happened over the years when they went on cattle drives.  She remembered how Connor played the old familiar songs while the rest of the family sang. 
 
    She noticed Joey sitting out under a tree near the stream watching the horses graze and she slowly walked out to join him. 
 
    “What do you want?” he asked gruffly when she approached and looked down at him. 
 
    “I just thought I would come out and keep you company,” she smiled sweetly. 
 
    “Well, I don’t want any company!” 
 
    “Really?” Shanny asked.  “In that case, I will just take your silly old eagle feather and toss it in the stream,” she said, pulling the feather from her back pocket and holding it under his nose.” 
 
    “You had it all along!” Joey bellowed. 
 
    “Nope, I found it in the grain sack, but since you don’t want me around…”  
 
    She turned and started sprinting away, the feather still in her hand. 
 
    “Shanny!  You get back here!” Joey yelled as he leaped to his feet in pursuit of her. 
 
    Callie lifted her head from what she was doing and noticed Joey close on Shanny’s tail.  She gave a smile.  They were at it again, she thought, as they disappeared into the shadows.  The sun was almost completely behind the mountains now. 
 
    “You give me that feather,” Joey called after Shanny. 
 
    “You will have to catch me first!”  Shanny responded. 
 
    She knew Joey could overtake her, but she didn’t want him to think she was willing to give him the feather and felt he needed to work for it before she handed it over. 
 
    Once again, Joey caught up with Shanny, and tackled her to the ground, only this time she was laughing, as she waved the feather over his head. 
 
    “You can have it if you want,” she told him, bringing it against his cheek and smoothing it over his skin. 
 
    The feel of the feather against his cheek caused a calming feeling to come over Joey as he looked down into Shanny’s laughing blue eyes. 
 
    “You are such a tease,” he murmured, as he let her continue to run the feather over his skin. 
 
    “I’m glad the cattle didn’t get it and mangle it,” she said honestly.  “Who would guess Conner would load the very sack of grain I hid the feather in?” she smiled. 
 
    “Lucky you,” Joey grinned.  “Otherwise I would have figured out a way to make you suffer.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Shanny said, smoothing the feather over his lips. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s so,” Joey almost whispered.  “But since you found it, I suppose I should reward you somehow.” 
 
    “And how would you do that?” Shanny asked. 
 
    “I’ll think of something,” he murmured, wondering what he could do to reward her. 
 
    “Then take your feather,” Shanny said, holding it in front of him. 
 
    Joey was still straddling Shanny, as he took the feather from her.  Then he, in turn, started to smooth it over her face, which caused her to giggle. 
 
    “Feels nice, doesn’t it?” he said as he continued to caress her skin with the feather. 
 
    “Actually, it does,” Shanny agreed.  “Like a bird’s wing brushing against your face.” 
 
    “Nature has strong medicine,” Joey told her.  “We all have a little bit of nature in us.  We just have to learn to tap into it,” he informed her, as he continued to explore her face with the feather. 
 
    Joey became completely consumed with brushing the feather against Shanny’s skin.  He drew it over her cheek and then her eyes.  He brushed it over her soft lips, and tickled her ear with it, then traveled down over her neck and up over her chin. 
 
    Shanny’s eyes lay closed, enjoying the feel of the feather tracing over her face.  She found herself drifting into contentment as she let Joey use the feather in such an unusual manner. 
 
    Shanny’s eyes opened with a start when she felt Joey’s lips on hers.  They felt as soft and as tender as the feather had, so she did not pull away.  Instead, she allowed him to kiss her, thinking they needed to make up, and if this is what he wanted, she was not going to upset him. 
 
    “You know you belong to me,” Joey said as he lifted his lips from hers.  “We have always been together, and I want it to remain that way.” 
 
    “I can’t marry you, Joey,” Shanny almost moaned.  “It wouldn’t be right.  We are like brother and sister.  I could never feel that way about you.  I want someone new and exciting and…” 
 
    Shanny didn’t continue when she saw the expression on Joey’s face change from tender to angry. 
 
    “You don’t think I am exciting?” 
 
    “I know you too well,” she tried to explain. 
 
    “No, you don’t, Shanny!  You don’t know me at all!” 
 
    Joey jumped up and glared down at her. 
 
    “I would protect you with my life, only you don’t even care!” 
 
    “I don’t need protecting, Joey!  I can handle a gun the same as you.  I can protect myself!” 
 
    “That is not what I meant,” Joey muttered. 
 
    “Don’t be mad at me, Joey,” Shanny said, jumping up and grabbing his hand. 
 
    “I can’t help it.  You always manage to do something to irritate me!” 
 
    “Which is the very reason you should never want me to become your wife,” she reasoned. 
 
    “The only problem is, I love you too much, Shanny.  I don’t think I could learn to love someone else the way I love you!” 
 
    “You have never had a chance to meet someone else,” she pointed out.  “When we get to Philadelphia, you will probably meet all kinds of young women that you may like as much as me or better.” 
 
    “I don’t want someone new and exciting, Shanny.  I want someone familiar, who I have known all my life.” 
 
    Shanny merely stood there looking at him sadly.  She didn’t want to hurt him, because she loved him too, but not the way he seemed to love her. 
 
    Joey stepped toward her, taking her head in his hands, and planted his mouth against hers once again.  Only this time there was a desperate passion that passed from him to her, which caused Shanny’s heart to start to flutter.  The subtle change in his kiss caused an excitement to race through her, and she tried to control the beating of her heart as he continued the kiss. 
 
    Then he was releasing her, causing her to stagger backward, as he pulled away abruptly.  
 
    “That’s the last time I am ever going to kiss you, Shanny, unless you end up agreeing to become my wife.” 
 
    She couldn’t answer.  If she did, he would expect too much from her, so she merely watched him as he stomped away.  She wondered if she had lost his friendship, or if he would eventually start to treat her as he always had in the past?  He was right.  She didn’t know him.  He did love her too much, and she didn’t love him enough. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    The bustle of the train station in Dodge kept Shanny’s thoughts distracted as they went about the business of purchasing tickets, unloading trunks, and getting ready to board.  Connor remained on the platform, watching them climb up the wooden steps an attendant placed before the train coach door.  While he would miss his adopted parents, along with Joey and Shanny, a sense of excitement settled over him.  He would be on his own to run the ranch as he pleased.  Connor could barely wait to get back. 
 
    Shanny, on the other hand, felt disgruntled.  The journey to Dodge became strained between her and Joey because Joey was upset with her.  They always enjoyed each other’s company in the past, only now, Joey had the crazy notion that she should marry him and it put a damper on their usual camaraderie.  They had practically been inseparable growing up.  Now she just wanted to keep her distance.  
 
    At least, this visit to Philadelphia would give her the opportunity to meet new friends and attend social affairs.  If she and Joey remained at the ranch, Joey would try harder to wear down her resistance.  She would be working on the ranch beside Joey and supplementing work by spending time sharing activities with Joey and the rest of her family.  Her social life, as Joey had mentioned, was very limited.  It was difficult to meet people her own age beyond the drovers and ranchers in the area, which could leave Joey as her only choice for a husband if she didn’t marry some ranchers or one of their workers. 
 
    On the last leg of the trip to Dodge, Shanny replaced her denims with a proper dress and had to ride in the wagon.  Shanny’s mother spent that time telling Shanny stories of her life growing up in Philadelphia.  It all sounded exciting and different from Shanny’s life on their cattle ranch.  There would be all sorts of events taking place with balls to attend, and outings to enjoy.  Callie assured Shanny there would not be a boring moment, once her grandmother took over the agenda. 
 
    As the four of them walked down the aisle of the passenger car, Shanny looked about with excitement filling her curious blue eyes.  She had often wondered when bringing the cattle to the stockyards, where they would then be loaded into a boxcar, what it would be like to ride on one of those noise monsters?  The possibilities of destinations were limitless, only she never imagined she would ever set foot on one or travel clear across the United States to the east coast. 
 
    The passenger coach itself was as luxurious as the beautiful house her mother had built, shortly after Shanny’s birth.  Decorative lights with white globes and gold trim hung suspended over the center of the aisle.  The ceiling of the coach displayed ornate designs in gold and red.  The overstuffed seats faced each other, and the porter explained that at night the two facing seats could fold down to create a comfortable bed.  Above the seats was a compartment, when pulled down, made an upper bunk, where curtains both below and above were pulled together for privacy.  The porter called it a Pullman car and Shanny was surprised and impressed with the comfort offered to passengers.  She wondered if this was just a sample of the comforts she would experience, once they arrived in Philadelphia.   
 
    Her mother seldom spoke of her parents or her life in Philadelphia while Shanny was growing up.  However, now that Callie had shared events of her youth with Shanny, she discovered more about the life her mother had enjoyed in Philadelphia.  Now, she understood why the prospect of living on a cattle ranch in Texas with Chet had been distasteful to her mother all those years ago. 
 
    Although Callie never spoke to the children concerning her relationship with Chet, Connor knew the truth and there were times he spoke of how cruel Chet had been to both Callie’s sister and Callie.   
 
    Shanny had seen the shabby shack of a house Callie had spent the first part of her marriage to Chet in where Shanny was born.  Now Mr. Daniels lived in the shack.   He cooked meals for the workers when they hired extra help and went as a cook on the cattle drive.  Mr. Daniels was getting up in age, but he was like part of the family.  Shanny had known him all her life and she liked to visit him in the little shack.  She often wondered what it would have been like if her mother hadn’t built the big house, and she and her brothers and sisters were still living there?   
 
    Now, there wasn’t much for Mr. Daniels to do, since all the children were old enough to work the ranch instead of hiring on help, and Callie did the cooking.  However, now that Conner would have to enlist the help of Chayton’s Comanche friends, Mr. Daniels would have to start cooking meals again, Shanny thought.  She was betting that Conner would have Mr. Daniels cook the meals for the family, as well, since she knew how much her older sisters hated cooking. 
 
    Thinking of her mother’s beginnings in Texas, Shanny had to accept what Joey told her about her birth being forced on Callie.  It made her feel displaced in some way, believing her mother never wished to have her, despite the love Callie always showered Shanny with. 
 
    Shanny realized when the story of the event was told by Conner in moments of sharing, even nursing Joey, as an infant, had been forced upon Callie.  Only Callie had fallen in love with Chayton and now they were a mixed matched family.  Connor and her half-sisters belonging to Callie’s older sister, Rolletta, while Joey, belonged to Chayton.  Shanny felt caught between the two sides of the family. 
 
    Shanny found a seat next to a window and busied herself waving through the open glass to Connor, standing on the platform.  She could see Surefire tossing her head where she stood tethered to the back of the wagon, alongside Tumbleweed.  She would miss her beloved horse she had raised from a filly.  Joey had helped her train Surefire, she reminisced with pleasure.  He had helped her do everything, she realized, feeling an unexplainable bout of nostalgia.  Now he would no longer play such a big part in her life.  Apparently, that was just part of growing up, she decided. 
 
    She stole a glance at Joey, who had placed himself in a seat across the aisle from her, his head turned looking out the window on the opposite side of the train.  He wore his black hat pulled down low over his forehead, as though trying to hide his Indian features.  Nonetheless, Shanny noticed he was wearing the eagle feather, tied to a thin braid he had plaited in his long, luxuriant hair.  The fact that he let his long hair flow loosely with a feather hanging in it indicated to Shanny that he was being defiant about his background and wanted to flaunt his Indian heritage.   
 
    Shanny’s mother and Chayton settled in the seat facing her.  Callie looked over to Joey, who plainly, intended to ignore them all, she decided.  It did not pass her notice that others on the train looked with unabashed curiosity at Joey and Chayton, dressed in his Indian buckskin fringe.  She, in turn, ignored them the same way Joey chose to ignore his own family.  Callie saw the pained expression on Shanny’s face as she surveyed her Indian brother.  They had been distant the whole journey to Dodge, and the change in their previous closeness troubled Callie.  She suspected the reason Joey sat across from them was that he refused to sit next to Shanny because of some childish argument they had.  She hoped they would resolve their differences in time.  Nonetheless, these petty quarrels between Shanny and Joey were happening more often than not. 
 
    Shanny could hear the train building up steam and then releasing it as the wheels started to move forward.  Billows of steam rose around the platform in the early morning chill, making Connor appear as though he was in a fog.  Then it cleared and the sharp sound of the train whistle blew, announcing its departure.  The train started to gain speed, leaving Connor behind on the platform waving until he was finally out of sight. 
 
    Shanny released a long sigh, resigning herself to an unknown future with promises of newfound adventures she was sure would be nothing like her life on their ranch in Texas.  She glanced over at Joey again but he seemed absorbed in looking at the countryside streaking past as the train gained full speed.  She gave a shrug.  She might as well enjoy her adventure regardless of how Joey treated her, she decided.  She certainly was not going to let him put a damper on her enjoyment, she told herself firmly. 
 
    An assortment of well-dressed people occupied the Pullman coach.  They were riding in first class and their fellow passengers exhibited the finest in clothes and jewels.  Frilly hats topped the heads of women, with feathers bobbing and netting covering genteel faces.  The men looked dapper in striped suits and derby hats sporting wide fancy ties about their necks.  Some even wore bow ties.   Observing finely dressed society was a new experience for Shanny.  She had grown used to scruffily dressed cowboys and ranchers in their typical western clothes, even when they were dressed for formal events.  She patted her own bonnet, which was covering her abundance of golden curls that boasted only one flimsy feather.  However, it, along with her dress, was made of expensive material which indicated her own wealth.  She and her family may be from the middle of nowhere, but they had become wealthy ranchers over the years. 
 
    For the first several miles, Shanny occupied herself examining the various styles of dress her neighboring passengers wore.  When she tired of that, she looked out the window as the countryside changed from one view to the next.  The clack of the wheels on the tracks played a constant rhythm in her ears.  On occasion, the engineer blasted the shrill horn, which always gave Shanny a start. 
 
    After an hour or so into the journey, a porter came down the aisle announcing that breakfast was being served in the dining car.  The passengers filed into the adjoining car, going through a door that opened onto a platform with a guardrail, which bridged from one car to the next.  Shanny thought it exhilarating, feeling the wind catch at her skirts as they passed from the passenger car to the dining car. 
 
    The dining car was like walking into a fancy restaurant.  Tables with chairs greeted them, and waiters stood at the ready to serve the crowd.  First-class tickets included the meals, so there was no need to consider how much it cost.  One merely chose from the menu what they wished to eat. 
 
    Joey begrudgingly sat at the table with his family when Callie gave him a warning look as he started to be seated elsewhere. 
 
    “I don’t know what has gotten into you, Joey,” Callie scolded.  “We are a family and are on this journey together.  The least you can do is be civil and enjoy the experience.  I don’t know what has prompted you to be angry with Shanny, but you need not shun us all over your disagreement!” 
 
    “It is nothing, mother,” Shanny volunteered.  “I took Joey’s eagle feather and he is still cross about it.” 
 
    “Well, I see it is dangling from your braid, Joey,” Callie pointed out, “so that should be the end of your sulking.” 
 
    Joey gave one sullen look at Shanny and then smiled at Callie, pulling out a chair as far from Shanny as he could, and sitting down.  He grabbed up a menu and buried his nose in it. 
 
    Shanny merely raised her eyebrow at him and gave a smirk which Callie noticed, but she said nothing about, as she released a sigh.  Shanny’s eyes wandered away from her own table as she gazed about the dining car.  It was then that she noticed a young woman sitting at a table across from them who was peering at Joey over her menu, and Shanny gave her a friendly smile.  She didn’t know if the woman’s interest was from attraction or distaste.  However, she looked more interested than judgmental, Shanny decided. 
 
    The waiter came and took their order, returning with their meal a few minutes later.  As they began to eat, Shanny could not help but notice the redheaded young woman looking up from time to time, as she appraised Joey out of the corner of her eye.  Anyway, Shanny was certain that was what she was doing. 
 
    Chayton and Callie tried to keep the conversation going, as they discussed what a visit to Callie’s parent’s house may entail. 
 
    “I am certain of one thing,” Callie said.  “My mother won’t be happy until she has turned Shanny into the kind of lady she can approve of.  She may even insist she take speech lessons to get rid of her Texas drawl.” 
 
    “I shall never take speech lessons,” Shanny protested. 
 
    “It will take more than speech lessons to turn Shanny into a lady,” Joey grinned.  “I hate to say this, Mother, but when you raise young girls on a horse and have them wrangling cattle, they end up becoming cowboys!” 
 
    “You may be right,” Callie said with a sigh. 
 
    “Riding a horse does not make you less a woman,” Chayton added, reaching over and patting Shanny’s hand. 
 
    “If she continues to ride a horse, Mother will insist she ride sidesaddle,” Callie predicted. 
 
    “I shall probably do very well in a sidesaddle,” Shanny smiled.  “At least I am willing to learn how to be a proper lady, which is more than I can say about Joey attempting to be a civilized human being.  If he doesn’t give up his Indian ways, no woman will ever have him!” 
 
    Chayton gave her an amused glance, lifting his eyebrows.  “Are you suddenly finding Indians distasteful?” he asked.  “Your mother didn’t have a problem being attracted to me!” 
 
    “That was because at the time you were a member of your tribe, and you kidnapped her.  Joey has been raised with us all his life, and he wants to pretend he is a member of a tribe.  Times have changed since my mother first met you,” Shanny reasoned.  “I fear you encouraged Joey to be wild and uncivilized.” 
 
    “No more wild and uncivilized than you,” Chayton chuckled. 
 
    “All I am saying is that we will soon no longer be in Comanche country.  Maybe Joey should learn to ride sidesaddle as well,” she smirked. 
 
    “That is uncalled for,” Callie warned.  “I’m sure Joey will learn to accept the customs of a big city and act accordingly.” 
 
    She gave a pointed look at Joey. 
 
    “As long as I am not expected to ride sidesaddle,” he drawled, and they all laughed. 
 
    When the meal was over, and people started getting up from their tables, the waiter informed the group there was a parlor car where they could relax and visit, if they chose. 
 
    “What makes him think we can’t visit in the Pullman coach?” Joey asked. 
 
    “He means if we want to mingle with other people on the train,” Callie explained.  It is easier to wander about in a parlor setting than to walk down the aisle of a Pullman coach.  Perhaps you two would like to mingle and make friends with other young people on the train,” she suggested. 
 
    “Not, hardly,” Joey muttered, “according to Shanny, I am not civilized enough!” 
 
    He turned and headed back to the Pullman coach. 
 
    “I’ll go with him,” Chayton said.  “I doubt anyone is going to want to rub shoulders with a Comanche Indian,” he chuckled, looking at Shanny. 
 
    “Then I will return with you,” Callie offered, not wanting Chayton to feel ostracized.  
 
    “I suppose I will go by myself, then,” Shanny stated. 
 
    She did not feel like going back to their seats and staring out the window.  Besides, she noticed the redheaded young woman heading in the direction of the parlor car.  Maybe she could strike up a friendship with her since she showed so much interest in Joey. 
 
    When Shanny entered the parlor car, it impressed her.  Comfortable sofas and chairs filled the attractive space, arranged about the car in a welcoming fashion.  She noticed small game tables where people could play cards together if they pleased.  Newspapers, magazines, and books were furnished if one wished to merely sit and read.  Some of the men were lighting up their cigars, as they sat down to relax and read a newspaper.  Women were sitting together gossiping if they were not with a male companion or their families. 
 
    At first, Shanny merely strolled through the car with its plush carpet, elaborate lights attached to the walls and tastefully draped windows.  As she passed the redhead, the young woman looked up. 
 
    “Hello,” she smiled at Shanny.  “I was hoping you would come to the parlor car,” she admitted.  “I wanted to ask you about the Indians sitting at your table.” 
 
    She paused and then offered her hand to Shanny. 
 
    “My name is Eleanor Martin.” 
 
    Shanny took her gloved hand and then sat down beside her. 
 
    “I am Shanny Callahan,” she introduced herself. 
 
    “I hate to be forward, but I have never seen a real Indian before.  I noticed you have two of them in your company,” Eleanor said a little sheepishly, her eyes darting away in mild embarrassment.  
 
    “Yes I do,” Shanny smiled.  “They are full-blooded Comanche, but I assure you, they are mostly civilized and house trained,” she laughed. 
 
    “How did you ever meet them?” Eleanor asked, wide-eyed. 
 
    “Chayton is my mother’s husband,” Shanny explained, eyeing her newfound friend to see how she would respond to the information.  “I was born on the same day she met him.  Actually, it was quite harrowing, to hear my older half-brother tell about it.  Chayton actually captured my mother, so he could take her to nurse his motherless baby.  That baby was Joey, my adopted brother.  My real father was killed by Chayton’s companions, and later, my mother fell in love with Chayton.  It is a long story.  Joey and I were raised together all our lives, and now we are on our way to visit my grandmother who lives in Philadelphia.” 
 
    “Oh, my goodness, I live in Philadelphia.  I came to Dodge to visit my aunt, while my mother and father went on a second honeymoon.  Now I am returning.  You must tell me all about yourself.” 
 
    “You may think it rather boring.  I was raised on a ranch. Joey and I help my three half-sisters and half-brother herd cattle.  I think this is about the third time I have ever worn a dress,” she laughed. 
 
    “How exciting that sounds,” Eleanor cooed.  “And you live with Indians as well.” 
 
    “If you want, I will introduce you to Joey, only he is rather rude.  You may not like him.” 
 
    “He is actually nice looking,” Eleanor admitted, lowering her eyes, self-consciously. 
 
    “Looks are not everything,” Shanny laughed.  “However, if you wish to get acquainted with him, you will have to make your own judgment.” 
 
    “I would at least like to meet him,” Eleanor said. 
 
    “Right now, he is in a bad mood, so I don’t think he will agree to come meet you.  I will have to get him to warm up to the idea.” 
 
    “Doesn’t he like white women?” she asked. 
 
    “He has known nothing but white women his whole life.  He is just a little temperamental, is all.  I am sure, once he meets you, he will like you well enough,” Shanny promised. 
 
    The two young women enjoyed visiting with each other as they shared stories of their lives.  Shanny’s life in Texas and Eleanor’s life in Pennsylvania seemed worlds apart.  Each was eager to learn the differences between the lives each other had experienced. 
 
    In the middle of the conversation, Shanny looked up and noticed Joey sauntering towards her.  She gave him a welcoming smile. 
 
    “Did you get bored looking out the window?” she asked as he stood looking down at the two. 
 
    “No.  We were wondering what became of you?  It is almost time for lunch so I was sent to fetch you,” Joey informed her. 
 
    “This is my new friend, Eleanor,” Shanny said brightly.  “She is very eager to get acquainted with you,” she told him. 
 
    “Is she?” Joey drawled and then gave Eleanor a long appraising look. 
 
    “Yes, she is!” 
 
    “It is probably the novelty of my ancestry that peaks her interest,” he smiled. 
 
    “What difference does it make?  If you cut your hair a decent length and stopped wearing feathers in it, you wouldn’t be such a novelty,” Shanny insisted. 
 
    “It wouldn’t change the color of my skin.  Besides you know very well why I don’t cut my hair.” 
 
    “Yes, you seem to be under the mistaken assumption that it is your soul.  A rather far-fetched belief, if you ask me.” 
 
    “It is part of my soul,” Joey muttered.  “I can’t find a reason to remain in your company if you are merely going to ridicule me.  You have become overly irritating, ever since we left Texas, P’ee-shan.” 
 
    “And you have become too demanding, Tsahle-ee Jogul!” 
 
    “Don’t worry.  I shall never demand, or even ask anything of you in the future,”   Joey said, stabbing her with an angry expression.  “We will be waiting for you in the dining car if you wish to join us,” he said in parting. 
 
    Joey started to turn and then stopped, bowing his head toward Eleanor.  “Nice meeting you,” is all he said, and then turned and left. 
 
    Eleanor raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “He called you P’ee-shan.  What does that mean?” she asked. 
 
    “It is the Indian name Chayton gave me.  It means Little Sister.  He said I would be a little sister to Joey, whose real name is Tsahle-ee Jogul and means Little Man.  Lately, it has been taxing being his sister, though.” 
 
    “He is far from a little man,” Eleanor commented.  “He appeared quite muscular.” 
 
    “Yes, but you see how impossible he can be.  Nonetheless,  if you are still intent on getting to know him, why don’t you join us for lunch?” Shanny suggested. 
 
    “I think I would like that,” Eleanor smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    The rattle of the wagon as Connor pulled it up to the house, alerted Ina, Tommy, and Beth to come out on the porch to greet him.  Connor waved at his three blond-headed sisters. 
 
    “You are finally back!” Beth exclaimed, as she stepped down from the porch and came to where Connor had tethered the horses to the hitching post. 
 
    He went to the back of the wagon so he could take Shanny and Joey’s horses to the barn before unloading the wagon. 
 
    “You look tired,” Ina noted, coming up beside her brother, taking one of the horses and leading it alongside him. 
 
    “It’s been a long trip, and coming back was fairly lonely.  I’m glad to be home.” 
 
    “Mother and the others must be in Philadelphia by now,” Ina guessed, as she helped Connor put the horses in their separate stalls. 
 
    “We’ll have to take turns exercising Surefire and Tumbleweed for Shanny and Joey,” Connor mentioned. 
 
    “I’m glad you have finally returned.  I have some news to tell you.” 
 
    “You do?  And what would that be?” 
 
    “Mr. Pritchard has died.” 
 
    “He has?  I guess he was getting up in years, but I didn’t expect him to die this soon.” 
 
    “He fell off his horse and never recovered from his broken hip.  Before he died, he sent word that he wanted us to attend his funeral, as though he thought we wouldn’t.  I think he knew he was going to die.  He has been a good neighbor to us.” 
 
    “Mother told me that his grandfather was the one who gave our father this land.  Mr. Pritchard tried to buy it back but mother told him she wanted the ranch for me to inherit.” 
 
    “I heard he asked her to marry him, but she turned him down,” Ina put in. 
 
    “She wasn’t in love with him.  By that time, she loved Chayton too much to consider marrying anyone else, even if Chayton never came back, after he left to join his tribe.” 
 
    “Well, the funeral is tomorrow, so you made it back just in time,” Ina informed him.  “It is too bad Mother isn’t here.  She will be disappointed to know she couldn’t attend his funeral.  Cooper, his foreman, said he wouldn’t tell Mr. Pritchard that Mother wasn’t here, so the man would die more peacefully, expecting Mother to come see him.  Mr. Pritchard had asked to see her before he died, and Cooper said he would fetch her, only Mr. Pritchard ended up dying before Cooper returned back to the ranch.” 
 
    “It is just as well.  Mother fired Cooper when he was working for her.  I never discovered why, but because of it, he took all the hired hands with him, when he left.  That is why we ended up helping with the cattle drive that year.” 
 
    “Yes, I vaguely remember Cooper working here when we were young, and I’ll never forget that cattle drive.” 
 
    “Anyway, a few years back Mr. Pritchard hired Cooper on, and Mother refused to visit at his ranch any longer.  It made Mr. Pritchard unhappy, but he said Cooper was experienced and he needed someone that knew what they were doing.  His ranch hasn’t been doing so well for the last few years.  We have surpassed him with a larger herd, while his herd kept dwindling.   
 
    “Now that he has died, I wonder what is going to happen to his ranch.  I heard his wife died in childbirth, a year after they got married when he was a young man, and he never married again, after that.  Since he doesn’t have any children, maybe Cooper will end up with his ranch.” 
 
    “Who knows?” Ina shrugged.  “I suppose we must wear dresses to the funeral.  I don’t even know if we have any black dresses or not.” 
 
    Connor gave a short laugh.   
 
    “Which goes to show how often you girls ever put on a dress,” he teased.  “Just find something dark, if you can’t find a black dress.” 
 
    When Ina and Conner returned to the wagon, Tommy and Beth were already starting to unload it. 
 
    “Let’s finish this up,” Ina encouraged.  “Mr. Daniels is getting ready to put dinner on the table, and I bet Connor is starved.” 
 
    “I knew you wouldn’t do any cooking,” Connor laughed.  “Did you send for Chogan or Avonaco to come help us?” 
 
    “I sent a message with the mail courier,” Ina told him.  “It may be a while before they show up, I’m thinking.  If they don’t show up, you could ride out to the reservation and see if you can find them.” 
 
    “It’ll be a while before we have to get ready for the cattle drive but it sure would be nice to have some extra help since half the family is gone now,” Connor grumbled. 
 
    “Go get cleaned up and come down to dinner,” Ina told him.  “I’ll put the horses and the wagon away for you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Connor smiled, heading into the house and taking the stairs that led to the bathroom two steps at a time. 
 
    The next morning, Connor came down to discover all his sisters wearing dark dresses.  He had been so used to seeing them clad in denim, with a hat crammed down over their heads, that he had forgotten how pretty his younger sisters really were.  Now their long curls were neatly pinned beneath dark bonnets with netting covering their faces.  However, their good features were still visible beneath the net.  All three, including Shanny, had blue eyes, the same as Connor.  It was not difficult to see they were all related. 
 
    Mr. Daniels stood stiffly beside them dressed in his Sunday best, and apparently, one of the girls had hitched up the carriage before getting ready to attend Mr. Pritchard’s funeral. 
 
    “We haven’t eaten,” Ina said.  “However, we are bringing food to add to whatever else is offered the family.” 
 
    “Then we might as well get going,” Conner said, and the group filed out to the carriage and climbed inside. 
 
    They rode in silence for the short distance to the adjoining ranch.  Connor wondered how many of the other ranchers would be in attendance.  Mr. Pritchard had many friends in the area, even if he didn’t have any family, so there would probably be a large gathering at his ranch. 
 
    As they pulled into the yard, Connor realized he was right when he saw all the horses and buggies gathered there.  He helped his sisters down from the carriage and followed them into the ranch house.  Ina carried the plate of chicken Mr. Daniels had prepared, and handed it to Cooper, standing at the door with a young man and woman, none of them had ever seen before. 
 
    “I would like to introduce you to Mr. Prichard’s nephew and niece,” Cooper said, nodding toward the two.  “This is Hudson and Carrabelle Pritchard.  They are Mr. Pritchard’s brother’s children.” 
 
    “I didn’t know Mr. Pritchard had a brother,” Connor mumbled. 
 
    “He did, but they were not on speaking terms,” Cooper told them. 
 
    Cooper departed, taking the plate to the kitchen, as the others remained talking. 
 
    “The truth is, our father wanted to make something of himself, and went to New York.  He didn’t like the rough ranch life.  Because he left, our grandfather never allowed his name to be mentioned again.  He never went back to the ranch.  He was much younger than our uncle, anyway, so they were not very close growing up.  We never met our uncle, but since we were his only living relatives, we were contacted, when he died.” 
 
    “Oh,” Ina said.  “It is too bad you never met your uncle.  He was a very kind man, and was a good friend to our mother.” 
 
    “It is a shame.  Our father hit upon bad times, and even though he begged Uncle Hank to let him return to the ranch, our uncle refused.” 
 
    “Is your father in attendance?” Connor asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid both he and our mother took ill with Yellow fever, a few years back, while we were away at school.  The one kind thing our uncle did for us was pay for our schooling,” Hudson informed them. 
 
    “I’m sure he believed it was not your fault your father left the ranch, all those years back,” Tommy commented.  
 
    “Actually, he offered it on the condition that our father never asked for anything else.  He had been left to work the ranch on his own, once our father left.  Uncle Hank never let Father forget the fact that he no longer owned an interest in the ranch since he left it behind years earlier.  However, now that our uncle has died, and we are the only living relatives, it stands to reason we will inherit the place.” 
 
    “Then we shall become neighbors,” Beth smiled, looking up into the dark eyes of Hudson. 
 
    Both Hudson and his sister had dark hair and dark eyes, the same as Mr. Pritchard had before his hair went gray. 
 
    “That is a pleasant thought,” Hudson smiled back. 
 
    The group continued into the room where chairs sat positioned for the mourners.  A casket sat at the front of the room with flowers laid over the top.  Connor, Ina, Tommy, and Beth sat down to wait for the proceedings to begin.  None of them had ever been to a funeral before.  They hadn’t even been there when their own father was buried by the ranchers. 
 
    When they returned, to their home, there was merely a grave to mark that Chet had ever been their father.  Although Callie had gone to visit her sister’s grave many times, she never bothered to put flowers on Chet’s grave, the same way she did for her sister.  Now it was overgrown with weeds, and they could barely tell it was there. 
 
    Connor himself did not have too many happy memories of his father, and the way Chet had treated his mother, blocked out any that had occurred up to that point.  Now he sat thoughtfully thinking about Mr. Pritchard and what a good neighbor he had been, even though Callie had turned down his offer of marriage. 
 
    Eventually, everyone assembled and seated themselves.  The minister spoke, and several of Hank’s friends talked about what a good person he was.  They sang a hymn together, and then the pallbearers took the casket out to where Hank’s father, mother, grandfather and grandmother were buried alongside earlier owners of the ranch.  The grave had already been dug and the casket was lowered into it.  Connor and his sisters watched as dirt was shoveled over the pine box, which made a thudding sound before the wood was covered completely. 
 
    Afterward, the mourners gathered to share a meal together, and talk about what a wonderful person Mr. Pritchard had been.  Cooper talked about how Mr. Pritchard had organized the ranchers to go after the Comanche that had killed Connor’s father. 
 
    Hudson and Carrabelle mingled politely among the group, thanking them for coming.  Connor thought it a little strange since they had never met their uncle, while all the others there had.  Eventually, the neighbors and friends began to depart, and Connor started to gather his sisters to leave as well. 
 
    Cooper put his hand on Connor’s shoulder.  
 
    “The lawyer, who is to read the will, had requested your mother be present at the reading.  However, since she is not here, I suggested that you and your sisters attend in her stead. 
 
    Connor raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “Are you saying that Mr. Pritchard may have left something to our mother in his will?” he asked. 
 
    “That must be the case since he requested she be here.  Maybe that is why Hank wanted to see your mother before he died.” 
 
    “Yes,” Connor mumbled.  “They were pretty close friends over the years.  He did ask her to marry him once.” 
 
    “Yes, I heard about that,” Cooper said frowning, remembering at the time, he had wanted to make Callie his wife so he could take over Chet’s ranch.  “We are to meet in the study,” he told Connor. 
 
    Connor ushered his three sisters into the study, where they stood towards the back of the room, wondering what Mr. Prichard had left their mother.  Hudson, Carrabelle, and Cooper sat in chairs, on the other side of Mr. Pritchard’s desk, where the lawyer sat with papers spread in front of him. 
 
    When the will was read, they all were stunned.  Mr. Prichard had left Callie his ranch.  He left a small amount of money to his niece and nephew, and the stipulation that Cooper remain foreman to the ranch if he wished.  He also gave Cooper a small amount of money, but everything else was left to Callie, whom he called the woman with more gumption than any woman he had ever met.  It was his wish that the ranch be put back together the way it had originally been before his grandfather gave a part of the ranch to Chet.  Since Callie would not marry him to bring the ranch back together, then he would leave it to her once he died.  There was also a letter enclosed that was to be given to Callie, the lawyer said, handing Connor the letter. 
 
    “This is outrageous!” Hudson bellowed when the will was read.  “These people aren’t even related to our uncle!  He can’t leave the ranch to them.   I will protest the will!” 
 
    “There is nothing to protest,” Mr. Porter, the Lawyer stated.  “It is all right here in black and white.  There is no law that says you have to leave your own family your holdings when you die.  After all, Mr. Pritchard’s grandfather gave part of the ranch to Mrs. Callahan’s husband when he died.  Now your uncle has given the rest of it to Mrs. Callahan.” 
 
    “He hasn’t even left us enough money to live on for a year,” Hudson complained. 
 
    “I understand he paid for your schooling,” Connor reminded him.  “Maybe you should use your education to find work you are suited to,” he suggested. 
 
    “And what about my sister, is she expected to work as well?” 
 
    “I’m sure someone will find her fetching enough to marry her,” Connor smiled, thinking how beautiful the girl actually was.  “Then she will have someone to care for her welfare.” 
 
    Hudson narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “We have no place to go,” he stated.  “We had assumed we would be staying here and had all our belongings sent here.” 
 
    “Your father didn’t want to be a cowboy, but if you are willing to work on the ranch, I am sure your help could be put to good use.  We will even pay you if you don’t feel too proud to work for a living.  As for your sister, we could probably find something for her to do.  Does she cook?  When our ranch hands show up, Mr. Daniels will have his hands full cooking for them.  We could probably use a cook at the house if she is willing unless she would rather remain here and possibly cook.” 
 
    Connor gave them both a long, appraising look, hoping he wasn’t making a mistake by allowing them to remain there. 
 
    “Talk it over and let me know what you decide,” he said. “However, the ranch is left to my mother, so I have very little say.  Since she is away right now, and I am not sure when she will return, I will have to run things until she comes home.  One of my sisters will probably take over running the ranch here until our mother gets here and decides what should be done.” 
 
    “I appreciate your offer to let us remain,” Hudson stated stiffly.  “We will certainly discuss the possibilities.  However, like you said, my father did not wish to be a cowboy, and I know nothing about working on a ranch.” 
 
    “Which is a good reason why your uncle probably didn’t leave it to you.  Had he done so, you wouldn’t know what to do, and your hired hands could end up taking advantage of you.  My own mother knew nothing about ranching when she married my father.  We had to teach her everything.” 
 
    Connor gave Hudson a wide grin. 
 
    “Guess you should be careful what you wish for,” he mumbled in parting and went to gather his sisters to usher them out to the carriage. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    Joey raised his eyebrows when he saw Shanny coming to the table with her newfound friend.  He was impressed with her looks.  The red curls had a certain attraction to him, but his heart was set on getting Shanny to accept him on a more intimate level at some point in the future.  The young woman gave him a pleasing smile, so he decided to respond in like manner.  Maybe if Shanny saw him giving some other girl his attention, she would miss the attention he always paid to her, he decided. 
 
    When Shanny saw Joey’s eyes light up, while looking at Eleanor, she was pleased to see his attention shifting from her to the lovely girl beside her.  Eleanor was interested in Indians; just the kind of friend Joey needed, she thought.  She happily introduced Eleanor to her parents and they made room for Eleanor at their table.  Callie did not miss the look Joey was giving Shanny’s new friend and hoped the strain between Joey and herself would be resolved through a mutual friendship with the girl. 
 
    The conversation turned to Indian culture, as Eleanor began asking excited questions and both Chayton and Joey obliged by answering them.  Callie and Shanny merely looked at each other, rolling their eyes.  They could tell the two men were proud of their heritage and wanted to share it with the young woman. 
 
    Shanny watched as Eleanor’s eyes sparkled, when she talked, especially to Joey, who looked up every once in a while at Shanny and winked.  Well, I got what I wanted, Shanny told herself, as she sat back and watched the two. 
 
    Shanny was familiar with all the stories Chayton and Joey shared with Eleanor about the Comanche tribe and their beliefs.  However, now she was hearing it as told to someone who knew nothing about the Indians.  The look of awe on Eleanor’s face caught her by surprise because she had taken all those things about Joey and his father for granted.  They had been a part of her life from infancy.  Seeing Eleanor’s interest made her re-evaluate her own indifference to the familiar information Joey and Chayton took so seriously. 
 
    When lunch was over, Joey accepted Eleanor’s request to walk through the train together to get a little exercise. 
 
    “Are you coming, Shanny?” Joey asked. 
 
    “I am sure you can do without my company.  Eleanor wants to learn so much about you, and I already know it all,” she teased. 
 
    Joey drew his brows together and then shrugged. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” he mumbled as he took Eleanor’s hand and placed it in the crook of his elbow, acting the gentleman.  
 
    Shanny chuckled under her breath.  But there was a certain let-down she hadn’t expected.  Now she not only didn’t have Joey to spar with but her new friend, Eleanor, was occupied by someone else, who caught her interest more than Shanny did.  She decided maybe she hadn’t made such a great decision, after all, in trying to get Joey interested in someone else. 
 
    “Why didn’t you go with them?” Callie asked, seeing the semi-hurt look in Shanny’s eyes. 
 
    “Did you know that Joey thinks he is going to marry me when we grow up?” Shanny asked, out of the blue. 
 
    “Actually, you are already grown up, Shanny.  When young girls turn sixteen, it is time for their coming-out party, which I am sure my mother will insist on you having.  Then you will be eligible to look for a husband.  When I was young, if a young woman was not married by the time she turned eighteen, she was considered an old maid.” 
 
    Callie thought about how her mother sent her to marry Chet because she had long passed the normal age of taking on a husband and her mother feared she would never get married.  She gave Shanny a sympathetic smile. 
 
     “I think Chayton was hoping you two would become husband and wife because we love you both and want you to be happy.  You two have been inseparable your whole life.  I thought that would bond you together?” 
 
    “He is like my brother!” Shanny exclaimed.  “Eleanor is interested in him, he can choose her if he pleases,” she frowned, and got up, walking in the opposite direction than Joey and Eleanor took. 
 
    Shanny was wondering why she felt so upset, even as she said the words?  Did she really want Joey to have Eleanor for his future bride?  She tried to laugh it off, thinking that just because Eleanor was interested in him, didn’t mean anything serious would come of it. 
 
    “Hello,” she heard a voice say at her elbow, and she turned to look. 
 
    A young man was gazing up at her from his seat.  He removed his gray bowler hat and nodded at her, his light brown hair falling over his forehead, as he did so. 
 
    “You are the young lady, who was talking with the redhead in the parlor car, aren’t you?  I was going to come up and introduce myself to the two of you, but then that Indian came along, so I didn’t get a chance.  I don’t know why they let those heathens on first-class carriages?” 
 
