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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    1867 
 
      
 
    “You owe it to your sister!” 
 
    Callie’s mother gave her daughter a demanding glare.  She wasn’t asking her.  She was telling her.  Callie always believed her mother favored Rolletta, over herself, which made her raise her hackles even more.  Why should she sacrifice herself and her future for Rolletta?  It was not her fault, her older sister had died in childbirth. 
 
    “There is no one to take care of the children.  It seems you have no prospective husbands, and you are way past your prime.  Rolletta married when she was sixteen, and here you sit, going on twenty-one and are still single.  You are a spinster, whether you want to accept it or not!  You don’t expect your father to support you for the rest of your life, do you?” 
 
    When her mother said that, Callie almost gasped.  She felt as though her mother was banishing her from her own home.  To leave the familiar comfort of Pennsylvania, and trek across the states to Texas, where she didn’t want to be, was just asking too much.  Not to mention, having to marry her sister’s husband. 
 
    She had never understood what Rolletta ever saw in Chet.  Of course, Callie had only been twelve at the time.  Chet had been twenty.  That seemed like an age so much older than her that she had given it little thought, except for the fact, there was something about Chet she never liked.  Her older sister was smitten at the time.  There had been no use talking her out of marrying the man. 
 
    After all, she wanted to be a wife and mother and travel to some isolated cattle ranch, with a man she had barely met.  Callie had no desire to do any of those things, which was all the more reason Callie determined to stand her ground. 
 
    “Chet is a fine man,” her mother continued.  “He needs someone to care for Rolletta’s children.  Since you have no prospects, you should jump at the chance to marry him.  He will pay your passage and then take good care of you, once you become his wife.” 
 
    “I don’t want a ready-made family,” Callie defended.  “I love my sister, but why should I be responsible for rushing in, in her stead?  Why doesn’t Chet find someone out in Texas to marry?  Why pick on me?” 
 
    “Your father and I suggested it.  Chet barely remembers you, since you were so young at the time he married your sister.  You need a husband, and Chet needs a wife.  We felt this would solve both of your needs.  He doesn’t have time to go out courting and looking for a new wife.  He has found a wet nurse for the baby, but she has a family of her own.  She’s a Mexican worker at another ranch, and it is difficult for her to leave her family, just to keep Rolletta’s child alive.” 
 
    “I cannot nurse a baby,” Callie exclaimed.  
 
    “You won’t need to.  When you get there, the baby will be old enough to drink cow’s milk.  You can use feeding bottles.  It can’t be that difficult.  I hear there have been improvements to infant feeding bottles, recently, and they are acclaimed to be just the thing, in a situation like this.” 
 
    “I do not wish to marry Chet,” Callie protested.  “It is not right to thrust this responsibility on me!  It is not fair to saddle me with a baby and four more children on top of that.  If I ever marry, I want to start my own family, not raise someone else’s.” 
 
    “Life is not fair,” Callie’s mother retorted the trite sentiment.  “It is not fair that Rolletta died in childbirth.  It is not fair that Chet no longer has anyone to care for his children.  You must take up the slack to make it a little more tolerable, Callie.  Be a saint, and do this for your sister, if nothing else.” 
 
    Callie had not seen her sister since she was twelve, and because of their differences in age, were never that close when they were together.  She had always resented Rolletta because her parents were always pointing out how wonderful Rolletta was, compared to her.  Even after Rolletta left, her mother was constantly telling her how she needed to be more like Rolletta, which only made Callie rebel against being like her sainted sister, and endeavored to be the exact opposite of Rolletta.  
 
    She had no wish to be a wife and mother, especially a wife to Chet Callahan.  She remembered him as tall and lanky, rather rough looking since he owned a cattle ranch and probably lived most of his life on horseback.  Rolletta liked his unrefined looks.  It was a change in appearance, compared to the city men she had been considering.  He had come to attend his father’s funeral, and would not be there long in Carlisle, so Rolletta had to make up her mind rather hastily.  Now Callie’s parents were forcing her to make up her mind just as quickly, she thought. 
 
    She remembered his piercing blue eyes, glancing briefly at her when he came to call on Rolletta and shared dinner with the family.  She didn’t like the intensity of his stare.  His attention to her had been nil, at the time, and that was how she preferred it.  His attention to her sister had seemed bold, in the way that he seemed so possessive of her, as though she was already his property, even before he married her. 
 
    “You have little say in the matter,” Callie’s mother stated firmly.  “Chet has paid your passage.  The train is leaving tomorrow morning.  It will take you to the end of the line in Jefferson City Missouri.  There, you will board a stage, which will take you on to Dodge City.  Chet is going to meet you in Dodge, and then travel with you to his ranch on the outskirts of Texas.” 
 