    “You don’t know that he is a heathen,” Shanny sniffed at him.  “He is my adopted brother and has every right to be here,” she said stiffly and started to walk on. 
 
    “So sorry, I didn’t know,” the man said, getting up to follow her, as he pushed his hat back on his head.  “Let me walk with you.  My name is Arnel Palmer.  I didn’t mean to offend you.  I was merely disappointed that he stepped in and ruined my chances of meeting you.” 
 
    Shanny glanced up into his stunning green eyes and shrugged. 
 
    “You may find me too much of a heathen too,” she said but gave him her hand to tuck into his elbow. 
 
    “If so, you are a lovely looking heathen,” he smiled. 
 
    “I usually don’t even wear dresses.  I was raised on a ranch, and spent most of my time on the back of a horse.” 
 
    “You are starting to intrigue me already,” he laughed.  “Please tell me more about yourself and your heathen ways!” 
 
    Shanny smiled sweetly as she walked beside the stranger, taking sideways glances at him.  He was rather dashing, she decided. 
 
    “I was raised in Texas, but am now on my way to Philadelphia, to visit my grandmother,” Shanny informed him.  “I have never been outside of Texas except when we take the cattle to Kansas to the stockyards.” 
 
    “Are you telling me you ride on cattle drives?” Arnel asked in surprise, raising his eyebrows. 
 
    “My mother was the first woman to lead a cattle drive, and as my sisters and I grew up, we all started going on the drives along with our older brother.  Where are you from and where are you going?” Shanny asked. 
 
    “My father is breaking me in as a distributor of goods for mercantile establishments from coast to coast.   We sell our goods all along the way at major stops.  I merely take orders and introduce our customers to our new products.  Now that the train lines are spreading out from coast to coast, it makes it easier to distribute our goods.  They used to go by ship around the cape, as far as to San Francisco.” 
 
    “So what part of the States do you come from?” 
 
    “My family comes from Philadelphia.  However, I live in New York.  In the near future, I will probably take over the family business.  We have an outlet in New York that I oversee.  I will stop and visit my parents in Philadelphia before heading on to New York, though.  Perhaps we will see each other while I am there.” 
 
    “Perhaps… I have never been there, so I know nothing about it.” 
 
    “Let me give you my card.” 
 
    Arnel reached into his vest pocket and produced his calling card, handing it to Shanny. 
 
    “Show it to your grandmother.  I am sure she will approve if I ask to call.” 
 
    Shanny blinked. 
 
    “Only you know nothing about me,” she insisted. 
 
     “Enough to know I would like to get to know more about you.  I will be in Philadelphia for at least a month.  I am sure that will give us enough time to get acquainted.” 
 
    Shanny shrugged and put the card in the pocket of her skirt.  She had never had a man say he was going to call on her, and this was a whole new experience for her. 
 
    “Come out on the outside deck with me,” Arnel offered, as he opened the door on the last car of the train, where a small platform enclosed by a guardrail gave room enough to accommodate several people. 
 
    As the two stepped out, the wind caught at Shanny’s bonnet, and she started to grab it at the same time Arnel reached out to secure it on her head.  His large hand rested on hers for a moment, and then he smoothed his hands down the sides of her bonnet, and re-tied the ribbon, to make it tighter.  As he did, Arnel captured Shanny’s astonished eyes with his own, as she felt his fingers under her chin, adjusting the bow on her bonnet strings. 
 
    “There,” he said with a smile as he patted the bow, and then stood close to her to shelter her from the wind.  “It is quite invigorating out here, don’t you agree?” 
 
    “Yes,” Shanny said in a shaking voice.  “It is how the wind feels in my face when I am riding at top speed on my horse, Surefire,” she told him. 
 
    “Then you like living dangerously?” he asked. 
 
    “I hadn’t thought about my life as being dangerous,” she mumbled. 
 
    “No more wild Indians out in Texas?” he chuckled. 
 
    “They have all been regulated to reservations unless they have a job outside the reservation.  My stepfather’s Comanche friends will come and work on our ranch while we are away.  My older brother and sisters are running the ranch right now.” 
 
    “I have never met a woman who actually held down a rough and tumble occupation such as yours,” he smiled. 
 
    “Then you should come and visit our ranch sometime,” she offered. “I have three older sisters who do the same thing.” 
 
    “Maybe I will do that if we become friends,” he assured her. 
 
    As he said the words, the train jerked, and Shanny lost her footing.  Arnel reached out to steady her, placing his arms around her to keep her from stumbling more.  However, even though the train continued to move smoothly, Arnel didn’t remove his arms. 
 
    “I wouldn’t want you falling off the back of the train,” he whispered in her ear, as his arms tightened a little more.  “Relax and lean your head back against my chest,” he encouraged. 
 
    Shanny wasn’t sure if allowing him to keep his arms around her was proper, but she did like the feel of his two strong arms holding her steady.  She knew the young man was much older than her… perhaps in his twenties.  He was a man of the world, she thought, traveling from coast to coast.  She was flattered that he wished to be in her company.  Maybe being in Philadelphia wasn’t going to be so scary after all, she told herself. 
 
    They stood there in silence, watching the landscape rushing past them, and then the door of the car opened and Shanny turned to see Joey and Eleanor emerging from the train. 
 
    Joey stopped short and stared at Shanny with a stranger’s arms around her. 
 
    “What in the Devil do you think you are doing?” he challenged Arnel, as he stepped boldly forward.  “Take your hands off of my sister!” 
 
    Joey grabbed Shanny’s arm and jerked her out from Arnel’s grasp. 
 
    “What are you thinking, letting a stranger handle you so?” he bellowed, as he put his face into Shanny’s face, and angrily glared at her. 
 
    “Stop being rude, Joey,” Shanny hissed.  “He was keeping me from stumbling off the back of the train!” 
 
    “What are you doing out here with a stranger anyway?” Joey demanded. 
 
    “Enjoying the view, it appears that you were bringing Eleanor out here to do that very thing,” she accused.  “And you and here are mere strangers.” 
 
    “Actually, we were looking for you.  Mother saw you walking away with a man she had not met, and asked me to check on you” 
 
    “Well, you have checked and found me perfectly safe,” she stated, jerking her arm from his grasp.  “And I will thank you to leave me be.  Go tell mother I am with Arnel Palmer.  Here is his card,” she grumbled as she dug in her pocket for the card, and handed it to Joey.  “His parents live in Philadelphia, and he will be calling on me while he is there visiting them.” 
 
    “You come with me!” Joey demanded, grabbing her hand.  “I will not leave you out here with a stranger!” 
 
    “Unhand me, Joey!” Shanny spat.  “You are not my guardian or keeper.  Tell mother I am perfectly safe!” 
 
    Shanny jerked her hand out of Joey’s hand. 
 
    “Take Eleanor someplace else to get acquainted.  I am still visiting with Arnel.” 
 
    Joey narrowed his eyes at Shanny and then turned his stare to give a disgruntled stab at Arnel with them. 
 
    “If you lay one finger on my sister, you will pay for it,” he warned. 
 
    Joey replaced Eleanor’s hand on his arm again, as she looked perplexingly upon the situation, opened the door and ushered her back into the train car. 
 
    “I apologize for my adopted brother’s rude manners,” Shanny smiled, wanting to recapture the closeness she had been feeling up until Joey had interrupted them.  Only now Arnel seemed a little distant, and Shanny knew Joey had ruined the moment, and no telling when Arnel would be brave enough to rekindle the mood. 
 
    “I am sure he was only concerned for you.  Perhaps you should take me and introduce me to your mother, so she will feel more comfortable about you talking to me.” 
 
    “Yes.  I suppose that is the best thing to do,” Shanny mumbled, wanting to remain out on the platform longer, but knowing better than suggesting it. 
 
    Arnel politely placed her hand on his arm and escorted her back into the train and down the aisle to where Callie and Chayton were seated.  Joey was there as well, but Eleanor was no longer with him. 
 
    As Shanny introduced her new friend to her parents, Joey sat glaring at them, and Shanny’s angry exasperation with her Comanche brother started to kindle again. 
 
    “It is a pleasure to meet you,” Arnel smiled.  Perhaps you will allow me to visit with your daughter in the future.” 
 
    “You seem to be a reputable young man,” Callie observed.  As long as you act the proper gentleman, I will allow it.” 
 
    She gave a quick glance at both Joey and Shanny.  Joey had a stony expression on his face, and Shanny looked pleased beyond measure.  She hoped there would not be trouble over Shanny making friends with young gentlemen.  Only the way Joey was looking, it did not give her peace of mind. 
 
    “Then I hope to see you again,” Arnel said to Shanny in parting, as he gave her a quick bow, before turning away. 
 
    “Yes, that would be nice,” she smiled, but when she looked at Joey he merely glared starkly at her, like she had done something unforgivable. 
 
    “You can just stop acting like I have done something wrong,” Shanny said.  “I didn’t get all upset at you for walking with Eleanor.” 
 
    “Eleanor had already been introduced and ate lunch with us.  She wasn’t someone who was going to be improper, such as your friend, having his hands on you, the way he was when I found you. 
 
    Callie raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “Did he have his hands on you?” she demanded of Shanny. 
 
    “No more than Joey did in the barn when he forced me to kiss him,” Shanny spat, wanting to get back at Joey for spoiling her enjoyment. 
 
    Joey narrowed his eyes.  
 
    “You were being mean-spirited then and are mean-spirited now!” he exclaimed, as he jumped up, and headed down the aisle away from them. 
 
    “What?” Callie questioned.  “Has Joey been improper with you?” 
 
    “He doesn’t think so, since he has practically demanded I marry him,” Shanny complained. 
 
    “He is turning into a man,” Chayton interceded.  “I am sure he loves you, Shanny.  I know he wishes to have you as his wife.  Even so, if the two of you have done anything we should know about, you had better tell us now.” 
 
    “You think I would allow Joey to go beyond a kiss?  You should be reprimanding him for trying to kiss me!” Shanny grumbled.  “He wants to kiss me while being angry if someone is merely holding me steady so I don’t fall off the train.  You need to talk to him, Chayton and tell him to forget about making me his wife.  Just because we were raised together, doesn’t mean we must spend our whole life together!  If he tries kissing me again, you shall be the first to hear of it!  And I will expect you to punish him for it!” 
 
     


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    Connor sat at the desk in the study, laying pen and ink to the face of the envelope with Callie’s name on it, adding his grandmother’s address so he could send it to Callie. 
 
    The situation was changing, and while he looked forward to running the ranch, having to take care of two ranches had not been in his plans.  Since the envelope had not been sealed, he added a letter from himself with the one from Mr. Pritchard, explaining about Mr. Pritchard’s niece and nephew, and what arrangements he had already made concerning them.  Now he sealed the envelope and placed it in his breast pocket. 
 
    “You look serious,” Ina stated, as she entered the room. 
 
    Connor frowned.   
 
    “This is a heck of a mess!  Mother and Chayton are gone and now I am expected to run two ranches!  What worries me is Cooper is foreman to that ranch, and you know how Mother feels about him!  However, because of the will, he will have to remain.  Then there are those uppity relatives of Mr. Pritchard, who know nothing about ranching, and no telling if they will try to cause trouble?  Now I am going to have to ride out to the reservation since we will need more hands on the ranch if I send you to oversee Pritchard’s ranch.  You will probably need more help there as well, and you know how Cooper feels about Indians.  I see rough water ahead!” 
 
    “You are sending me?” Ina balked. 
 
    “You are the oldest.  What did you expect?  As it is the men working that ranch will not like having a woman in charge, so you know neither Tommy nor Beth could handle it.  You are tough-nosed and can use a firm hand.” 
 
    “I don’t want to run a ranch.  I don’t like Cooper.  There is something about him that rubs me the wrong way.  He has cruel eyes.  It makes me think I understand why Mother wouldn’t go visit Mr. Pritchard at his ranch after he hired Cooper.” 
 
    “We can’t get rid of him, unless he doesn’t want to work there, or doesn’t do a proper job.  I don’t want mother making her visit short by worrying about all of this, so I told her we would take care of everything.  I didn’t tell her about Cooper having to stay on.  She can deal with that when she gets back.  I am going to see if Avonaco has any friends we can use on the two ranches.  I will mail the letter to Mother on my way to the reservation, so you are going to have to hold down the fort…however long that may be.” 
 
    “I do not like this.  How can I hold everything down here, if I have to go over there?” Ina moaned. 
 
    “Cooper can run the Pritchard’s spread until I get back with more help.  You just focus on this place.  It will only be you, three girls and Mr. Daniels.  Don’t do anything stupid while I am away.” 
 
    “Don’t you trust me?” Ina frowned. 
 
    “I don’t believe you have had to run a ranch before.  Therefore, just do the regular chores like taking care of the cattle, and making sure they stay on our land.  There aren’t any more Indian raids, but other ranchers have a tendency to grab cattle and change their brands if they find them wandering around.  I think that may have happened to Mr. Pritchard’s cattle, the last few years when he was getting up in age.  He told Mother his herd had been dwindling, and Cooper couldn’t give a reason why.” 
 
    “So now I am going to have to deal with rustlers?” Ina exclaimed. 
 
    “I sure hope not.  That is why I am going to get some willing Comanche to work on both ranches.  They have a tendency to scare the bad hombres away,” Connor laughed.  “Maybe if we import Comanche workers onto the Pritchard spread, Cooper will leave, the same way the ranch hands left when they discovered Mother made Chayton her friend.  It was Cooper who told them about Chayton, and even though Chayton was not at the ranch at the time, just having him as a friend turned all her ranch hands against her.  Even Mr. Pritchard would not help her on the cattle drive because all his help hated the Comanche too.” 
 
    “I am sure there will be plenty of young braves on the reservation who would be happy to roam on their horses as they take care of our cattle, and then go on a cattle drive to the stockyards for us.  If we take Pritchard’s cattle on the drive, there is going to be a huge amount of steers to handle.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll see how many I can get to help us.  Seeing as how no one will be here to watch the ranch when we go on the drive, a couple of you girls will have to stay behind when we leave.” 
 
    “We will have to draw straws,” Ina laughed.  “Maybe by then, we could leave the cousins to watch the ranches.” 
 
    “Not on your life.  I don’t trust Hudson, and that pampered sister of his, wouldn’t know what to do.” 
 
    “You may be right,” Ina smiled.  “It would probably work out better if you took Hudson on the drive, so you can keep an eye on him.” 
 
    “Sure, if he lasts long enough to be here, by then.  They both may turn tail and run when they discover being on a ranch is more work than they are used to.  It seems like their father must have thought that, considering he turned his back on the ranch.  I don’t plan on babysitting them!” 
 
    “So, you’re leaving right away?” Ina asked. 
 
    “Within the hour, I’ll try to make it quick.” 
 
    “We’ll all miss you.  You just got back, and now you’re taking off again.” 
 
    “You will probably be glad to have me out of your hair telling you what to do,” Connor laughed. 
 
    “Yes, and that too,” Ina laughed back. 
 
    Connor gave Ina a quick hug.  All the new responsibility was starting to weigh on him already, but he had to prove to both Callie and Chayton that he was up to it.  After all, he had been a rancher since he learned to walk, so it should all come naturally to him, he kept telling himself. 
 
    Ina, Tommy, and Beth waved from the porch, as Connor rode away.  It seemed lonely already, considering half of the family was gone and now only the girls were left behind to hold the ranch together. 
 
    “I’m riding over to the other ranch and talk to Cooper,” Ina told her two sisters.  “He will have to run that place on his own until Conner gets back.  Since Connor is putting me in charge there once he gets back, Cooper needs to know who is going to be the boss!” 
 
    “Good luck with that,” Tommy grunted.  “I don’t think Cooper is going to be easy to push around.  Considering the will gives him the right to remain there, you may be in for a rough ride!” 
 
    “Yeah, that is what I am afraid of.  I don’t like Cooper.  I don’t like the way he looks at us.  Mother never liked him either.  He must have done something that got her so angry she still won’t put it behind her.” 
 
    “Just be careful, is all I can say,” Tommy mumbled. 
 
    “I won’t be long, and meanwhile, you two need to go out and look for strays.  Connor claims that the Pritchard cattle have been disappearing, and he thinks it might be rustlers.” 
 
    “All right, see you later, then.” 
 
    All three girls went out to mount their horses.  Ina heading out away from the ranch, while Tommy and Beth rode out across the grasslands stretching over the prairie in all directions. 
 
    As the two sisters, rode out beyond where the main herd was grazing, they noticed a small bunch of cattle in the distance and headed in that direction. 
 
    “Funny a whole group would be off on their own,” Tommy muttered.  “Usually it is just a few here and there.” 
 
    “Looks like someone on a horse is with them,” Beth pointed out. 
 
    “I hope it isn’t a rustler, but usually they run in groups, from what I hear.” 
 
    “Might as well find out,” Beth said, flipping the safety leather off the hammer of her gun, and keeping her hand on the grip. 
 
    “Well, look at that,” Tommy stated, as they got closer.  “It’s Cooper!” 
 
    “What are you doing out here, Cooper?” Tommy called as they approached. 
 
    “I found these strays, heading to our side, and decided to bring them back to your herd.  You may have heard a lot of the Pritchard cattle have been disappearing, so I was just being cautious and trying to help out.” 
 
    “We were out looking for strays, so you don’t have to worry,” Beth said stiffly.  “You should take care of the other ranch and stop worrying about our cattle.” 
 
    “Ina is on her way to the Pritchard spread to talk to you, so I suggest you head back if you want to be there when she arrives,” Tommy suggested. 
 
    “Fine, take care of your herd.  I was only trying to help.” 
 
    Cooper touched the brim of his hat but didn’t bother to smile, as his eyes appraised the sisters.  Then he shrugged, and the girls watched as he turned his horse and galloped away. 
 
    “I don’t trust that man any farther than I can throw him,” Beth muttered.  “I don’t think he was telling us the truth, cause he was heading away from our ranch with the cattle when we first spotted him.  He must think because Pritchard is dead and our parents are away, he can do what he dang pleases!  Only taking our cattle over to the other ranch doesn’t make any sense, considering we own all the cattle on this ranch and the other one too.” 
 
    “We should tell Conner when he gets back,” Tommy suggested, as they started driving the small group of Longhorns back to the rest of the herd.  “I’m telling Ina to keep a close eye on Cooper when she starts working at the other ranch.” 
 
    “She doesn’t like him, so I bet she will whether we tell her to or not,” Beth laughed. 
 
    Ina rode through the Pritchard ranch gate, beneath the rod iron arch, boldly displaying a circle with a P in the center.   Pritchard’s ranch was known to the ranchers in the area as the Circle P Ranch.  When she made her way to the house, she saw Cooper riding up toward her. 
 
    “Your sisters said you were coming over to see me,” he told her as he pulled his horse alongside hers. 
 
    “When did you see my sisters?” she asked, raising her eyebrows while brushing a lock of hair from her forehead. 
 
    Cooper smiled.  Ina was as pretty as Callie had been when he first met her.  He had played his cards wrong back then, but it seemed he may have a second chance now.  He remembered how scrawny Ina was as a child, but she had certainly grown up to be a nice-looking woman.  He wasn’t that much older than her, he justified.  Only ten or twelve years her senior, he figured. 
 
    “I was bringing in some of your strays when your sisters rode out to find them.  That’s why I headed back here when they told me you were coming to see me.  So what would a pretty little thing like you, want to talk to me about?” 
 
    “This pretty little thing, as you put it, came to tell you I will start being your boss, as soon as Connor gets back from the reservation.  He’s headed out there to hire some Comanche friends to work on both the ranches.  We believe there are rustlers in the area and want to make sure we have trustworthy workers to take care of the problem if it arises.” 
 
    “Hell, it is probably Comanche’s that are stealing the cattle in the first place,” Cooper bellowed.  “I’m not having any Indians working on this spread!” 
 
    “You don’t have much say, Cooper.  You are merely the foreman.  We can hire who we please, so you better not start trouble over it.” 
 
    “What’ll you do if I do put up a stink?  You can’t kick me off the ranch.  It’s stated in the will I can remain.” 
 
    “Don’t push your luck, Cooper.  It only said you could stay on as foreman if you chose, but it didn’t say you couldn’t be let go if you refused to follow orders.  A foreman is only as good as his performance in his job.  Otherwise, he is no longer foreman material!” 
 
    “I don’t want to argue with you,” Cooper said, deciding he didn’t want to make enemies with Ina right off the bat.  He wanted to convince her he was on her side.  
 
    “I suppose Callie’s Indian friend did a good job with her ranch over the years.  I’m just not used to having to deal with Indians.  I hear they are lazy and drunk all the time.  They may try to scalp me in my sleep!” 
 
    “Conner will make sure he doesn’t hire any drunks,” Ina smiled.  “If they scalp you…well, we will just have to trust that they won’t…” she laughed, thinking it wouldn’t bother her in the least if they did. 
 
    “Is that all you wanted to tell me?  I kinda like the idea that you are going to be my boss, as long as you don’t interfere with my way of handling the cattle.” 
 
    “Sorry, Cooper.  I know you used to work for my father, and that you believe you know everything there is to know about cattle.  You just have to remember you are our foreman.  If any of us don’t like the way you are running things, we have the authority to step in.  Maybe Pritchard was losing his cattle because he didn’t bother to question what you did around here!” 
 
    “Are you accusing me of…” 
 
    “I’m just saying, as long as we start making a profit, instead of losing cattle, you will work out just fine.  And our Indian cowpokes are going to make sure no one on the outside steps in and thinks they can start stealing cattle from us.” 
 
    Cooper narrowed his eyes.  He was beginning to think that Ina was just like Callie, and he wasn’t sure he liked it! 
 
    “Hello,” a voice called, and Ina turned to see Hudson walking up to the two.  “You come for a visit?” he asked, as he reached her horse. 
 
    “I just stopped by to let Cooper know I will be running the ranch, once Conner returns with some new hired hands. 
 
    “You planning on moving in?” Hudson asked, smiling up at her. 
 
    “How else am I going to be able to keep an eye on things?” she asked. 
 
    She had to admit to herself that even though Hudson may be useless as far as knowing anything about cattle, he certainly was a good-looking man.  Her eyes scanned over him, all dressed up in his cowpoke clothes, pretending to play the part. 
 
    “Carrabelle will be pleased to have female company,” he told her as he peered up at her with those dark, piercing eyes from under the brim of his hat.  “I fear she is missing city life already.” 
 
    Ina gave a light laugh. 
 
    “Well, this sure isn’t city life, so I hope she gets used to it.  She is going to have to learn to do something to make herself useful on the ranch.  If not here, she can do something on the Double C ranch.  Then she would have my sisters as female counterparts.  However, regardless, she may not see anyone of us for any length of time since we keep pretty busy doing cowboy activities,” she smiled. 
 
    “You looked nicer in a dress,” Hudson, commented. 
 
    Ina smiled at his handsome face. 
 
    “Get used to seeing me in britches.  That dress will probably not see the light of day until someone else dies,” she laughed. 
 
    “I’ll try to deal with it,” Hudson drawled.  “I can see why my father chose to raise us around civilized people.  I hope you don’t expect my sister to put on britches too.” 
 
    “Not unless she wants to wrangle cattle,” Ina responded. 
 
    “She would probably do better in the kitchen, not that she is a proficient cook.” 
 
    “Mr. Daniels can teach her, or maybe the cook here would instruct her,” Ina suggested. 
 
    “Our cook is Chinese.  He doesn’t speak English well enough to teach anyone anything,” Cooper offered. 
 
    “Does he cook Chinese food too?” Ina wanted to know. 
 
    Cooper laughed. 
 
    “Oh, he knows how to cook decent food.  He used to work on a chain gang putting railroad tracks down.  I think he did some cooking there too.” 
 
    “From what I have discovered, he only knows how to cook meat and beans.  We are all getting mighty tired of just beans and meat, with a few Chinese fixings on the side,” Hudson put in. 
 
    “Now that I’m coming here, we should send Carrabelle over to the Double C to get cooking lessons from Mr. Daniels, once I settle in.  She could cook in the house for Connor and my sisters since Mr. Daniels will be cooking for the workers and the cattle drives.  If the Chinaman doesn’t work out, when my parents come home, she could come back here to cook.” 
 
    “When are you planning on settling in?” Hudson asked, eyeing her. 
 
    “As soon as Connor gets back here with the help.” 
 
    “I’ll look forward to you taking over, considering you will be the only female, other than my sister staying at the ranch.  I sometimes miss female companions myself,” Hudson informed her. 
 
    “Then you might as well head back to the city because women out here are few and far between.  It just happened that my father had more girls than he wanted, and we ended up working the ranch.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Hudson laughed.  “From this vantage point, you look more like a cowpoke than a lady,” he stated. 
 
    “You are probably right,” Ina laughed.  “I gotta get back, though, just stopped by to talk to Cooper.  See you both in a few days.” 
 
    Ina turned her horse and gave it its head.  Thunder kicked up dust behind him as he broke into a gallop, at the encouragement of Ina.  Ina could hear the two men laughing as she rode away, and she knew she was not going to like having to go back to the Circle P Ranch. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    As the train came to a halt at the Philadelphia station, Shanny felt overjoyed to finally step down from the train.  Although everything had been exciting and new, and her friendship with both Eleanor and Arnel had developed, even more, she was happy to set her foot on solid ground again.  The strain between her and Joey had grown greater, because of the time she spent with Arnel.  She hoped that Chayton had a good firm talk with Joey, to discourage him from ever trying to kiss her again.  The way Joey often glowered at her, she was sure he had.  However, she remembered Joey stating he would never kiss her again, so maybe she didn’t have anything to worry about after all. 
 
    She and Joey stood on the platform, while Callie and Chayton went to see about claiming their luggage and finding a handsome cab to transport them to Callie’s mother’s house.  Shanny found herself caught up in the hustle and bustle of everyone around her, going about their business and talking happily with one another.  Baggage men occupied themselves with carting loads of trunks and boxes on baggage trolleys, while eager passengers looked through the carts to find their own belongings.  Families and friends meeting their loved-ones were exchanging hugs and handshakes.  However, there was no one there to greet them at the end of their journey since Callie had not sent word telling her mother when she would arrive. 
 
    “There, you are,” Shanny heard Arnel’s voice saying, and turned to see him approaching them.  “I was hoping I would see you before you departed.  I wanted to tell you how much I enjoyed your company while we traveled.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Shanny said, feeling a little shy because Joey made her feel uncomfortable by glaring at Arnel with unveiled dislike. 
 
    “I will make a point to call on you in a few days after you are settled in,” he promised, taking her hand and kissing it. 
 
    Then he was turning away and walking down the platform. 
 
    “Maybe he won’t know where your grandmother lives,” Joey said hopefully. 
 
    “I got the address from Mother and gave it to him,” Shanny told him, smiling smugly while giving Joey a satisfied look. 
 
    “He is much too old for you, Shanny.  You should be careful.  He knows your mother is a cattle baroness, and your grandmother comes from high society.” Joey warned. 
 
    “He comes from a wealthy family himself,” Shanny retorted.  “Besides, I believe that Chet was much older than Mother when she married him.  He had married her older sister, when Mother was only twelve, for heaven’s sake.” 
 
    “And you well know she did not want to marry him,” Joey reminded her.  “If she had remained married to your father, she may have ended up dead, the same as her sister!” 
 
    “But it wasn’t because of his age, she did not want to marry him,” Shanny rejoined.  “Besides, I don’t know what you are worried about.  I haven’t even had my coming-out party yet, and Mother tells me that once that happens, there will be all sorts of young men looking to court me!” 
 
    “Is that so?  I suppose you are simply giddy over the prospect!” 
 
    “I don’t see why it should upset you.  I thought you were happy with Eleanor’s company.” 
 
    “Eleanor is not you, Shanny.  You are the one destined to become my wife.” 
 
    “Eleanor will feel quite rejected if that is what you think.  I am not destined to become anything I don’t wish to become, Joey, and you might as well get used to it!” 
 
    As she spoke, Callie and Chayton beckoned to them, and Shanny felt relieved to end the conversation, as she headed in their direction, with Joey following close behind.  They had found a cab and the trunks were already loaded.  It was time to discover what Philadelphia life was all about, and Shanny was eager to encounter it.  She happily stepped up in the handsome-cab and gaily peered out the window, as she raised the leather flap.  There was so much going on at every glance, that she wasn’t sure what to look at first.  She noticed Joey was glumly looking out of the other window across from her.  The city did not seem to interest him. 
 
    The hooves of the horses pulling the cab struck with a resounding clap with every step upon the cobblestone road.  People dressed in their finery walked along the walks in front of impressive buildings on either side of the street.  Flower vendors and young hawkers called out to everyone who passed, hoping to sell their wares. This was nothing like Texas, Shanny thought happily.  It frightened and excited her all at the same time. 
 
    When they arrived in front of Callie’s parent’s townhouse, Callie looked out the window of the cab at the lamp across the street from her parent’s house.  She recalled how she had seen Chayton’s face in that lamp glow as she looked down at it from her bedroom window the night her mother informed her she was to marry Chet.  At the time she thought it was the face of Satan warning her of impending doom by the hand of that eerie apparition.  However, she discovered in the end, it was actually a vision of her future encounter with Chayton. 
 
    She realized she had her parents to thank, not for forcing her to marry Chet, but making it possible for her to go where she would eventually find Chayton, and fall in love with him.  Now she was going to have to steel herself for the reaction she knew her mother would have when she discovered that Callie had married Chayton.  She hoped her mother did not have a heart attack over it. 
 
    However, the marriage was not a legal marriage.  Chayton had taken her to his tribe to have the marriage performed through the traditional ceremony of the Comanche.  If Callie actually married him in a legal American ceremony, she would forfeit everything she owned to her husband’s control.  At that point, she would own nothing.  Callie had sacrificed so much and worked so hard, she did not want to lose her right to her property or any decisions concerning it. Chayton said land cannot belong to any one person.  It all belonged to Grandfather Moon and Mother Earth. He didn’t want control of it, he told her.  Therefore, Callie retained her married name from Chet but considered herself the wife of Chayton.  What her mother didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her.  The ranch would eventually go to Connor anyway, and she didn’t want any legal complications standing in the way of it.  
 
    The four stood nervously at the door, while Callie lifted the knocker, and let it drop with a resounding thud.  A few minutes later the door opened to reveal a butler appraising them. 
 
    “Is that Callie?” they heard a high-pitched voice in the background calling. 
 
    Then Mrs. Hamilton was bustling forward, pushing the butler aside. 
 
    “Callie!” she exclaimed, opening her arms, and then stopped abruptly.  “Who…who are these people?” she asked a little hesitantly.  “I didn’t know you were going to bring Texas heathens with you!” 
 
    “This is Shanny, your granddaughter,” Callie said, smiling brightly, as though nothing was out of the ordinary, as she pushed Shanny forward.  “And this young man is Joey.  I told you about him.  You know… the Comanche infant I nursed to save his life.  Chayton, here, is his father, and he helped deliver Shanny.  It was all very harrowing, but I am here to show that it turned out well in the end because Chayton and I eventually married.  This is your new son-in-law, Mother.” 
 
    Mrs. Hamilton stumbled back a few steps. 
 
    “I have a wild Indian for a son-in-law?” she almost shrieked. 
 
    “That you have, Mother.  I warned you about the Indians in Texas, and you refused to listen to me, so you can’t complain.  You should feel relieved the only thing he took was my hand in marriage, and not my scalp.  Are you going to make us stand out here all day?  Send a footman to collect our trunks.  We are tired and would like to freshen up after our travels.” 
 
    “I…I hadn’t expected…” 
 
    “You begged me to come before Father took worse and died, so I am here.  There was no way I was going to leave my husband and children behind.  Rolletta’s children stayed to care for the ranch.  If it weren’t for that, I would have brought them too.” 
 
    “Yes.  Do come in,” Callie’s mother said softly.  “We will straighten all of this out later.” 
 
    “There is nothing to straighten out, mother.  You sent me to marry Chet, who by the way was the cause of Rolletta’s death, and Chayton saved me from a marriage made in hell.  Now that I am happy, you should be happy for me.” 
 
    “Goodness!  What will your father say?” Callie’s mother said in a fluster. 
 
    “How is Father?” Callie asked. 
 
    “Doing better, but he may have a relapse the moment he lays eyes on your so-called husband.” 
 
    She gave Chayton an up and down appraisal, and almost shuddered as she did so.  
 
    “Nonetheless, he is my husband, so Father will just have to get over it, the same as you.” 
 
    “Follow me.  You can have your old room, and I will give Shanny Rolletta’s room.  Joey can use the guest room.” 
 
    “That will be fine,” Callie smiled. 
 
    “After you rest and freshen up, I will send Joel to call you to dinner.  By then, your father will have time to get used to having a wild Indian as a son-in-law.  I suppose there is nothing to be done about it now.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Callie laughed, as she and the others followed Mrs. Hamilton upstairs. 
 
    “I’ll have Thomas bring your trunks up and leave them in the hall for you to sort out.” 
 
    “That will be fine,” Callie agreed. 
 
    When Shanny entered Rolletta’s room, she realized it was not much different from her own room at home.  Her mother had taken great pains to make the house she had built in Texas resemble her own home, longing to bring a sense of property to a wild country such as Texas.  However, Callie had been too headstrong to bow to custom, and though the dwelling resembled something from an upper-class house in the city, she never ran it the way her mother had. 
 
    There never was a butler, personal maid, or footman, though for a time there had been a cook.  When the cook left, saying she had to care for an ailing aunt, Callie took over cooking until they could find a new cook, but she ended up settling into the routine of cooking for her own family and then continuing to do it.  By that time, the children were old enough to work the ranch on their own, and Callie had more free time on her hands. 
 
    Her girls had never taken an interest in cooking since their passion was horses and cattle and outdoor activities.  They certainly would never fit in here, Shanny thought.  She wondered if she would even learn to fit in, but the prospects of discovering what it was like to live like a debutant caught her interest.  From the events Arnel had described to her, she was looking forward to discovering a whole new world of frilly dresses, bright exciting balls, special excursions to museums, picnics on the green, and riding in the park, while at the same time, being surrounded by young people to share it with.  Her mother’s description of her early life in Philadelphia sounded appealing to Shanny and she was eager to dive headlong into the discovery of it all. 
 
    A few moments later, there was a tap at the door, and when she answered it she discovered a young maid and a footman at her door. 
 
    “Your mother showed Thomas which trunk belonged to you,” the young woman said, with downcast eyes.  “He will bring in the trunk, and when you have chosen what you wish to wear, I am available to help you with your toilet.” 
 
    “Why, thank you,” Shanny smiled.  “What is your name?” 
 
    “Nancy,” the housemaid told her, somewhat shyly. “Just ring the bell when you are ready for me to assist you.” 
 
    “I will,” Shanny laughed lightly. 
 
    She had never had anyone to wait on her before, and the thought was overly pleasant.  She watched Nancy nod and then turn from the room, as Thomas brought in the trunk and deposited it onto the plush carpet that covered the hardwood floor. 
 
    After the door closed, Shanny occupied herself looking about the room, which had belonged to her aunt.  She felt slightly uneasy, knowing the room belonged to her aunt who had died.  Connor said Roletta looked a lot like her mother, who was sent to take Roletta’s place, raising him and his sisters.  Connor told Shanny how his mother had died, which made her feel doubly sad.  She had left all this luxury behind, thinking she was marrying a Cattle Baron, only to find it was a scrub ranch with a dingy shack of a house.  According to Connor, they had all lived a hard, unrewarding life, and then his mother died shortly after giving birth to Shanny’s cousin, who also died a year later, right after Shanny was born. 
 
    Shanny realized everything in the room had once belonged to her dead aunt, and she was almost afraid to touch anything, for fear of desecrating the memory of Rolletta.  There were still little bottles of perfume on the dressing table, but when Shanny lifted one of the stoppers to smell it, it smelled stale and uninviting.  The clothespress had a few dresses still hanging there, but they were inside dress bags and smelled of mothballs.  Shanny did not know that is what the smell was since she had never experienced mothballs before.  She merely knew, she did not like the smell, and didn’t want to expose her own dresses to it. 
 
    Despite wrinkles that would invariably remain, she decided her dresses would keep their home in her trunk unless her grandmother removed the smelly bag of clothes in the press.  Now she busied herself looking for a fresh dress to wear, and using the picture and basin on the side table to freshen up with. 
 
    Later, after Nancy had helped Shanny dress in something fresh, she followed the housemaid downstairs to the dining room.  She found the rest of the family already seated around the table.  Shanny noticed that Joey had chosen to wear a dinner jacket, though he still had not removed the eagle feather from his silky black hair.  Chayton had changed into another one of his fringed traditional Comanche costumes.  She saw the disapproving expression on her grandmother’s face, as the elderly lady appraised the group. 
 
    Callie’s father felt well enough to join them for dinner, which made Callie suspect that her father was not actually ill, but merely feeling his age and wanted his daughter home for a bit.  He smiled acceptingly at her, while his wife appeared more rattled about Callie bringing a Comanche’s from Texas with her. They were not even blood relatives, but merely adopted heathens Callie had taken a fancy to, she thought, accusingly, in her pious opinion. 
 
    As the first course was served by the footman and the housemaid a silence remained while everyone busied themselves spooning soup or toying with toast.  Finally, Mrs. Hamilton cleared her throat. 
 
    “I am happy to have you home again, Callie,” she said sweetly, nodding towards her daughter.  “I am sure your father is pleased as well.  It just pains me that you have brought Texas natives that know little about proper attire or social graces.  Shanny is about to enter a very important phase of her life where finding her a proper husband will be paramount.  I am sure there are no qualifying men in Texas, so I feel it is my duty to make sure Shanny becomes properly betrothed before this visit is over.” 
 
    “The same way you betrothed me to Roletta’s widowed husband?” Callie stated, eyeing her mother sternly. 
 
    “That was different,” her mother defended.  “You were well beyond your prime, and since you refused to accept any offers when you were first turned-out, there was no other choice for me to take.  However, I am sure Shanny is a sensible girl and will be happy to find a suitable husband while she is in Philadelphia.”   
 
    She gave an encouraging look at Shanny and then her eyes fell on Joey, and his father sitting next to him. 
 
    “The sad truth is that unless your children are instructed in proper social graces and acceptable dress, there will be little hope of enticing anyone of the ton to offer for Shanny.  They will believe she is uncouth and unworthy of their attention, regardless of her beauty.  Having a couple of Indians hovering around her would only scare away any promising prospects.  Therefore, I have decided that if this is going to be a successful endeavor to secure Shanny’s future, changes will have to be made.” 
 
    “What kind of changes?” Callie asked with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “Clearly, you have been away for so long, you have forgotten the importance of appearance and suitability in high-society circles.  There are certain expectations of Mamas and Papas for their inheriting offspring.  Even if someone became enamored by your daughter, it would be up to their parents to accept or reject a future daughter-in-law.  It would be essential to make sure Shanny is completely accepted by those doting parents.  And to do that, your husband and stepson would also have to be considered acceptable.” 
 
    “You had no problem accepting Chet as Rolletta’s husband, and he was a crude mean person!” 
 
    “We were not aware of his character, since his father was of notable birth, and we did not have a prolonged experience of him.  However, he presented himself as someone who would make a suitable husband for your late sister, and she was attracted to him.  It is sad that expectations were not met in the end.” 
 
    “I don’t see why so much fuss should be made over Shanny’s choice in a husband.  If the match is not motivated by love…” 
 
    “Love has little to do with it, even though it may be a factor to tip the scales.  Before love can bloom, you have to have a prospective husband to work with.  Shanny may be an oddity that will attract attention in the beginning, but a true acceptable husband will never step forward.  Not from the desirable families in the area, anyway.  Is that what you want, Shanny?” 
 
    She gave Shanny a questioning gaze. 
 
    “I hadn’t thought about it, but Joey did tell me that in Texas the only men I would be able to choose for a husband were ranchers or drovers since we had little social life on the ranch.” 
 
    “You see, Callie?” her mother said pointedly.  “That is the very problem.  There is no opportunity for Shanny to hope to find a husband in Texas, so while she is here, it is her only chance to set herself up for a successful future.  Only it is not going to be easy if the young men have to approach a wild Indian to ask for his daughter’s hand.”  
 
    She turned her gaze toward Chayton in his Comanche dress. 
 
    “All he would have to do is offer me the right number of horses if he wanted Shanny for his wife,” Chayton said with a straight face, and Callie jabbed him with her elbow. 
 
    “That is outrageous!  It is the woman’s family who offers a dowry to the potential husband,” Mrs. Hamilton informed him. 
 
    “Are you telling us that we have to pay to get someone to marry our beautiful daughter?  It is the husband who should pay to have the privilege of marrying our daughter,” Chayton complained. 
 
    “First of all, she is your daughter in name only,” Mrs. Hamilton informed him, and Chayton frowned.  “Since you are her legal guardian, it is necessary for the young man to get your permission to marry her.  Beyond that, she is a Callahan, and Chet’s family is well known in this area, even though they no longer remain since his parents died and he was an only child.  However, the name and the station is enough to attract the right man worthy to take Shanny as his wife.” 
 
    “Is the dowry is large enough?” Chayton asked. 
 
    “You needn’t worry your head about the dowry.  While I am sure your cattle ranch is lucrative, Shanny’s dowry will come out of Callie’s future inheritance, since she will end up inheriting everything when we die.” 
 
    “Only I will have the last say,” Chayton informed her.  “If I disapprove of the young man, I shall never let him marry Shanny, who has been my daughter almost since her birth.  You forget I helped bring her into this world.” 
 
    Mrs. Hamilton turned her eyes up in disgust. 
 
    “It must have been horrible for Callie to have a heathen delivering her only child!” 
 
    “Nonetheless, I did.  I am the only father Shanny has known and I love her as much as I love my own son, which your daughter raised as her own.  It is what tied us together from the beginning.” 
 
    “Actually, that is neither here-nor-there right now.  What is important is what must be done to assure your daughter a happy future.  Would you have her marrying a rancher or drover, as she claims is the only choice available to her out in Texas?” 
 
    “I was hoping she and my son would marry,” Chayton offered. 
 
    “My word, you cannot be telling me the truth!  You want my granddaughter to have half-breed babies?” 
 
    “Mother!” Callie interjected.  “You are insulting my husband and his son!  Joey and Shanny were raised side by side their entire lives.  If they choose to marry, it would be up to them, and not to you or anyone else!” 
 
    “You don’t plan to marry your adopted brother do you?” Callie’s mother demanded of Shanny. 
 
    Shanny gave a long look at Joey, who had a hopeful expression on his face. 
 
    “He wished me to, but I have not agreed yet,” Shanny decided to respond, hoping it would not sound like a complete rejection to Joey.  She was feeling torn about Joey because their friendship had started to deteriorate, and she missed the closeness she used to share with him. 
 
    “That is very sensible of you,” her grandmother smiled.  “So I will help you both find a suitable partner in life.  There are plenty of eligible young women here who could easily be attracted to a young Indian man if he presents himself as civilized and stable.  Since I know that your ranch is successful and has brought you wealth, Joey should have an inheritance of his own which would add to the acceptability of his offering for some young lady of Philadelphia. 
 
    “However, both he and Shanny will have to undergo a complete makeover.  They will need a tutor to teach them in all the social dos and don’ts.  They must learn dancing, proper etiquette, dress, correct conversation, posture, anything that would improve their appearance and acceptance to the socialites here.  That means getting rid of feathers in the hair, or wearing anything that pronounces your previous heathen ways.” 
 
    She turned her gaze to Chayton. 
 
    “You too will have to wear acceptable clothing and not appear so fierce that it turns away any promising companion your daughter or son may find.  I will spare no expense in dressing and training the two.  They will soon become, the talk of the town with future partners competing to gain their attention.  Only it could all be spoiled if everyone does not cooperate.” 
 
    Chayton and Mrs. Hamilton held each other’s gaze as Shanny held her breath.  What her Grandmother was suggesting sounded exciting to her.  She gave a side-glance at Joey and saw he had a crooked smile on his face as though it was all entertaining to him.  Then Chayton shrugged.   
 
    “I want both Joey and Shanny to have a happy future, and if this is the only way to do it, I will concede.” 
 
    He bowed his head, and Callie knew he felt he had lost some of his honor, but she too felt it was necessary to change with the times.  Chayton would just have to accept the fact that his Comanche culture needed to be put aside while they remained in Philadelphia.  Joey seemed indifferent to the prospect of being turned into a gentleman, but she noted Shanny’s eyes sparkled with anticipation. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “Connor is back!” Beth exclaimed as she stood on the porch watching the dust billow about a group of horses, ridden by Comanche’s and led by her older brother. 
 
    Ina and Tommy came onto the porch to join her. 
 
    “It is about time,” Ina murmured.  “It looks like he has half the Comanche nation with him though,” she laughed. 
 
    “All the help we can get will just relieve us of extra work,” Tommy pointed out.  “This last week hasn’t been so easy trying to work the ranch on our own.” 
 
    “I am worried about what Cooper has been doing on the Circle P ranch all this time,” Ina voiced.  “I don’t trust that man!” 
 
    “Looks like he brought six other braves besides Avonaco and Chogan,” Beth said as she counted the horses approaching them. 
 
    “Good.  The more workers we can get that we can trust, the better!”  Ina commented.  “We can split them up between the two ranches, and the only help we will have to worry about is Cooper and Hudson, along with the few workers Cooper has, but they probably won’t stay on, once they are expected to work side by side with the Comanche.” 
 
    “Ina said he was going to send Hudson’s snooty sister here and make her into a cook.  I pity Mr. Daniels who will have to teach her to cook,” Beth added.  “I suppose we will have to put up with her, though.” 
 
    “I will have to put up with Hudson, and would bet my eyeteeth he knows nothing about cow-punching,” Ina mumbled. 
 
    “I am sure you can teach him well enough,” Tommy smiled. 
 
    “I’ll make Cooper do it to keep him out of trouble.  I didn’t like the fact he had those strays, heading for the other ranch when you two ran into him last week.” 
 
    “He thinks he’s a big know-it-all, and probably didn’t think we knew how to run our own ranch,” Tommy suggested. “I bet he was going to try to make us worry about those strays, and then point out we were irresponsible when it came to running a ranch.” 
 
    “Well, he’s going to have another think coming when I start being his boss,” Ina said with great satisfaction. 
 
    “Maybe he was going to throw it up in your face that you weren’t watching after your own cattle, so how could you run the Pritchard ranch?  I hear he didn’t like working for Mother, so he’s not going to like working for you,” Tommy smiled. 
 
    “He just better not get on my bad side is all I can say,” Ina laughed. 
 
    “No one wants to get on your bad side, Ina,” Beth cut in. 
 
    “Well, how are my three little sisters?” Connor grinned as he approached the porch.  “Meet our new cow-punching drovers.  You all know Avonaco and Chogan.  These other braves are friends of theirs.  Some nephews, or cousins, but all handpicked by Avonaco, so I trust they will work out well for as long as we need them.  I don’t expect you to remember all their names right away, but I will introduce you anyway.  They are Adoette, Dohate, Ezhno, Konton, Taima, and Maska.  They are young men of honor, so I am certain they can be trusted.” 
 
    Each brave smiled at the girls and climbed down from their horses as Connor introduced them.  They looked scruffy and wore loose-fitting shabby looking clothes, probably given to them by their government overseers at the Reservation.  Ina thought of Chayton’s fine Indian clothing that he continued to make with cowhide, as he needed them.  He had shown her how to do the intricate beading on the front when there was less to do on the ranch during the winter.  She was surprised she enjoyed doing the beadwork. 
 
    Now she assessed the group of young Comanche men, who looked to be in their early twenties and felt a pang of sorrow.  They may be young men of honor, but they were dressed like beggars, their long hair tangled, their clothes tattered, worn out moccasins covering their feet.  Though they seemed to be excited to be there, they had a look of hopelessness in their eyes.  It was a look Ina had never seen in Chayton’s eyes, Ina thought. 
 
    “We have had a long ride, so I am going to have Mr. Daniels fix us some food, and while we eat, you can all get acquainted.  I’ll have Avonaco take our new hands to the bunkhouse, let them get cleaned up, give them some new clothes, and tomorrow, we can decide who we will send to the other ranch, and who will remain here.  I hope everything has been running smoothly while I was away?”   
 
    He gave Ina a questioning look, as he dismounted and handed his horse over to one of the braves, to take with their horses and release in the pasture.  Ina nodded.  She would talk to him in private about her concerns having to do with Cooper.  She would have to beg him to take Hudson on the Double C ranch so she would not have to worry about an inexperienced cowhand taking up her time.  It was going to be hard enough dealing with Cooper, she decided. 
 
    Connor walked into the house.  He looked tired and dusty, so Ina was not surprised when he headed for the bathroom.  She went back out to Mr. Daniels’ cabin and let him know the backup help was there and Conner expected him to fix a meal for them all.  It would be served it in the outside shelter, made for the hired hands to eat beneath.  Things would change now that there were more mouths to feed.  She hoped that Carrabelle was a fast learner so she could take over making the meals for the house, while Mr. Daniels took care of the workers.  When everyone left on the cattle drive, Carrabelle would be expected to make meals for whoever was left behind.  
 
    As they all sat around the long table under the shelter, not far from the cabin where Mr. Daniels prepared the meal, the girls began interacting with the young Indian men that Avonaco had chosen to help them.  
 
    “What do your names mean?” Ina asked.  “I know that Chogan means Black Bird, and Avonaco means Lean Bear.” 
 
    Chogan smiled, pointing to each brave as he translated their names. 
 
    “Adoette means Great Tree.  He is a tall and powerful brave, like a great tree standing above all other trees.  Dohate is the word for Bluff… high and lofty above all others, not to be mistaken for little bluff, or little mountain, which is Dohasan.  Ezhno is Solitary.  He is like a lone wolf, hunting on his own and accomplishing tasks without help from others.  Konton is the Wind which rushes silently unseen but always felt.  Taima is for Thunder... strong and powerful with the lightning strike.  Maska means Strong, and one who does not falter under a heavy load.   
 
    “Each name is given to a brave, once he has discovered what his path in life is, represents his true challenge in life and how he handles himself when he follows his life path.  The white man uses names with little meanings.  They do not know who they are, or what their names represent.  Our people use our names to give us an understanding of our place with nature and our surroundings.  We rely on the strength of what our name means whether it is an animal or an action.  It is an extension of the person we believe we are or can become.” 
 
    “Well, that is very interesting,” Tommy stated.  “I was named Tommy because my father wanted to have a boy, and my mother kept having girls.  So I suppose my name gives me the challenge to be more like the boy my father wanted to have,” she laughed. 
 
    “Yeah, you make a better cowboy than some cowboys I know,” Connor smiled.  “But still as pretty as a princess.” 
 
    Connor gazed down the table of young Comanche braves along with Avonaco and Chogan.  He was glad he could rely on his Comanche friends to help out.  He had never forgotten the time he spent with Chayton and his companions, right after they took Callie with them to feed Joey so he didn’t die without a mother.  He had enjoyed the time he spent with the braves, playing in the river and learning a new kind of culture.  Having Chayton to help raise him caused him to see both the white man and the red man’s way of looking at life.  He felt it made him well-rounded and able to accomplish more in life than he had thought he could. 
 
    “Tomorrow, we need to send half of you braves over to a neighboring ranch, which now belongs to us.  That is one reason I brought you here.  Ina is going to run the other ranch, and she needs all the help she can get.  It is getting close to branding time, which means we will have to round up all the cows and their calves and bring them to the branding pit.  It is not easy work, but I am sure you are all up to it.  You will have to rope and tie each calf to be branded.  Once that is done, we will have to separate the herd, picking which steers we want to take to market.  If they are not fat enough, we will leave them for the next drive, because cattle will lose weight on their way to the stockyards, and we get paid by the pound.  If we have young steers that are fat, we will take them.  Even though they are smaller than the older ones, their meat is more tender.  Once we decide which ones are going on the drive, they will have to be dipped, to prevent them from spreading or getting diseases caused by ticks along the way.  There isn’t going to be much time to sit around twiddling your thumbs, like you may have been doing on the reservation.  I am sure you all want to be the brave you were meant to be, riding your horses and working with cattle, instead of hunting buffalo, which is the next best thing to it.” 
 
    “There are no buffalo to hunt, and even if there were, we would not be allowed to hunt them,” Taima said gruffly. 
 
    “Therefore, you should be thankful for the opportunity to get away from the reservation.  Those of you who do a good job may be able to stay on if you wish, since we now have two ranches to run, and can use the extra help.  Remember that, if you start feeling lazy because you can always return to the reservation where there is not much to look forward to.”   
 
    When the meal was over, Tommy and Beth helped Mr. Daniels clear the table, while Ina followed Connor into the house.  
 
    “We need to talk about the two ranches,” Ina told him and he nodded. 
 
    They sat down in the parlor and Ina began telling Connor about finding Cooper with the stray cattle. 
 
    “I just don’t trust the man, Connor.  I don’t know what his game is, but I get a bad feeling every time he even looks at me.  My hands are going to be full enough with Cooper and running the Circle P, so I want you to bring Hudson here with his sister.  I am sure he knows nothing about herding or caring for cattle.” 
 
    Connor shook his head. 
 
    “Nope, we’re sharing the cousins between the two ranches.  Together, they may try to cause trouble.  They were expecting to inherit the Circle P.  If we keep them apart, they can’t conspire behind our backs.  For all we know they and Cooper are already drumming something up, to get the ranch to themselves.  You are going to have to handle both Hudson and Cooper.  I think you being a woman may give you a little better influence on them, considering they are both probably woman-starved.  You may be able to wrap both of them around your little finger, the same way you do with me,” he laughed. 
 
    “Well at least our new hands can help, but they don’t know the first thing about cattle ranching either,” Ina complained. 
 
    “Nonetheless, they are good with horses and animals.  I’ll send Chogan to help on the other ranch.  He worked here for several years before he went back to his family.  He can watch over and train them, so you don’t have to worry about taking on that job.  They will learn quickly and they have plenty of incentive to do a good job.  It will be their way to escape the reservation. 
 
    “I was so appalled when I saw the condition of the Indians there.  They have been taken out of their element. They know nothing about farming, and apparently, don’t want to learn.  So the government provides them with their food and shelter.  What is there for them to look forward to, but whiskey and betting with each other?  They are not allowed to practice their ceremonies, speak their language or worship their gods.  They used to keep busy hunting buffalo, making their lodges and teaching the young braves to hunt.  They used their talents to survive, whether it was to fight off their enemies or just furnishing clothing or food for the winter.  Now all they do is sit around dreaming of bygone days, smoking their pipes, and drinking their homemade whiskey, when they can’t get their hands on store-bought stuff. 
 
    “All the stories Chayton told us about the customs of the red man can no longer be practiced by them.  They are kept out of our society, like the sheep they herd, where ranchers use the new barbed wire to separate the sheep from the cattle.  Their only escape is to find work on the outside of the reservation.  Since not many people trust Indians, and people here in Texas hate the Comanche, it is not going to be easy for them to accomplish.” 
 
    “I know why Chayton has stopped visiting his friends at the reservation.  It must be very depressing to him,” Ina mumbled. 
 
    “So we need to give this hand-full of Comanche a purpose in life.  Just like Mother, we must brave all the prejudice of those who hate Indians, and show them the red man can be a trustworthy friend and hard worker.” 
 
    “Mr. Pritchard did not like the Comanche either.  He wouldn’t even help Mother on her cattle drive because of her befriending Chayton.  He would turn over in his grave if he knew we were letting them work his ranch!” Ina half-laughed. 
 
    “Yeah, and Cooper is not overly fond of them either.  That means you need to make it very clear to him if he starts trouble with our Comanche workers, will or no will, I will kick him off the Circle P.” 
 
    “I just hope I can handle it.  I don’t want to disappoint you, Connor, but I never expected to be running a ranch when half the family left for Philadelphia.” 
 
    “Time to show what we are made of, Ina.  Mother struck out on her own to take the cattle to market when no other woman had ever led a cattle drive before.  There is always a first time for everything, I suppose.” 
 
    Connor patted Ina’s shoulder and gave her an encouraging smile. 
 
    “I know you can to it, little sister.  Just show Cooper your stuff, threaten him with whatever works, and get the job done.  I’m not sure how long everyone is going to be away, but while they are gone we have to make the best of it.” 
 
    “I just hope both ranches are still standing by the time they come back,” Ina laughed and then gave Connor a hug. 
 
    “You should get your stuff together tonight and head out to the Circle P in the morning.  Have Hudson bring his sister here in the buggy and drop her off.  Then it is up to you how you run the ranch.  Just make sure the cattle are rounded up for branding.  Having Cooper there will be helpful, cause he knows what he is doing.  As long as he doesn’t do anything underhanded, we should be able to make it work.” 
 
    “I sure hope so.  He was intimidating on purpose when I went there last week to let him know I would be running things when you got back.” 
 
    “Just don’t let him get the upper hand, Ina.  I am sure he will try, thinking you are just some inexperienced girl that won’t know how to run the place.  You are going to have to be strong.” 
 
    Ina shrugged.  There was no way to get out of it, and like her adopted mother, she was going to have to forge ahead.  She remembered how the mules ran away with the wagon during a storm and almost went over the edge of the gully, back when they all helped on the cattle drive.  Callie had been brave and managed to stop it from going over.  Ina had only been ten at the time and she had been scared to death but didn’t want anyone to be disappointed in her, just like now.  Everyone had been surprised that Callie and her adopted children, along with Chayton and a few of his friends, managed to arrive with the cattle safely from Texas to Kansas. She would just have to be brave like the mother who raised her when her own mother died. 
 
    By morning, Ina was feeling a little braver, as she led the small collection of Comanche. Chogan Adoette, Dohate, and Ezhno came with her.  She knew Chogan would keep the young braves in line, and he may even help out if Cooper gave her any trouble. 
 
    Ina looked over her shoulder, as Conner and her sisters waved at her from the porch.  She wanted to make her family proud of her, but she worried she would do something stupid and make a fool of herself. 
 
    “Don’t look so frightened,” Chogan smiled.  “You are just like the woman who raised you.  She is the bravest woman I have ever met.  She knew nothing about cattle when she had to lead that cattle drive.  She relied on Connor to help her know what to do.  She was a little younger than you are now.  I think you will be just as brave.  After all, you are only doing what you have been doing all your life.  The only difference is you will be in charge.” 
 
    “I wish I had an Indian name to rely on,” Ina half-laughed. 
 
    “Then I will give you one,” Chogan offered.  “We will call you Miakoda, which means Power of the moon.  Take your power from the heavens and put it to good use,” he smiled, catching her astonished eyes.  “Now I see you are glowing like the moon.  The name fits you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    “A post has come for you,” Callie’s mother informed her as she entered the drawing room.  
 
    She handed Callie the envelope and Chayton lifted his head from the North American Press paper he was reading, about some strike going on, and looked at her.  Since Mrs. Hamilton was determined to spring him and Joey on Philadelphia society, he decided he needed to be well versed in what was happening in the area and the government.  He didn’t want her uppity friends thinking he was uneducated just because he was a Texas heathen, as Callie’s mother put it.  In the background, they could hear the distant sound of music coming from the parlor, where the rugs were rolled up, and a piano roll provided music to be used while a dance instructor tried to teach Shanny and Joey how to dance. 
 
    Callie took the letter and turned it over several times in her hands.  She gazed down at her name written in one hand and the address written in Connor’s familiar hand.  This seemed to puzzle her.  However, she shrugged, and took the offered letter-opener and slid it under the flap.  She found two separate sheets inside. 
 
    When Chayton saw the shocked look on her face, he immediately rose to his feet and came to her side. 
 
    “What alarms you?” he asked, placing his hand on her shoulder.  “I hope it is not bad news.” 
 
    Mrs. Hamilton moved in closer as well. 
 
    “Mr. Pritchard has died,” she said quietly. 
 
    “That is sad news indeed,” Chayton said, but he had never been good friends with Mr. Pritchard, and knew at one time the man had tried to convince Callie to marry him.  
 
    “That is not the whole of it,” Callie said, still feeling surprised by the letter she held in her hand.  “He willed me his ranch!  Connor is sending Ina to run it while we are away, not knowing what else he could do.  However, Mr. Pritchard has also put in his will that Cooper can remain as foreman, and you know how I feel about Cooper.” 
 
    Chayton drew his eyebrows together.  Cooper had rubbed him the wrong way from the very beginning.  When he learned what Cooper had done to Callie, he was ready to put an arrow in his back.  Luckily, she had waited many years before telling him about the incident, and Cooper was no longer in the area by then.  However, when Cooper started working for Mr. Pritchard again, one reason Callie would not go to visit Mr. Pritchard was her fear of what Chayton would do if she ever went near Cooper.  Now he would be working at a ranch she supposedly owned, and her daughter may be pray to Cooper’s tricks. 
 
    “The only good news is Connor is getting some of your Comanche friends to help out so they can work both ranches.  I hope they will be able to keep Cooper in his place.” 
 
    “Would you rather we return?” Chayton asked, his eyes filled with concern at the very name of Cooper. 
 
    “I am torn, but I don’t want to abandon Shanny and Joey, and to drag them back before Shanny can have her coming-out party would not be fair.  I am sure Connor can handle the situation, and if not, he can always send a telegram to inform us.” 
 
    “You know he would never admit to defeat,” Chayton muttered. 
 
    “All the more reason not to go rushing back, like we don’t believe he can handle the situation.” 
 
    “You may be right.  The children are all grown now.  They need to take on responsibilities on their own.  While I don’t fancy living this kind of life, I know you enjoy it, so you might as well relax and have a good time while you are here, and not worry about the ranch.” 
 
    “It will be hard because now I am going to be on pins and needles wondering how everything is going there.” 
 
    “Write and tell Connor that you trust he can deal with the challenges, and to let you know if he needs our help.” 
 
    “I suppose you are correct.  It turns out that Mr. Pritchard’s nephew and niece showed up, expecting to inherit their uncle’s ranch.  Now Connor has them on his hands as well.  From what he says, they were raised in New York, and know nothing about ranching.”  
 
    “I fear to discover the outcome by the time we return, but we will just have to trust Connor’s judgment,” Chayton mumbled, then went back to his chair and picked up the Philadelphia newspaper again.  
 
    Mrs. Hamilton shrugged and left the room since there was nothing she could add to calm her daughter’s worries.  She did not want Callie taking off as soon as she got there.  She was enjoying the prospects of turning Shanny and Joey into acceptable young socialites.   
 
    Callie busied herself reading Hank’s letter to her, which told her how fond he had always been of her, and since she had refused to marry him so the ranch could be put back together again, he decided the next best thing was to leave it to her in his will.  Even though he mentioned he had a niece and nephew, he did not believe they deserved the ranch.  Since she had plenty of children to help her run both places, he felt he could rest in peace once he died, knowing she would have the ranch after he passed away.  It was the last thing she expected him to do, she thought sadly to herself. 
 
      
 
    “Now that I have taught you the steps,” Mr. Tibbs was saying to Joey and Shanny, “it is time for you to put it into practice.” 
 
    “You want us to dance together?” Shanny asked. 
 
    “What did you expect?  A dance is to be performed by two people... a man and a woman.  You are a man and a woman, so you might as well help each other out by practicing together.” 
 
    Joey smiled. 
 
    “I have no problem with that,” he said, eyeing Shanny with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “Of course not, if you can’t kiss me the next best thing is…” 
 
    “Tut, tut!” Mr. Tibbs interrupted.  “There will be no kissing, or anything close to it.  The kissing of the hand may be permitted, but that is all.  Now take her hand, so, and put your other hand on her waist, thus.  That is right.  We will start the music again.” 
 
    Mr. Tibbs went to the piano to put in a new roll and nodded to Thomas who was preparing to pump the player piano, while Joey stood holding Shanny’s hand and waist, waiting for the music to start. 
 
    “You look rather dashing in your tails,” Shanny smiled. 
 
    “What do you mean?  I’m not wearing tails,” Joey frowned. 
 
    “I am practicing what I should say to the young men dancing with me, when the time comes,” Shanny informed him.  “You will probably look very awkward in tails unless you do something with your hair!” 
 
    “I’m not going to cut it if that is what you mean.  Having to dress up in prissy clothes is going to be bad enough.  I am not a dandy, as you well know, and I don’t intend to become one.” 
 
    “You could never be a dandy,” Shanny smiled.  “But you could become a well-dressed Comanche.” 
 
    “If any of my Comanche brothers could see me in these emasculating threads, they would believe I have lost all reason.” 
 
    “Your Comanche brothers have to wear rags that are given to them by the overseers of the reservation.  They would happily enjoy wearing something fine like the clothes you will be wearing while you are here.” 
 
    “No more talking!” Mr. Tibbs exclaimed.  “I am about to have Thomas start the music.” 
 
    Piano music filled the room, and the two began to dance the steps Mr. Tibbs had just taught them. 
 
    “It would work better if you stopped stepping all over my feet,” Shanny complained. 
 
    “It is because your feet keep getting in the way!  You don’t even know the steps!” 
 
    “I certainly do!  You are doing it wrong!” she fussed. 
 
    “You are both doing it wrong,” Mr. Tibbs broke in.  “Let me show you again. 
 
    He demonstrated, and the two tried it again. 
 
    “Much better,” Mr. Tibbs praised.  “You move splendidly together!” 
 
    Shanny realized that she could now anticipate Joey’s next move and that there was some sort of sixth sense about them when they were together.  She recalled they had always done everything together, and this was no different.  It was just something other than riding horses and roping cattle.  She started enjoying how effortless it was to be in Joey’s arms, as he turned her around the parlor room floor. 
 
    “That is wonderful!”  Mr. Tibbs encouraged.  “You are both naturals at this.” 
 
    “Hmm, this is not so shabby,” Joey smiled, as he continued to turn Shanny about the room.  “I may enjoy this new occupation after all.  Especially if I can be dancing with the girl I will marry someday.” 
 
    “If you end up dancing with the girl you will marry someday, it certainly won’t be me!” 
 
    “So you say now, but you will change your tune when you discover all the young sops in this town are just namby-pamby boys that don’t know how to be men.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself!  You are far from a man.  I believe that Arnel is much more of a man of the world than you will ever be.” 
 
    “He is merely older than me, but that doesn’t make him more of a man,” Joey complained.  “Traveling from coast to coast does not make someone into a man!” 
 
    “We shall see.  He plans to come calling on me later today.  Grandma has agreed, only she says you have to accompany us, since I cannot step out with a man by myself, and you are my brother, and she is sure you will watch over me.” 
 
    “She is right.  I won’t let that character so much as touch you!” 
 
    “Yes, I know you hate him.  Only I don’t care what you think.  I like him, and if I have to put up with your company to be with him, it is better than nothing.  We are going to go riding in the park.  I am going to get my first experience using a sidesaddle.  I have invited Eleanor to come.  You should like that!” 
 
    “How exciting, I can’t wait to witness you in a sidesaddle!  As for Eleanor, I hope you are not trying to match me up with her.  I like her well enough, but…” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it.  You just be nice to her, because I know she likes you!” 
 
    Joey shrugged.  At least he could keep an eye on Shanny when she was out with the cad, he thought to appease himself.  The way Shanny felt in his arms made him all the more determined to have her as his wife.  She would soon tire of all this falderal business of dancing and riding in the park and realize she missed Texas and the life they had lived there growing up.  He willed himself to be patient and let destiny take its course.  He and Shanny were destined to remain together forever, and he was willing to die trying to bring it about one way or another. 
 
    Shanny looked at Joey’s dark smoldering eyes.  As close as she felt to Joey, there were times she never knew what he was thinking.  Shanny could feel the magnetic pull between them but brushed it off as the familiarity of being together all their lives.  She was ready for a whole new experience.  She wanted to taste life from a different wine glass, and this new opportunity her grandmother was giving her, appealed to her.  She could not wait until the dancing lesson was over, and she could put on the new riding habit her grandmother had bought for her, and be out in the park on the back of a horse with the wind blowing in her face.  It would make her, feel free and alive the way she had felt so many times before in Texas when riding her horse. 
 
    Arnel was a man of means and culture.  She was tired of roughshod cowhands, and drovers with their crude language and intimidating glances.  She was beginning to believe she wanted the kind of life her mother once had growing up.  She wanted the finer things in life instead of being thought of as a cowpoke and having to wash the dust out of her hair every night when she came in from the range.  She had experienced a life of freedom, with little restriction, and while she was not fond of all the new rules her grandmother was introducing her to, she believed the result would be worth it in the end. 
 
    “What are you smiling about?” she asked Joey, as he gazed down into her eyes, never missing a step of the dance. 
 
    “I am just imagining how much you are going to hate riding sidesaddle and pretending to be a proper lady,” he chuckled. 
 
    “I look forward to being a proper lady.  Men treat a proper lady with respect.  They don’t try to wrestle them down and steal kisses like uncouth Indians do.” 
 
    Joey stopped dancing and dropped Shanny’s hand.   
 
    “The real question to ask,” he sneered, “is why you were kissing me back if you found it so repulsive?” 
 
    “I found it interesting.  I had never been kissed before.  However being kissed by a gentleman, would be preferable to getting tackled by a Comanche and held down like some captured white girl.” 
 
    Joey’s eyes started to seethe, as he glared back at Shanny.  Her beauty was so astounding, even in his great anger, he found himself loving her all the more, but it wounded his pride to think she thought of him as an uncouth savage when he had always portrayed himself as the protecting brother.  Now he wanted to be her protecting husband. 
 
    “Keep this up, and I may refuse to accompany you on your ride in the park, and you will have to take a maid with you, or maybe grandmother, herself!” 
 
    He turned abruptly to walk away. 
 
    “I am through with dancing lessons.  The next time I dance with a woman, I will choose one with more manners than a Texas cowhand pretending to be a lady!” he stated and stormed out of the room. 
 
    Shanny stood watching Joey’s rigid back as he strode from the room, pushing the door closed with such force it made a resounding bang that caused her to start.  He was so touchy, that he blew up at the slightest provocation.  The only thing that marred her visit to Philadelphia was ever since they left the ranch, she and Joey had been at odds with each other. She realized it all started with that stupid feather!  While she did not envision herself as Joey’s wife, she still wanted to remain close friends with him like she used to be.  She just didn’t know what was a happy-medium.  Any tenderness she showed to Joey only encouraged him into assuming she would agree to marry him eventually.  If she tried to stay at arm’s length, he didn’t want anything to do with her at all! 
 
    Suddenly she ran across to the door, chasing after Joey. 
 
    “Joey, don’t be angry at me!  Please say you will come riding with us!” 
 
    “Give me one good reason why I should?” he asked gruffly, turning as she tugged at his sleeve. 
 
    “Because you love me,” she smiled.  “Like a brother,” she added. 
 
    Joey gave her a crooked smile. 
 
    “More than a brother,” he whispered, and lifted her hand, kissing her fingertips.  “Mr. Tibbs said kissing hands was acceptable,” he smiled, as she slowly drew her hand away.  “It is almost as good as kissing your lips.” 
 
    Joey gave Shanny one long heart-shattering look and then shrugged. 
 
    “Very well, you always get your way anyway,” he said, and then turned and continued on down the hall. 
 
      
 
    “You look lovely,” Nancy smiled as she put the last finishing touches on Shanny’s hair and placed the riding hat on her head.   
 
    A long purple scarf circled the hat and fell down Shanny’s back to blend in with the purple of her riding habit.  Looking at herself in the mirror, she appeared totally opposite to that cowgirl, who would have been dressed in denim britches and a cowboy hat before mounting her horse.  She did look like a lady, she told herself with an inner smile, and it appealed to her.  She had never felt quite so feminine before and she liked the feeling. 
 
    Her blond ringlets fell to one side of her head, from under her hat, with a whisper of a touch on her strong shoulder.  The riding habit accentuated her small waist, and the ruffles at her neckline protected the top of her well-formed breasts from being revealed.  She turned before the mirror not believing she was the same person who had arrived in the city a short two weeks earlier. 
 
    Lovely dresses filled the clothes press, where Rolletta’s mothball smelling dresses had been removed.  All her other clothes remained in her trunk.  The shopping trips with her grandmother had been exciting, even though Joey put a damper on the excursion, complaining about the clothes Thomas, the footman, helped him choose.  Now she was ready to face society, with the dancing lessons, and the proper etiquette drummed into her head.  She felt her life had to turn out perfect now.  Arnel would propose, and she would accept.  It was that simple, she told herself.  He had already come to dinner once and was introduced to her grandparents, who seemed to approve of him.  He had sent her flowers, and a short note, thanking her for inviting him. 
 
    She didn’t care about all the young men she would be introduced to at her coming-out party.  She was sure Arnel was the man she wanted to be with, and over the course of his stay in Philadelphia, she was positive he would end up asking for her hand.  Then she could travel on to New York with him, and be introduced to even more wonders of the world, she told herself cheerfully. 
 
    “It’s time to go,” Nancy told her, bringing her out of her happy dream. 
 
    Even that remark made her feel giddy, knowing she would spend the next few hours in the company of the man who had become an important part of her life since she met him on the train. 
 
    Joey was waiting outside the door for her when she came out. 
 
    “You are not going to wear that, are you?” she asked in horror, seeing Joey sporting his black cowboy hat, and clean work denims with a striped shirt and a red cotton scarf tied loosely around his neck.  “You look like you are ready to go out and wrangle up some cattle!” 
 
    “I am not going to ride a horse dressed up as a dandy,” he complained. 
 
    “There are no cattle out here for you to round up,” she smiled.  “You are going to be the laughing stock of society, and Eleanor will have nothing to do with you!” 
 
    “I don’t care what Eleanor thinks.  I will not pretend to be something I am not, the way you wish to do.” 
 
    “That is a mean thing to say.  I am still myself.  I am just dressed differently.” 
 
    “You are not yourself.  You have changed so much, I hardly know you any longer.” 
 
    “If you want to keep your heathen ways that is up to you,” Shanny drawled with a thick Texas accent to impress her point.  “I, on the other hand, wish to blend in and be accepted by my peers.” 
 
    “You are just putting on airs, and we both know it!” 
 
    “Hush, Joey!  If you are going to try and spoil my outing I will ask the maid to come with me!” 
 
    “Not on your life.  Someone has to protect you from yourself!” 
 
    Joey lifted his hat and made a deep bow. 
 
    “On with the excursion, your majesty!” he laughed. 
 
    Shanny followed him down the hall to the back stairs and then out the back door, where the groom stood waiting with two saddled horses.  The brown had the sidesaddle on its back, and the black wore a western saddle.  Joey swung up easily into the saddle, while the groom helped Shanny mount, showing her how to hook her knee over the horn, and put her dainty foot clad in a stylish riding boot into the stirrup, just below it. 
 
    “It looks awkward,” Joey observed.  “Glad I don’t have to ride, trussed up like a calf at branding time.” 
 
    “It is not what I am familiar with, but it can’t be that bad.  I am certain I will get used to it,” Shanny told him. 
 
    “I personally like to feel my horse between my legs, not be perched on top of it like some rare bird,” he teased. 
 
    “That is because you are not a lady,” Shanny retorted. 
 
    “And neither are you.  You are merely pretending at it.  But the newness will wear off eventually, and hopefully, you will come back to your senses and return to the Shanny everyone is used to seeing.” 
 
    “We all have to grow out of our childish upbringing some time,” Shanny insisted. 
 
    “What you are trying to do now, is childish.  You want to impress others, and make them think you are some lady when you have been raised out on the range the same as I have.” 
 
    “There are Arnel and Eleanor now,” Shanny said, changing the subject as the two rode up.  “I hope you remember your manners while we are out,” she said, eyeing Joey with a disapproving stare. 
 
    “Anything, to please you, princess!” 
 
    Eleanor rode up beside Joey and gave him a pleasing smile. 
 
    “It is nice to see you again,” she said softly. 
 
    “Yes.  It seems we are thrown together yet again.  I hope you enjoy the ride.” 
 
    “You look as handsome as ever,” she smiled.  “I see you are missing your feather though.” 
 
    “My grandmother forbids me to wear it.  Even wearing my own clothes is a struggle, but I managed to slip out before she noticed,” he laughed. 
 
    “You do make a nice-looking cowboy,” Eleanor praised. 
 
    Joey shrugged.  She was flirting with him, saying all the right things to lure in her intended.  However, he had no intention of becoming her intended, but he would pretend to be enamored by her, to see how Shanny may respond to it, he decided. 
 
    The park was only a few blocks away, and when they entered the riding trail, Joey noticed other mounted people, conversing, with one another, as they rode along together.  It seemed to be the place to have a social gathering when nothing else was going on.  People were waving to friends, as they passed, and even Eleanor waved to a couple of her acquaintances, calling them by name. 
 
    “You seem to know everyone,” Joey mentioned. 
 
    “I have lived here all my life.  I know the whole town,” she told him. 
 
    “You would probably never do well on a Texas range.  There are very few neighbors to run into there.  You have to learn to rely on yourself for entertainment, and other cowpokes for social exchanges.” 
 
    “It must be a lonely life,” she said, wrinkling her forehead. 
 
    “We are kept too busy to notice.” 
 
    “How are you expected to find a wife out in the middle of nowhere?” she asked. 
 
    “There is a shortage of women out there, but local ranchers sometimes have daughters or sisters to choose from.  I am sure in the big cities there are plenty of women, but out on the range, it is different.  It will be easy for my older half-sisters to find a husband, since there are plenty of cowboys in the area, but so far, they have been rather picky and haven’t gotten involved with any local men.” 
 
    “At least Shanny will have her choice of eligible men, once she has her coming-out party.  But I think she has her hat set on Arnel,” Eleanor giggled. 
 
    “Not if I have anything to do with it,” Joey grumbled. 
 
    “You don’t like Arnel?” 
 
    “He is nice enough, but Shanny belongs back on the ranch.  She has never experienced this kind of life before.  It’s starting to go to her head!  She was raised on the back of a horse with dust in her teeth.  It is a fine act she is playing now, but she will tire of it in time.” 
 
    “Maybe you are just saying that because you want her to tire of it.” 
 
    “Her mother will never let her remain here.  We all love Shanny too much to have her halfway across the States from us.” 
 
    “Her mother left Philadelphia and went to Texas, halfway across the States from her own family.  What makes Shanny any different?” 
 
    “Our mother did not want to leave.  She was forced into it.  Shanny may be all impressed with Philadelphia right now, but when she comes to her senses, she will make the right choice.” 
 
    He hoped her right choice would be to accept the fact that the two of them were meant to spend their lives together.  He looked at her and Arnel, as they happily exchanged conversation with each other.  She looked stunning in her riding habit, and her face was aglow.  This made Joey fear that perhaps he could be wrong about Shanny tiring of the life she was leading here.  He started to fear he was losing her, and he did not like the sinking feeling that came over him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like the idea of some reservation raised Comanche Injuns working the ranch,” Cooper scowled as Ina swung down from her horse. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what you like, Cooper,” she scowled back.  “These men, including you, work for me now.  I’m not going to listen to your bellyaching about the way things are run around here, so if you don’t like my choice of cowhands, you have every right to take your marching papers and find another job on some other ranch.” 
 
    “Pritchard said I could stay,” he growled. 
 
    “…As our work-hand on our ranch!  You need to remember, just because this is the Circle P Ranch, doesn’t mean we will run it the same way Pritchard did.  He was losing cattle towards the end, and I have a sneaking feeling that you were either the cause of it, or you could have prevented it.  Therefore I plan to keep a close eye on you, so don’t try anything you may be sorry for later.” 
 
    Cooper gave Ina the once-over.  He liked a woman with spunk.  That was the reason he had liked Ina’s mother, but he knew if she was anything like Callie, he had better be one step ahead of her. 
 
    “For now, I won’t complain, but those savages better know what they’re doing.  I’m not gonna babysit them for you.” 
 
    “Chogan will teach them anything they need to know.  He worked for my mother for several years while we were growing up.  He helped teach me and my sisters a lot of things as well.  All you got to do is make sure nothing happens to any of the cattle while you are foreman, and bring the calves in for branding when the time comes.  If my parents don’t make it back by the time we need to go on the drive it is not going to hold us back.  We are going to join the two herds and head them all out together.” 
 
    “Sounds like you have everything all planned out,” Cooper mumbled. 
 
    “We haven’t been raised on a cattle ranch for nothing,” Ina grunted.  “You need to tell Hudson to have his sister pack her belongings up, and then take her over to the Double C so Mr. Daniels can start teaching her to cook.  Then when Hudson comes back, I’m putting you in charge of him, and you can teach him the ropes of being some help around here.  If you can’t turn him into a cattle wrangler, then you aren’t worth spit.  Probably not worth spit anyway, from what my mother tells me.” 
 
    Cooper narrowed his eyes at Ina. 
 
    “Your mother never liked me, cause I was a friend of your father’s.  He was a good man, and she made him out to be someone he wasn’t.  She didn’t even care that her Comanche friends put an arrow in his back.  We risked our lives and went to the trouble to save her from those heathens, and how did she thank us?  By taking one of them heathens into her own home and valuing his friendship more than mine or her husband’s, not to mention Mr. Prichard, who must have gotten addled in his old age to leave your mother his spread.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter, that is all behind us, and I was too little to know what was happening back then, but I wasn’t too little to recall my father wasn’t’ a very nice man.  We were all scared to death of him.  He caused the death of my mother and would have done the same to our new mama as well if Chayton hadn’t come along, so I don’t want to hear no more talk about what you don’t like about my mother or her Indian friends.  Just do what I tell you and I won’t have to find an excuse to get rid of you.” 
 
    Cooper turned and went to the house, while Ina turned to Chogan. 
 
    “The bunkhouse is over there,” she told him pointing in the direction of the outbuilding across the yard.  “Have your friends tie their horses up, while they get settled in.  When Hudson comes back, I’ll have a meeting with all of you, and then I’ll tell Cooper to have their Chinaman cook make something for us all to eat.  I hear all he ever cooks, besides Chinese food is stake and beans.” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose and gave a little laugh. 
 
    “Hudson will be staying in the bunkhouse with the rest of you, now that I am here, and if I get sick of eating beans and stake, I will fix my own meals in the house.” 
 
    “That is a big house for only one woman,” Chogan pointed out. 
 
    “I don’t plan to spend much time in it,” Ina smiled.  “I’m going to be working right alongside you and everyone else when I am not taking care of the books.  After dinner, I plan to go over Pritchard’s books and see what was going on.  He claimed to be losing cattle, and I want to discover how that was possible.” 
 
    Chogan smiled.  He felt Ina could take care of herself.  For all her nervousness on the way out, she now seemed to be in control of herself. 
 
    “I have faith in you, Miakoda,” he said winking. 
 
    “I just wish I had faith in myself,” she smiled back. 
 
    “Miakoda good boss woman,” Adoette said as he passed her. 
 
    Ina turned and looked at him.  His name fits him, she thought as she appraised his size and stature.  He was tall and appeared like a Great Tree, standing above all other trees in the forest. His chest was broad and his muscles bulged beneath rolled-up shirtsleeves.  His dark, searching eyes held hers for longer than she expected.  She gave him an approving smile to cover her own unsure feelings and then watched as he went to tie his dappled horse with the others. 
 