    “You can’t make me do this!” Callie complained. 
 
    “Molly is packing your clothes as we speak,” her mother informed her.  “Now don’t put up a fuss, Callie.  It is the best solution all the way around, so you might as well accept the fact.  You will learn to love Chet the same way your sister did, and raise her family up, the way she would have, had she not died.  I am sure she is smiling down from heaven, knowing you will take over her family for her.” 
 
    Callie stood staring at her mother in disbelief.  A few days ago, she was happily living her life, without a care in the world, and now her mother was suddenly placing this upon her shoulders. 
 
    “I refuse!  I won’t say ‘I do’ if it comes to that!”  She pushed out her chin in a stubborn stance. 
 
    “Then you will end up having to live in sin, because come morning, your father is going to escort you to the train, and place you aboard.  You will only have enough money to cover your meals on the train, and meals you will have to buy, beyond the stage fair.  You have no way to support yourself if you refuse to meet Chet as planned.  Think of it, Callie.  You will be in a wild lawless country, and it would not be safe for you to try to make it on your own.” 
 
    “You don’t even care what happens to me!” Callie bellowed.  “I could die out there, and you wouldn’t care!  You weren’t even concerned that Rolletta was marrying a total stranger, and had to live on some ranch in the middle of nowhere, as long as someone else was responsible for her welfare.” 
 
    Callie’s mother’s face stiffened.  “I did care about Rolletta.  That is why I allowed Chet to marry her.  He is a Cattle-baron.  He has a huge ranch and makes good money when he sells his cattle.  I was thinking of Rolletta’s future, the same, as I am thinking about yours.  You will someday be thanking me for this, Callie.  Mark my word!” 
 
    “Sorry mother, I can’t thank you for it now, and I doubt I will thank you for it in the future either!” Callie shouted, stamping her foot.  “There are all sorts of dangers out in Texas, beyond the rattlesnakes, wild cowpokes, and lawless territory, there are Indians to worry about.  I hear they raid ranches out in Texas.  For all you know, I could be scalped! ” 
 
    “If that was the case, Chet would have mentioned it.  I don’t think the Indians bother the ranchers in the area he lives in.” 
 
    “There is always a first time,” Callie predicted.  “Then when you discover I am killed by wild Indians, it will seemingly satisfy you!” 
 
    “You are talking rubbish, Callie.  I don’t wish you dead.  I wish you secure and able to enjoy being a wife and mother.  I believe you need a positive nudge in that direction.  This gives us the occasion to help you direct your life to be more productive.  You can raise both, yours and Rolletta’s children, with more opportunities.  They can help build up Chet’s cattle ranch and inherit it when they grow up.  You should be glad that we are considering your future and your future children’s security.” 
 
    “I shall not have children because I refuse to allow Chet to marry me, let alone, touch me!” Callie threatened. 
 
    “We have already promised you to him.  Consequently, he has a lawful right to take you as his wife, and once he becomes your husband, you will do as he instructs you.”   
 
    Mrs. Hamilton gave her daughter a level gaze.   
 
    “You are to submit to your husband, as any proper wife is expected to do, considering it is the law within the church.  Marriage is an institution that is created for the sole purpose of bringing on future generations.  For that reason, it is not only the wife’s duty to submit to her husband, but a husband’s duty to continue to approach his wife until a child is conceived.  It is God’s will, Callie, and we are God-fearing people.” 
 
    “Then I will denounce the church!” Callie threatened. 
 
    “Heavens, child, do you wish to burn in hell?  You must take those words back!” her mother demanded. 
 
    “I would rather burn in hell than marry and submit to Chet Callahan!”  Callie shrieked.  “Nothing you say or do will make me agree to it!” 
 
    “Go to your room, and help Molly finish packing your bags.  I refuse to listen to any more of your insolent verbiage.  Once your bags are packed, you are to remain in your room.  As much as I hate to treat you like a prisoner, I am forced to lock you in your room until your father can place you on the train.  Therefore, Molly will be up later to bring you a tray of food, and you will remain in your room until your father comes to fetch you in the morning.” 
 
    Mrs. Hamilton watched her daughter turn and storm up the stairs, and then she put her hand to her head.  Callie had always been a handful, and difficult to raise.  She needed a strong hand, which she was sure, Chet would provide.  She knew that Chet could handle her because Rolletta had often written and spoken about how strict Chet was with the children and herself.  Mrs. Hamilton approved of a firm hand, when it came to raising children, and keeping one’s family in line.  Her own husband had been much too mild in that department, and that was the reason she decided to be the one to break the news to Callie. 
 
    Callie glared out of the window, and onto the street below.  It had started to rain, and she was thinking the weather suited her mood.  She had never gotten on well with her mother, and now she felt her mother was punishing her for all those years of rebelling against her mother’s wishes for her to find a husband. 
 