    “He likes you,” Chogan stated boldly.  “He is my nephew and he will show you respect.  We have wise women in our tribe who often advise us.  I think he may believe you are a wise woman in your own right.” 
 
    “I will try to be,” Ina mumbled. 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on Cooper, and make sure he doesn’t do anything he is not supposed to do.  He may think he is running us, only we are here to help watch over you.  Connor made it very clear.” 
 
    “Connor doesn’t think I can run the place?” 
 
    “No.  He just doesn’t want Cooper causing trouble.  He says Cooper did something that upset your mother.  She never told him what it was, but he worries he may try to use you in the same way.” 
 
    “I can take care of myself, where Cooper is concerned,” Ina stated with confidence. 
 
    “I know.  Now we are here to watch you take care of yourself,” he grinned. 
 
    “You don’t trust me either,” she laughed. 
 
    “We trust you.  We just want to make sure you stay safe is all.” 
 
    Ina watched as Hudson came out of the house with a trunk and placed it on the buckboard.  Carrabelle appeared, looking a little worried, waiting for Hudson to help her up in the wagon.  Ina walked over, just as Hudson was helping her up. 
 
    “You’ll like it at the Double C Ranch,” Ina told Carrabelle.  “You’ll have my sisters to talk to, and Mr. Daniels is very kind and patient.  You’ll learn all about cooking fast enough.” 
 
    “It never occurred to me when we came out here I would end up being a common cook,” Carrabelle murmured in a shivering voice. 
 
    “I don’t much like cooking myself,” Ina chuckled.  “But you don’t look like the cow wrangling type to me.  I am sure cooking is a lesser challenge for you.  We all have to earn our keep.  Just because we own the ranch doesn’t mean we can sit around and twiddle our thumbs.  To become a success some effort has to be made.  My adopted mother worked hard to make my father’s ranch into something to be proud of.  Our house is much nicer than the ranch house here.  This old house must be at least a hundred years old,” she said pointing to the Spanish-style dwelling behind her.  “We just finished ours about fifteen years ago.  It has modern conveniences including running hot water and an inside bathtub.  I know Mr. Pritchard never installed indoor plumbing like we have and an outdoor bathhouse has to be used here.  You’ll be glad you are staying there instead of here,” she encouraged, 
 
    Ina turned her attention to Hudson, once Carrabelle was perched in anticipation on the bench. 
 
    “When you get back, you’ll need to move your clothes out to the bunkhouse.  Cooper will take on teaching you what you’ll need to know about cow poking, and you will become like any other cowhand here.” 
 
    “Am I going to have to work alongside those Indians?” he asked, glancing over to where the Comanche braves were entering the bunkhouse.” 
 
    “You’ll have to sleep beside them too,” Ina smiled.  “But don’t worry.  I’ll tell them not to scalp you right off, but I can’t promise anything in the future if you don’t toe the line,” she laughed. 
 
    “You aren’t serious, are you?” Hudson said, raising his eyebrows. 
 
    “Of course, I’m not serious.  If any of those Comanche even so much as touches a strand of a white man’s hair, the authorities would send them to prison.  They are quite civilized and speak English since it is mandatory to speak it on the reservation.  Chogan is a good friend of ours and is harmless, but he is a hard taskmaster.  People claim Indians are lazy.  However, they are wrong.  The only reason Indians appear lazy is because there is nothing to do on the reservation that interests them.  We were lucky to get Chogan and his friends before they ever went to the reservation.  They worked on our ranch for several years until us kids were old enough to handle the ranch.  They were very industrious people before the government took their livelihood away from them and sectioned them off from the rest of the states, like cattle, put in a place they are not used to being.  Their whole purpose in life was finding ways to survive.  Once the government started feeding them, there was no reason to use all those talents they needed when they were roaming free on the land.  But they have a way with cattle, considering they used to hunt buffalo, and are the best horse trainers known in these parts.” 
 
    “Apparently you are more impressed with their like than I am,” Hudson said, giving her an askance glance as he stepped up in the wagon and unwound the reins from the brake handle. 
 
    “It’s because I haven’t read all those dime novels written about the Indians that don’t have a smidgen of truth in them.  It is all made up for sensational effect.  Even Buffalo Bill doesn’t give justice to the Indians in his Wild West shows.  He just gives them jobs so they can live in the past as they pretend to chase after actors portraying innocent white victims.  I don’t claim everything the Indians did was the right thing to do, but if we were put in the same position, we probably would have done the same thing.  After all, didn’t we attack the British so we could create America?” 
 
    “That was different.  We didn’t ambush innocent families,” back then. 
 
    “But during the Civil War, there was plenty of ambushing families, so I don’t think we have any room to talk.” 
 
    Hudson shrugged. 
 
    “Believe what you wish.  I just hope your friends take advantage of the bathhouse and find clean clothes to wear.” 
 
    “That will all be taken care of.  I will make sure Cooper rigs everyone out the way they should be,” Ina told him. 
 
    Hudson slapped the reins against the rumps of the horse and headed out to the Double C Ranch, as Ina watched on.  She hoped Hudson did not resist fitting in with the rest of the workers, or there would be trouble ahead, she thought. 
 
    Ina now sat at Mr. Pritchard’s desk, looking over the books.  Hudson had returned and joined the other workers in the bunkhouse and Ina had told them all what she expected of them.  The meal was fixed by Cracker, which was the nickname given to the cook.  Like Cooper had told her, he had wandered onto the ranch after leaving a Chinese work gang that put the railroad through the states.  No one knew what his real name was, and he spoke as little English as he could get away with.  He still insisted on wearing his oriental clothes, and wore a long braid down the middle of his back, keeping to himself most of the time.  Mr. Pritchard took pity on him and hired him on as the cook, feeling he was not the right material for a cowhand. 
 
    When Cooper saw Ina heading for the house, saying she was getting ready to go over the books, he seemed concerned.  
 
    “Maybe I should help you with the books since I have been keeping them ever since Mr. Pritchard’s eyesight had started fading towards the end.” 
 
    “If I have any questions, I will call you,” Ina insisted.  “I just want to look at everything first, and then if I need your help, I will ask for it.” 
 
    Cooper frowned, taking a step forward as though he was going to ignore her remarks. 
 
    “It had always been my job.  I just thought you would want me to…” 
 
    Ina put her arm out to stop Cooper. 
 
    “I am sure you did a satisfactory job of keeping the records, Cooper.  Nonetheless, when my mother returns, I want to be able to explain everything to her about how well the ranch has been doing.  If cattle have been dwindling, the way Mr. Pritchard claimed, I need to discover what caused it.  If it comes to that, I will gladly hear whatever explanation you may have.” 
 
    “Very well, I just hope you can read my hen scratches,” he smiled. 
 
    “If your records are written with illegible hen scratches, you shouldn’t have been keeping the records,” Ina stated, giving him a steady look.  “Let’s just hope they make sense to me when I check them.” 
 
    “If not, I am sure I can explain,” Cooper said, eyeing her almost disapprovingly.   
 
    Ina thought he looked a little nervous, but maybe it was because she was suspecting he had been the cause of Mr. Pritchard losing cattle.  Even Mr. Pritchard taking a turn for the worse, and dying too young, as far as Ina was concerned, bothered her. 
 
    She settled in the leather covered office chair that had a Spanish flair to it since the hair of the hide covering the chair remained.  The desk was of heavy oak, dwarfing the room as it took up most of the space.  Bookshelves lined the walls on three sides, the leather covers of some of the books starting to flake and crack with age.  She pulled out a large ledger from the drawer and started flipping through the pages, comparing the number of cattle and profits from one year to the next.  She came upon a place in the book where the numbers were written in a different hand, and she realized that was when Cooper must have taken over the bookkeeping chore from Mr. Pritchard. 
 
    Cooper was right.  Compared to Mr. Pritchard’s neat easy to read numbers filling the columns of the book, Cooper’s numbers were sloppy, and it was hard to tell what some of the numbers were supposed to be.  A seven sometimes appeared like a one and some sixes resembled half closed zeros.  Threes could be mistaken for fives, and Ina would have to double check the numbers to make sure the columns were adding up correctly.  Then there was the record of the number of cattle, new calves, and cows expected to drop new offspring, strays lost, cattle that died or got sick, the numbers lost on drives, and the number of cattle that made it and what prices they went for. 
 
    Ina noticed that since Cooper came to work for Mr. Pritchard, it seemed that more cattle were either lost as strays or ended up disappearing from cattle drives.  It was not unusual for that to happen along the way, but the number seemed to increase, once Cooper started keeping track of the books.  There was no explanation of whether they even made an attempt to find the strays, or discover whatever happened to them.  When Indians roamed the area, it was normal to lose cattle from raids, or hungry Indians who hadn’t been able to track down the buffalo.  However, now the Indians were on reservations and could not raid the ranches, or take strays to use for their own food.  Were there dishonest ranchers taking the strays, Ina wondered?  Most of the ranchers in the area knew one another, and would never steal someone else’s cattle.  However, stray mavericks with no brands were up for grabs for anyone who happened upon them and could put their own brand on them.  Only roving rustlers and outlaws coming through the area, sometimes on their way to Mexico, would be brazen enough to steal branded the cattle, sometimes changing their brand.  Even if that was happening, it was usually few and far-between for rustlers to tamper with someone’s cattle. 
 
    When Ina finished going through the books, she went out to the bunkhouse and knocked on the door.  Cooper answered it. 
 
    “Did the books look all right?” he asked, not liking the look on Ina’s face. 
 
    “Did they seem right to you?” she asked in return.  “I have come to let all of you know that tomorrow we are going to round up all the cattle.  Then we will put them through the shoots, counting each one.  I’m going to talk to Connor about getting some of that barbed wire that is all the rave with a lot of ranchers today.  If we fence off the borders of the ranch, we can keep a closer eye on the cattle and keep them on our own property.  Apparently, there have been too many strays lost.  Having fences would eliminate strays leaving and anything else from coming in.  Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    She looked straight at Cooper as though accusing him of something. 
 
    “How you gonna to do that?” Cooper asked, not missing the way she had looked at him.  “We would have to dig hundreds of post holes, and then do upkeep on the fence line.  I’ve talked to other ranchers with fenced in acreage, and even with fences, the cattle can break through, and often sheep herders deliberately cut the fences.  Then you have to mend fences and ride the fence line every so often to make sure the fences are still up.” 
 
    “I suppose that is just going to be part of modern ranching of the future,” Ina stated.  “But first off, we count the herd.  Then in a few weeks, we will count the herd again, just to see if the cattle are straying off, or if something else is happening to them.  If we keep losing strays, I’ll suggest to Connor we start fencing the place.  We can bring in more Indians off the reservations if we have to, to get the job done.” 
 
    “You are just making unnecessary work for yourself,” Cooper complained.  “The money you end up spending for wire and help to put the fence up will probably be more than the money you might lose with a few cattle straying off.” 
 
    “Not if the cattle disappear on a regular basis,” Ina pointed out.  “In the beginning, it may be a big chunk of money, but over the years it will end up paying for itself.” 
 
    “You are getting excited over nothing,” Cooper insisted. 
 
    “We’ll see how much of nothing it turns out to be after we count the cattle, and then keep checking them,” Ina smiled.  “So get a lot of rest tonight because tomorrow it will probably take most of the day rounding up all the cattle, and then another day counting them all.  We’ll put them all in the holding pens overnight, once we bring them in.  In fact, we can kill two birds with one stone, cause we can separate all the calves and brand them after we let the other cattle loose again.” 
 
    “You must love making unnecessary work for us to do,” Cooper grumbled. 
 
    “I’ll be working right alongside you.  It’s not like I’m not going to do my share, so stop your bellyaching!  Did you come here to work the ranch, or sit back and let cattle wander off?  Seeing as how they are not your cattle, and you get paid just the same, you probably don’t much care.  But my family owns this ranch now, and if it doesn’t bring in a profit, we might as well just close it down.  Then you would all be out of work.” 
 
    Cooper shrugged. 
 
    “I guess you are the boss, but I don’t have to like it.” 
 
    “It will give Hudson an opportunity to get his feet wet and see if he likes being involved with cattle.  Maybe he and his sister will be like their father and return to New York, rather than be faced with hard work.” 
 
    Hudson turned and looked at Ina. 
 
    “I resent you accusing me of not wanting to work.  It is not my fault my father left the ranch and raised us in New York.  My uncle should have left us this place, and then I would be calling the shots.” 
 
    “Only you wouldn’t know what shots to call, and this ranch would continue to lose money, with Cooper advising you what to do.  At least this way, you will be making an honest wage.” 
 
    “And worth every penny of it,” Hudson grinned.  “I don’t plan to be like my father.  If I can’t have the ranch, at least I can prove to you that I am willing to work on it.  If I learn to like it, I may take the money my uncle left us and put it towards a ranch of my own.” 
 
    “If you did that, I would be the first to congratulate you!” Ina said, seeing Hudson in a new light.  “I didn’t think you had something like that in you, so maybe you can prove me wrong.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe I can,” Hudson agreed. 
 
    When they rode out the next morning, Hudson came up alongside Ina. 
 
    “I want to tell you that I am rather impressed with you!” he said almost sheepishly.  “It takes a lot of fortitude to be doing what you are doing.  Cooper told me about your mother and how she took her cattle to market pretty much on her own, with just the help of you kids, and the help of the Indians halfway through.  He had made bets she would never make it, but she did.” 
 
    “I was only about ten at the time, and it was Cooper’s fault my mother was left without any workers, but it was the best time of my childhood.  It made me feel important having our new mama counting on me and my sisters and Connor.  Even little Beth drove the chuck wagon and took care of the babies.  It was scary and rewarding and made us a closer family in the end.  That is why I need to impress my parents, and Connor, by succeeding in getting this ranch back on its feet.” 
 
    “I’ll be willing to help in any way I can,” Hudson told her.  “Even though it is not my ranch, it belonged to my family, and my father was raised here.  That counts for something, I figure.  I will be glad to see it succeed even if you are the one running the show.” 
 
    “I appreciate your vote of confidence,” Ina smiled, taking a closer look at Hudson. 
 
    Dressed in work clothes, he no longer looked the dandy he had when she first met him in his New York outfit with his attitude of entitlement sparking in his eyes.  Now he looked like he was willing to conform to his situation and not complain about it.  She had expected him to end up being a handful, but maybe he had ranching in his blood and didn’t even know it, she smiled to herself. 
 
    Adoette came up on the other side of her, his long dark hair flowing from beneath a cowboy hat Cooper had given him to wear.  He wore Indian leggings over his blue denim britches, like chaps, and a lariat was hung over his saddle horn.  His cowboy boots looked old and worn.  A smile played over his full lips and his dark eyes turned down in what looked like amusement. 
 
    “It is an honor to be working for Miakoda,” he said, nodding at her.  “Whatever you wish me to do I will live to accomplish it.” 
 
    “I am sure you are a very good worker,” Ina said, glancing at him. 
 
    “I hope I do not let you down,” he mumbled. 
 
    “Of course, you won’t,” Ina smiled.  “You and the rest of the braves are a Godsend.  Where else could we go to find faithful workers, than at the reservation?  I am sure you will make me proud.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Adoette said.  “I feel a storm coming on.  We should hasten to finish our task,” he mumbled and then rode up ahead to join Chogan and Cooper who were riding in the lead. 
 
    “Who is Miakoda?” Hudson asked when Adoette rode off. 
 
    “It is the Indian name Chogan gave me.  It means Power of the Moon.” 
 
    “A strange name,” Hudson chuckled.  “But I like the sound of it and its meaning.” 
 
    “All Indian names have meaning to them.  I guess I will have to live up to my name and use whatever power the moon offers me, to get the job done,” she laughed. 
 
    “I have a feeling you don’t need anything to help you get the job done.  You seem to have enough self-confidence to accomplish any task you put your mind to.” 
 
    “It’s nice to know you have faith in me,” Ina smiled, but she was thinking that maybe Hudson was just trying to impress her with his compliments, in order to gain her trust.  
 
    For the first time since she met Hudson, she started to wonder if he had ulterior motives and was intending to sweet talk her, and get her to like him enough to marry him, so he would end up with the ranch after all?  It was a sure thing, once a woman married, the husband legally owned everything she owned.  Then she remembered that the ranch didn’t even belong to her.  It belonged to Callie, and since Callie and Chayton weren’t legally married, she was the sole owner of both ranches.  For some reason, this relieved Ina.  She had to admit she wasn’t ready for the responsibility of owning the ranch, she just was happy to work on it to help her family succeed.  
 
    She hoped against hope that Hudson was being honest with her because she was starting to notice things about Hudson that she liked.  She didn’t want to be fooled by some underlining agenda Hudson may have.  She looked up ahead at Adoette riding alongside Chogan.  She believed he was right about a storm on the horizon.  She hoped they could get the cattle back before the storm broke. Adoette glanced over his shoulder at her and gave her a smile.  She was starting to like him as well and remembered how Chogan had told her that Adoette liked her.  It was plain that Hudson liked her too, which made Ina start to feel better about the challenge ahead of her.  It was good to have her helpers on her side, she thought with a smile.  Now if she could learn to trust Cooper, she wouldn’t worry about the future, she thought. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    Connor watched as Hudson helped his sister down from the wagon.  She looked frightened and unsure of herself, which made Connor’s heart go out to her.  She knew nothing of the life ahead of her.  She was almost like Callie, pulled from an easy life into an uncertain future of ranching.  However, Carrabelle was not faced with the prospects of having to marry someone she did not like or wish as a husband.  On the other hand, if she was hoping for a husband, Carrabelle would only have ranchers and cowhands to choose from instead of, perhaps, some wealthy man in New York.  Therefore, Connor decided he would try to make it as easy on Carrabelle as he could. 
 
    Now he appraised her from a whole new perspective.  Before, he thought her to be a little uppity and disdainful, but now she merely looked hopeless and vulnerable, totally unsure of herself in a way that actually attracted him to her.  He wanted to be her hero, but he wasn’t sure why.  Could it be those dark, troubled eyes, she shot at him, and then lowered, shading them with long thick eyelashes, resting on her pink cheeks?  Or was it the full, almost trembling lips that were not so much pouting as trying to remain indifferent?  Her dark ringlets fell around her neck in an appealing manner, and she looked so far removed from a cook, that Connor hesitated to put her in that position.  If he didn’t, though, his sisters would hound him and accuse him of being soft on her.  And they would be right, he thought with an inward smile. 
 
    “Welcome to Double C Ranch,” Connor said softly, trying to relieve her fears and knowing he was not succeeding.  “You’ve met my sisters and Mr. Daniels, but you have not met our workers.” 
 
    Connor whistled, and Avonaco put his head out of the bunkhouse door. 
 
    “Bring your crew over to meet my new cook,” he called. 
 
    Avonaco approached with the three Comanche’s that remained to help Connor. 
 
    “This is Avonaco, Konton, Taima, and Maska.  They may look a little fierce, but I assure you, they are friendly and kind.” 
 
    Carrabelle gazed over the group as though she did not believe Connor. 
 
    “This is Carrabelle, the cook for the house,” Connor informed them. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Carrabelle mumbled in a shaking voice.  “I saw your friends at the Circle P before Hudson brought me here.” 
 
    Hudson glanced at Connor. 
 
    “I assume you will keep my sister safe,” he said, almost glaring at Connor as he formed the words. 
 
    “You know I will.  I would never let any harm come to any of my workers, be they white or Indian.  We respect each other around here.” 
 
    “Then I will leave her safely in your care,” he shrugged and climbed back up into the wagon.  “I will check back later to make sure you are keeping your word.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” Connor questioned.  “I allowed you both to remain out here so you would not become homeless.  A little gratitude would suffice.” 
 
    “I will show my gratitude by being an asset to the Circle P, and I am sure Carrabelle will do her best to do the same at the Double C.” 
 
    “Then I will put my worries to rest,” Conner chuckled.  “Good luck.  Don’t let me regret hiring you both on.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we won’t,” Hudson assured him as he turned the wagon and headed back toward Circle P Ranch. 
 
    “Avonaco why don’t you take Carrabelle’s belongings up to the guest room, while I show her the house,” Connor suggested and took Carrabelle’s elbow to lead her through the rooms. 
 
    “Mr. Daniels will come after lunch, and teach you what you need to know about the kitchen.  For the first few days, you can watch him fix the meals for the hands, and we will all eat with them until you feel more comfortable in the kitchen.  Tommy and Beth are out doing chores.  Tomorrow, we will all head out to round up the mama cows and their calves, so they can be branded.  You will stay put at the ranch and Mr. Daniels will give you some cooking lessons, while we are out, maybe bake some bread or something.” 
 
    Carrabelle merely nodded as though she was terrified of voicing an opinion, or the thought of baking bread alarmed her.  She looked frightened and appeared to want to be any place but there. 
 
    “I will show you to your room and let you freshen up and rest.  We have an indoor bathtub if you wish to bathe and change.  You will find life in this house as comfortable as any house you have lived at in New York.  It was fashioned after a fashionable townhouse in Philadelphia where my mother once lived.  If you need anything, just let me or one of the girls know.  They will be happy to have the company of another woman since most of their social life is limited to working-men or ranchers with a few women at church to visit with.  We don’t have fancy balls or gala affairs out in the country, but there are country-dances and fairs to go to, not to mention church on Sunday and church socials and picnics from time to time.  At church, you will be able to visit your brother, and my family will get to see Ina.  I am sure you will adjust.”  
 
    “I hope so,” Carrabelle mumbled, taking a chance to dart a look in Connor’s direction since she had been keeping her eyes down in her shyness and precarious position.   
 
    She had always felt poor, even though she had attended a good school afforded to her by her uncle.  Only now, she felt more than poor; she felt like the working class, which she had never had to face before.  In spite of her position created by her thoughtless father, she had been given the opportunity to rub shoulders with the elite, and learn all the social graces that came with it.  She pretended at being well off for so long, she had begun to believe it was true during her school years.  Now she was being brought back down to earth with a resounding crash!  She had always expected to marry into wealth, since most of her friends were wealthy, and thought her to be.  She had thought, when she and Hudson inherited her uncle’s ranch, she wouldn’t have to pretend at being wealthy any longer.  Now she couldn’t pretend at being wealthy, even if she wanted to.  She would have to accept her station in life, and so far, she did not like what she had to look forward to. 
 
    Carrabelle glanced down at her hands, which had never had to perform a task.  When she was young, her father still had his inheritance.  It wasn’t until she was older, that he had lost most of it, and they had to rely on Uncle Hank’s generosity of paying for her and Hudson’s education.  Now she had to face the reality of her life and the prospects of never being able to rise to a higher social status, or marry wealth unless it was a wealthy rancher.  She now understood why her father had loathed ranching.  She was going to loathe it too.  She was surprised at Hudson’s attitude about it all.   
 
    He thought of it as an adventure.  He planned to succeed at ranching, and eventually buy a ranch of his own.  He wanted her to add her inheritance with his to purchase the ranch, once he learned enough to run one on his own.  She was appalled at the idea, which made her feel all the more trapped in a life she hadn’t counted on.  She felt she knew how Callie must have felt when she was sent out to Texas, only Callie had not had the luxury of living in a nice home, that she now afforded Carrabelle to live in.  She was impressed with what Callie had done, considering what Callie had found when she first became Chet’s wife.  Cooper had related to both her and Hudson the story of when Callie first came to Chet’s ranch.  He had a certain respect for her while appearing disturbed by her success, Carrabelle thought.  She wondered what had really transpired between him and Callie.  She knew Callie had thrown him off her ranch and he resented it. 
 
    Now she glanced at Connor, who wasn’t actually Callie’s son, though he called her mother.  She was the aunt that came to care for her sister’s children, and Carrabelle could tell by the way Connor spoke of Callie, that he loved her as a mother.  She must be an amazing woman, Carrabelle thought.  She wished she could be more like Callie.  Brave and adventurous, willing to build up a beautiful ranch from the ramshackle cottage where Mr. Daniels lived, to a beautiful mansion-like ranch house, where her family lived now.  Only that took a lot of work.  Something Carrabelle was not used to. 
 
    Connor appeared sympathetic to her cause.  He seemed kind.  He took his position without being condescending to others.  She liked that about him.  He did not seem to look down his nose at her, and the fact made her feel a little more comfortable in his presence.   Only she had to admit, she worked for Connor.  She could never be his equal. 
 
    He was actually handsome in a rugged sort of way, with a tangle of blond curls he kept hidden under his hat most of the time.  His probing blue eyes were a little intimidating, though.  He seemed older than his twenty-seven years, she thought.  His eyes had a depth of knowledge not gained by a high-class education but gained through life experience.  Cooper had told her of how all the Callahan children had helped on the cattle drive Callie took.  It must have been a hard life for them, she thought.  Something her father refused to experience.  She realized it gave him stature her father never hoped to have, and she admired him for that.   
 
    His lips were full and seemed to be smiling most of the time, which made her believe that he took all his challenges with a grain of salt and only looked to the positive side of life.  He had smile lines around his eyes, his skin weathered and tanned, adding to his look of maturity.  There was something about Connor beyond that, which she liked.  She hoped he liked her just a little. 
 
    Connor left Carrabelle at her door and went back downstairs.  He hoped the weather held out until they could get the calves in.  Even if they couldn’t brand them right off, they wouldn’t get scattered by the storm, he felt was brewing.  The wind was a big indication that something was coming their way, but if they waited until after it hit, then there would be more strays to hunt down, and young calves in a storm may not fare well.  They would have to start out early to stay ahead of the storm, which he believed might land the next evening.  Hopefully, if it held off that long, they could get the cattle in and safe in the holding pens until the storm blew over so they could get to the branding. 
 
    Connor, Tommy, Beth, and their Comanche friends started out at daybreak the next morning. 
 
    Connor looked over the group and was satisfied with what he saw.  They all seemed eager to get to work, and he was especially proud of his two sisters who always stepped up to any challenge or job handed to them on the ranch.  He sometimes felt they were better than regular cowhands hired for the cattle drive. 
 
    “We are going to work in teams,” Connor explained.  “I want to get the calves in before the storm hits if possible.  The wind has died down a bit so I think it may not be as bad as I thought it would be.  However, even though the cows with calves sometimes stay together, there are always those who seem to want to protect their young from the rest of the herd and may be off on their own.  Therefore I want Tommy and Konton to head out to the west side of the range, while Beth and Taima go east.  Maska, Avonaco, and I will head south together to take up the distance between.  We’ll separate the mother cows and calves from the herd and bring them back to the ranch. You’ll be on your own to bring in however many you find outside the herd in whichever direction you are going.  I just hope we can find them all before that storm builds up.  If you get caught in the storm, you are on your own as what you decide to do.  If you can find shelter, try to keep the calves and their mother’s together, if you don’t think you can bring them in right away.  Otherwise, try to bring them in as quickly as you can.” 
 
    Tommy looked to Konton and motioned for him to follow her as she headed west.  She hadn’t had time to get to know the Comanche brave, and wasn’t sure if she could count on him.  However, she trusted Avonaco and he had chosen the young men to accompany him and Connor back to the ranch, so she would have to put her faith in his judgment. 
 
    Konton was eying her, with his dark, probing eyes, probably worrying about her, the same way she was worrying him. 
 
    “You know anything about herding cattle?” Tommy asked as they loped along together. 
 
    She noted the slight smile that rested on his full lips, and how Konton’s long, black, flowing hair danced behind him from under his hat, as the wind caught it. 
 
    “Enough,” Konton said. 
 
    He didn’t seem too talkative, Tommy thought. 
 
    “There’s a gully not far from here, and I was thinking it might be a perfect place for a mother and calf to hide if they wanted to keep their distance from the other cattle.  Only problem is, once we get down in that gully, there is no way out until we come to the end.  The gully spans the width of the ranch and opens up there, but it is tricky going and it might take a lot of coaxing to get any cows or calves to climb up out through the rocks at the other end.  If they won’t go, we will have to herd them all the way back to the original opening, which will waste a lot of time.  Connor is afraid of the storm breaking, so we need to try and make haste.” 
 
    “No harm trying,” Konton said with a grunt. 
 
    “If we run across any strays before we get to the gully, we’ll have to bring them with us.” 
 
    “No choice, I guess,” Konton mumbled. 
 
    Because Konton seemed uninterested in carrying on a conversation, the two traveled in silence as they scouted for any signs of stray cows with calves. 
 
    Eventually, they found two cows and their calves.  Tommy swung her lasso over her head while Konton took up the other side to keep the cows going in the direction they wanted them to go.  His horse was well trained, and Tommy admired the way the horse responded to Konton’s every direction, which was mostly made by the pressure he put on the sides of the horse with his legs, leaving his hands free, in case he needed them for roping or something other than holding the reins. 
 
    “The gully is just ahead,” Tommy pointed out.  “Once we are inside, there is only one way the cows can go, so we won’t have to work as hard to keep them going towards the other end.  It is really a washed out riverbed.  Only holds water during a heavy rain, so I hope this storm is more of a windstorm than a rainstorm.  I don’t want to be caught in that gully if it starts raining very hard.  We sometimes have flash-floods out here.” 
 
    Konton nodded, as his brows pulled together, but he said nothing. 
 
    As the two herded the cows and their calves through the gully, Tommy noticed the wind picking up, but in the gully, she couldn’t feel it as much as seeing the grass and bushes at the top of the gully starting to whip around. 
 
    “We had better hurry,” Tommy said, gritting her teeth.  “Those clouds don’t look very friendly.  Connor thought the storm would hold out until this evening, but I have my doubts about that.” 
 
    The two picked up their speed, but the calves were too young to keep up the steady gait. 
 
    “Hold on,” Konton said. 
 
    In a moment he was swinging off of his horse, picking up one calf and throwing it across the back of Tommy’s horse in front of her, and then putting the other one on his horse. 
 
    “We’ll make better time if we carry the calves,” he insisted. 
 
    “You may be right,” Tommy said, having admiration for Konton’s down to earth reasoning. 
 
    Now they didn’t have to herd the cows because they kept up with the horses, knowing their calves were being carried.  They found it wasn’t hard to get the cows to pick up speed as Tommy and Konton kept their eyes open for any more cows that may be taking shelter in the gully. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like there are any cows here,” Tommy mentioned.  “It’s not very far to the opening, so we might as well keep going and climb out of this gully before the storm hits.”   
 
    She had to talk louder as the sound of the wind was starting to drown out her words.  She could see the rocky path leading up out of the gully ahead, but before they got to it, the clouds opened up and started pouring down torrents of rain.  Tommy kicked her horse, but the cows were having a hard time keeping up with them, and Tommy noticed water starting to wash down over the rocks at the end of the gully. 
 
    “We’re never going to get the cows to go up the rocks with that water washing down like it is,” Tommy cried. 
 
    “Might as well go back the other way,” Konton suggested, turning his horse and the surprised cows turned and followed as well.  They seemed to know they all needed to get out of the gully before the water started to overtake them. 
 
    The sand in the riverbed made it hard for the horses to keep up their speed, and the cows were starting to slow as well.  Both the horses had a double load since the calves were slung over their backs along with their riders.  The water was starting to fill the gully, and now the horses were splashing through the water, while rain soaked the horses and riders. 
 
    “It’s getting deeper,” Tommy shrieked.  “Do you think we can make it back before it gets too deep?” 
 
    “The horses are tired, and once the water rises, they will have to swim, right along with the two cows,” Konton predicted.  “They won’t be able to carry us and the calves once the water gets too deep.” 
 
    “What should we do?” Tommy exclaimed. 
 
    “I noticed on the way through the gully, there was a sort of hollow, up high in the side of the gully.  I doubt the water will get that high.  Once we get to it, we should get off before the water is too deep, swat the horses so they will keep going, and the cows should follow.  Then we take the calves with us to the hollow and wait out the storm.” 
 
    “How are we going to get the calves up?” Tommy wanted to know. 
 
    “I’ll climb up and lower a rope for the calves.  You tie them on, and I will hoist them up.  Then I’ll throw the rope for you to help you climb up to the hollow.  The horses and cows will probably swim to the end of the gully and find higher ground.” 
 
    “The current is getting faster,” Tommy noticed.  “I hope it doesn’t wash us away, once we get off the horses.” 
 
    “We will just have to take that chance,” Konton shrugged.  “I see the hollow up ahead.” 
 
    A moment later, Konton was jumping down from his horse.  “Leave the calves on the horses until I get up there,” he told Tommy, grabbing his rope and starting up the side of the gully, using small bushes growing there for handholds, and finding a place to secure each foot as he climbed.  Tommy watched anxiously from below, remaining on her horse until he had reached the hollow.  The rope was thrown to her, and she climbed down to tie the first calf. 
 
    When Tommy’s feet hit the churning water, she lost her balance and found herself being swept off her feet, but she still had the rein of her horse in her hand, so she managed to pull herself up.  Holding onto the saddle of Konton’s horse, she managed to keep her balance as she tied the first calf for Konton to hoist up. 
 
    The two cows stood bewildered, bawling to their calves, as the calf being hoist up was crying in fear.  The horses seemed nervous as well because the water was starting to get higher.  It was already up to Tommy’s waist, and she was having a hard time moving from one horse to the other, in order to take care of the other calf, once the rope fell down to her again.  When the last calf was on its way up, Tommy swatted the horses, as she clung to a bush growing out of the side of the gully.  It took a few swats to convince the horses to leave, but the current of the water encouraged them.  However, the cows remained, bawling to their calves up above, and even though Tommy tried to swat them, trying to get them to leave, they refused to go. 
 
    The rope was before her for the third time, and she tied it around her waist and then started the climb, her feet slipping on the wet dirt, and her leather gloved hands trying to cling to anything she could grab as she made the slow ascent to the hollow above, putting her life in Konton’s hands, who was pulling her to safety. 
 
    The cows below remained, bellowing their disapproval of their calves being tucked away above them where they could not follow.  However, as the water got higher, the cows had no choice but to start swimming with the current, leaving their bewildered calves behind.  Tommy grabbed Konton’s hand and he pulled her into the shelter of the hollow which was barely big enough to hold both of them, along with the calves. 
 
    Tommy was covered with mud, and she was totally soaked, but she noticed that Konton was no better-off. 
 
    “How long do you think it will last?” Tommy wondered. 
 
    Konton shrugged. 
 
    She sat looking down on the racing water below and could see the cows swimming towards the end of the gully, but then they disappeared around the bend.  She felt Konton’s hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Lean on me,” he said, as he pulled her back against his strong body.  “You are shivering,” he stated. 
 
    “I’m not cold,” Tommy lied, “just tired and relieved.” 
 
    Konton did not answer.  He merely put both his arms around Tommy and pulled her into a protecting embrace.  She leaned her head back against his shoulder, thankful for his strength. 
 
    It dawned on Tommy that she had never relied on a man’s strength or protection before.  No one had ever had to help her do anything.  She was independent and capable, so this was a new experience for her.  She could feel the warm breath from Konton’s mouth against her neck, and she found she liked the feel of his breath and the strength of his arms as he held her back against him, while the rain poured in front of the opening of the hollow.  
 
    “This may last for hours,” she murmured, as the warmth of Konton’s arms started to warm her as well. 
 
    “Nothing to do but wait,” Konton told her. 
 
    “I appreciate you’re capable decision to climb up here and help me and the calves up,” she murmured. 
 
    “I am here to help and protect you.  Whatever you wish of me I will do.” 
 
    “I don’t know what I would have done if you had not been here with me,” she said, shifting to look up into his eyes.  
 
    She noticed the water sliding down the side of his face from his wet hair.  He had removed his hat, and it was somewhere in the little cave, she figured.  She had lost her hat when she started climbing the side of the gully, and her hair too dripped into her eyes, as she looked up. 
 
    She found Konton’s finger pushing the wet hair out of her face, and she liked the feel of his finger on her face. 
 
    “You have mud all over your face,” he smiled. 
 
    Tommy lifted her arm and tried to wipe her face with her sleeve, but realized it was covered with mud too.  She heard Konton give a low laugh at her attempt to remove the mud from her face. 
 
    “Here,” he said, pulling the bandana from around his neck. 
 
    He began to wipe the mud from Tommy’s face with gentle movements, then holding the bandana out to catch the rain and wringing it out as he continued to wash her face.  His eyes seemed focused on his attempts.  As he gazed into Tommy’s face, he paused and his eyes locked with hers. 
 
    “The blue of your eyes remind me of robin eggs.  Your golden hair is like the rays of the sun, warming my heart,” he breathed. 
 
    Then he laughed again.   
 
    “Only it is hidden by the mud right now,” he told her, causing her to smile.   
 
    “Your smile also warms my heart,” he continued, and he ran a finger over her lower lip. 
 
    The touch made Tommy shiver. 
 
    “Do I frighten you?” Konton asked suddenly, starting to pull away. 
 
    “No…no, I like the feel of your finger touching my face and lip,” she admitted. 
 
    Konton’s full mouth was caught in a smile at her words, and he let his finger fall against her face again, tracing over it, as though exploring the shape of it.  He was silent, and Tommy felt his eyes burning into her, as she almost held her breath while his finger traced over the features of her face.  She had spent her life around men, yet this was the closest she had ever been to a man before. 
 
    “Have you found a man?” Konton asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tommy responded. 
 
    “Is there a man to be your man?” he revised. 
 
    “I am too busy to be looking for a man,” she murmured, feeling a little embarrassed. 
 
    “You don’t look busy now,” he whispered. 
 
    Tommy caught her breath.  
 
    “You are not suggesting that…” 
 
    Konton placed his finger over her lips. 
 
    “Think on it,” he said, pulling her back against him again, resting his cheek on the top of her head. 
 
    “I am looking for a woman.  If you want a man…” 
 
    “I never said I wanted a man,” Tommy complained. 
 
    “I would make a good husband,” Konton said unabashedly. 
 
    “I just met you!” Tommy said, her voice shivering. 
 
    “Do I not please you?” he asked innocently. 
 
    “So far you do,” Tommy had to admit.  “I mean you are strong, and you knew what to do when we were in a bad situation, and I know I can rely on you to keep me safe.  It is just that…” 
 
    “What?” he asked.  “What more do you look for in a husband?” 
 
    “Someone I am familiar with and have known for more than a day!” 
 
    “There are many days ahead.  You can get to know me.” 
 
    “I can’t just promise to marry you because you ask,” she pointed out, starting to feel alarmed. 
 
    “Why not, has someone else asked you?” 
 
    “No, but…” 
 
    “Then say maybe,” he coaxed.  “Say maybe you can love a man like me.  I know I can love a woman like you.” 
 
    “This is so…so unexpected!” 
 
    “This day is unexpected.  It has brought us close.  The storm gods are in our favor.” 
 
    “How would you know?” 
 
    “I feel it here,” he said, taking her hand and placing it on his heart. 
 
    Tommy could feel his heart beating, and she realized that her heart to was starting to beat out of control. 
 
    “You feel it too,” he said, placing his hand against her heart.  “That same feeling is within both of our hearts.  Our hearts can beat as one if you wish it.” 
 
    “I never thought about having a husband.  Working on the ranch has been my passion ever since I was a child.” 
 
    “I could help you on the ranch.  At least say maybe,” he begged. 
 
    Tommy was silent, as her hand rested on Konton’s heart and his hand rested on hers. 
 
    “Maybe,” she whispered so low she didn’t think he had heard her. 
 
    “Good,” he smiled, and then hugged his arms around her.  “You will be happy once I become your husband.” 
 
    Had she just agreed to marry this Comanche Tommy wondered?  She didn’t even know him, but she liked the way his arms felt around her, holding her close in spite of the mud that caked her clothes and hair. 
 
    This must just be a dream or her imagination, caused by their escape together from the water below.  When the rain stopped, everything would go back to normal again, she promised herself.  Her mind was having a hard time believing Konton was serious.  Were all Comanche as compulsive as he was in his sudden desire to have her become his wife?  Was that how Chayton had responded to Callie?  She reminded herself to ask that question when Callie returned. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    “Have I told you how charming you look?”  
 
    Arnel tilted his head as he appraised the beauty riding beside him.  He had never seen such a beautiful and charming woman before.  Not only that, but she was exciting, alluring, and adventurous.  He wished he had met her sooner.  He took in a deep breath.  Now that he was with her though, he longed for nothing more than to touch her and kiss her.  He wondered if she would let him. 
 
    “I am completely enamored by you, and I am not afraid to admit it,” he smiled as he caught Shanny’s eyes and held them for as long as she allowed, before she looked away, appearing a little flustered. 
 
    “You flatter me,” Shanny said softly, remembering the lessons on the proper method of flirting, her grandmother had given her. 
 
    “I can’t take my eyes off of you, to tell you the truth,” Arnel admitted.  “You are turning every man’s head that passes, which makes me proud and lucky to be the one riding beside you.” 
 
    “You are rather dashing yourself,” Shanny giggled. 
 
    “Then we make a perfect pair,” Arnel smiled.  “There is only one problem.” 
 
    Shanny’s eyes darted up in concern. 
 
    “What is it?” she inquired. 
 
    “I have to return to New York a little sooner than I had expected, which means we will not have as much time to spend together.  I want to be with you every moment of the day until I have to leave, but I am sure your grandmother will frown on that idea.” 
 
    “She expects me to follow all proper protocol,” Shanny sighed. 
 
    “Is there any way you can escape her watchful eye to meet me somewhere?” he asked. 
 
    “No.  I am not allowed to go out on my own.  I have to take Joey or a maid or someone else with me.” 
 
    “The thought of having to leave so soon saddens me.  I need to see you alone.  I have something important to tell you.” 
 
    Shanny widened her eyes.   
 
    “You do?” she asked with interest. 
 
    “Yes,” he said in a low voice, glancing over his shoulder to see if Joey or Eleanor was within earshot.  “Say you will meet me tonight.” 
 
    “The only way I could do it is if I meet you in my grandmother’s garden.  When I get home from riding, I will unlatch the gate.  Later, you can slip in and wait for me in the gazebo.  After dinner, I will claim I want to enjoy the garden on my own, and I will meet you there.” 
 
    Arnel smiled.  She was so cunning.  He liked that along with everything else about her.  The very thought of being with her alone, caused his heart to quicken. 
 
    “That sounds good.  I will be there around seven.” 
 
    “I will look forward to it,” Shanny smiled. 
 
    Shanny had to admit the thought of going behind her grandmother’s back to meet Arnel alone excited her.  It brought out her natural sense of adventure she had always followed in Texas.  That sense of adventure and risk was one of the things that caused her to take Joey’s feather, she realized suddenly.  Maybe she wasn’t such good ‘lady material’ after all, she laughed to herself. 
 
    Shanny looked over her shoulder at Joey and Eleanor who seemed to be deep in conversation.  The way Eleanor’s eyes sparkled, as Joey spoke, told Shanny how much Eleanor enjoyed Joey’s company.  Joey even appeared happy to be with Eleanor.  Though that is just what Shanny thought she wanted, something about it caused a slight pang in her heart.  She realized her relationship with Joey was changing drastically.  She was hoping for Arnel to ask for her hand, but when that happened, what about Joey?  She may never see him again.  He would go back to Texas and she would end up in New York.  The thought sobered her, and almost frightened her, wondering if this would be the end of a comfortable relationship she had experienced with Joey since they were infants?  They had been like twins, and soon they may have to go their separate ways. 
 
    Shanny pushed the thought from her mind and focused on Arnel again.  She was certain the important reason he wished to see her alone was to ask her to become his wife.  He may have been thinking he would wait until he could spend more time with her.  Now that he would have to return to New York sooner, he probably wanted to make sure she accepted his offer before she had her coming-out party, she reasoned.  She already knew what her answer would be.  She couldn’t wait to meet him in the gazebo so she could tell him how much she wanted to become his wife, once he asked the anticipated question. 
 
    At the end of their ride together, Joey and Shanny left Arnel and Eleanor at the park and headed back to the townhouse. 
 
    “You looked like you were enjoying your visit with Eleanor,” Shanny said as she glanced over at Joey. 
 
    “Yes, as a matter of fact, I was!  She is interested in what I have to say.  She wants to know all about the Comanche ways.  She doesn’t want me to leave my heritage behind like some people I know,” he said, eyeing her. 
 
    “It’s just that I grew up with you and already know all that stuff,” Shanny reasoned.  “It’s not that I dislike your Indian heritage, it is just that the Indian life you treasure so much, which you have never actually experienced, will never return, Joey.  You can dream about it all you wish, and wear all the eagle feathers you can find, but it is not going to change anything.” 
 
    “I know that, Shanny!  But that doesn’t mean I have to erase my roots and everything which makes me who I am.  If I don’t preserve all the things my father has taught me, how will my children ever learn about their heritage?  Where we come from shapes who we become.” 
 
    “You may be right,” Shanny admitted.  “Perhaps Eleanor is a perfect match for you.  She likes you, and she likes to hear about your heritage.  She would have no problem allowing you to teach your children the Comanche way.” 
 
    “And you would have a problem with that?” Joey asked. 
 
    “I never thought about it, because I have no intention of having children with you,” she stated. 
 
    Joey climbed down from his horse and handed it over to the groom. 
 
    “I probably knew you would say that,” he mumbled, then turned and went to the house. 
 
    Shanny was happy he had left because it made it easier for her to go straight to the garden, without having to make up some excuse, and unlatch the back gate.  She stopped at the gazebo, walking up inside of it and started to dance in circles.  She couldn’t wait until seven o’clock arrived, she sang happily to herself. 
 
    Joey acted sullen during dinner, and Shanny felt it was just as well because she didn’t want to talk to him.  She didn’t want to think about the consequences of accepting Arnel’s proposal.  She just wanted the new adventure of love and marriage, and being the wife of someone important like Arnel.  She would be able to travel with him and see the country, instead of being stuck on a ranch in the Texas grasslands.  Remembering the time spent with him on the train made her certain that was the kind of life she wanted to experience. 
 
    Callie appeared preoccupied worrying about what was happening at the ranch while they were gone.  Chayton knew she couldn’t wait to return to the ranch.  Her father seemed to be doing well, and there was no pressing reason to remain, except for Shanny’s coming-out party, and he knew Shanny would never forgive them if they pulled her back to Texas too soon, before she could taste the full experience of living in a city. 
 
    Shanny was happy when Callie and Chayton excused themselves and said they were tired and going to their room, while Joey gave Shanny one stabbing glare and left the dining room himself. 
 
    “I think I will go out and enjoy the garden before I retire,” Shanny said to her grandmother.  “Tell Nancy not to worry about me.  I will take care of undressing myself when I return to my room.” 
 
    “Very well, I’ll let Nancy leave early since she has the weekend off and wants to visit her mother.” 
 
    All the better, Shanny thought, no one would be watching her come in.  She could spend as much time as she pleased with Arnel, she cheered happily to herself. 
 
    Shanny put her hands on the knobs of the French doors.  They were crystal knobs, and she liked the cold, hard feel of them under her fingers.  They turned easily under very little pressure, and the doors were opening up into the garden beyond.  The gazebo was sheltered by a willow tree and other shrubbery.  A climbing rose bush traveled up one side of the gazebo and the fragrance of the newly bloomed roses permeated the air.  The gazebo lay in shadow, with only the faint light from the house illuminating the garden beyond.  Had there been a party, lanterns would be lit throughout the garden, but tonight it lay quiet and dark. 
 
    “There you are,” Shanny heard the low voice of Arnel saying; and then he was beside her, taking her small hand in his.  “I could barely wait for this moment to arrive,” he whispered, leaning his head closer to her ear. 
 
    The feel of his breath on her ear sent an excited chill through Shanny’s body. 
 
    “Well, I am here,” she mumbled, not quite sure what was expected of her. 
 
    “Yes.  My very delight!  You are intoxicating to me!  I get drunk on the heavenly smell of you.  The sight of you causes my heart to skip a beat.  All I ever want to do is be near you, Shanny.” 
 
    “I love being near you too,” Shanny whispered, as his hand tightened on hers. 
 
    “Then we are in agreement,” Arnel stated pulling her closer to him and placing his free arm around her waist.  “I think you belong in my arms.  I never want to release you from them.” 
 
    Shanny giggled at the thought of standing there forever in Arnel’s embrace.  What would her grandmother say if she never came to bed, but merely remained there in the gazebo captured in Arne’s arms? 
 
    “Your arms feel good to me,” she murmured. 
 
    “You feel good to me,” Arnel told her, lowering his lips to her neck and touching it lightly. 
 
    Sparks raced from the spot he touched with his lips, down to Shanny’s fingertips, and she knew she didn’t want him to remove his lips from her neck. 
 
    “What….what was it you wanted to tell me?” Shanny stammered, impatient to hear him say the words. 
 
    “…That I must be near you like this.  I need to feel you in my arms.  I can tell you want this too, but I just wanted to make sure.” 
 
    “Of course, I want this,” Shanny said, tilting her head up to look at him through the shadows. 
 
    “That is all I needed to hear,” he breathed, as his lips came down over hers. 
 
    While the kiss was expected, Shanny did not anticipate the effect his kiss would have on her.  This was nothing like Joey kissing her in desperation, she thought.  He was savoring the kiss, prolonging it in a way that took her breath away.  His seeking lips worked against her pliable mouth in such a way that all she could do was cling to his neck in the wonder of the moment. 
 
    Arnel lifted his lips from hers and smiled. 
 
    “I think I am falling in love with you, Shanny.  Do you want my love?” 
 
    Shanny let out her breath.  It was the words she wanted to hear.  The next words would be his asking her to marry him, but instead, his mouth captured hers again, pulling her very soul from within her to the surface. 
 
    Arnel’s mouth moved to Shanny’s ear. 
 
    “If you want my love, tell me,” he mumbled in a sensual whisper. 
 
    “You know I do,” she replied, caught up in the moment. 
 
    “We haven’t a lot of time to share our company,” he almost groaned.  “I want to make every moment I spend with you count.” 
 
    “It does count,” she assured him. 
 
    As she said the words she could feel Arnel’s arms pulling her closer, splaying his hand over the small of her back, as he held her against him, his other hand was on her neck, capturing the back of her head, as he brought her into another more expansive kiss, which shook her senses in a way she had not expected. 
 
    It seemed his mouth wanted nothing but the touch of her, as it started to wander over her face, kissing her eyes, and finding places to linger that tantalized her in a way that made her melt under his seeking touch.  She wanted more of that touch, and he seemed willing to give it. 
 
    Shanny wasn’t sure how it all happened.  Somehow, he had managed to lay her back against his coat on the floor of the gazebo.  The feel of his hands and lips ignited a fire against her skin, which ended up being exposed to his touch.  The feel of his hands and mouth were carrying her away, and she didn’t want to question it.  She knew he loved her, and she had told him she wanted his love.  Now she wished to return that love in any way he requested. 
 
    Shanny’s body shivered and her heart raced.  Her breathing leaped with new expectations, as Arnel began to introduce her to his talented touch.  She yearned for each contact of mouth or hand, the moment she felt his breath upon her, or his fingers trace across her skin.  Somewhere in the midst of his expressions of love, she thought he had asked her to marry him, but she wasn’t quite sure.  She just kept saying yes to everything he murmured across her skin.  Every yes brought a new, stunning awareness of how experienced he was at showering her with caresses. 
 
    The caresses continued and grew, expanding in their intimacy until her whole body felt consumed with his touch.  He had a way of drawing out her need of him, wanting everything he offered, knowing she should stop him, but not having the desire to do so.  More than once she could hear herself crying out in pleasure, wanting the pleasure to grow and discovering the wonders when more than her expectations were met.  Her breath caught in the wonder of it, yet as it slowly ebbed away, Arnel rekindled the fire, until she was gasping, clinging to him and then suddenly… 
 
    Her eyes flew open, as Shanny felt the weight of him upon her.  She felt shocked, but a part of her wanted to submit.  She wanted to return the pleasure she had been feeling, and she knew this was the way Arnel expected her to do it.  Therefore, she steeled herself, appeasing herself by remembering that Arnel would soon become her husband, so it didn’t matter, and besides, he loved her, and she loved him. 
 
    After the initial shock, she managed to calm herself, allowing herself to move the way he was coaxing her to move, wanting him to be pleased with her participation.  Once that happened, she felt drawn to become a part of this new expression of love.  Yes, it must be love she told herself, or this would never be happening.  She rose to the feel of him, clung to his neck, wanting his kisses as much as he was willing to give them to her, and strangely she wasn’t sure where she left off and he began because she felt one with him, both of them wanting the same end.  
 
    When the end came, they were both breathing hard, their hearts beating out of their chest as though trying to escape its confines.  He kissed the tip of her nose and got to his feet. 
 
    “Don’t say we can never do this again,” he breathed, as he started to get dressed.  “I must see you like this as often as I can before I have to leave.” 
 
    “We can’t do it here,” Shanny complained.  “My grandmother might discover it.” 
 
    “Are you sorry you let me love you?” he asked, peering into her eyes. 
 
    “I…I didn’t expect this to happen,” she admitted.  “I thought this was something saved for marriage.” 
 
    “But it is done, so there is nothing we can do about it now.  Just promise you won’t deprive me of making love to you in the future.” 
 
    “Of course not, we will always be together, right?” 
 
    “Yes…yes of course.  But we will be parted while I am in New York.  I will try to make it back soon.  Just promise me you won’t let any young man attending your coming-out party sweep you away.  That is why I was so eager to see you tonight.  I don’t want you forgetting about me, once I leave.  I wish I could be here to share your party with you.  However, you must promise that not only will you not any young man turn your head, but that you won’t run off to Texas before I get back.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” she asked.  “When you return, then we can always be together.” 
 
    “Yes.  That is my wish.” 
 
    “…For the rest of our future?” 
 
    “Yes.  I want to be in your future.  You will remain in my future always, won’t you darling?” 
 
    “You know I will.” 
 
    “Then I will cling to that thought while I am away.  I will be leaving in a few days.  Before then, I can’t wait to be with you like this again.  We must find ways to be together as often as possible.” 
 
    “Yes.  I will figure something out.” 
 
    “Good, but you had better return to the house before someone comes out looking for you,” Arnel suggested.  He was already mostly dressed. 
 
    Shanny pulled his coat from beneath her and handed it to him. 
 
    “I fear it is rather wrinkled now,” she smiled. 
 
    “It was well worth the wrinkles,” he returned, kissing her on the cheek.  “Send me a note when you have thought of a way to meet again.” 
 
    “Yes, I will do that,” she promised, watching him rise to his feet and head for the garden gate. 
 
    Then it was clicking shut, and Shanny was left alone to try and untangle her thoughts and feelings, as she untangled her discarded closes scattered beside her.  If her grandmother ever discovered what had happened between her and Arnel, she would insist he marry her.  If that happened, though, he would merely need to explain his plans for marrying her anyway and all would be straightened out.  Therefore, she did not feel that guilty for anticipating their next meeting. 
 
    Shanny pulled her dress over her head and hoped no one would be up to see when she returned to the house, because she knew her hair was all tousled and her corset was loosely tied, while her dress had also become wrinkled. 
 
    She brushed her hand over the material of her dress to smooth out the wrinkles, and as she did, she noticed an envelope on the floor of the gazebo at her feet.  She picked it up, but it was too dark to see what was written on the front.  It must have fallen from the pocket of Arnel’s coat, she decided.  She would return it to him with the note she sent him.  It would be a good excuse to use for a reason to send him a note, she thought happily.  She would have to make up a reason how she managed to find the envelope though, she thought cunningly. 
 
    She placed the envelope in the pocket of her dress, went through the French doors, and headed upstairs.  Just as she lay her hand on her doorknob, the door across the hall opened and Joey stood staring at her. 
 
    “It’s late,” he said.  “What have you been up to?” 
 
    “Not that it is any of your business, but I was out in the garden, sitting in the gazebo.” 
 
    “For this long?  Your hair is a mess and…” 
 
    “There is a rose bush growing up the side of the gazebo and I got my hair caught in it, if you must know.  I ended up falling asleep, I sat there for so long.  I am cold and stiff and wish to go to bed!” 
 
    “You are a silly woman, Shanny.  Something is going on.  You used to tell me all your secrets, and now you hardly talk to me.” 
 
    “We were children when we shared secrets,” Shanny pointed out.  “There is no need to share secrets any longer.” 
 
    “But you have them, don’t you?” he accused. 
 
    “I’m sure you have your share too,” she returned. 
 
    “I miss our closeness,” Joey said, pleading with his eyes. 
 
    “I sort of miss it too, but growing up seems to be changing everything.” 
 
    “Only for you, I still feel the same about you as I always have.” 
 
    “I’m not going to marry you, Joey.  I’m going to marry Arnel.” 
 
    “What?” Joey felt the wind knocked out of him at her words. 
 
    “It is not official yet but…” 
 
    “You were with him, weren’t you?  That is why you have been out for so long!  Did he ask for your hand before talking to Chayton about it?” 
 
    That was it, Shanny thought with relief.  He would have to ask Chayton first before officially asking for her hand.  The thought put her mind to rest.  That was why he was so worried.  He probably wouldn’t be able to talk to Chayton until he came back from New York, and that is why he made her promise not to get involved with any other men or take off to Texas before he returned. 
 
    “That is why it is not official yet,” Shanny stated.  “We have an understanding that we love each other, but he still has to ask Chayton first.” 
 
    Joey looked hurt. 
 
    “I hope you will be happy,” he said and turned back to his own room. 
 
    Shanny pulled her door open and went inside.  She felt drained.  She also felt a little confused.  Arnel had not said anything about planning on talking to Chayton about their future.  He knew he would have to get permission before actually asking her for her hand.  Nonetheless, he showed in every way that he loved her, and talked of having her with him in his future, so that must be his plan, she decided.  Maybe he had become as overwhelmed with what had passed between them as she had been.  Perhaps he was just as confused as she was.  He must have had a lot on his mind because he was called to New York unexpectedly, she rationalized.  He worried about not being able to be with her before he had to leave.  There was not enough time to make an appointment with Chayton before he made the trip.  That was why he was so anxious to see her tonight and the next few days until he must leave her, so she wouldn’t promise herself to anyone else before he had a chance to officially ask for her hand in marriage.  Everything started to make more sense to her now. 
 
    Shanny started removing her dress, and then remembered the envelope in her pocket.  She needed to take it out so when the maid took her dress to wash it, the envelope would not get ruined.  She pulled it from her pocket and placed it on her dresser.  The envelope was folded in half, so she had not seen what was written on the front.  Maybe it wasn’t even important, she thought, but still, she would return it as an excuse to send a sudden note to Arnel, once she thought up a story as to how the envelope ended up in her hands and figured out a way for them to meet alone again. 
 
    She finished getting undress and put her nightgown on.  It was then she decided to look at the envelope because her curiosity was getting the better of her, so she unfolded it, reading what was written on the front.  It was addressed to Arnel Palmer and the return address was from New York, from Mrs. Anna Palmer.  It must be from some relative who lived in New York since she knew his parents lived here in Philadelphia.  Maybe an aunt or a cousin, she figured.  Suddenly, she wanted to find out, why he had to return to New York so suddenly.  Since the return address was from New York, she had a feeling the letter may reveal that to her, so even though she felt guilty reading his private mail, Shanny pulled the sheet of paper from within the envelope, and started to read. 
 
    Arnel, my dearest, 
 
    You must return to New York at once.  The twins have fallen ill and I fear their life is in danger.  It has been so long since we have seen you last.  Your children miss you as much as I do.  I will not take a contented breath until you are with us once again.  Please hurry, my darling. 
 
    Your loving wife, Anna 
 
    Loving wife? 
 
    Shanny’s hands started to shake, causing the paper to rattle.  She read it again, thinking she had read it wrong, or it was someone else’s wife, maybe his brother’s.  No.  He did not have a brother that she knew of.  What else didn’t she know, she asked herself?  Apparently, he had a wife and twins who were sick, and perhaps other children.  Suddenly, Shanny’s whole body began to shake violently.  What had she done?  Not only did she allow Arnel to make love to her, but he was committing adultery while he did it!  This could not be happening! 
 
    She felt herself collapsing on her bed as a loud groan of despair escaped her lips.  Tears she had tried to hold back when she first started reading the letter, escaped her lids and spilled over her cheeks in torrents.  Deep sobs racked her body as she clutched the letter in her hand, crushing it in her grasp. 
 
    The door flew open and Joey stood in the doorway.  When he saw her curled in a ball on her bed sobbing, he closed the door quietly. 
 
    “Shanny, whatever is wrong?” he asked. 
 
    “Go away,” she bawled. 
 
    “Not until I discover what has happened!  Has someone died?” 
 
    He noticed the letter in her hand and thought the worse.  Maybe something had happened to the family back in Texas and she just discovered it.  He gently pried the letter from her fingers and started to read it.  Then he knew why she was crying.  He felt shock and anger that Arnel led her to believe that he loved her and that he intended to ask her to marry him.  He did not know the worse of it. 
 
    “Don’t cry, Shanny,” he begged.  “He is not worth it.” 
 
    Joey sat on the side of the bed and pulled Shanny into his arms, stroking her hair and hugging her to him, placing her head on his shoulder. 
 
    “I’m here, Shanny.  I will always be here for you.  You will get over this in time.” 
 
    Shanny didn’t answer.  She couldn’t answer.  If Joey ever learned what she and Arnel had shared, he would be repulsed.  He would never want her for his wife then.  He would hate her.  He may even try to kill Arnel.  She would have to take the secret with her to her grave.  She knew Arnel would never tell anyone.  It would ruin him.  How did he think he could have an affair with her without her discovering he was married, she wondered?  It dawned on her, that even though he had come and met her grandmother and mother and father, he had never invited her to meet his family.  He had intended to take advantage of her until he had ruined her for anyone else, so she would have to remain his mistress, and never reveal it to anyone.  How could she have been so stupid? 
 
    Joey wanted to protect her, but he couldn’t protect her from herself, and now he was going to hate her if he ever found out.  There was no future for her.  She didn’t want a coming-out party.  She wanted to return to Texas, where she belonged, working on the ranch and putting all of this behind her.  She would never marry or fall in love with anyone ever again, she promised herself. 
 
    Joey hugged her to him, trying to comfort her, but he knew there was nothing he could do to resolve her anguish.  Even in this close embrace, he felt her pulling farther from him.  She didn’t want to talk about it.  He wondered if she ever would talk to him about it?  He doubted she would.  The gulf between them was growing wider, and he didn’t know how to get it to come together again.  He felt tears on his own face, as the two finally sank down on the bed together, trying to find comfort where comfort could not be found. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    Beth rode beside Taima, both of them searching the landscape for stray mother cows with their calves.  They didn’t talk because Beth couldn’t think of anything to say, and Taima seemed preoccupied with looking for cattle. 
 
    The long manes of their horses were caught by the wind and flowed in every direction. Beth smiled to herself as she thought about Taima’s straight, dark hair appearing like a horse’s mane, flowing in all directions.  Her own hair had been sensibly put in long braids, hanging down either side of her neck.  Taima glanced at her braids and seemed to approve of her neat appearance.  She knew that Indians took great pride in their hair, and keeping it neat and caring for it was important to them. 
 
    “I don’t see any strays.  Do you?” Beth asked. 
 
    Taima shook his head no but continued to scan the countryside with his eyes. 
 
    “Wait!” Beth said, stopping her horse.  “My horse has started limping.  I want to check his feet.” 
 
    She slid down off of Skeeter’s back and started lifting one foot at a time, checking for rocks or anything else that may be causing him to limp. 
 
    “Dad-gum-it!” she scowled.  “He threw a shoe!  I can’t ride him like this and we haven’t even covered half the acreage yet!” 
 
    “Ride with me.  My horse is big and strong.  Your horse will follow.” 
 
    “It will slow us down,” Beth complained. 
 
    “You want to go back?” 
 
    “That would just waste time.  I suppose I have no other choice.” 
 
    “You want to ride in front of me, or behind me?” he asked. 
 
    “Behind,” I guess, Beth mumbled.   
 
    She didn’t like the way things were turning out. 
 
    Taima removed his foot from the stirrup and reached down for her hand as she put her own foot in the stirrup, and swung up behind him.  Once Beth was seated, she grabbed onto the back of his saddle, and his horse continued moving in the same direction they had been going. 
 
    “The wind is picking up,” Taima stated.  “Should we keep looking? 
 
    “Until we reach the end of the property,” Beth insisted.  “If we don’t find any strays, we should head back down the center of the property and meet Connor and the others halfway, on the chance there are strays beyond the herd near the edge of the property.” 
 
    Taima urged his horse forward, but the wind was starting to blow up dust, and they were riding into the wind, so it was hard to see.  They both put their bandanas over their mouths and nose, to keep the dust out as they continued to ride.  Skeeter seemed happy to follow behind, so Beth didn’t worry about him.  In the distance, there was a flash of lightning and then a thunderclap. 
 
    “Your name means Thunder, doesn’t it?” Beth remembered. 
 
    Taima nodded. 
 
    “You must like the sound of it, then.” 
 
    “I have always liked thunderstorms.  That is why I received my name.  I feel connected to storms somehow.” 
 
    “Yeah, I have always liked storms too,” Beth stated.  “My father never allowed us, girls, to be afraid of anything.  He wanted to turn us into little men, to work his ranch, so he would always make us go out in the storms.  At first, I was frightened.  I was pretty young at the time.  But then I got used to it.  I had to drive a chuck wagon on a cattle drive in a storm once when I was little.  It was so scary, cause the mules started to run away with the wagon, but my new mama saved me from going over the edge of a drop-off.  After that, I just had to learn to be brave.” 
 
    “Then I shall call you Khee Khoat Mahtaon.  It means Brave Girl.” 
 
    Beth laughed. 
 
    “Sounds like a mouth full,” she stated. 
 
    “We had better pick up speed.  Sape hote ahn.  That means ‘the rain is coming’!” 
 
    Beth felt a couple of drops falling on her head, and then the shower started picking up. 
 
    “There’s an old sheep herders hut not far from here.  We should head in that direction to take shelter until the rain passes.  Just follow that path to your right.  I think it is just over the next rise.” 
 
    As the rain started falling harder and faster, Taima kicked his horse into a gallop and Skeeter followed close behind.  By the time they reached the hut, they were both soaked and dripping water from the brims of their hats.  The two jumped down together, leading their horses under a lone tree near the hut and ducking inside through a door that was falling off its hinges. 
 
    It was dim inside.  Only one small window let in any light, and the dark clouds were casting shadows over what little sun there was. 
 
    “There’s not much in her except for a table and an old cot with a straw mattress.  I used to play here when I was little and wanted to get out of work,” Beth explained.  “Connor always had to come out and drag me home.” 
 
    “Don’t think he is going to drag us home today,” Taima smiled, as he took his hat off and threw it onto the dusty table. 
 
    Beth copied his lead and removed her hat too. 
 
    “Does the fireplace work?” Taima asked, nodding towards the rock fireplace that was black from past fires built there by some long-ago sheepherder. 
 
    “I’ve never tried it.  What is there to burn?” 
 
    “Under the tree are some dead branches.  They shouldn’t be too wet yet with the hut and tree sheltering them.  I’ll go out and bring them in.” 
 
    “Do you have any matches?” 
 
    Taima merely smiled, before he ducked back out the door.  A few minutes later he came in with a load of branches, and the two of them broke them down to size. 
 
    “I guess we could use some of the straw from the mattress to use for kindling to get it started,” Beth reasoned. 
 
    She started pulling straw from one end of the mattress and put it in the fireplace. 
 
    “I’ll break some twigs off of the branches to use once you get the straw to catch,” she said and busied herself with the chore. 
 
    Taima was kneeling before the fireplace.  He had taken his knife from its sheath tied to his belt and was striking flint against it.  Beth stopped what she was doing and watched in wonder. 
 
    “Can you show me how to do that, later?” she asked.  “That is really amazing,” she exclaimed as she watched a spark flick out and start the straw on fire. 
 
    Then she was handing Taima twigs, and soon small branches.  The fire started to lick through the fuel they offered it, and soon a nice blaze was flickering, rising and falling as it lapped up the wood.  There was only a minimal amount of smoke that found its way into the hut, and once the chimney warmed up, it stopped altogether. 
 
    Beth watched as Taima shrugged out of his shirt and hung it on a nail that protruded from the hewn-wood mantle.  He glanced at Beth. 
 
    “You should stand close to the fire to get dry,” he suggested. 
 
    Beth moved closer to the blaze as she started to soak up its warmth.  She couldn’t help but admire Taima’s muscular body shimmering in the light of the fire.  He was pulling his boots off, and placing them in front of the fire as well. 
 
    “Sit down on the cot, and I’ll help you with your boots,” he offered. 
 
    “I’ll get it all wet,” she complained.  “We might want to sit there, once we are dry.” 
 
    Taima smiled and, a moment later, he had lifted Beth up, placing her on the table and then worked to remove her boots.  She admired his strength and the way he had lifted her so effortlessly.  Now his strong hands were tugging at one boot.  He finally removed it and started to work on the other one.  Just as he managed to pull it free, the table started to wobble, and Beth went sprawling into Taima, causing him to fall backward.  Instinctively, she grabbed around his neck to keep from falling onto the floor, and he held onto her waist to steady her.  For a moment, they merely sat there, staring into each other’s eyes, as Beth laughed softly.  But the laugh silenced when she saw the serious way Taima was looking at her. 
 
    “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” Beth said with a nervous catch in her throat. 
 
    “You weigh nothing,” he smiled.  “Of course you didn’t hurt me.” 
 
    She started to pull free, but Taima kept his grasp on her waist. 
 
    “Stay,” he said softly.  “We can dry in front of the fire together.” 
 
    She sat stiffly at first, but then started to relax, and leaned her head against Taima’s shoulder.  Beth woke suddenly when she felt herself tumbling onto the floor.  Taima had also fallen asleep and had ended up relaxing on the floor, pulling Beth with him. 
 
    Beth pulled herself out of Taima’s arms brushing her dusty clothes off.  
 
    “We are pretty dry,” Beth said quietly.  “Why don’t we lay on the cot.  It would be better than this hard, dusty floor.” 
 
    Taima didn’t answer.  He merely lifted Beth up and placed her on the cot.  He tossed some more wood on the embers and waited to make sure it caught, and then settled down beside Beth. 
 
    “This is almost too small for the two of us,” he mumbled. 
 
    “I’ll turn on my side to make more room,” Beth offered. 
 
    Her back was to the wall, and when she turned on her side, Taima was facing her, his face inches from her own. 
 
    “No place to put my arm,” he stated before laying it over Beth’s waist, while he put his other arm under his head and continued to stare into her eyes. 
 
    Beth could feel his hand moving absently against her back. 
 
    “You aren’t very big, though,” he smiled.  “I am surprised at how strong you are.” 
 
    He brought his hand up and traced it over the muscles of her upper arm. 
 
    “Comes from wrangling cows, I guess,” Beth said, liking the feel of Taima’s hand rubbing against her arm. 
 
    “Your skin feels cold,” he said, making an effort to rub her arm even more. 
 
    “I think you are warming me up, though,” Beth almost whimpered at his touch. 
 
    Beth felt Taima’s lips brush across her forehead, and a shiver ran through her. 
 
    “I wonder how long the rain is going to last?” she said, not knowing what else to say.  
 
    “Forever, if I had my way,” Taima mumbled.  “I like being here with you.” 
 
    “It is sort of cozy,” she chuckled. 
 
    “More than just cozy, it seems right, like we belong here together.” 
 
    “Do you think we do?” 
 
    “There is thunder outside, and you are in here with the arms of Thunder keeping you safe.  The Thunder Gods must be directing it.  I wasn’t going to come here to work when Avonaco asked me.  I didn’t want to work on a white man’s ranch.  Then something in my head told me to come so I listened to that voice.  Now I know why it told me to come.” 
 
    He brushed his lips against Beth’s forehead again, and his arm tightened around her waist, pulling her even closer to him. 
 
    “All decisions have a purpose.  All actions make your life what it becomes.  I think you give me a purpose I never had before I came.” 
 
    “What purpose is that?” Beth asked. 
 
    “To be near you like this.  I wish to always be near you.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t get much work done if that was the case,” Beth laughed, trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    “I think we work well together.  When we are not working we feel good together.  Do you agree?” 
 
    “This feels good,” Beth murmured, thinking this was the best she had felt in a long time. 
 
    Beth had always spent her life trying to keep up with her older sisters and brother.  There was little chance to play, and even at social events, the few they had time to go to, Beth never seemed to fit in.  Most young women in the area were not ranch workers.  They were sisters or children of ranchers, and while they did all the housework and cooking or preserving the food, they were not actual cowboys like Beth and her sisters were.  This set them apart in a subtle way.  It made the three girls independent and sure of themselves.  They did not need a man helping them or protecting them.  Hardened cowboys in the area were looking for something soft and simpering, to make them feel strong and protecting.  Beth felt that was the reason neither she, nor her sisters, had found a man.  Besides, they were too attached to the ranch they had helped make  a success to ever want to leave it and ride off with some cowboy, or move onto someone else’s ranch.  Beth wondered if she would ever want to leave the ranch. 
 
    Now, for the first time in her life, there was a man who wanted to be near her, who was not intimidated by her independent nature.  She liked the feel of his arms holding her and his lips against her forehead.  Callie was happy being married to Chayton, so it stood to reason that she would feel comfortable in the arms of this Comanche. 
 
    “When a Brave in our tribe has found the woman he wishes to become his ah tah-day, he plays the love flute to lure her to him.  If the flute brings her to him, he knows she wants to become his ah tah-day.  I have no flute to play for you, but the storm has brought us here and put us together.  The thunder is my friend.  It has helped me find a woman I wish to become my ah tah-day.  I just need to know if you feel the same way.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how I feel,” Beth breathed, as she lifted her head to look into his eyes.  “I know I feel good right now.  I like you and the way you look.  I know you are a good friend of Avonaco, who we all trust and love.  If he did not think you were a good man, he wouldn’t have brought you here.” 
 
    “I am a good man, and I know you are a good woman.  Avonaco told us many stories about the time he spent working on your ranch.  It seemed exciting but I wasn’t sure I could trust white people.  We have always been treated badly by them.  Now that I have met you and your family, I think my opinion is starting to change.” 
 
    “So much that you would want me as your woman?” 
 
    “More than just my woman. Ah tah-day means wife.  Mahyehn is the word for woman.  Own p’ayle doe is the word meaning loving or caring for someone.  I want to do both.  Love and care for you.” 
 
    “I am feeling overwhelmed.  When I rode out with you today, I never guessed that…” 
 
    “Life leads us in the direction we are meant to go.  One just needs to know when it is time to follow the Great Spirit’s direction and realize when it talks to us.  I think the Great Spirit talked to me when It told me to come work on your ranch.  Now it is telling me why I came to work on your ranch.  What is it telling you?” 
 
    Beth was silent, merely staring into Taima’s eyes, not knowing how to respond.  She had never been put in this position before.  She had never been held in a man’s arms.  She had never thought much about marriage, and now suddenly, she was expected to know what to do or feel! 
 
    “Say you will let me love and care for you,” Taima begged. 
 
    “I’m not sure I know how to be loved and cared for.  I have always…” 
 
    “I will show you,” Taima said in a husky voice. 
 
    Then his mouth was coming down against Beth’s trembling lips, coaxing her to accept his love.  He knew the God’s approved.  All he had to do was convince her to listen to his God. 
 
    Beth felt herself relaxing, as a sigh escaped her mouth when Taima lifted his head from hers. 
 
    “Can you accept my love?” he asked softly. 
 
    “This is all so sudden!” 
 
    “Not sudden enough.  I have longed to find a woman to love, but no one at the reservation seemed to fit what my heart yearned for.  I know now, that you are what my heart yearns for.  All the signs point to it, and I must follow the signs.” 
 
    “Are you sure?  I didn’t think that anyone would know the moment they laid eyes on someone that they were the one they wanted to spend their lives with.” 
 
    “Spend your life with me and discover why I know,” he breathed. 
 
    “Connor will have to approve, and so will Chayton.  You would have to remain here at the ranch with me, and it belongs to Callie and Connor.” 
 
    “Then I will wait for their blessing if you will agree to accept me once they give it.” 
 
    “Yes, I think I will,” Beth said, wanting to be loved by this man who was offering his love to her. 
 
    “Thank you,” he murmured, showing his gratitude by consuming Beth’s lips in a passionate kiss. 
 
    Beth let her hand smooth down over Taima’s hard muscular chest.  She liked the feel of it under her fingertips.  As her fingers touched him, his kiss deepened, and his arms crushed her to him tighter. 
 
    “My Own p’ayle doe,” he whispered against her lips before he captured her breath into his own mouth once again. 
 
    Beth drifted away into a new exciting experience as she felt Taima’s kisses awakening a deep need from within her heart.  She never thought she would need anyone the way she started to discover she felt she needed this impressive Comanche brave.  She thought about how happy Callie was with Chayton, and she realized she could be happy with Taima as well.  Now all she wanted was the feel of Taima’s lips on hers and his hands caressing her back and arms. 
 
    Her heart was beating like a war drum, and she could feel Taima’s heart beating against her own chest in unison with her heart. 
 
    “When we finally marry, I will be able to take you completely,” Taima whispered.  “As much as I wish to take you now, the Gods would disapprove.” 
 
    “Then I hope everyone gives you their blessing,” Beth responded.  “I can’t wait until the Gods approve.” 
 
    Taima chuckled, and his kisses were all-consuming, as they waited out the storm. 
 
    Connor saw Taima and Beth riding up to the house.  The storm had just cleared.  He and Avonaco, along with Maska had managed to bring their cows and calves back to the ranch, in spite of the storm.  He saw that Beth and Taima had also found a few strays. 
 
    “We need to head out and look for Tommy and Konton,” Connor called.  “When we got to the ranch and penned the cows up, we found their horses in the barn along with a couple of mama cows that apparently followed the horses back.  I’m worried that something might have happened to them and the calves that belonged to those cows.  We are going to bring their horses with us since they are on foot.” 
 
    “Do you want us to come with you?” Beth asked. 
 
    “Yeah, we might have to spread out to look for them.  They may have gone to the dried riverbed to look for strays, and if they got caught in a flash flood no telling what may have happened to them.” 
 
    Connor stopped and took a longer look at his sister and Taima. 
 
    “You two look pretty happy.  I assume you took shelter in the sheep herder’s hut.  You don’t look the worse for wear.” 
 
    “We managed to light a fire and dry out,” Beth informed him. 
 
    “I have to ask your permission to make Beth my wife,” Taima blurted out. 
 
    Connor raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “You didn’t do anything to my sister while you were hold-up together, did you?” he asked, staring at Taima with concern. 
 
    “Connor!” Beth cried.  “Taima was a perfect gentleman.  He asked me all proper to marry him before he ever kissed me.” 
 
    “And then he took advantage of you?” Connor accused. 
 
    “Of course not, are you going to approve or not?  I know we have to wait until Chayton comes back to make it official, though.  We would have to remain at the ranch, once we got married.” 
 
    “Hell, I’m all for it, and I am sure Chayton will approve.  I don’t see any problem with you both remaining at the ranch.  After all, we built it for the family, and it takes a family to keep the ranch going.  This is all so sudden though.  Taima has barely started working for us, and already he wants to marry my sister.” 
 
    Taima grinned.  “The Great Spirit directed it,” he insisted.  “When the Great Spirit leads you, asking questions is not permitted.  The Great Spirit knows my heart and my heart is meant to beat for your sister.” 
 
    “Well, if you put it that way…” Connor laughed.  “We had better start looking for Tommy and Konton,” he said more seriously. 
 
    The group rode out, and it wasn’t long before they discovered two mud covered individuals, carrying a calf each around their necks and over their shoulders. 
 
    “Well, where did you come from?” Connor laughed.  “It looks like you have been wallowing in the mud like a couple of pigs!” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Tommy muttered. 
 
    “Well you are both alive and breathing, so I guess we can’t complain,” he chuckled.  “Hand those calves over to Avonaco and Taima, and climb up on your horses.  You look beat!” 
 
    They transferred their load over and gratefully swung up into the saddle of their horses.  As they all headed back to the ranch, Tommy described how Konton saved the calves by hauling them up into the burrow before the water could rise any higher in the riverbed. 
 
    “Fast thinking,” Connor complemented. 
 
    He glanced over at Beth and Taima.  “Your sister wants to marry Taima.  What do you think of that?” 
 
    Tommy glanced over at Beth. 
 
    “She does?” Tommy gasped. 
 
    “Don’t look so shocked!” Beth laughed.  “Callie married an Indian.” 
 
    “That’s not what I am so shocked about.  It seems that Konton and Taima may be of like minds.  He wants me to marry him too, but I haven’t agreed yet.” 
 
    “Looks like we are going to start our own tribe,” Connor laughed.  “You might as well agree.  These young braves make good cowhands, and since this ranch is a family affair, I wouldn’t mind having more of them working here.” 
 
    Konton looked over at Tommy.  “Everyone likes the idea.  What about you?” 
 
    “How can I disagree with my own family?” Tommy said.  “Maybe Beth and I should have a double wedding, once everyone comes home.” 
 
    “Well now that that is settled,” Connor said, we should head back, so we can all take a warm bath, and then tomorrow we will spend the day branding calves.” 
 
    “All you ever think about is work,” Tommy complained.  “You are only interested in having good workers at the ranch.  That is why you want us to get married to these men.” 
 
    “That is not so.  I like your choices, and they are smart to know a good woman when they see one, even if it is sort of sudden.  Chayton is going to be overjoyed to have more of his kinsmen living on the ranch.  Seems like everyone is going to be happy about this, I just never thought you girls would ever end up making a choice for a husband, and I would have you on my hands for the rest of my life!” 
 
    “You still have us on your hands,” Beth laughed.  Only now we have a little more to offer you.” 
 
    She glanced over at Taima and he leaned over and grabbed her hand. 
 
    “I hope your family returns soon.  I cannot wait to make you my wife,” he told her. 
 
    “I haven’t heard from anyone yet since I got the letter telling me to take care of things until they returned,” Connor informed them.  “I understand they are remaining until Shanny can have her coming-out party, and then no telling how long after, they will decide to stay.” 
 
    “I guess there is plenty to keep us all busy here until they return,” Tommy shrugged.  “All I care about now is getting this mud washed off of me!” 
 
    Everyone laughed, and they kicked their horses into a gallop, anxious to return back to the ranch.  It seemed like the storm brought more changes than they had counted on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    By the time Ina and her helpers reached the herd, the wind was whipping up and she hoped they could round them all up and get them back to the ranch before the major part of the storm broke.  Ina pulled her linseed oil, mustard color, Pommel rain slicker out of her saddlebag and pushed her arms into it.  She noticed the others doing the same. She was pleased to see how well the Comanche were working together, and even Hudson was holding his own.  She noticed Chogan was staying close to Cooper and knew he was keeping an eye on Cooper.  Cooper seemed irritated by it, which made Ina chuckle inside.  He must have thought he could continue running the ranch the same way he had when Hank was still around.  Apparently, Hank hadn’t kept a very close watch on Cooper, which was probably just the way Cooper liked it. 
 
    When the first clap of thunder shook the ground, the cattle lurched, and it was all they could do to keep the group from taking off in the other direction in a mad stampede.  However, a small group broke away, and Cooper went after them, with Chogan close on his tail.  Feeling assured that Chogan could take care of the situation, and keep Cooper in line, Ina focused on keeping the rest of the cattle going in the same direction, as she called for the others to hold them tight, and not let any wayward maverick make a break for it.  Suddenly, a bolt of lightning knifed through the sky erupting in the middle of the herd, hitting one of the steers, causing it to fall to the ground.  The rest of the herd went crazy scattering in all directions, with small groups breaking loose from the body of the herd. Dohate took off after one small group, and Ezhno followed the other, which left Ina, Hudson, and Adoette to struggle with the main herd. 
 
    Ina thought of how Callie had saved Beth from going over the drop off during a storm when they were driving cattle, and knew how she must have felt.  Only no one’s life was in danger at the moment.  Ina hoped it remained that way.  She glanced over at Hudson.  His face looked stark, but it had a certain determination in it that impressed Ina.  He was working on keeping the rest of the cattle within the main group and Adoette, on the other side of her, was working on the same thing. 
 
    Only then the clouds opened up and the rain came down so suddenly that what had once been dust blowing around in the wind, turned into mud splashing up in their faces.  The rain made a thumping noise on her slicker, and she was amazed at how dry the slicker always kept her.  Ina wiped her face with her sleeve, but it didn’t do much good, as more mud and water continued to assault her, making muddy rivulets down the front of her slicker.  She was praying they could just hold the group together and get them in the pen, without any mishap.  She wondered how the others were faring with their smaller groups of cattle.  Without warning, Ina’s horse’s hoof hit a prairie-dog hole and went tumbling to its knees, throwing Ina from its back.  She found herself sprawled in a tangle of yellow slicker, the muddy water now soaking into her clothes.  No sooner had it happened, when Adoette was at her side, helping her to her feet. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” he asked, trying to yell above the noise of the storm and the cattle. 
 
    “I don’t think so, but my horse took off with the rest of the cattle.  I was riding one of the new horses, which needs a lot more training, I can see.” 
 
    “Come on up with me,” Adoette offered, picking her up and placing her on his own horse, and then swinging up behind her.  “It looks like Hudson has his hands full, trying to manage that group on his own. 
 
    “I’m surprised he is doing such a good job,” Ina commented, as they tried to catch up with the cattle, and hold the other side tight. 
 
    Adoette kept one arm firmly around Ina’s waist, holding her steadily in front of him, as his horse weaved and bobbed forcing cattle back into the group each time a stray tried to break away from the rest.  Ina was amazed at how well his horse responded and wished the horse she had been riding had performed as well. 
 
    “Remind me to have you start training our horses,” Ina said as they neared the ranch.  “I am impressed with your mount!” 
 
    “No problem,” Adoette stated. 
 
    He jumped down from his horse and ran ahead to open the gate, so the cattle could be herded inside.  A few moments later, both Dohate and Ezhno were guiding their groups in, but Cooper and Chogan were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “You men go ahead and get cleaned up,” Ina said.  “I’m going to stay here a bit and wait for Cooper and Chogan to bring the rest in.” 
 
    “I’ll stay with you,” Adoette offered. 
 
    “I’ll see to your horse,” Hudson said.  “I noticed it was limping and you weren’t on it.  I was pretty worried until I saw you riding up with Adoette.” 
 
    “He tripped in a prairie-dog hole.  I hope it doesn’t make him go lame.” 
 
    “I’m not much of a cattleman, but I do know a little about caring for horses,” Hudson told her.  “I used to have to take care of our own horses since we couldn’t afford to keep a groom or stable hand,” he admitted. 
 
    “It seems to me you are turning into a pretty good cattleman,” Ina praised.  “I will trust you know what you are doing to care for the horse,” Ina said, discovering yet another thing that surprised her about Hudson. 
 
    Hudson grinned. 
 
    “I’ll take both those things as a valued complement,” he said. 
 
    “They were meant to be,’ Ina returned, liking the way Hudson’s grin spread across his face and made his eyes shine. 
 
    Ina watched Hudson ride towards the barn, where her horse had headed when it came in. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to stand out here in the rain waiting?” Adoette asked. 
 
    “No.  I would rather ride out and look for them, but I don’t want to saddle a new mount,” she said, feeling worried. 
 
    “Then let’s get back on my horse and hunt them down.  We’re soaked anyway.  Couldn’t get any wetter,” he smiled. 
 
    Ina swung up onto Adoette’s horse and he leaped up behind her, clicking his tongue, which caused his horse to pick up speed.  Ina felt his arms coming around her as he kicked his horse into a gallop and directed his steed with his legs, as most Indians did. 
 
    “How can you do that?” Ina asked. 
 
    She turned her head, her hair whipping in her face, as she spoke to Adoette. 
 
    “It comes from the old days when we hunted the buffalo.  Our horses had to be directed by our legs so our hands would be free to use our weapons as we rode down on the buffalo.  We can’t hunt buffalo now, considering they have been destroyed by the white man, but the way to train horses has been handed down from those who did.” 
 
    “I see Chogan up ahead,” Ina said, and Adoette turned his horse in that direction. 
 
    “Where’s Cooper?” Ina asked. 
 
    She noticed Chogan was not herding any cattle, but merely heading back to the ranch. 
 
    “I lost him.  He took off after a group of strays, and then the rain hit and we got separated.  I figured he knew how to bring them in, so I decided to head back after waiting for him to bring the strays back in this direction, so I could help him, but he must have come back a different way.” 
 
    “He never showed up at the ranch. Adoette and I will go look for him,” Ina said. 
 
    “You sure you want to stay out in this storm?  He may have decided to take shelter someplace.” 
 
    “That’s all the more reason to find those strays, and bring them home.  If he is sheltering someplace, it is a sure thing those steers are on their own, wandering around in the storm.” 
 
    “You are probably right.  You want me to come?” 
 
    “We can handle it,” Adoette broke in.  “No use for all of us to stay out in the storm.  That group of strays didn’t look very big to me.  Cooper should have been able to handle them on his own, which makes me wonder why he isn’t herding them back to the ranch by now.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” Ina mumbled, remembering the number of cattle that had been marked off as lost strays, in the ledger books she had examined. 
 
    Chogan continued back to the ranch, while Adoette urged his horse in the direction they were already heading. 
 
    “If we don’t find him within the next hour, I suppose we should head back too, and when he returns to the ranch demand explanations,” Ina muttered. 
 
    “Chogan said your mother never trusted him,” Adoette said.  “Maybe she had good reason not to.” 
 
    “Only Pritchard secured his position here so he thinks he can do as he pleases.” 
 
    They continued to ride and the rain continued to beat upon their slicker-clad backs, causing rivers of water to run off the brim of their hats and roll down over their slickers.  Only Ina had gotten soaked when she fell from her horse, so all her slicker did was keep her from soaking up more water than already saturated her clothes. 
 
    “I can’t understand where he could have gone,” Ina stated, as they continued to ride without any sight of Cooper. 
 
    “I think I see something ahead,” Adoette stated.  “Could be Cooper and the cattle gathered under the shelter of that clump of trees.” 
 
    “Why would he just park the cattle under the trees?  He should have brought them back to the ranch,” Ina grumbled. 
 
    Adoette slowed his horse and turned in a different direction. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Ina demanded. 
 
    “I don’t think he is with those cattle alone.  There are some other riders with him.  We know it is not any or our hands, so I am wondering just who he is meeting out here?  Maybe someone else out herding their cattle, but until we know, I want to skirt around, leave my horse behind that rise over there, and go in on foot until I am close enough to see what is going on.” 
 
    “What do you mean you are going to go in?  You forget I am the one in charge of things here.” 
 
    “I figured it would be easier for one person to sneak up on them than two.  I’m going to get rid of the slicker so I will blend in.  You know full well that an Indian can be invisible if he chooses to be,” he smiled. 
 
    “You may be right, and since I do trust you, I suppose I will let you have your way.  Only, just don’t do anything until you come back and check with me.” 
 
    “I just hope they aren’t carrying any weapons.” 
 
    “Take my pistol,” Ina offered, holding out her six-shooter.  “I don’t know why you don’t have a gun?” 
 
    “They don’t let us have them on the reservation,” he shrugged. 
 
    “Oh,” Ina said as he took the gun from her hand. 
 
    “Do you even know how to shoot it?” she asked. 
 
    “No, but if I need to, I think I can figure it out.” 
 
    “Just don’t shoot yourself!” she warned, wondering if it was a good idea to let him take the gun? 
 
    She didn’t have time to change her mind since Adoette had already headed in the direction of the trees, as Ina watched from a distance.  It seemed like forever before Adoette returned.  He didn’t look very happy.  Besides the water running from his hair, over his face, and his clothes soaked and muddy, he had a grim expression on his face. 
 
    “The crook is selling your cattle to someone,” Adoette informed her. 
 
    “I think they had made arrangements to meet but hadn’t counted on the storm or the fact that you were going to bring all the cattle in today.  They’re waiting for someone else to show up, who must be part of the deal or maybe has the money.  What do you want to do?” 
 
    “For now, nothing, I don’t intend to get shot over a few head of cattle.  I had my suspicions about Cooper from the beginning when I learned cattle were disappearing. Did you catch any names?” 
 
    “No, just single names like Zack and Charlie.” 
 
    “Zack and Charlie…they are the Blackwell brothers.  They are nothing but trouble.  They have a little spread a few miles from here, but it has never done very well since they spend most of their time drinking and raising hell.  We’ll head back to the ranch for now, but when the storm lets up, I’m going into town to talk to the sheriff.  I’m going to have that cattle stealing cowpoke put behind bars and anyone else that he is associated with!” 
 
    “A lot of those young cattle didn’t have a brand.  You won’t be able to prove they belong to you.” 
 
    “They change the brands around anyway, when they steal cattle, branding right on top of the old brand, but making some change to it, so it won’t be recognized.  Only we are witnesses to Cooper taking my cattle and turning it over to someone else.” 
 
    “Trouble is, no one is going to believe an Indian.  You know how the ranchers around here feel about the Comanche.” 
 
    “All we can do, is try.” 
 
    “Thanks for the use of the gun,” Adoette mumbled, handing the gun back.  “I guess we had better return before we both end up getting chilled to the bone.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m starting to feel chilled, and I am beat,’ Ina admitted. 
 
    “Then I had better get you back,” Adoette said, as he lifted her up onto his horse, put his slicker back on, and then swung up behind her. 
 
    They didn’t talk on the way back.  Ina was feeling depressed at the fact that Cooper had taken the cattle, and she would have to report him to the sheriff.  Just confronting Cooper was going to be hard to do.  Besides she was feeling tired and stiff.  She found herself leaning back against Adoette’s strong, hard body, and didn’t realize it when she ended up falling asleep. 
 
    Ina jerked awake when she felt Adoette pulling her from the horse and carrying her in his arms, but then let her head fall back onto Adoette’s shoulder.  Her head was splitting, and she didn’t want to open her eyes. 
 
    “What happened?”  
 
    It was Hudson’s, voice.  He was standing on the front porch when Adoette approached the house, and he sounded concerned.   
 
    “Is she hurt?” 
 
    “No.  I think she is just worn out.  We discovered Cooper selling the strays, but we didn’t confront him, since he had some other men with him, and they had guns.  She said she was going to report him to the sheriff, once the storm lets up.” 
 
    “I’ll take her,” Hudson offered.  “You look beat, and half drowned.” 
 
    “Take her slicker off first, so you don’t track too much water through the house,” Adoette suggested, and Hudson started removing Ina’s slicker. 
 
    “Why are her clothes wet and muddy?”  Hudson wanted to know. 
 
    “Must have happened when she fell from her horse, and I didn’t think about her clothes being so wet.  No wonder she said she was feeling chilled.” 
 
    “She needs a hot bath,” Hudson mumbled, looking to Adoette for support.  “I kept the water hot for the two of you, for when you returned.  We can’t just put her to bed all muddy and cold.  She looks dead to the world.” 
 
    “Maybe my uncle, Chogan, should take her to the bathhouse,” Adoette suggested. 
 
    “Yeah, she might get upset if we do anything like that.” 
 
    “Or we could wake her up, once we get to the bathhouse.  I’m sure she could manage it on her own.” 
 
    “Sounds like a better idea.  I wouldn’t want her giving us, all, the boot for being improper,” Hudson agreed. 
 
    The bathhouse had a covered porch leading to it, so it could be gotten to easily even during bad weather.  It was connected to the porch of the main house, and the two men walked there as Hudson carried Ina, and Adoette followed, opening the bathhouse door, once they arrived. 
 
    Hudson gently lowered Ina to the floor and supported her against his shoulder. 
 
    “Ina, you need to wake up and take a bath,” Hudson whispered in her ear as he gently shook her, trying not to shock her. 
 
    Ina slowly opened her eyes. 
 
    “Where are we?” she asked, seeming to have lost her bearings. 
 
    “You are home, in the bathhouse,” Hudson mumbled. 
 
    “This isn’t my home,” she said, looking around with a strange expression on her face.  “I live in a big beautiful house with an inside bath.” 
 
    “You are at the Circle P Ranch.  Don’t you remember?” Hudson prodded. 
 
    “The Circle P Ranch?”  
 
    She looked a little confused. 
 
    “Yeah, we just brought the cattle in so we could count and brand them.” 
 
    “Why am I in the bathhouse, then?” she asked looking puzzled. 
 
    “We were out in the storm you fell off your horse and got all muddy and wet.  You said you felt chilled and…” Hudson pushed the wet, muddy hair out of Ina’s eyes as he spoke. “Hell!” he spouted, as he pulled his hand away.  “She’s burning up!  I think she has a fever!” 
 
    “I’ll get my uncle.  You put her in the tub and clean her up.  Don’t make the water too warm though.” 
 
    “Me!” Hudson bellowed, but Adoette had already left to get his uncle. 
 
    Ina did not seem to want to stand, so Hudson gently lowered her to the floor, leaning her up against the wall as he started running water into the tub.  It was a good thing he had thought to keep the fire going in the wood stove that the water pipes ran through after everyone else had a warm bath.  He had kept an eye out for Adoette and Ina’s return, to let them know the water was hot and waiting for them.  
 
    Once the water was gushing into the tub, Hudson turned to Ina.  He hesitated, then drew in his breath and tried to undress her, without actually looking at her body.  But he had to lift that nude body and place her in the tub.  He was surprised at how light she felt in his arms, and how her hand naturally lifted and clung to his neck, as he carried her over and lowered her into the tub. 
 
    Ina’s eyes tightened, as though she was in pain, and Hudson wasn’t sure what to do, but he had the presences of mind to throw a towel over her body before Adoette and Chogan arrived. 
 
    “What should we do?” Hudson asked Chogan when he came into the room. 
 
    “Not much to do,” Chogan muttered.  “Wash her hair, and make sure there is no grit left on her body, then take her up to her room and put her under the covers.  Make her as comfortable as you can but don’t dress her.  It may be necessary to cool her down if she gets too hot.  It’s tricky because we don’t want her to get too chilled, but we also don’t want her to get too hot.  One of us should sit by her bed to watch her until the fever breaks.” 
 
    “I’ll take the first turn,” Hudson offered. 
 
    “In the morning, I’ll sit with her,” Adoette said. 
 
    “I’ll take care of running the ranch until Ina recovers.  When the storm lets up by morning, we will ride out and tell Connor about her,” Chogan suggested. 
 
    “Did Adoette tell you about Cooper?” Hudson asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I felt something was out of place when he didn’t return with those strays.  However, I suggest we don’t say anything to Cooper when he returns, except ask him what happened to the strays, if he doesn’t bring them back.  We will let Ina and Connor decide what to do about Cooper once she recovers.  As long as Ina is sick, I don’t want anything to stress her.” Chogan glanced at the two young men. “We won’t say anything to anyone else.  It will just be between the three of us until Ina is well enough to take over again.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Hudson agreed. 
 
    “I’ll leave you to take care of Ina on your own, Hudson.  We don’t all need to be witnessing her helpless state, and the fewer of us handling her, the less upset she will be once she wakes up.  In the morning, if she hasn’t gotten better when I ride out to the Double C, I’ll see if Connor wants to send for a doctor.” 
 
    Chogan and Adoette turned and left Hudson on his own.  At first, he felt alarmed that he would be left there to care for Ina, while he barely knew her.  What would she say, once she learned that he had handled her when she was helpless and unable to agree to his caring for her?  There was no way to get out of it, though, he realized.  Someone had to step up, and if he was the one who had to do it, he might as well get to it. 
 
    He knelt down beside the tub and started washing the mud out of Ina’s hair.  Once that was done, he took the sponge and ran it over her body, beneath the towel.  Although he could not see her body, the very feel of it, made him fear he was overstepping his bounds.  He pushed the worry aside and continued. 
 
    Eventually, there was no putting it off.  He had to drain the tub, and then remove the wet towel so he could dry her off.  The whole time she had barely opened her eyes and the only sound she made was a soft moaning from time to time.  He wrapped her wet hair in a towel, and then threw another dry towel over her, lifting her up in his arms, and carrying her to the house.  He hadn’t dried her, but he figured the towel wrapped around her, would absorb most of the water, by the time he got her to her room. 
 
    Once there, Hudson pulled back the covers and then lay her on the bed.  He pulled the covers up to her chin and removed the damp towel out from under the covers.  He felt a little easier, knowing he had preserved her modesty as much as he could, under the circumstances.  He worked at drying her hair and then laid it out around her shoulders. 
 
    It was then that Hudson stopped and looked down on Ina beyond a quick glance.  She looked so beautiful laying there with her damp, golden hair hovering around her face like a halo.  He had disliked the fact that she was taking over his uncle’s ranch and was the one that would be ordering him around, but now all he could see was a helpless angle, that he was expected to care for.  He reached his hand out and felt her forehead.  It still felt hot, and he wondered if he should try to cool her down, the way Chogan had suggested? 
 
    Hudson went to the picture and bowl on the dressing table, and wet a washcloth there.  He slowly pulled the covers back, averting his eyes, and started to smooth the washcloth over her skin, when he felt her start to shiver he replaced the covers again, and settled down in a chair beside her bed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Is Shanny still feeling ill?” Callie’s mother asked as they sat talking in the drawing room while both Callie’s father and Chayton had their faces hidden behind their separate newspapers. 
 
    “It has been three days now, and she refuses to leave her bed,” Callie murmured.  “She doesn’t have a fever, but she seems listless and uninterested in anything.  The only person she will allow to attend to her is Joey.  They had been at odds during the whole trip over here, and suddenly they don’t want to leave each other’s side.” 
 
    “Has she told you what ails her?” 
 
    “She doesn’t want to talk to me about it.  Arnel has sent three messages wanting to speak to her, but she won’t even open them or send a return note.  I fear they must have had a grave disagreement because it seems Arnel wishes to straighten things out, while Shanny won’t even acknowledge him.” 
 
    “And I thought everything was going so well between them,” Callie’s mother stated.  “He would make an excellent catch for Shanny even though he is several years her elder.” 
 
    “I have no objections to a well-established gentleman asking for Shanny’s hand, but it must also be her desire as well.  Apparently, the attraction has become one-sided now,” Callie shrugged. 
 
    As they spoke, Joey entered the drawing room, a glum expression on his face. 
 
    “Is Shanny any better?” Callie asked anxiously, in spite of his expression. 
 
    “She says she wants to return to Texas, and I don’t blame her.  I miss the ranch and wish to return myself.” 
 
    “What about her coming-out party?” Callie’s mother wailed.  “I thought she was looking forward to it.  Anyway, she seemed to be, a mere three days ago. I have spent a fortune on the preparations!  What has happened to make her change her mind?” 
 
    “I do not believe it is my place to say,” Joey mumbled. 
 
    Their conversation was interrupted by the doorbell and a moment later the butler entered the room. 
 
    “A Mister Arnel Palmer is at the door wishing to see Miss Shanny,” he informed them. 
 
    “She is not feeling well,” Callie replied. 
 
    “I will go talk to him,” Joey offered.  “I have a message from Shanny to give to him.” 
 
    “You do?” Callie exclaimed.  “She has turned down every note he has sent to her.” 
 
    “What I need to give him cannot be sent in a note,” Joey said, his eyes dark with a hidden fury. 
 
    “Well, if she asked you to…” 
 
    “She has not asked me.  I am taking it upon myself to protect her honor,” Joey interrupted. 
 
    “Her honor, what are you talking about Joey?” 
 
    “Only that Arnel needs to be put in his place.  It will all come out eventually, I am sure.” 
 
    “What will all come out?” Callie asked, standing up as Joey headed for the front hall. 
 
    “What is going on?” Chayton asked, being jarred from his reading by Callie’s high pitched voice. 
 
    He stood as well when he saw the expression oh both Joey’s and Callie’s face. 
 
    Joey was already striding towards the front hall and Callie was close on his heel, with Chayton following after. 
 
    Even though Joey was almost a mere seventeen years, he was a strapping young man and tall for his age.  As soon as he entered the hall, Arnel looked worried. 
 
    “Shanny would not respond to my notes and I am due to leave for New York soon.  I needed to talk to her before I leave,” he explained as Joey stopped in front of him, looking him up and down. 
 
    “Is that so?” Joey sneered.  “Perhaps you wish to tell her exactly why you have to go to New York?” 
 
    “I have urgent business there,” Arnel stated. 
 
    “Of course, you do!” Joey said, narrowing his eyes.  “Maybe you should relate your urgent business to my parents first.” 
 
    Arnel looked a little shaken by the suggestion. 
 
    “It just has to do with developments in New York,” he mumbled, his voice shaking slightly. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure it does.  Could it have anything to do with your children and your wife?” Joey stated boldly. 
 
    “What?” Callie exclaimed. 
 
    Before she got an answer, Joey stepped forward and suddenly slugged Arnel in the face. 
 
    “Joey!” Chayton growled.  “Be civil!” 
 
    “Be civil?  You ask me to be civil when this conniving blackard led Shanny to believe he was about to ask for her hand when he already had a wife and children?  You should be whipping him soundly for misrepresenting himself so!” 
 
    “I can explain,” Arnel sputtered, wiping blood from his nose. 
 
    Joey laughed bitterly.  “You took advantage of Shanny’s innocence!  There’s no explaining your way out of that one.  You are lucky though since she hasn’t spoken to me about what happened between the two of you in the garden.  Whatever happened between you, convinced her you wished to offer for her hand.  Only then she found the letter you must have dropped.  I read the letter she found.  I know the truth about you, and it explains why she does not want to lay eyes on you again!” 
 
    “Nothing happened in the garden,” Arnel lied.  “I merely let her know I would be away for a few weeks.  I never asked for her hand in marriage!” 
 
    “Then why did she believe you were about to?  Had she known you were married, she never would have assumed that!” 
 
    “We were friends.  I told her I loved her, which I do.  I love being around her and I wanted to remain her friend.  I...I suppose I was not clear about the kind of love I had for her.  She must have taken it wrong, is all.  I intended to tell her about my wife, but I was afraid she would not remain, my close friend if she believed I was married.” 
 
    “In other words, you deceived her on purpose, so you could have the attention of a beautiful young lady, thinking your attentions meant something more than just mere friendship.  If it was mere friendship, Shanny would not be so upset about discovering the letter.  There is more to it that neither of you are telling me!” Joey growled. 
 
    “It is not up to you to pry anything from her that she doesn’t wish to share.  If she wanted you to know what was upsetting her, she would tell you.  That is why I wished to see her, so I could straighten it all out.” 
 
    “I will relay your message to her,” Joey muttered.  “In the meantime, I suggest you leave here.  When you return to Philadelphia again, we most likely will be back in Texas, isn’t that so, Father?” Joey said, eying Chayton. 
 
    “It is up to Callie and her mother when our visit is finished,” he said quietly, not wanting to make matters worse. 
 
    “Then maybe Shanny will convince them that she no longer wishes to remain here.  Anyway, that is what she told me earlier this morning.” 
 
    “Let me talk to her,” Arnel begged. 
 
    “If she won’t return your notes, she will not allow you to talk to her,” Joey reasoned.  “I suggest you leave well enough alone and go back to your wife.  Perhaps when you return, you should bring your family with you so you won’t feel the need for female companionship while you are parted!” 
 
    Joey turned to the stairs, and abruptly stopped when he saw Shanny standing at the top of the stairs. 
 
    “I heard voices,” she said quietly.  “What are you doing here, Arnel.  I thought your twins were ill.  They need their father’s attention, wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    “I wanted to say goodbye to you before I left,” Arnel said lamely. 
 
    “Then goodbye, Arnel I hope you find your family well and happier than I am feeling at the moment.  You can rest assured I shall never forget you, regardless of how much I wish to erase every moment I spent with you from my memory.  You will always remain to haunt my future happiness, so I hope you are satisfied.  Should I write to your wife and wish her well?  I still have the envelope with her address on it.” 
 
    “I don’t think that is necessary,” Arnel murmured. 
 
    “I thought not.  You wouldn’t want her to learn the extent of our friendship, I suppose.  I feel sorry for her, not knowing what you are doing while you are away and missing you so much.  I would hate to be put in her position.” 
 
    Shanny turned to go back to her room.  “Have a safe trip, and please do not disappoint your wife in the future, the way you have disappointed me,” she said in parting. 
 
    Joey started up the stairs, taking them two at a time.  He knew there was something more beyond the simple deception about Arnel having a wife.  He had to make Shanny tell him, but he wasn’t sure how he was going to go about making her do it? 
 
    By the time he reached the landing, Shanny had returned to her room.  He tried the knob but it was locked.  He could hear her crying on the other side of the door. 
 
    “Let me in, Shanny,” he begged. 
 
    The sobs continued and Shanny did not open the door.  Finally, he had no choice but to leave her in her misery.  He should have done more than just slug Arnel, he told himself angrily.  The only good that came of it was he did not have to worry about Shanny running off and marrying the man.  He wondered if he would ever convince her that he loved her more than his own life, and still wished her to become his wife. 
 
    However, he had to admit something very subtle had now changed Shanny’s relationship with him.  While she allowed him to be with her and comfort her, she seemed withdrawn.  She did not treat him with the same kind of openness she used to treat him with.  She didn’t even try to tease him and criticize his Indian ways.  When they spoke, she merely talked about the ranch and how much she missed it; how she realized now that she would never fit into high society.  He had been right, she told him, no one could change the cowboy in her and she might as well accept her lot in life. 
 
    He didn’t want to change the cowboy in her.  It was the cowboy in her that he liked so well.  It was her spark and her spirit, but somehow, Arnel had extinguished that spark, and only a shadow of the old Shanny shown through.  He hoped that in time he could change that.  He knew he would have to wait until she was willing to listen to him.  He wondered how long it would take. 
 
    Eleanor came by to see Shanny, but Shanny didn’t want company.  Joey visited briefly with Eleanor, telling her they planned to return to Texas soon.  He told her that Shanny needed the Texas air since the air here did not agree with her. 
 
    “That is so sad.  I was hoping to have the two of you as friends,” Eleanor mumbled. 
 
    “It all came on unexpectedly, right after we took that ride in the park together,” Joey said honestly.  “That evening Shanny took a turn and was laid up for three days.  She has been listless ever since.  Perhaps she will write you, and sometime you can come out to visit.” 
 
    “I would like that,” Eleanor said hopefully. 
 
    Only Joey knew Shanny would never write Eleanor.  He felt she wanted to forget everything that had anything to do with Philadelphia. 
 
    However, Shanny felt guilty after all the work and expense her grandmother had gone to, preparing for her coming-out party, she relented and agreed to remain in Philadelphia for a few more weeks until after the coming-out party.  Her grandmother went to all lengths to make it a grand affair.  Every young man there seemed to be enamored by Shanny, and she thought about how Arnel had made her promise not to let any young man sweep her off her feet.  She would never let anyone sweep her off her feet again, she promised herself. 
 
    She only danced once with each man that asked her but danced several times with Joey.  She liked the feel of his arms around her as they moved in unison together, the way they had all their lives.  At least she knew he truly loved her, only now it was too late to ever accept the love he kept offering her.  She was afraid she would encourage him too much, though, if she allowed him to learn how much she now relied on his strength.  She tried to remain indifferent to him, and it was breaking her heart. 
 
    A week after the coming-out party, in spite of Shanny’s grandmother’s complaints, exclaiming that Shanny had received so many letters and calling cards from the young men who attended her party, and she must remain to discover future prospects for a suitable husband, the family packed their luggage and was ready to board the train heading back to Kansas.  They had sent a wire to Connor, to let him know when they planned to arrive, said their goodbyes, and was taken to the train station. 
 
    Shanny barely spoke.  She merely thanked her grandmother for all the things she had done for her and begged her forgiveness for leaving so soon.  She deliberately put on her denims and cowboy boots against her mother’s disapproval, refusing to wear a frilly dress.  Her mother had packed all the nice dresses that her grandmother had bought Shanny, but Shanny vowed never to wear them again.  Especially the dress she had worn in the garden that night. 
 
    Joey had begged her to tell him what had Arnel had actually told her when they were in the garden that night, but she refused.  It wasn’t so much what he had told her, but what he had done after insisting he loved her.  She had promised herself she would take it to her grave, if necessary.  No man would ever want to marry her once he discovered she was not a virgin.  Even Joey would regret ever wanting her for his wife, she had to admit.  She did not want to see the shock or even pity in Joey’s eyes if she ever told him.  If she actually agreed to marry him, without telling him, he would end up finding out and would hate her for willingly allowing Arnel to ruin her for any other man.  She was used goods, she told herself.  Not fit to become any man’s wife.  Joey deserved better than that!   
 
    It was at that point that Shanny realized Joey had been right.  They were soul mates.  They were meant to be together, only she had ruined all that and destroyed any future happiness she could ever hope to have with Joey.  She gazed at him, trying to remain indifferent, as her heart filled with pain at the realization that she had the only man who could love her the way she wished to be loved, right under her nose, but now she couldn’t even have that! 
 
    She turned her head and looked blankly out the window.  Joey would find someone worthy of him.  Maybe Eleanor would write him and he would give up on Shanny and turn to Eleanor for affection.  Even that thought pained Shanny.  No matter how she looked at it, her future was doomed, and she could never tell Joey how much she really loved him and why she could never become his wife.  She wished she had never met Arnel.  He had been the turning point in her life.  He had caused her to change from a carefree girl into a woman with an unbearable weight placed upon her shoulders.  What kind of future was there to look forward to now, she wondered?  She remembered how excited she had been to experience a new, thrilling life in a big city.  She had been too naïve.  She had trusted too much.  She had trusted the wrong man.  She should have trusted Joey.  She thought of all the times he insisted she would become his wife and she had laughed at his persistence.  Now she wished she could turn back time.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    Ina opened her eyes.  Her head was pounding and she could barely hold her eyes open.  She was surprised to discover she was in bed, but it wasn’t her room.  It was a strange room and she was trying to place it.  It looked familiar, only the last thing she remembered was being soaked and rain plummeting down on her.  Now she felt dry and warm.  Too warm, she thought and struggled to push the covers off of her body. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” she heard a soft voice advising.  “You aren’t wearing any clothes.” 
 
    Ina struggled to focus on the face behind the words.  His hand was placed on her own hand, keeping her from pushing the covers away. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” he asked as he leaned closer to her. 
 
    Then his hand went to her forehead. 
 
    “You are still too hot.  Is that why you want to remove the covers?  I’ll cool you down,” he offered. 
 
    Then his hand was reaching into a bowl of cool water sitting on the bed-stand, removing a washcloth and wringing it out.  A moment later his hand disappeared beneath the covers and Ina could feel the cool cloth washing over her body, bringing a certain amount of comfort, even though her head would not stop pounding.  He continued to move the cloth over her body as Ina tried to focus her eyes while she stared at his somehow familiar face. 
 
    “Who are you?” she whispered with difficulty. 
 
    “You know who I am,” Hudson said, feeling puzzled.  “I’m Hudson.  I work on your ranch.  You got sick when you were out in the storm rounding up the cattle.” 
 
    “This isn’t my room.  Where am I?” 
 
    “At the Circle P Ranch, don’t you remember it?  My uncle willed it to your mother.” 
 
    Ina closed her eyes.  It was too hard to think.  It was too hard to remember.  All she knew was that the feel of Hudson’s hand stroking her fiery body with the cool cloth was comforting, and she didn’t want him to stop.  When he started to pull his hand free, she found herself grasping it. 
 
    “No,” she barely uttered.  “Don’t stop.” 
 
    “I need to rinse the cloth again,” Hudson told her.  “I will continue to cool you, but I don’t want you to get too chilled.” 
 
    “You are kind,” she murmured, and then seemed to fall asleep. 
 
    Hudson soaked the cloth in the basin of water and began reapplying it over Ina’s body.  He knew he should be indifferent to his task but he couldn’t help himself.  He enjoyed stroking her skin with the cloth, not only because he knew it made her feel better, but because it made him feel better too.  He realized he enjoyed being in Ina’s company, even before she became ill.  There was a strength to her that he admired.  Yet now, she lay helpless, counting on him to bring her comfort, and that appealed to him.  He knew he was a lousy ranch hand, but this one thing, he was capable of.  It was like caring for the horses when they got hurt or sick.  He liked healing and bringing comfort to the horses, and now to this extraordinary woman. 
 
    His eyes fell upon her face with the halo of hair spread upon the pillow about her head.  She looked serene and at peace, even though he knew her body was racked with pain.  She had seemed a little unsure of herself when she first approached the ranch, and he had bristled at her abrupt announcement that he was to become a hired hand and move out to the bunkhouse.  However, even that gave him an inner drive to prove himself to this woman.  Now he wanted it even more.  Not because she had ended up with his uncle’s ranch but because he wanted to impress her.  He wanted to gain her admiration, the same way she was gaining his.  He wanted to become her equal so there was a glimmer of a chance that she would not look at him as a mere worker on the ranch, but someone worthy of her attention. 
 
    The door opened, and Hudson turned to see Adoette standing in the doorway. 
 
    “How is she?” he asked.  “Any better?” 
 
    “She slept most of the night, but a few moments ago she opened her eyes.  She didn’t seem to recognize me or remember this room.  Anyway, she said it wasn’t her room.” 
 
    “You look like you could use some rest.  Chogan is bringing up some warm broth to feed her if she wakes up again.  I will take over for you.” 
 
    Hudson drew in his breath.  He was tired, but for some reason, he didn’t want to leave her side.  He wanted to witness her progress, only his body was not going to cooperate, so he stood, feeling stiff. 
 
    “I’ll only sleep for a few hours and then come back.  As you well know, I am not that good at cattle work, so I would probably be a better help watching over Ina.” 
 
    “You seemed to do a pretty good job with the cattle to me,” Adoette praised.  “Ina said she was proud of the job you were doing.” 
 
    “She did?”  
 
    Hudson felt a moment of joy rush through him.  She had noticed him, he thought, and had been appraising his work.  His thoughts went back to the compliments she had given him.  She must have really meant it he beamed. 
 
    “I told her I would work my hardest to support this ranch,” he mumbled. 
 
    “I can see that.  I’ll keep an eye on Miakoda until you are rested.  Chogan is going to ride over and tell Connor about his sister taking ill.” 
 
    “She told me about her Indian name meaning the power of the moon.  It must be an honor to her to be given such a name.” 
 
    Adoette shrugged. 
 
    “Go rest,” is all he said. 
 
    Hudson walked down the hall, dreading having to go to the bunkhouse.  He would rather stay in his old room in the house so he would be nearer to Ina if she needed him.  For some reason, he felt responsible for her and wanted to be the one to help her through her fever. 
 
    Chogan passed him in the hall, carrying a bowl of broth, and smiled.  Hudson turned and opened the door for him, then continued on his way.  Something made him pause at the head of the stairs, resting his hand on the rail, staring at Ina’s door. 
 
    Ina heard voices.  Someone was speaking in another language.  The language seemed vaguely familiar but she couldn’t understand the words.  It frightened her, and she forced her eyes open to see who was standing over her bed.  As her blurry eyes focused, she saw two men with long, dark hair conversing with each other.  In shock, she realized it was two Indians in her room.  Her eyes widened and she started to scream. 
 
    Hudson heard Ina screaming.  What were they doing to her, his mind shrieked but didn’t take time to ponder on the thought.  He merely raced back to her room and threw open the door. 
 
    Ina was sitting up, with the blankets pulled up to her chin, screaming at Adoette and Chogan. 
 
    “Don’t touch me!  Go away!  Go away!” 
 
    “What did you do to her?” Hudson demanded as he lurched forward and pushed them aside, causing Chogan to spill the broth. 
 
    He rushed to Ina’s bed, kneeling down and taking her into his arms. 
 
    “Hush, you are safe. No one is going to harm you,” he whispered, and it seemed to calm her. 
 
    Hudson turned his head and faced the two. 
 
    “What happened?” he demanded. 
 
    Adoette shrugged. 
 
    “Nothing, we were just standing here talking in our own language when she opened her eyes and started screaming.  We hadn’t even come near the bed!” 
 
    “Why are you frightened?” Hudson asked, turning to Ina once more. 
 
    Ina tried to stop quivering.  She could feel those strong, protecting arms of the man who had attended to her earlier, surrounding her.  She didn’t know him, but she felt she could trust him.  He had tried to comfort her and make her feel more comfortable.  Why had he left her side, she wondered? 
 
    “There are Indians in this room!” she hissed.  “Make them leave!” 
 
    “They are your friends,” Hudson tried to explain. 
 
    “Make them go!  Make them go!” she insisted. 
 
    “Very well, just lie down.  You are getting worked up over nothing.” 
 
    Hudson settled Ina back down on the bed and turned to face the two. 
 
    “There is something very strange going on,” he mumbled.  “When Ina first woke, she didn’t know who I was, and said she wasn’t in her own room.  I think she is having a lapse of memory.  The fever must be affecting her brain.” 
 
    “We don’t want to upset her, so we will leave,” Chogan said.  “I’ll send Cracker up to clean up the broth and bring you some more.  Then I will ride over and bring Connor here.  He will have to decide if we need the doctor or not.  I know you are tired, but she seems to trust you.  You had better remain with her until she feels more secure.” 
 
    “I agree,” Hudson said, glancing over at Ina, who had closed her eyes again.  “I’ll remain with her as long as she wishes. 
 
    The two Comanche men left the room, glancing over their shoulders at Ina, who had given them as much of a start as they had given her.  Chogan had seen this before with wounded braves who seemed to forget everything.  He believed it was an evil spirit that crawled into Ina during the rainstorm.  The gods overseeing the storm must have been angry to allow this to happen to her, he thought.  He would have to pray to the gods to release Ina from the evil, he decided. 
 
    Hudson turned to Ina again.  She had been clutching his hand the whole time.  Now that the door closed behind Adoette and Chogan, she opened her eyes once more. 
 
    “Don’t leave me,” she whispered.  “Please, never leave me.” 
 
    “I will keep you safe, Ina.  Only those Indians were not going to hurt you.  Don’t you remember who they are?” 
 
    “Who is Ina?” she whispered.  “Why did you call me Ina?” 
 
    “Because that is your name, you are Ina Callahan.  Your mother owns the Double C Ranch, and you are here running the Circle P Ranch, until your mother returns from Philadelphia.” 
 
    “I don’t know who Ina is,” she whispered. 
 
    “Then what is your name?”  he asked in surprise. 
 
    Ina stared at him, trying to think.  The name was right on the tip of her tongue. 
 
    “I…I…think it is…something like Mia… something.” 
 
    “Miakoda?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure.  Just call me Mia until I remember.” 
 
    “All right, Mia.  But you are very sick.  In a few moments, a Chinaman is going to come and bring you some broth.  Don’t be frightened when he comes in.  He needs to clean up the other broth that got spilled.  Do you feel up to eating something?” 
 
    She nodded.  She felt safe now.  No more Indians.  No more strangers…then she looked at the stranger sitting, holding her hand.  Why wasn’t she afraid of him?  She knew she didn’t know him, but he made her feel safe. 
 
    Hudson and Ina continued to stare at each other.  Both felt confused and unsure of themselves.  Hudson wanted to protect Ina and help her recover, but she didn’t even know who she was.   
 
    Ina didn’t know who to trust.  She had woken up in strange surroundings and confronted with people she didn’t know.  Only this man seemed to care about her.  He had been at her bedside when she first woke up.  That must mean he was concerned for her.  He had soothed her with the cool cloth.  He wanted her comfort.  He had said his name was Hudson.  She tried to remember if she knew a Hudson, but everything seemed to be in a fog. 
 
    “My head hurts so much,” Ina mumbled. 
 
    Hudson took the cloth and laid it over her forehead. 
 
    “Just rest until Cracker comes up with the broth,” he encouraged. 
 
    She still clung to his hand, as though she feared he would leave her if she let go. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he murmured.  “I’m not going anywhere.  I will remain right by your side until you get better and your memory comes back.” 
 
    “You are kind,” she said quietly as she let her eyes close. 
 
    A few minutes later, Cracker came in with the broth and placed the bowl on the nightstand.  Then he busied himself cleaning up the spilled broth.  Once he finished, he left the room. 
 
    Eventually, Ina opened her eyes again, and Hudson offered her a spoonful of broth.  She drank it slowly, and he offered her another.  After a few more spoons of broth, she waved his hand away. 
 
    “It makes me feel hotter,” she told him, so he started to cool her down again. 
 
    This time, Ina put her hand under the cover and placed it on top of Hudson’s hand as he guided the cloth over her body. 
 
    “You have strong hands,” she half-whispered. “They feel like kind hands.” 
 
    “I usually care for sick horses.  I have never attended a sick person before,” he admitted. 
 
    “The horses must love you.  You do such a good job.” 
 
    As she spoke, the door opened, and Connor stepped in. 
 
    “What are you doing to my sister?” he bellowed.  “Take your hands off of her!” he demanded. 
 
    “I was just…” 
 
    “I don’t care what you were just doing.  She needs a doctor who knows what he is doing!” 
 
    “Did you bring one?” Hudson asked. 
 
    “I sent Chogan for one.  It will be a while before he gets here, though.” 
 
    “I was only trying to help your sister by cooling her down,” Hudson stated, showing him the washcloth in his hand. 
 
    “…A pretense for an excuse to touch her!” Connor grumbled.  “She should have a woman attending to her, not a ranch worker.” 
 
    “There are no women here,” Hudson pointed out. 
 
    “I should probably bring your sister back,” Connor said. 
 
    He didn’t like the idea, though, because he was discovering he liked having Carrabelle around.  He just wouldn’t admit it to anyone. 
 
    “If that would work better… Did Chogan tell you about Ina being confused?  She didn’t recognize me.” 
 
    “She barely knows you.  Of course, she didn’t recognize you!” 
 
    “She didn’t know Chogan or Adoette either, and started screaming at them, as though they frightened her.” 
 
    “She hasn’t seen Chogan in a long time and has just met Adoette.  She is probably delirious with the fever.  Once it passes, she will start recognizing us.” 
 
    “I am sure you are correct,” Hudson conceded. 
 
    Ina was merely looking from one to the other as they talked.  Finally, she licked her tongue across her dry lips and spoke. 
 
    “Who is this man?” she asked Hudson.  “Why is he calling me his sister?” 
 
    “Because he is your brother,” Hudson told her. 
 
    “Ina, for God’s sake, don’t you know me?” Connor breathed as he stepped closer to the bed. 
 
    “My name isn’t Ina.  I told Hudson it is…Mia… something.  I can’t recall.”   
 
    She placed her hand against her forehead looking distressed. 
 
    “It hurts too much to try and remember!” she groaned. 
 
    “Chogan had called her Miakoda, and I think that is the name she is remembering, even though she doesn’t remember Chogan or that he gave her that name,” Hudson explained. 
 
    “Power of the Moon,” Connor mumbled. 
 
    “You understand the language?” 
 
    “You forget, my stepfather is a Comanche.  We all know a little of the language.” 
 
    “Like I said, she was afraid of Chogan and Adoette.  She kept telling me to get the ‘Indians’ out of her room.” 
 
    “It must be a brain fever.  The Doctor will know what to do.” 
 
    “There is nothing wrong with me,” Ina disputed.  “I only have this terrible headache.  Hudson is helping me.  I don’t want him to leave.  I don’t know his sister.  I don’t even know him, but I know he is kind.  I don’t believe you are my brother!  You were yelling at Hudson for helping me!” 
 
    “You aren’t in your right mind, Ina.  You don’t know what you want.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that!  Make him leave, Hudson!” 
 
    “I’m not leaving!  I’m staying right here until the doctor arrives,” Connor grumbled, as he looked from Hudson to Ina. 
 
    He was sure that somehow Hudson was bamboozling his sister in some way to turn her against him and everyone else, in her weakened state of mind. 
 
    “Maybe you should stand where she can’t see you,” Hudson suggested.  “I think you are upsetting her, and it might do damage.” 
 
    Connor shrugged and moved into a corner of the room where Ina could not turn her head enough to see him. 
 
    Ina was grasping onto Hudson’s hand with both of hers, and he knew she was frightened.  He wondered how he would feel if he suddenly woke up and couldn’t even remember his own name? 
 
    “I’m still here,” he whispered.  “The doctor should be arriving soon, so just relax until he gets here.  Then he will tell us what we need to do to help you get better.” 
 
    “Don’t let them make you leave,” she whispered.  “You are the only one here I can trust!” 
 
    It warmed Hudson’s heart to think she felt he was the only person she could trust, but he knew it was her fever causing her to say those words.  He wondered what would happen when her memory came back to her and she discovered he had been tending to her in a rather intimate way.  She would probably kick him off the ranch.  The thought pained him. 
 
    There was a tap on the door, and Chogan came in with Doctor Trent.  However, Chogan left as soon as he could so he didn’t upset Ina with his presences. 
 
    Hudson started to move away from the bed, but Ina kept a grasp on his hand. 
 
    “You will be all right,” Hudson encouraged as he pried her hand from his.  “I won’t go anywhere.” 
 
    She gave a little whimper and glanced up at Doctor Trent with a worried look on her face. 
 
    “Come, come,” he smiled.  “I just need to look into your eyes, and listen to your heart and lungs.” 
 
    He went about examining her, and after a few moments, he turned to Connor. 
 
    “She still feels hot, but I think the fever is lifting.  Her lungs sound a little congested, so I recommend she drink a lot of lemon water with honey in it.  I will give you a balm to rub on her chest and some powder to relieve her headache.  Other than that, you will have to keep an eye on her and hope she doesn’t worsen.  If she starts to get more congested, you should send for me.” 
 
    “What about her memory?” Connor asked.  She doesn’t remember me or anyone she knows.” 
 
    “It is probably because her fever was so high.  Remember your stepmother had a fever many years ago which prevented her from having any more children.  It is hard to tell what has caused the fever and each fever can affect each person a different way.  I am sure, once the fever breaks, she will start thinking straight again.” 
 
    He paused and stroked his chin. 
 
    “However, I have heard of cases where people never get their memory back again.  The best way to jog that memory would be to put her in familiar situations with people she knows and places she’s been if her memory loss persists.” 
 
    Connor nodded, glancing at Hudson, as the doctor left the room. 
 
    “I’m going to put my trust in you, Hudson.  Ina seems attached to you for some reason, and I don’t want to make her worse than she already is, so I will allow you to remain here and care for her.  Send someone as soon as her fever breaks.  In the meantime, I will put Chogan in charge of the ranch, and tell him to keep a close eye on you, while he is about it.” 
 
    Hudson nodded.  He let out a breath of relief.  Now he could remain by Ina’s side until she actually remembered who he was.  He didn’t know whether to look forward to it or dread it, once she remembered him?  He just knew he didn’t want to leave her side, any more than she wanted him to leave her side.  At least they were both in agreement on that point, he thought with a smile as Connor left the room. 
 
    Chogan caught Connor’s arm when he stepped out into the hall. 
 
    “I need to tell you something,” he said with urgency.  “Last night, Adoette discovered that Cooper was stealing strays and selling them.  What with Ina getting sick, we didn’t confront Cooper about it.  Ina was going to report him to the sheriff once the storm lets up, but we know she is not in a position to do that now.  I don’t know if anyone will take a Comanche’s word of accusing a white man of anything.  Without Ina as a witness, I am not sure what should be done.” 
 
    Connor drew his brow together. 
 
    “What a hell of a mess!  However, I got a wire that my family will be returning soon.  Shanny took ill and wanted to return home.  Once they get here, we will let my parents decide what to do about Cooper, and Ina, if she hasn’t recovered by the time they get here.  I can’t believe she didn’t even recognize me!” 
 
    “She screamed at me,” Chogan chuckled.  “I am praying to the gods to rid her of the evil that has taken her memory, though.” 
 
    “I suppose she needs all the prayers she can get,” Conner said.  “Just hold everything down while Ina is recovering.  I am leaving Hudson to care for her since he seems to be the only one she trusts, and I don’t want to upset her.  I can’t believe it.  She didn’t seem to like Hudson and thought he wouldn’t be much help around here.  She begged me to take him on at the Double C.” 
 
    “He did a good job on the roundup in the middle of the storm.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that!  By the way, I didn’t have a chance to mention to you, Tommy and Beth are both in love with your Comanche friends.  They plan to marry them… Tommy, with Konton and Beth, with Taima.” 
 
    “That was sudden,” Chogan smiled. 
 
    “Konton became Tommy’s hero when he helped save some calves.  Beth spent the storm in a sheepherder’s hut with Taima, and I suppose one thing led to another.” 
 
    “As long as they are happy, and truly love each other,” Chogan said. 
 
    “It’s about time they each found themselves a man.  I’m wondering if Ina is working up to something like that, considering she keeps clinging to Hudson like she thinks she is going to drown if he is out of her sight.” 
 
    “She must feel very confused.” 
 
    “I just hope Hudson doesn’t get any ideas and takes advantage of Ina’s weakened state of mind.  When Ina snaps out of it, it may be a big shock to him, if she suddenly rejects his attention.  That’s why I want you to make sure he doesn’t do anything improper while he is caring for her.” 
 
    “I will keep an eye on him.  He seems like a thoughtful person and is concerned for Ina’s welfare.  Only time will tell, what may happen,” Chogan muttered.  “Life is a strange journey that leads us to places we sometimes are not counting on.” 
 
    “Amen to that!” Connor said and then headed down the stairs and out to his horse. 
 
    Too many things were happening in such a short period of time.  Connor had his own confusing thoughts to deal with where Carrabelle was concerned, and now he had all this to worry about as well! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    Connor was relieved when he watched the train arriving at the station.  Now that Callie and Chayton were back, things could get back to normal again, he hoped.  He felt like a failure, considering so many things seemed to be in a mess.  The branding got done, but Ina was still walking around in a daze not remembering who she was, even though her fever finally broke.   
 
    Nothing could be done about Cooper selling off their cattle.  He had claimed he lost the strays and the storm had prevented him from finding them again.  When he went out the next morning, it appeared they had just disappeared. 
 
    Hudson was Ina’s constant companion, and it seemed to frighten her whenever he wasn’t at her side.  Tommy and Beth were deliriously happy, looking forward to their future marriage to Konton and Taima, but even that presented problems by expanding the family and needing more room to house them.  
 
     Carrabelle seemed to be coming along nicely, learning to cook for the household, but once Callie returned, she may want to take over cooking again, and Connor wondered what would be expected of Carrabelle then?  He was starting to get attached to her, but he was so busy taking care of both ranches, he had little time to spend with her, or even felt it was the proper thing to do, considering she was supposed to be the cook. 
 
    He had often watched her from a distance and admired the way she moved or the many expressions that came across her face as she went about her duties.  When she looked up unexpectedly, noticing him watching her, he would quickly look away and leave the room.  They seldom talked, unless necessary.  What was there to say, other than praising her for her accomplishments in cooking?  She was turning out to be a remarkably good cook, he thought happily to himself.  Only if they couldn’t use her, where would she go? 
 
    Connor pushed the thoughts aside.  He didn’t have time for daydreaming or even thinking about taking on a wife.  He paused.  Had he been thinking about taking Carrabelle as a wife?  Was all this ‘marriage in the air’ getting to him?  Tommy and Beth seemed deliriously happy about their future prospects of becoming married.  He had never seen them so happy before.  Did he crave that same kind of happiness and thought he could find it through Carrabelle?  It was a sure thing he didn’t have a lot of time for courting women or going to socials in order to meet one.  Was it really Carrabelle he liked, or the idea of having a wife, settling down, and raising a family to inherit the ranch once he was gone? 
 
    The shrill sound of the train whistle pierced the air and his thoughts.  What would Callie and Chayton think, once they discovered everything that had transpired while they were away?  He hadn’t written to tell them anything since there hadn’t been enough time to do it.  Now he would have to admit, events seemed to be spiraling out of hand. 
 
    Callie rushed to Connor and gave him a hug, as soon as she stepped down and saw him standing there on the platform.  It was so good to get back, she thought.  She hadn’t realized how much she missed the familiarity of returning to a life she thought she was going to hate when she was first sent there by her parents.  She remembered how she had waited for Chet at this very station, and he had whisked her off to marry her the moment she arrived so he could take her to the “wedding bed” as soon as possible.  She glanced over at Chayton, stepping down from the train and felt how lucky it was that those things were all behind her. 
 
    Shanny refused Joey’s help, stepping down from the train.  She looked like a misplaced cowboy, not knowing whether to act like a man or a woman.  She had tried to keep her distance from Joey on the journey home, acting indifferent whenever they were together.  She refused to let her heart feel any more pain than it already was feeling, and every time Joey touched her, it was imprinted indelibly upon her senses that Joey could never be hers no matter how much he claimed to love her. 
 
    Shanny had been feeling queasy the whole time they were on the train, what with its rocking and the clacking of wheels over the tracks.  She spent most of her time in the birth, above the seat, and was thankful to finally put her foot on solid ground.  Despite her attempt at independence, when she started to trip, Joey reached out and grabbed her arm.  Their eyes locked for one brief moment, and then Shanny looked away and Joey released his hold on her. 
 
    “You brought our horses!” Shanny exclaimed when she saw Surefire and Tumbleweed tied to the back of the wagon.   
 
    She ran forward and threw her arms around her horse’s neck.  Joey watched on, thinking she loved her horse more than she would ever love him.  He thought Shanny would come to her senses when she discovered the deception Arnel had played.  He thought she would realize that she could trust him more than any other man, but it hadn’t seemed to change her attitude toward him.  There was only that brief time when she had been so depressed about Arnel and only allowed Joey to be close to her, considering he was the only one who knew her secret.  After the family learned the truth about Arnel, she had turned from him again and shrank into herself, not wanting anything to do with him or anyone else in the family.  She hadn’t even hugged Connor!  All she cared about was her damn horse, he fumed to himself!  Then he remembered how she had danced with him more than anyone else at her coming-out party.  He knew it was because she didn’t trust men any longer, but he liked to believe it was because she enjoyed dancing with him. 
 
    “You look tired,” Callie mentioned to Connor as she climbed up in the wagon after it was loaded with their belongings. 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it,” Connor mumbled.  “When you discover what has been happing while you were away, you will wish you never left!” 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder at Joey and Shanny, riding behind the wagon as he pulled away from the train station. 
 
    “Shanny seems unhappy,” he mentioned.  “She didn’t even greet me.  Was she upset you had to leave?” 
 
    “No.  She was the one who suggested it.  She had a bad experience with a young man she met.  He had deceived her, terribly, and I think it will alter her trust of any man in her future.” 
 
    “Seems like events did not go so well for you either,” Connor observed. 
 
    “It is just as well.  It gave us a good excuse to leave.  My father wasn’t as ill as Mother made him out to be, and once we arrived, he seemed in the perfect picture of health!  I was so worried about the ranch and all of you children, I couldn’t wait to come home.  Only Shanny was supposed to have a coming-out party, and I didn’t want to disappoint her.  It turned out she got disappointed for other reasons, so we left soon after her party.” 
 
    She had good reason to worry about the ranch, Connor thought, but instead, he gave her a crooked smile. 
 
    “I’ll fill you in on recent events on our way back to Texas.  I’m glad you decided to return, so you can try and straighten everything out!” 
 
    Callie could see Connor was disturbed about something, so she waited patiently for Connor to explain what had happened while she and Chayton were away.  As she listened, her heart began to sink.  She wondered if she actually could straighten everything out?  She knew it wasn’t Connor’s fault, that Cooper was dishonest, and that Ina got sick.  She was happy to hear the girls were planning a double wedding, but like Connor, she wondered how having two extra members of the family was going to change things.  And what about Carrabelle, she didn’t believe Connor was being totally open about how he felt concerning her.  Every time he said her name, Callie noticed a strange look coming into his eyes.  Once the girls got married, the house would be much too small to house them all.  And what about Ina, should she be brought back to her home when she didn’t remember anyone who lived there?  Or should she remain where she seemed content to have Hudson tending to her needs at the Circle P Ranch? 
 
    Chayton took everything in his stride.  He believed that the Gods always knew what they were doing.  Everything in life was a lesson to learn and grow from.  Young people had to learn how to face hardships in life.  To him, nothing was as bad as Connor pretended it was.  Even though his life had been changed by the white man, he had found a way to adjust.  The rest of the family would also have to learn to adjust to new situations in the same way. 
 
    Joey kept Tumbleweed alongside Surefire.  Shanny was not looking well, and though she seemed to be happy to be on Surefire’s back, she still seemed listless and rode solemnly along as though it was just one more stint bringing her closer to home.  The spark had left her eyes, and her teasing nature had disappeared.  He wished she would steal his feather again, just to assure himself she was the same person she had been before they took the journey to Philadelphia.  She seemed a shell of the happy person she used to be.  She must have truly been in love with Arnel, he decided and was having a hard time forgetting him. 
 
    Shanny wanted to forget Arnel, but every time she tried, pictures of events in the gazebo resurfaced.  She was torn between the remembrance of the pleasure and the shock of losing her virginity and then discovering Arnel was already married.  Had Arnel actually loved her, she wouldn’t have cared about her virginity.  She had to face the horror that he had just used her.  He had planned it from the first moment he spoke to her on the train, she had to admit, grimly.  He had a wife and was experienced in how to persuade a woman to let him touch her.  He had used that experience to sway her, to seduce her, to spoil her for her future life.  Maybe he had planned to marry her, and have two wives, never revealing the truth to her until it was too late.  She wondered if it was already too late.  She had suspicions she did not want to dwell on, but all she could do was dwell on them every time her stomach lurched.   
 
    She prayed that her suspicions were unfounded.  She would just have to wait and see.  If they turned out to be… she couldn’t bear to think of it.  She would be shunned.  Everyone, including her family, would turn their backs on her.  Even Joey would turn away.  Especially, Joey, she thought bitterly.  He would never forgive her.  She couldn’t forgive herself. 
 
    When they camped, Shanny chose to take her cot-roll a distance away from the rest of the family.  Callie felt she needed time to herself still, so she didn’t say anything.  Connor was too preoccupied with his own worries to notice, but Joey noticed.  After the group settled down for the night, Joey went over and sat cross-legged next to Shanny, leaning up against the tree she had decided to use for shelter. 
 
    “Why are you upset at me?” he asked in a low voice.  “I have not done anything to you.  I have supported you and stood by you.  I slugged that no-good womanizer for you, so why won’t you even talk to me, or look at me?” 
 
    “It has nothing to do with you, Joey,” Shanny murmured.  “I just don’t want to talk about it or think about it.  I don’t want you thinking you can fix things, cause you can’t.” 
 
    “You know I still love you, Shanny.  Regardless of what Arnel made you believe about loving you and wanting to marry you, it doesn’t change the way I feel about you.” 
 
    “That’s the problem, Joey!  It should change the way you feel about me!  I wanted to marry someone else, not you.  You should have hated me for turning away from you that way when I knew you wanted to marry me.” 
 
    “Only you’re not going to marry him now.  Do you still refuse to have me as a husband?” 
 
    “I can’t marry anyone, Joey.  Not now.  Not ever!  I am sure you would make a great husband, but not my great husband.  I don’t deserve a great husband like you.” 
 
    Joey knelt down beside Shanny, putting his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Of course, you deserve a great husband.  I don’t claim I could ever be a great husband but I would be a loving husband, if you only allowed me to prove it to you.” 
 
    “I can’t let you do that Joey,” Shanny said, sitting up and finally looking at him.  “You say that now, but after we were married you would change your mind about me.  I don’t want to be the person who broke your heart.” 
 
    “You’re breaking my heart right now!” Joey insisted, giving her a little shake with the hand that was still on her shoulder.  “You know we were meant to be together forever!” 
 
    There was a long silence, as they looked at each other. 
 
    “I know,” Shanny said quietly.  “I should have admitted it a long time ago, but I didn’t, and now it is too late.  I can’t let any man love me, Joey.  Can’t you understand that?  Not you.  Not any man!  So just go away and stop making it worse!” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Joey said angrily.  “It is that you choose not to let any man love you!  You get your heart broken and suddenly no one is good enough for you.  You won’t let yourself trust love.  You won’t let yourself trust me!” 
 
    Shanny stopped and realized Joey was right.  She couldn’t trust him to love her once he found out the truth about what had transpired in that gazebo.  She wouldn’t blame him, only she didn’t want to see the hurt in his eyes when he discovered the truth.  Therefore, she refused to put him in that position.  The hurt in his eyes now was minimal to what it would be if she was ever honest with him.  And even if she wasn’t honest, and allowed him to marry her anyway, he would know, and it would fester inside of him until that love he felt for her now, turned into repulsion.  She repulsed herself, so she knew it would repulse Joey.  They were so much alike.  His pride would be wounded. 
 
    As she sat there, merely staring at him, her thoughts went back to the times Joey had kissed her and she had complained.  If he ever kissed her again, she was afraid of what it would do to her. 
 
    As the thoughts found their way into her head, she was startled when Joey suddenly pulled her against him and captured her lips beneath his.  She didn’t struggle like she had the first time he had kissed her.  She didn’t kiss him back because she was afraid to.  But she allowed herself to be consumed by his kiss, punishing herself for what she had thrown away because of Arnel. 
 
    “I will always love you, Shanny, no matter what,” Joey whispered against her lips.  “Even if you never consent to marry me, remember, I will always love you.” 
 
    Then he rose to his feet and walked away, and Shanny sank back down into her cot-roll and began to sob.  She had ruined her happiness with one unwise decision, and now she had to live with it. 
 
    By the time they reached the ranch, Shanny was feeling even worse.  She had vomited twice on their trek back to the ranch, but she didn’t let anyone discover it.  She hoped it was merely stress from everything that had happened, but something in the back of her mind told her she was just fooling herself.  What would her mother do if she ended up carrying a bastard child?  The thought frightened her.  If that was the case, she would just wander away, and never return to the ranch again, she told herself.  She couldn’t face her family and let them discover she had no ethics or modesty.  She had wanted what Arnel had offered her, so it was just as much her fault as his, she admitted.  If he had forced her, she could claim rape.  Even if she lied and claimed it was rape, she wouldn’t be able to live with herself.  There was no good ending to her dilemma. 
 
    “Shanny!” Beth cried when she climbed down from Surefire.  “I have so much to tell you!  Come in the house and meat Taima!” 
 
    Shanny looked at Beth blankly at first, and then forced a smile. 
 
    “Taima?”  She questioned. 
 
    “Connor brought some Comanche braves to help us on the ranch, and you will never believe; both Tommy and I are going to get married, each to a Comanche brave!” 
 
    “You are?”  
 
    Shanny blinked.  Beth looked so happy.  Then she remembered how happy she had felt when she thought Arnel was going to ask her to marry him. 
 
    “I am so happy for you,” she said. 
 
    “We’re having a double wedding, and I am so glad everyone is back, because we had to wait until Chayton returned, so they could properly ask his approval.  They don’t have any horses to give Chayton for our hand in marriage, but they are excellent cattlemen!  Wait until you hear how Konton saved two calves by hoisting them to safety above a flash flood!” 
 
    “I can’t wait,” Shanny lied.  
 
    All she wanted to do was go to her room.  Everyone around her seemed happy, which only emphasized her own unhappiness. 
 
    “Ina lost her memory!”  Beth continued.  “She doesn’t remember any of us!  She got a bad fever and Connor doesn’t know what to do.  Hudson is watching over her.  I am so glad you are all back.  We have missed all of you, terribly!” 
 
    “Yes.  I’m glad to be back,” Shanny mumbled.  “I am just so tired.  I haven’t been feeling well.  I think I am catching something.  I retched twice on our way out here.” 
 
    “I hope it isn’t catching,” Beth said, backing up.  “I want to be perfectly healthy when my wedding day comes.” 
 
    “I am sure it is just stress, and that is why I want to rest,” Shanny lied, and headed for the bathroom.   
 
    She was starting to feel sick again and felt a warm bath would make it all pass. 
 
    Joey stood at the base of the stairs and watched Shanny hurrying away from Beth and toward the bathroom.  He hoped now that they were home she would slowly revert to that girl who had stolen his eagle feather before they took the trip to Philadelphia. 
 
    Connor got Konton and Taima to help bring the luggage up, and Carrabelle came in briefly to announce that dinner would be ready soon.  She looked shyly at Connor, and then quickly turned back to the kitchen. 
 
    “Well,” Callie smiled, “it seems we have a new cook.  That will give me a lot more time to catch up on my reading.” 
 
    She gave Connor a look of assurance, and he knew it meant she intended to keep Carrabelle there.  He suddenly felt happy and was trying to figure it out. 
 
    “Shanny said she would eat her supper in her room,” Beth stated, as she came into the dining room, sitting down around the large table with everyone else.  “She’s not feeling well, and just got out of the bath.” 
 
    “She seemed rather listless on our way out here,” Callie said.  “She knew it was more than that and wondered how long it would take Shanny to get over the shock that Arnel had been married the whole time he had been courting her?” 
 
    “I’ll take a tray up to her,” Joey offered. 
 
    Callie had witnessed how Shanny had constantly tried to ignore Joey during the whole trip, but the love that shone in Joey’s eyes was clear to read.  Shanny did not know when she was lucky, Callie thought.  In time she would realize it, and eventually Joey could have his way, she predicted to herself. 
 
    Joey tapped on Shanny’s door.  When she didn’t answer, he entered anyway.  He found Shanny lying on her bed, staring at the ceiling. 
 
    “I brought you some food,” he mumbled as he laid the tray on the dresser.  “I know you are tired, but you need to snap out of it, Shanny.  I don’t recognize you anymore.” 
 
    Shanny slowly sat up.  There was only one way to make Joey give up on trying to make her happy.  Everyone would discover it soon enough, she thought.  She might as well just get it over with, and then she could face her dilemma on her own, she decided. 
 
    “I need to tell you something,” she said.  “But you have to promise not to tell another soul, once I tell you.” 
 
    “What?” Joey asked, coming to the bed and sitting on the edge, grabbing her hands she held in her lap. 
 
    She looked so pale and frightened.  It upset him, just to look at her in that condition. 
 
    “The reason you can never marry me is that…” she paused as tears started to well up in her eyes, then swallowed and continued.   “It is because…well…I am a soiled woman.  You deserve something better than that,” she rushed on. 
 
    “A soiled woman?” 
 
    It was apparent that Joey did not understand what she was talking about. 
 
    “It…it means that I am no longer a virgin,” she mumbled quietly, not able to look Joey in the eye. 
 
    “Arnel did that to you?” Joey gasped.  “I should have shot him instead of slugged him!” 
 
    “Which, is the reason why I wouldn’t tell you.  He does have a wife and children to care for.  I know it was despicable of him, but I wouldn’t want you causing his wife to become a widow or his children orphaned.” 
 
    “You are way too kind, Shanny, that is one of the reasons I love you!” 
 
    “You have no reason to love me, after what I did,” Shanny said quietly.  “Only it is worse than that,” Shanny continued, her voice shaking.  “I am so frightened, Joey.  I don’t know what to do!” 
 
    “No!” Joey breathed reading the truth in her expression. 
 
    “Yes,” she admitted, bowing her head. 
 
    “You have to marry me now!” Joey insisted.  “No one knows.  No one has to know!” 
 
    “But they would know, Joey.  Even if I married you and you pretended… You are Comanche.  One look at the…the baby and they would know it is not yours!  Why would you want to marry me now anyway?  I have shamed myself and you as well!” 
 
    “I don’t care what others will think.  It doesn’t matter what they think because they would not be bold enough to voice their doubts!  Look at you!  Your father was dark-headed, with dark eyes, according to Connor, and all of his children turned out to have blond hair and blue eyes.  They will merely think…I don’t care what they will merely think.  I will not allow a negative word to be spoken against you!  You will be my wife, and I would protect you from any slurs if they are dared to be spoken!” 
 
    “You love me enough to do that?” Shanny exclaimed realizing she had totally misjudged Joey. 
 
    “I told you I would always love you, Shanny.  I told you we are meant to be together forever.  It doesn’t matter if you are with child.  Arnel took advantage of you and fooled you.  It wasn’t your fault!  If you marry me, it will become my child once it is born.  It will be the same way you have become Chayton’s child when he was not your real father, and your mother has become my mother, even though someone else gave me birth.”  
 
    “Then I have something else to confess to you,” Shanny said, now lifting her face to catch his eyes. 
 
    “Nothing you say will change my mind, Shanny,” he insisted. 
 
    “I don’t want to change your mind,” Shanny admitted.  “I just wanted to tell you I have been wrong all this time.  I have always loved you, Joey, I just didn’t know it.  I thought I loved you as a brother since we were raised together.  I didn’t think it was right that a brother and sister should love each other in any other way.  Even when I was thinking of marrying Arnel, I didn’t want to lose the closeness between you and I. I need to ask you to forgive me for ever doubting you, and wanting to marry Arnel when it was you I should have loved instead.” 
 
    “Shanny, Shanny,” Joey cried, gathering her up in his arms, “I never thought I would ever hear you say those words.  We should get married as soon as possible.  We could have a triple wedding along with your sisters!” 
 
    Shanny started to giggle. 
 
    “Oh, Joey, I was so worried.  I thought my life was over. And now…now you have saved me.  Your love has saved me.” 
 
    “My love for you has always been within my heart, Shanny.  Even as children I could never imagine myself being with anyone other than you.” 
 
    “Let’s wait a couple of days before we tell anyone,” Shanny suggested.  “It will seem too sudden if we tell them now.” 
 
    “Yes, you have been treating me less than loving,” Joey smiled.  “We can say we argued, and then we kissed and made up, and to prove your love for me, you agreed to marry me after all.” 
 
    “They probably won’t believe us, but it is worth a try,” Shanny smiled. 
 
    “You look better already,” Joey said, looking at Shanny’s beaming face. 
 
    “I worried I had ruined my life forever.  I was afraid I had lost you forever.  I never want to lose you, Joey.  You were always right.  We were meant to be together forever!” 
 
    “And we will be,” he assured her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    Ina sat with her hands folded in her lap.  The creek of the rocking chair made a steady rhythm on the stones of the front courtyard, which faced out from the entrance of the old Spanish house.  She was feeling more comfortable now, but still a little confused.  Only flashes of past memories lingered in her head and just when she was sure she remembered something, she suddenly lost the thought.  The only true memory she had was of Hudson caring for her.  She distinctly remembered how his hands felt strong and protecting when he pulled the damp washcloth over her body.  She almost wished she still had a fever so she could have that soothing feeling again. 
 
    Hudson no longer stayed in her room, sleeping restlessly on a nearby cot.  He had moved into another room.  He told her it was his old room and she couldn’t understand why he called it his old room when he had always been in the house from the moment she opened her eyes? 
 
    She watched him now, practicing on his horse in a distant corral, as he worked at roping and cutting young mavericks from the herd for branding.  She liked the way he sat in the saddle, his back straight, his body moving with the horse in an easy flow as though horse and rider were one.  She felt she had ridden a horse before.  After all, the only clothes she had were denim britches, so she must have been used to riding.  She just didn’t want to risk it yet.  She wanted to sit and try to remember.  If she could only remember! 
 
    A life without a name or a past troubled her.  She knew she wasn’t married to Hudson, because she didn’t wear a ring, and besides he would have told her if they were married, but there was something familiar and down to earth about him.  He seemed like he would make someone a good husband.   
 
    She had been told about her past and her family and another ranch they all owned, but nothing sounded familiar.  She got used to the Indians coming up to talk to her.  They seemed to know her and acted friendly, but something about them made her shy away each time they tried to get close to her.  Then there was this man, Cooper, who insisted she had agreed to marry him, and they shouldn’t put it off.  He only told her this at moments when he caught her alone, while Hudson was elsewhere, and mentioned it had been a secret, and that is why no one else knew about it.  Hudson didn’t seem to like him and that made her dislike him too. 
 
    Now she turned her head to see some riders approaching the house.  New people frightened her.  They kept telling her they knew her and she should remember them, but try as she may, she couldn’t remember anyone.  She was afraid Hudson would stop paying attention to her because he would give up trying to get her to remember who she was.  He would end up leaving her alone having to cope with all those strangers and Cooper, who wanted her to marry him.  The thought alarmed her. 
 
    She stood up to go into the house, so she wouldn’t have to face any more strangers who claimed to be old friends or family.  There had been a couple of pretty girls claiming to be her sisters.  She had to believe them because they looked a lot like her.  Only all the stories they related to her of her childhood did not jog one memory.  There was the older brother, Connor.  He seemed nice and concerned, but he always had a worried look on his face, like he just didn’t want to deal with trying to get her to remember him. 
 
    She saw that Connor led the group that was approaching, so it must be more old acquaintances wanting to get her to remember them.  It hurt to try to remember.  Why couldn’t she just be Mia and not try to remember?  
 
    “Ina!” She heard a woman call, and turned to look, as an older woman jumped off her horse and came, throwing her arms around Ina. 
 
    Ina stiffened.  She didn’t know this woman, though she smelled familiar and the sound of her voice struck a certain chord within her. 
 
    “Ina, don’t you remember me?” Callie said when Ina stiffened at her hug. 
 
    “I suppose you will tell me I know you,” Ina mumbled.  “I’m called Mia, not Ina,” she informed Callie. 
 
    “Well, you shouldn’t be!” Callie said sternly.  “You will never remember who you are if no one uses your real name!” 
 
    “I like the name, Mia.  I am told it is part of an Indian name Miakoda.  Hudson says Chogan gave me the name.  I don’t remember Chogan or that he gave me the name, but I like the sound of it.  It feels like it is my name.” 
 
    “Then I suppose we could call you Miakoda, but even Shanny and Joey’s names were changed to American sounding names so people would accept them more.” 
 
    “The Indians frightened me at first, but I like to hear them talking in their own language.  It sounds soothing to my ears even though I can’t understand it.” 
 
    “You should understand it, Ina,” Callie stated.  “All of you children know a lot of Comanche words.  We have had Comanche braves working on the ranch since you were children.” 
 
    “I don’t remember my childhood, even though Tommy and Beth have tried to remind me of it.  I don’t remember anything except from the time I got sick.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will come to you in time,” Callie said with determination in her voice. 
 
    “I am told you are my stepmother,” Ina mumbled.  “I need to ask you something.” 
 
    “What?” Callie asked. 
 
    “It is about the man Cooper.  Do you know him well?  Do I know him?  He informs me that I have agreed to marry him.  I haven’t told Hudson.  He doesn’t seem to like Cooper.  But you would know, wouldn’t you, if I was planning to marry someone?” 
 
    “Goodness, child, you keep your distance from Cooper!  He is not a trustworthy person, even though we have to allow him to work here.  I have been told some troubling information about him, and when he worked for me, many years ago, he tried to deceive me.  He would try to deceive you as well if he could.  Stay close to Hudson.  I don’t know him well, but Connor believes he can be trusted.” 
 
    “Thank you for telling me this,” Ina smiled and started to turn away. 
 
    “Don’t rush into the house!  You need to meet Shanny and Joey, along with Chayton.  They will be upset if you refuse.” 
 
    Ina turned back and braced herself for yet more people gushing over her, claiming they were good friends or family. 
 
    When she looked at Shanny and Joey, Ina smiled. 
 
    “Connor told me about you,” she said.  “I don’t remember you, but the story Connor told was impressive about how Callie saved Joey’s life when he was an infant, by feeding him right along with her own daughter.” 
 
    “You have always been a good big sister,” Shanny told Ina. 
 
    Joey didn’t say anything. 
 
    “You will be coming to the wedding when Tommy and Beth get married, won’t you?” Shanny asked. 
 
    “I heard they were marrying Indians,” Ina said, as she looked from Chayton to Callie, and then back to Shanny and Joey. 
 
    “Yes.  We have close friendships with the Comanche.  Joey is Comanche and we are very close.”  
 
    Shanny grabbed Joey’s hand and looked up at him, wishing she could tell Chayton and her mother about their decision to marry each other.  Only she felt she needed more time to show everyone that her and Joey’s relationship was returning to the way it had been before they ever took the trip to Philadelphia. 
 
    “I will consider attending the wedding,” Ina said quietly.  
 
    She was older than her two sisters and she wondered why she had not gotten married yet?  Even Connor remained single, she thought.  A disturbing thought came to her that no one would want to marry a woman who had no memory, except for Cooper, whom Callie suspected of trying to deceive her.  Her eyes gravitated to Hudson, who had left the corral where he was practicing and was walking over to join the group. 
 
    As soon as he approached, Ina reached out and took his hand.  He could tell she was feeling out of place, but it wasn’t his place to insist that everyone leave, so he merely squeezed Ina’s hand to reassure her. 
 
    Callie could see the trust in Ina’s eyes, the moment Hudson came to her side.  She could see how Ina clung tightly to Hudson’s hand, and she was happy there was someone there the family could trust to look out for Ina. 
 
    As the family gathered around Ina, talking to her and distracting her from her fear, Callie tapped Hudson on the shoulder. 
 
    “I would like to talk to you for a moment,” she said. 
 
    He released Ina’s hand and told her he would be right back, then followed Callie a distance away. 
 
    “I want you to keep Cooper away from Ina,” she told Hudson.  “She tells me he claims Ina agreed to marry him.  Is that true?” 
 
    “Not that I am aware of,” Hudson said.  “I don’t know Cooper that much, but none of the Indians like him, and I think he frightens Ina.” 
 
    “He can’t be trusted!  We believe he sold some of our cattle to rustlers during the storm, but only Adoette and Ina witnessed it.  Ina can’t remember, and Adoette is a Comanche so his word would be considered prejudice by the ranchers in this area.  There has always been bad blood between the Comanche and Texan ranchers.” 
 
    “I know,” Hudson admitted.  Adoette told me about it.  What should I do?  I am only a worker here.  Cooper is the foreman!” 
 
    “Just don’t let Ina out of your sight, and keep a close eye on Cooper as well.  I will tell Chogan and Adoette about what Ina told me concerning Cooper.  One way or another, I want him off this ranch, but we have to find a good reason to expel him.  In a few days, Chayton will come to run the ranch, until Ina starts remembering who she is.  Since she seems comfortable here and appears to trust you, I will let her remain here as long as I know you will protect her.” 
 
    “I will not let you down,” Hudson promised. 
 
    Callie felt Ina needed a strong man to stand by her.  She had always been too independent to allow any man the opportunity to court her, but now, maybe there was a chance she would let Hudson take on a stronger part in her life.  Only once she got her memory back, Callie wondered if Ina would have anything to do with Hudson. 
 
    Eventually, everyone left and Ina started to feel calmer again. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Hudson asked as they watched the group ride away. 
 
    “I can’t remember them, Hudson!  I may never remember anything about my life up to now.  I’m frightened.  I don’t want to be left alone in a world where everyone is a stranger to me!” 
 
    “I’m not a stranger to you, am I?” Hudson asked. 
 
    “No.  You are the only person I think I can trust.  The woman who claims to be my stepmother told me I can’t trust Cooper.  He told me I agreed to marry him!” 
 
    “Your stepmother is right,” Hudson agreed.  “You can’t trust him.  If he tries to talk to you, just walk away.” 
 
    “What if he tries to force me to marry him?” Ina asked. 
 
    “There is no way he could do that unless he tried to compromise you in some way.  As long as you are never alone with him…” 
 
    “Hudson!  What if he..?  What if you are busy and I find myself in a situation with him I can’t get out of?” 
 
    “What do you want me to do, Mia?  You know Cooper has to remain here as foreman for as long as he wishes.  If you just keep your distance, and I keep an eye on him…” 
 
    “He scares me.  I don’t like the way he looks at me or the sneer that is on his face when he talks to me.  There is only one way to keep him from forcing my hand.” 
 
    “What way?” Hudson questioned. 
 
    “Would you marry me, Hudson?  Would you marry me and protect me?  I don’t think I am ever going to get my memory back and I don’t know anyone I trust but you!” 
 
    “You want me to marry you?” 
 
    “Why not, you have seen me with no clothes on.  You have acted the perfect gentleman.  I trust you.  I…I think I love you.” 
 
    “You don’t know if you love me.  You don’t even know me, Mia!  People will think I want to marry you because I would get a share in the ranch my uncle left to your mother.  They would think I was taking advantage of you when you had no memory.  What will happen when you do remember who you are?  You will hate me for taking advantage of your vulnerability!” 
 
    “You won’t be taking advantage of me.  I will be taking advantage of you!  I know you like me, or you wouldn’t be helping me this way.  Would you hate being married to me?” 
 
    “On the contrary, I would love being married to you, but I won’t do it unless your stepmother and stepfather agree.  You will have to tell them it was your idea, not mine, even though I have thought of it often enough.” 
 
    “You see?  You do want to marry me, only you are just too proud to admit it.” 
 
    “It’s not pride that keeps me from it.  It is fear that others will think I want to take advantage of you, just like Cooper wishes to.  The only reason I would agree to marry you is because I love you.  I think I have loved you since you came here to run the ranch, only I knew I had no chance of you ever seeing me beyond anything other than your hired hand.” 
 
    “I don’t know who that woman is, who I used to be, Hudson.  That woman did not know you the way I know you now.  That woman is someone whom I may never remember.  I only know that when you are near me and touching me, I feel safe and loved.  I want you to be near me and never leave my side.  If you are my husband, Cooper will have to keep his distance!” 
 
    “Then I will talk to Callie and Chayton about it,” Hudson agreed. 
 
    “Oh, thank you!” Ina cried, and suddenly turned and threw her arms around Hudson’s neck. 
 
    The next thing he knew, her soft lips were touching his.  He hadn’t intended to take advantage of that kiss, but he found his arms reaching around her, pulling her close, letting the kiss grow, until his heart swelled with the love he had been trying to keep in check all this time.  Now he could let it fly free.  He did not have to keep it captive within his heart any longer. 
 
    When their lips parted, Ina still clung to Hudson. 
 
    “Do it soon, Hudson.  Go right today and tell them to send out a preacher to marry us as soon as it can be arranged!” 
 
    “Are you sure?  Maybe you should wait until your memory comes back.  Then I would know…” 
 
    “No!  It may be years before my memory comes back!  I want to feel safe and secure in your arms now!” 
 
    “Fine, I will see if I can catch up with them,” Hudson said and jumped on his horse to follow after the group that just left. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Cooper asked as he walked up to Ina.  “Hudson seemed in a big hurry to take off to someplace.” 
 
    “He has gone to inform my guardians that he and I wish to get married,” she said truthfully. 
 
    “What? You had promised me, and I will hold you to your promise!” 
 
    “If I ever promised you, it must have been during a moment of insanity.  I cannot imagine I would ever agree to marry a person like you!  Besides being an old man, I don’t see a redeeming quality about you that would have interested me.” 
 
    Cooper stepped forward and grabbed her arm. 
 
    “You are not going to get away with this,” he growled. 
 
    “If I was you, I would release the lady’s arm,” the voice of Adoette broke in. 
 
    Cooper spun around and glared at the Comanche. 
 
    “Scum like you are not going to tell me what to do,” Cooper retorted. 
 
    “If you do not release Ina at once, we will pick you up bodily and throw you off this ranch!” 
 
    It was Chogan speaking, and he had Dohate along with Ezhno standing behind him. 
 
    “I can sack the lot of you,” Cooper claimed. 
 
    “Not without Callie and Chayton’s agreement,” Chogan stated.  “Ina does not wish your attention.  I suggest you leave well enough alone!” 
 
    Cooper turned angrily and stomped away. 
 
    “Thank you,” Ina murmured.  “I see you are my true friends whether I remember you or not.” 
 
    “You are safe as long as we remain,” Chogan assured her. 
 
    “I heard you say something about Hudson asking you to marry him,” Adoette said, quietly. 
 
    “Actually, I asked him.  I think I love him and want him for a husband.” 
 
    “He seems to be a good man.  I know he was going out of his way to impress you when you made him a work hand.” 
 
    “He has impressed me in many other ways as well,” Ina told him. 
 
    “Then he is a lucky man, Miakoda.  I had hoped you would have noticed me the way you were noticing him.” 
 
    “I am sure you are a good man too, Adoette.” 
 
    Ina turned and went back in the house.  She was still shaking from her encounter with Cooper.  She couldn’t wait for Hudson to return.  She was looking forward to becoming his wife. 
 
    When Hudson returned, Ina was sitting, waiting for him in the parlor.  He entered the room, looking at Ina with love in his eyes. 
 
    Ina rose to her feet and went toward him. 
 
    “What did they say?” she asked anxiously. 
 
    “They were rather shocked you requested me to marry you.  While they like the idea, they are certain you will regain your memory soon.  They want to be sure it is what you truly want, so they suggested we wait until Tommy and Beth have their wedding.  Then we will all get married at the same time.  It may end up to be a pretty crowded wedding ceremony,” he half-chuckled. 
 
    “No!” Ina cried.  “Cooper is already upset that I have asked you to be my husband.” 
 
    “You told him?” 
 
    “I thought it would make him back off, but instead he threatened that he wouldn’t let me get away with it.” 
 
    Ina grasped Hudson around the neck. 
 
    “I am so frightened, Hudson.  We can’t wait that long!” 
 
    “I will be here.  You will be safe.” 
 
    “I won’t be safe!  You sleep in another room.  You have to work on the ranch and leave me on my own.” 
 
    “I will have Adoette guard you if I can’t be by your side,” Hudson offered. 
 
    “Promise me you will stay beside me at night, then,” she begged. 
 
    “I suppose I could bring the cot back…” 
 
    “No, Hudson.  I want your arms around me at night so I will feel safe.  I keep having these dreams of being caught in a storm and Cooper is not far away.  I am hiding from him and if he finds me, my life will be in danger.” 
 
    “You are dreaming about what has already happened,” Ina.  “You and Adoette were hiding when you discovered Cooper selling the steers from your ranch.  As soon as your memory returns, you can report him for what he did.” 
 
    “That makes him even more dangerous!”  Ina insisted.  “He would be the last one to want me to get my memory back if he thought I knew about him taking cattle.” 
 
    “You may be right.  I hadn’t thought about that.  He probably believes if he can trick you into marrying him, you could never testify against him.  If he became a part of your family ranch, he wouldn’t have to steal cattle from you any longer, and he would be off the hook.  He knows you suspect him because you have been going through the books he used to keep for Pritchard.” 
 
    “I don’t care about the ranch or Pritchard’s cattle.  I just don’t want him near me.  I want you near me, Hudson!” 
 
    “Don’t worry.  I will remain by your side and protect you.” 
 
    “Even at night?” she asked, looking up at him with her pleading eyes. 
 
    “Even at night,” he whispered, letting his lips lower until he was tasting her lips once again.  It was a pass time he would never tire of, he thought, as he deepened his kiss.  His reward was that Ina responded fully to his kiss, desperately crushing herself to him.  The feel of her soft breasts pressed firmly against his chest, and her hands tangling in his hair, now consumed him.  He never wanted to lift his lips from hers.   
 
    His grasp tightened around her waist, pulling her against him more firmly, knowing the very act ignited an overwhelming need for her.  She wanted him to hold her at night.  He thought of all the times he smoothed the cool washcloth over her body, wishing it did not separate her skin from his touch.  He didn’t know if he could trust himself to hold her every night until they could be married?  His demanding love for her was racing through every vein of his body, causing his heart to pound out of control.  He found himself lifting her up in his arms and carrying her upstairs to her room.  He didn’t think he could wait until they were married either! 
 
    Hudson lowered Ina upon the bed. 
 
    “You should probably rest,” he murmured, trying to muster up his self-control.  “You seem so upset, and I don’t want you to have a relapse.” 
 
    “Bring my nightdress, then” she murmured. 
 
    Hudson turned, lifting the nightdress from over the back of a chair where she had placed it earlier that morning.  The material felt soft and silky between his fingers.  He let his fingers caress the material before he handed it to her. 
 
    He started to turn, but Ina grabbed his hand. 
 
    “You have removed my clothes for me before,” she mumbled. “I want you to do it now.” 
 
    “You were sick, then,” he pointed out, starting to back away. 
 
    “I feel too weak to undress myself,” Ina breathed.  “I liked the way your fingers felt when you were tending to me before.  I want you to tend to me again.  I want to feel your hands caressing the damp cloth against my body.”   
 
    She nodded to the basin where water waited for the cloth to be dipped into it. 
 
    “Make my body feel calm again,” she begged. 
 
    “You won’t be angry at me if…” 
 
    “I am asking you, Hudson.” 
 
    Hudson knelt by the side of the bed and began unfastening the buttons of Ina’s shirt.  It fell away revealing her quivering, white skin, and the hidden curves proving she was more of a woman than a cowboy.  Before, Hudson had hidden the view of her from his gaze with a towel, but now he boldly looked upon her body.  This would be the body he would share in love and marriage, even though there were nagging doubts about agreeing to marry her before she got her memory back. 
 
    He pushed the doubts aside, as he let his fingers release the brass buttons of her denims and then gently pull them free of her.  She rested there upon the bed, her eye closed, as close to the vision of an angle as he could imagine, and his hand trembled when he reached for the cloth and dipped it in the water. 
 
    Hudson watched his hand as he stroked the cloth leisurely across her body, ever so slowly, wanting this moment to last a lifetime.  Her skin quivered at the touch of the cloth, and he noticed her taking in her breath, as the cloth lowered to smooth over her legs, and then back up again.  He tried to restrain his need to discover how his touch would affect her if he let himself get lost in what he was doing.  He had already gone beyond decency, but she had asked him to and he knew he wanted what she was asking him to do. 
 
    His own desperate need to feel her skin beneath his fingers gave way, and the cloth fell by the wayside, as he traced his fingers over her body, touching where the cloth had touched before his fingers gained that delight.  The delight overtook him, as her murmurs filled his ears and prodded him on, wanting to give her more pleasure than a simple cloth could afford.  He couldn’t stop his lips from following the trail of his fingers.  He relished in the taste of her skin against his tongue, wanting more of the taste of her until he was caught up in the very taste and feel of her.  His mouth sought more until she was panting at his touch, and then whimpering for him to never stop.  He didn’t want to stop until he had filled her with contentment.  
 
    “Hudson,” Ina half-cried.  “The way you touch me, I hadn’t imagined…” 
 
    Then her voice caught and she shivered in the pleasure of Hudson’s caresses.  He placed his hungry mouth upon her welcoming lips and drank in the essence of her, as she wrapped her arms around him, fumbling with the buttons of his shirt. 
 
    “I want to touch you too,” she begged. 
 
    Hudson grabbed her hand. 
 
    “Not yet,” he cautioned.  “I never should have been touching you like this.  You should rest.  If you like, I’ll stay beside you.” 
 
    “Never stop touching me, Hudson,” she murmured, placing his hand upon her breast. 
 
    “When we are married, I will obey your request.  For now, I shouldn’t take advantage of the situation any more than I have.” 
 
    “You sound like you regret what you have been doing,” Ina said, lifting herself up on her elbow and looking at him. 
 
    “I don’t regret it.  I just believe it is too soon for this much intimacy.  What if you gain your memory and hate me for what I have done?” 
 
    “I won’t hate you, Hudson.  I could never hate you!” 
 
    “You sure?” he asked, wanting to believe her. 
 
    “You know I won’t hate you.  You comforted me when I was sick.  You are comforting me now.  I like the way you comfort me.” 
 
    “Ina, Ina, if I could only believe you…” 
 
    “Mia,” she whispered.  “Call me Mia.” 
 
    Hudson stilled.  She was right.  She was no longer Ina.  She had become Mia, and he wondered if Mia was the same strong self-sufficient woman Ina was?  Mia seemed timid and frightened all the time, not that woman who braved the storm to discover what Cooper was up to.  She relied on his strength, and he sort of liked that feeling, but it had been the Ina part of her who impressed him the most.  Would she ever gain her old self back again?  He knew for certain Ina would not be inviting him to her bed and begging him to hold her.  As much as that was what he wanted Ina to do, she would have been too sure of herself to need him to comfort her, he realized. 
 
    “Hold me,” Ina whispered, pulling Hudson’s arms around her.  “Never stop holding me!” 
 
    Hudson found himself falling asleep beside the beauty he had been caressing.  His dreams were filled with her, allowing him to live his fantasy of his marriage to her, going beyond just touching, in his dream. 
 
    He felt Ina starting to thrash, and it woke him up. 
 
    “Am I hurting you?” he asked in alarm. 
 
    Only he discovered she was still asleep.  She was having a nightmare, crying out, begging her daddy not to touch her. 
 
    “Wake up, Ina,” Hudson encouraged.  “No one is hurting you!” 
 
    “No, daddy, I don’t want to.  Don’t make me!” she cried again. 
 
    “I won’t make you do anything,” Hudson told her, as he tried to hug her to him. 
 
    “No, daddy, it hurts!  It hurts too much!  Get off of me, daddy!”  
 
    She was pushing against Hudson’s chest, as tears started to stream down her cheeks. 
 
    “It’s not right, daddy.  It’s not right for you to do this!  I’m only a little girl!” 
 
    She gave a whimper. 
 
    “I do love you, daddy, I do.  Yes, I know you love me.  You love me too much!  Don’t love me that way, Daddy!” 
 
    “Wake up!” Hudson yelled.  “It is only a dream.  God, did your father…?”  He couldn’t utter the words.  No wonder Ina had been so indifferent towards him and other men.  No telling what her own father did to her when she was young? 
 
    He started shaking her, trying to wake her from the dream as she continued to beg for him not to touch her. 
 
    Suddenly Ina’s eyes flew open.  Hudson was relieved until he saw the horror in her eyes. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she screeched at him, starting to pound on his chest.  “Get off of me, before I call for Chogan!” 
 
    She looked down at her nude body and started screaming. 
 
    “Get out!  Get out!  You no longer work here!  Go back to New York where you belong!” 
 
    “Ina, I can explain,” Hudson muttered. 
 
    “Explain?  Explain why you are in my room with your hands all over me?  Who do you think you are?  What are you doing in the house?  You are supposed to be in the bunkhouse!” 
 
    “You were sick.  You got sick from being out in the storm.” 
 
    “And that gives you permission to come to my room like this?” 
 
    “It’s not what you think it is.  You asked me to hold you and…” 
 
    “Oh, God, can you hear yourself?  If I had asked you to do that, why am I so upset at this moment?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Hudson said, pulling himself out of the bed. “I should have known it was too good to be true!  You probably don’t remember, but you were begging me to marry you earlier this morning.  Well, at least, I see you got your memory back.  I will inform Chogan and have him call your family.  They will be happy to see you are back to your rude, normal self!” 
 
    “Got my memory back?  What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Ask Chogan, when he comes.  You are right!  I don’t belong here.  I thought I could become something I shouldn’t have hoped to become.  Now I will return to New York since I can see you would never appreciate anything I ever did for you!” 
 
    Hudson turned and left the room, bumping into to Chogan in the hallway. 
 
    “What’s, all, the ruckus?” he asked. 
 
    “Ina got her memory back.  Everyone should be happy now!” he said gruffly as he pushed past Chogan. 
 
    Hudson went to the stable and saddled up his horse.  He had to run off some steam, and then he would pack his bags and hightail it out of there, just like his daddy did before him! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    By the time Chogan knocked on her door, Ina had pulled her clothes back on and flung the door open.  When she saw Chogan standing there she melted into tears and clung to his neck. 
 
    “What happened?” Chogan asked. 
 
    “Who allowed Hudson in this house?” she demanded.  “He tried to rape me!” 
 
    “What?  Hudson would never…  He said you got your memory back.  Now I understand.  Don’t you know Hudson has been caring for you for several weeks now?  You wouldn’t let anyone else near you.  You got a fever after the storm and lost your memory.  You couldn’t remember anyone, not even me!  You screamed when Adoette and I were in your room.  Hudson has been caring for you and fulfilling your wishes.” 
 
    “Was it one of my wishes that he be in my bed when I was wearing no clothes?” Ina demanded. 
 
    “I don’t know.  I do know he would never have been in your bed unless you agreed to it.  He was very careful to treat you with every respect a lady deserves.  Only you insisted he be the only one to care for you.  I don’t know how much you remember about what has been happening since the storm, but you need to calm yourself. 
 
    “Hudson took off like he wasn’t planning on coming back, except maybe to pack his bags!  I don’t know what you said to him, but he deserves an apology, once he returns.  Your parents are home now.  I’ll send Adoette to fetch your mother and Connor, then we can get this all straightened out.” 
 
    “He was touching me,” Ina hissed. 
 
    “I prayed the Gods would release the evil spirit that caused you to lose your memory.  Now I wonder what those evil spirits were up to.  You were a more pleasant person when your memory was lost.  Perhaps you were protecting yourself from things in your life you didn’t want to face by losing your memory.  You are a brave young woman, my Miakoda, I am sure you have faced a lot of challenges during your life.  Just don’t make new challenges for yourself.  Hudson is a good man.  I think he loves you.  You need to give him a chance and not chase him out of your life.” 
 
    “He merely works here,” Ina said under her breath. 
 
    “Yeah, he merely works here, just like the rest of us.  You need a man in your life, Ina, and I think Hudson is the one.  Don’t alienate him with your silly pride.  However, Adoette likes you.  He could always be your second choice.” 
 
    “Men,” Ina cried, “they think all women are good for is to make into wives, and just like my Daddy, force them to have babies, and after they have babies…” 
 
    Ina stopped.  Her mind was suddenly jogged back to the dream she was having before Hudson woke her up. 
 
    “Oh no!” she cried.  “No, no, no!  No wonder I don’t trust men!” 
 
    “What?” Chogan asked in surprise.” 
 
    “My daddy made me into a little man, just like he did with both of my sisters because he wanted boys.  He forced us to be brave and do things that frightened us so we wouldn’t be crying all the time, but at night…he knew we were really girls.  When mama was busy giving him more girls to abuse, he was…he was…” 
 
    Ina put her hands over her eyes.  Some part of her remembered how Hudson’s touch made her feel.  She hadn’t wanted to feel it.  It reminded her of what her daddy used to do.  Yet another part of her craved it because Hudson was doing it out of love, not lust.  She had pushed all those memories to the back of her mind when her new mama came along.  She thought things would change for her then, but it hadn’t.  She realized she too, was glad when the Comanche shot her daddy in the back.  He didn’t deserve to live, she justified.  She wondered if he had done anything to her younger sisters. 
 
    “When my mother comes, send her to my room,” Ina said quietly, and then closed the door, and threw herself on her bed. 
 
    Ina was woken by a tap on her door.  She had fallen asleep again, but could not remember if she had any dreams.  She felt tired and out of sorts.  She couldn’t even trust her own judgment any longer.  Chogan said Hudson loved her.  She barely knew him.  What had happened between them when she had lost her memory?  She was trying to remember.  Only flashes seemed to surface, but it didn’t hurt her head to try and remember, she realized.  She felt like they had been pleasant memories.  Maybe memories she didn’t think she deserved to have. 
 
    “Chogan said you got your memory back,” Callie said, as she entered the room and sat on the bed beside Ina.  “Just this morning you couldn’t remember a thing.  You were begging Hudson to marry you to protect you from Cooper’s attention.  Now Chogan tells me you sent Hudson away.” 
 
    “I want you to kick Cooper off of this ranch,” Ina said.  “He cheated Mr. Pritchard and he was trying to steal from us too.” 
 
    “Chogan told us about it, and now that you are better, we can do just that.  Only what about Hudson?  Do you really want him to leave?” 
 
    “I…I don’t know.  I wasn’t in my right mind when I begged him to marry me.” 
 
    “We know that.  That is why we decided to have you wait until your sisters were ready to have their wedding.  Hudson was the one who suggested we wait.  You didn’t want to wait.” 
 
    “My sisters are getting married?” Ina asked, raising her brows. 
 
    “Yes.  Both Tommy and Beth are marrying Comanche braves.  If your memory hadn’t returned by then, I was going to allow Hudson to marry you, because you needed someone like him to look after you.” 
 
    “You like him?” Ina asked. 
 
    “Yes, and his sister is rather nice too.  I think Connor is trying to build up enough courage to ask her to marry him.” 
 
    “Everyone is getting married?  What about Shanny?  I thought she had a young man courting her in Philadelphia?” 
 
    “That didn’t work out.  I know you don’t know Hudson very well, but at least don’t make him leave.  Get to know him before you accuse him of anything.” 
 
    “He probably won’t stay now.  I was yelling at him and accusing him of things, and … I need to tell you some things about my daddy.” 
 
    “What?” Callie asked. 
 
    As Ina began to inform Callie of what her father had done to her when she was young, it brought back all the old memories about Chet that Callie hated to think about.  It was bad enough that he had used her and her sister in despicable ways, but to carry those things out on his own daughter was appalling.  It made her doubly glad that Chet was dead. 
 
    “I hope you can put it all behind you, Ina.  When I was married to your father I didn’t think I could endure being his wife.  Once he was out of my life, it was difficult for me to trust men.  Cooper made it worse, but Chayton showed me how a real lover treats his woman.  You have to give Hudson the chance to show how much he loves you.  He told me how much he loved you when he told me about you begging him to marry you, but he was afraid it wasn’t really you who wanted to marry him.  It was someone who took your place.  I think you would not regret allowing him to prove himself to you.” 
 
    “Chogan said he rode off in a temper,” Ina murmured. 
 
    “Ask Chogan what direction he headed, and go out and find him,” Callie suggested. 
 
    Ina put her arms around her mother’s neck. 
 
    “You are the best mother ever!” she whispered.  “I’m so glad you came to raise us all.” 
 
    “I would do it a million times over,” Callie smiled, and then Ina jumped up and left the room. 
 
    Ina swung up on her horse and headed out in the direction Chogan had pointed.  Chayton had taught all the children how to track, and so she started following Hudson’s tracks.  It wasn’t hard to distinguish them since his horse had thrown up a lot of sod in the mad gallop it had been spurred into.  Eventually, it led her up over the rise and down toward a stream that ran through their property.  There she saw Hudson, sitting, staring out over the water, as his horse grazed in the soft green grass along the bank. 
 
    “I’m not angry at you anymore,” Ina said, quietly as she approached him. 
 
    He did not turn, and she climbed down from her horse and went to sit beside him. 
 
    “I’m going back to New York, so you don’t have to worry about me doing things you don’t approve of,” he mumbled, not looking at her. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Hudson.  I didn’t mean those things I said to you.  I didn’t know.  I talked to Chogan and my mother.  They told me what a big help you have been and how I was the one who begged you to marry me.” 
 
    Hudson turned and looked at her.  He stared at her for a long moment before he spoke. 
 
    “It was just a dream, Ina.  That is all it was.  I knew you would get your memory back eventually, and then you wouldn’t want anything to do with me, and I was right.  I know you didn’t mean the awful things you accused me of, but I realize I can’t work on the ranch, seeing you there, wondering what it would have been like if you really had wanted to marry me.” 
 
    “Something must have made me ask you,” Ina said quietly.  “There must have been something that my other-self saw in you to even suggest it, let alone beg you to marry me.” 
 
    “Do you know what it was?” Hudson asked. 
 
    “I remember how gently you touched me,” she offered. 
 
    “Anyone can touch you like that,” Hudson shrugged.  “That wouldn’t be a reason to want to marry me.” 
 
    “I felt safe when you were near me.  If I didn’t like you a little, I wouldn’t have wanted you near me.  I know I feared Cooper.  He tried to convince me I had agreed to marry him, and I instinctively knew it wasn’t so.” 
 
    “Do you remember anything about the time I spent with you?” Hudson asked. 
 
    “Only that you made me feel calm and…loved.  Yes, I think you made me feel loved,” she said, catching his eyes with hers.  “I don’t think I have ever felt loved in the way you made me feel loved,” she admitted. 
 
    “Must be because I do love you,” Hudson said, looking away and tossing a pebble into the stream. 
 
    “Do you?  How do you know?” 
 
    Ina tossed a pebble in the stream as well, watching the ripples spread, while she waited for his reply. 
 
    “I think I knew when I saw you at my Uncle’s funeral.  You stood out above your sisters.  There was something strong and appealing about you.  I envied you because you were getting my uncle’s ranch, but something told me you all deserved it more than Carrabelle and I did.  We could have taken our money and made things work, but I didn’t want to leave the ranch.  I didn’t want to follow in my father’s footsteps.  I wanted to stay so I could get to know you better.  I didn’t realize you would be coming to run the ranch, though.  I wanted to impress you!  I wanted to show you that I was worthy of you.  Only deep down inside, I didn’t know if I was worthy of you?  When you got sick, it gave me a chance to prove myself, only I figured once you snapped out of it, no telling what would happen?” 
 
    “My mother thinks I should give you a chance,” Ina mumbled. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what your mother thinks, Ina.  It is what you think that I am interested in.” 
 
    “Call me Mia,” Ina whispered.  “Hold me, and call me Mia.  I think I like her better than myself.  Chogan said I was a more pleasant person when my memory was lost.” 
 
    “Miakoda,” Hudson murmured. 
 
    He reached and put his arms around her. 
 
    “You feel good in my arms.” 
 
    “I’m not upset about the way you touched me, Hudson.  I think I am starting to remember how wonderful it felt to have you touching me.  It has just been hard for me to trust men.” 
 
    “I know.  You were having a nightmare about your daddy when I woke you up.  I’m sorry, Ina.  I’m sorry for that little girl who had to put up with that kind of abuse.  I would never abuse you.   You know that don’t you?” 
 
    “Chogan said I needed a man in my life and he thought you were the one.” 
 
    “Do you think I am the one?” Hudson asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I am willing to trust Chogan’s judgment.” 
 
    “I know you are the one, and I don’t need Chogan pointing it out,” he responded. 
 
    “Then I will have to trust your judgment too,” Ina smiled. 
 
    “Just trust me period,” Hudson begged. 
 
    “By the time my sisters get married, I hope to know for sure if I trust you or not.” 
 
    “Will you still be willing to marry me then?” he questioned, holding her from him and looking into her eyes. 
 
    “Kiss me, and I will let you know,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Gladly,” he said, as his mouth captured hers. 
 
    Ina melted under Hudson’s kiss.  It seemed to bring back memories of another kiss he had given her, and then she was remembering how he had touched her before she had fallen asleep and had that horrible dream. 
 
    “I want to give you a second chance, Hudson,” she whispered.  “I remember how you made me feel when you touched me.  You wouldn’t let me touch you, though.  I don’t think you trusted me.” 
 
    “It wasn’t you I didn’t trust.  I was afraid if I let you touch me, I wouldn’t be able to bear it when you got your memory back and never wanted to touch me again.  I didn’t want you to believe I was taking advantage of your state of mind.” 
 
    “I am in a perfect state of mind right now,” Ina smiled. 
 
    “Are you?” he questioned. 
 
    “Let me show you,” she whispered, pushing him back against the grass, as she started to unfasten the buttons on his shirt. 
 
    “You sure you want to do this?  You may end up having to marry me whether you wish to or not.” 
 
    “Oh, I know what I am wishing right now, Hudson.  My father ruined me when I was little, but I think you can heal me again.” 
 
    “That is all I ever wanted to do from the moment you got sick.  I didn’t realize how deep the scar went, though.” 
 
    “If you hadn’t come along, I doubt I would ever trust a man to love me,” Ina admitted.  “I suppose it was a good thing I lost my memory, so you could actually have a chance to get close to me.” 
 
    “I want to get closer still,” Hudson admitted. 
 
    “I may let you,” Ina offered, “only I want to touch you first.” 
 
    Hudson allowed Ina to have her way, letting her discover the feel of him beneath her fingers, and then her lips, as they let the soft grass cushion them and the lapping stream sing to them.  Their clothes were scattered about them and the sun streamed down upon them, casting leafy shadows over their skin as it peeked through the leaves of the tree.  Hudson whispered kisses over Ina’s body, and she would return the favor.  In a sudden rush of emotion, Hudson grabbed Ina around the waist, rolling with her until they had tumbled into the stream.  She shrieked in delight, and he laughed with amusement, settling over her as she lay in the stream beneath him. 
 
    “I love you, Ina.  Believe me when I tell you that,” Hudson moaned against her skin, as he sucked the droplets of water from her neck. 
 
    “I believe you,” Ina murmured.  “I want you to love me, and never stop loving me.” 
 
    “I don’t think I ever could stop loving you,” Hudson admitted. 
 
    He fit so comfortably against her, as the water lapped around them.  Ina moved to allow him closer access, as she felt him pressing against her. 
 
    “If we do this, you will have to marry me,” Hudson told her. 
 
    “I think I already made up my mind to marry you, long before I got my memory back.  I think I am going to trust my other self,” Ina stated. 
 
    Hudson clutched her to him, finding a way to try to reach her soul.  She was offering herself up to him, encouraging his every move, as her soul leaped forward to touch his in return.  Hudson gasped as he felt the way Ina rose to him, pulling him even closer, her hands grasping his back, holding him to her, and then allowing him to continue expressing his love.  They turned in the water, and Ina rose and fell against him, her wet hair dripping over him, her shimmering skin luring him to raise his head and capture one tempting breast, in his mouth.  Then they were turning again, creating waves beyond the ripple of the stream as it surrounded her, while she surrounded him.  
 
    A hawk overhead, screeched out, blending the sound of its cry with Ina’s cry.  A moment later Hudson joined in, a chorus combined with pleasure and fulfillment, expressed vocally until their hearts calmed its beat, and they could catch their breath again. 
 
    “You are mine now,” Hudson mumbled, as he rested his head against her soft, cool breasts.  “We should tell your mother to make that a triple wedding, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I can’t think at all,” Ina murmured.  “I want to remain here like this forever.” 
 
    “How long is forever?” Hudson asked. 
 
    “No one seems to know,” Ina responded. 
 
    “If we remain in the stream, we will start getting a chill,” Hudson said practically. “I wouldn’t want you losing your memory again.  Not now!” 
 
    Ina gave a chuckle. 
 
    “Let’s dry off in the sun,” she suggested. 
 
    Hudson lifted her from the water and placed her on the grass, looking down at her body, as the sun glistened on her skin. 
 
    “You are so beautiful,” he breathed, and then knelt down beside her, hovering over her, letting his wet hair drip upon her skin, and then lapping the droplets from her body. 
 
    Hudson occupied himself, caressing her skin, as he drank each puddle of water created from his dripping hair upon her body.  Ina closed her eyes, allowing him the enjoyment.  She was enjoying it too.  As her body was warmed by the sun and stimulated by Hudson’s caresses, Ina felt herself drifting away again, prodded on by Hudson’s attention to details.  Details Ina had not realized she could even experience, yet she knew she longed to experience them now.   
 
    Her yearnings grew stronger with each new discovery Hudson was introducing her to, and she wanted to discover more.  Hudson obliged, by creating shivers in places Ina had not expected.  Her body was calling out to him, and he was responding to the call.  Ina felt herself calling out, and in her throws of exaltation, she felt Hudson joining her, their bodies entwined finding the magic that caused them to cling desperately to each other. Ina rode on the waves of promise, and she knew it was Hudson that was bringing that promise to her in more ways than one.  He truly loved her, and was showing her in every way he could, just how much he loved her.  They spent the rest of the day, sharing the glories of love, and then on into the evening.  When they were finally spent, Hudson helped Ina get dressed and put her on her horse. 
 
    “Time to start our new life together,” he whispered in her ear.   
 
    “I think my mother will be pleased when she hears the news,” Ina murmured. 
 
    When they reached the ranch, Chogan was sitting in the front courtyard. 
 
    “We all thought maybe the two of you took off to New York together,” he mumbled.  “We were thinking of sending a search party out to look for you.” 
 
    “We are safe,” Ina said. 
 
    “I see you have resolved your differences,” Chogan mumbled. 
 
    “Yes, and you will be pleased to hear I took your advice.  I am agreeing to marry Hudson after all.” 
 
    Chogan smiled.  
 
    “I thought you would end up coming to your senses.  You will be happy to learn that Callie and Chayton sent Cooper packing.  They gave him a choice of leaving for good or getting arrested.  He took the first choice, so I don’t think he will be darkening your door again.” 
 
    “So now all we have to worry about is going on the cattle drive,” Ina said. 
 
    “Yeah, I have been informed that I will become the new foreman at the Circle P,” Chogan told her. 
 
    “A very good choice, even if I do say so myself.” 
 
    “We are all invited over for dinner tomorrow at the Double C Ranch.  You can tell your family the good news when you get there.” 
 
    “I’m sure mother will be pleased,” Ina smiled. 
 
    “…As everyone else will be.  It’s been a few hard weeks, but I think life will be getting back to normal soon.” 
 
    “Everyone is getting married!  I can’t believe us girls have all found husbands at the same time, except for Shanny.” 
 
    “At least Callie says her and Joey are getting along again,” Chogan mentioned. 
 
    “Mother thinks Conner wants to ask Carrabelle to be his wife.” 
 
    “Really,” Hudson asked, “I will be marrying Connor’s sister, and Carrabelle will be marrying Connor.  Our children will be double cousins!” 
 
    “Well he hasn’t asked her yet, but maybe we can give him some encouragement!  As long as there is going to be a triple wedding, why not add one more couple to the mix?” 
 
    “Guess I’ll leave you two on your own, now that you are home safely and I don’t have to worry any longer,” Chogan said, rising to his feet. 
 
    “Thanks for worrying about us, Chogan,” Ina laughed. 
 
    “Probably shouldn’t have.  I knew you would work it all out.” 
 
    Ina watched Chogan head for the bunkhouse.  Hudson looked down at her. 
 
    “Now what?” he asked.  “You gonna send me to the bunkhouse too?” 
 
    “Not on your life,” Ina smiled.  “I know I don’t have to worry about Cooper anymore, but I like the thought of you staying by my side.  You promised to hold me every night, and I intend to hold you to that!” 
 
    “You won’t hear any complaints from me,” Hudson laughed, as he picked Ina up in his arms and headed up to her room with her.  He couldn’t wait to start loving her all over again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    The house was empty.  Chayton, Callie, Joey, and Shanny had decided to ride out to inspect the ranch, and Chayton said he would consider putting in barbed wire fences if it turned out to be cost-effective.  Having been stuck in a big city for so long, they were all eager to stretch their legs and get back to what fulfilled them the most.  The Comanche crew was taking care of the mother cows and calves and getting prepared to go out the next day to weed out the cattle that wouldn’t go on the drive and bring them in to fatten them up for next year’s drive.  Then there would be the grueling job of dipping all the cattle before they headed out on the drive. 
 
    Connor was starting to feel pleased with himself.  Things weren’t as bad as he had thought they had been, and now that Ina had her memory back, and Cooper was off of the Circle P Ranch, he figured things could start running smoothly again.  He had come in the house to check on Carrabelle.  She was preparing the evening meal for his whole family, and it was the first time she had made a complete meal for so many people.  Now that Tommy and Beth were getting married, their intended husbands would be invited, and Hudson had been invited too.  That meant eleven people would be sitting at the large table in the dining room. 
 
    Connor poked his head in the kitchen door.  Carrabelle was just transferring a pot filled with boiling potatoes over to the sink to drain them so she could start to mash them.  Steam was rising from the pot, and Connor noticed that Carrabelle’s hands were shaking from the weight of the pot.  He came up behind her and put his arms around her, placing his hands over hers to secure the pot before she dropped it.  She gave a little squeal since he had surprised her, turning to see his face so close to hers. 
 
    “Just thought you needed a little help with that,” Connor mumbled. 
 
    “Thank you,” Carrabelle’s voice shook. 
 
    “You don’t mind, do you?” he asked. 
 
    “Not really.  It is a little overwhelming.” 
 
    “I could stay if you want.  Everyone else is out riding over the ranch, and the workers seem to have everything in hand.  I used to help Callie with the meals sometimes.  I was a lot younger then, though,” he laughed. 
 
    He helped her drain the water and then set the pot on the drain board. 
 
    “I hear you were a big help to your mother, even when you were young,” Carrabelle said softly. 
 
    “Yeah, we all had something to do, but I liked it.  I wanted to make my mother proud of me.  I told her where my father hid his money so we could build this house.  He was a mean, miserly man, and treated my real mother with no respect.  He wouldn’t build her a house unless she furnished him with sons.  I was the only boy she had, and he wasn’t happy about it.” 
 
    “That is so sad.  You aren’t that way, are you?  I mean only wanting sons and no daughters.” 
 
    Connor laughed. 
 
    “At the rate, I’m going, I may never have any.  It is slim pickings around here if you are looking for a wife.” 
 
    “Are you looking for a wife?” Carrabelle asked. 
 
    “Never thought about it, until recently.  I have always been too busy running the ranch.” 
 
    “Until recently?” she asked, turning to look at him when he removed his arms, now that the pot had been drained. 
 
    Conner smiled a little nervously. 
 
    “Well, I always had my sisters around for female company, but they were mostly working the ranch right along with me.  They never puttered around the house.  I notice you do more than just cooking.  You bring in flowers, and keep everything neat and tidy and are always wearing a dress.  I’m not used to being around women who actually act like a woman.” 
 
    “How do you think a woman is supposed to act?” Carrabelle said, looking up into his eyes with curiosity. 
 
    ‘Oh, kinda like you, looking all soft and pretty, making sure the house smells of flowers and the food is on the table.” 
 
    “I’m only the hired cook.  That is my job,” she insisted. 
 
    “You seem to do it well.  If it wasn’t your job, would you still be bringing flowers into the house and looking soft and pretty all the time?” 
 
    “You think I’m pretty?” 
 
    “More than just pretty, Carrabelle.  I can hardly keep my eyes off of you.  I like the way you move, and the way you push your damp hair out of your eyes with the back of your hand.  I like how your hands look all covered with flour when you are baking bread or biscuits.  In fact, I pretty much like everything about you.” 
 
    “You do?  You haven’t said more than a few words to me ever since I have been here,” she complained. 
 
    “I’m just too tongue-tied.  I never knew what to say, but I’m saying it now.  I like you, and I am thinking about wanting a wife, I just don’t know if you would be willing…” 
 
    “Are you asking me to marry you?” Carrabelle asked, widening her eyes at him. 
 
    Connor paused, looking into her dark eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose that is what I am doing.  I didn’t intend it to be this way, though.  I mean I know women like romance, and I haven’t done a single thing to romance you.” 
 
    “I guess I should admit that I like you too, Connor,” Carrabelle said shyly.   “I like the way you look, all strong and capable.  You come in looking tired from working, and I want to comfort you, and help you to relax, only I know it’s not my place.” 
 
    “Maybe it could be,” Connor almost whispered.  “I mean if you will consider my offer.” 
 
    “You really want me for your wife?” 
 
    “I know I’m being clumsy about this, only I never proposed to a woman before.  I’m not sure how it is done.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve never been proposed to before, so I can’t tell you how to do it,” she giggled. 
 
    “Just say yes, and put me out of my misery!” he mumbled. 
 
    “Will I still be the cook?” Carrabelle asked. 
 
    “Not if you don’t want to,” he told her. 
 
    “I like cooking.  I thought I would hate it, but it has grown on me.  I would enjoy making meals for you, and your family, even if I was your wife.” 
 
    “You would?” 
 
    Carrabelle nodded. 
 
    “Then is that a yes?” 
 
    “I guess so,” she said feeling unsure of herself. 
 
    “Can I kiss you, then?” he asked. 
 
    “I would be honored,” she said, lifting her lips to his. 
 
    Instead, Connor grabbed her to him and smothered her in a long passionate kiss.  A kiss he had been dreaming about ever since she came to be the cook.  He never wanted the kiss to end until he heard someone clearing their throat. 
 
    Connor pulled away, to see Callie smiling at them. 
 
    “I suppose this means I am going to have a daughter-in-law along with two new sons-in-law?” she asked, knowing the answer already. 
 
    Connor just grinned. 
 
    “Guess we had better set another place at the table.  Carrabelle may be the cook, but she is now going to be part of the family no use her having to eat in the kitchen. 
 
    Carrabelle laughed.  
 
    “Connor always had me eating at the table until you all came home.  He wasn’t sure it was considered acceptable having the cook eat with the family.  He said the other cook didn’t” 
 
    “Well since you will soon be more than just a cook…” 
 
    “She still says she wants to cook,” Connor put in. 
 
    “Then I will help you.  I have missed cooking while I was in Philadelphia.  You and I should make a good team.” 
 
    “I would like that,” Carrabelle smiled.  “Then you could tell me all the stories about when you first came to Texas while we work.  I have heard little bits and pieces, but I want to hear the whole story coming from your lips.” 
 
    “I will be glad to share it with you,” Callie smiled.  “Everyone is back, and expecting to eat.  Connor, why don’t you stay and help Carrabelle finish up the meal?”  
 
    She gave him an encouraging look, knowing it was exactly what he wanted to do. 
 
    The table was set and the family gathered around it, all talking with one another, sharing stories and exclamations as they waited for Ina and Hudson to show up.  When the two walked into the room, everyone turned to them.  From the beaming look on Ina’s face, Callie knew she and Hudson had come to an understanding. 
 
    “I am so happy to be home with my family,” Callie said, as everyone was preparing to eat.  “It has been a long road, and now that you are all adults, I want to tell you how thankful I am that I could be the mother to raise you.  It pleases me that Tommy and Beth have finally found someone to share their future with, the same as Chayton and I did.  I have never regretted my choice to become his wife.  I hope the four of you will have many happy years together.” 
 
    Ina cleared her throat. 
 
    “I would like to add something,” she said.  “I think this double wedding is going to turn into a triple wedding since Hudson and I have decided to get married too.” 
 
    “Well, that is a pleasant surprise,” Callie said, smiling at Ina. 
 
    “I might as well tell you all that Carrabelle and I want to get married as well!  We might as well make it a foursome.” Connor added. 
 
    “Goodness!” Callie laughed.  “It seems like the whole family is in the marrying mood!” 
 
    “You might as well add us to the wedding plans too,” Joey said.  “Shanny has finally agreed to marry me, so it seems the whole family is going to get married!” 
 
    “What will the neighbors say?” Callie laughed.  “The marriage bug has attacked all of you at the same time!  It must be an epidemic!” 
 
    The whole family laughed. 
 
    Connor stood and raised his glass. 
 
    “I suggest we make a toast to this extraordinary family, to the extraordinary mother and father, who raised us, and to the extraordinary country that we live in.  I hope we have many wonderful years ahead of us to raise our children and teach them the trade that has made us grow and become responsible people.  I do have to thank my father for starting this ranch, even though he was not the right man to raise us or be a kind father to us, but he made us tough, and it got us through.  I think we should start weeding his grave, regardless of the cruel things about him we all remember, he wanted to make something of his ranch.  He just didn’t’ know how to go about it.  Let him be a lesson to us, to treat our wives kindly and to make this ranch a pleasant place to live, so our future children will feel the love we have for them and know we want the best for them.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” Ina responded.   
 
    She could now put her troubling past behind her.  She had a loving man to trust now and he would shower her with the love they both needed. 
 
    Shanny looked at Joey.  Her heart swelled knowing how much love he had for her.  She had underestimated Joey.  She thought he would judge her, but instead, he overlooked her faults because he loved her more than she realized.  She knew they were meant to be together forever, it just took her forever to realize it. 
 
    Tommy and Beth were looking forward to their new life with a partner they both loved.  It had been a sudden discovery that they could fall so quickly and firmly in love with the men in their lives.  Chayton was happy to have more of his kinsmen working the ranch and becoming part of the family. 
 
    Connor reached over and took Carrabelle’s hand.  She seemed nervous.  He wanted her to feel comfortable, and not consider herself a mere cook.  He wanted her to realize that she was going to be a partner with him, helping him run the ranch that would become his in time.  But he knew it belonged to all of them.  Ina and Hudson would probably go back to Circle P, and maybe Beth and Taima would join them.  But it was all a family enterprise.  They had all worked together to make the ranch a success.  It was within their blood.  It was within their souls.  It was within their hearts!  He knew that would never change. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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