    She wasn’t altogether against being married.  She just hadn’t met a man she thought would suit her.  She certainly wasn’t going to become a simpering wife to any man.   She wanted someone who gave her credit for being an intelligent human being.  She didn’t want a man who thought of her as below himself, merely because she was a woman.  She resented being expected to provide someone with children and then be relegated to a life of sitting around, sewing or painting watercolor pictures, to fill her days when not raising babies. 
 
    She had gained an interest in politics, was an avid reader of the news, and wanted to discover what was going on in the world around her.  She enjoyed having her own opinions about the state of affairs, whether it had to do with the town, she lived in, or what the country was experiencing.   
 
    Anytime she voiced her views, though, people, especially men, often opposed her daring to share her opinion.  It was the men who retired to the drawing room to smoke their cigars and discuss politics, while the women sat in the parlor and exchanged the latest gossip; an occupation Callie was not interested in. 
 
    The oil lamp on the street corner appeared distorted by the rain upon the window glass, which was already wavy and flawed.  She found herself mesmerized by the way the flame of the lamp didn’t even look like a flame.  It looked more like a white glow, now magnified by the water on the window.   She was trying to accustom her eyes to make it turn back into the shape of the lamp, she knew it to be.  Instead, the light from the lamp darkened into a face, wavering before her.  A strange, frightening face, that hovered in the air and glared at her in a most disturbing manner.  She believed it to be the face of Chet.  Only she knew his eyes were blue, and the eyes glaring at her from the apparition before her, were dark, menacing eyes.  They touched her in such a chilling way, she began to believe that maybe she was seeing the face of Satan.   She closed her eyes to erase the view from her gaze. 
 
    When she opened her eyes again, the lamp was back, and everything seemed normal once more.  Maybe what she saw was a warning for her not to go to Texas.  Only if she mentioned it to her parents, they would merely laugh and accuse her of trying to find excuses to disobey their wishes. 
 
    Callie threw herself face-down onto her bed, and racked her brain, trying to think of some way to get out of her dilemma, but nothing presented itself.   
 
    Callie had received a single letter from her sister after she got married.  It had been written a few months after she had arrived in Texas as a new bride.  Callie had never answered her sister’s letter.  After that, Rolletta only wrote to her mother.  Callie now pulled the old, faded letter from the drawer of her bedside table.  She hadn’t even remembered what the letter had been about because back then, she was young and uninterested in what married life was like. 
 
    Slowly, Callie opened the sheet of paper, and reread her sister’s letter for the first time in the nine years, since she received it. 
 
    “Dear little sister,” she read. 
 
    I have finally arrived and settled down at my new husband’s ranch.  It is nothing like I expected, but he has big plans concerning his ranch, so I am sure things will improve.  It does not compare with the size or beauty of our home, which you still live in.  I am discovering, that being out in Texas, where refinement is not the first priority, I should have expected as much.  However, Chet promises me that my life will eventually be just as rewarding as it was before I became his wife.  His ranch is just getting its start, but there are better things to come, he tells me. 
 
    The price of cattle is going up since the long-horns are in demand.  While cattle sales at a couple of dollars a head in Texas, now stockyards outside of Texas are offering thirty to forty dollars a head.  The bad part is, because of the war going on between the states, the Union will not allow Texas steers across the border since Texas is for the south.  Once the war is over, though, there is great promise.  However, Chet will have to take our cattle to Kansas to get the best price for them.  This means he will be gone some of the time, leaving me to tend to the ranch. 
 
    There is plenty to keep me busy, though, and as mother always said, idle hands are the devil’s tools.  I fear my hands will not be idle since I am expected to help Chet as much as I can on the ranch.  He merely has one work hand, and that helper only comes to work when it is time to brand the cattle or move them out to market, which for now, is in San Antonio.  Then Chet hires drovers to join him and his helper, in order to herd all the cattle to market. 
 
    Married life is not exactly what I expected it to be.  However, Chet is educating me on what he requires of a wife.  I am still learning, but Chet promises me that once I am with child, I will see the joys of motherhood.  He wants many sons.  He says that children define a man’s wealth, because when they grow up, they can help build the family business and family wealth.  Since his business is cattle, if he had sons it would be easier for them to contribute to the family business. 
 
    The fewer workers Chet has to hire, the more money we can keep for ourselves when he takes the cattle to market.  We will be able to handle more cattle, once we have grown sons to help out.  He seems to expect only boys, but I wish to have at least one girl.   
 
    I hope for signs that I am with child, so Chet will think of me as an asset to his life.  If I were barren, he would not be pleased.  I am anxious to discover that I am capable of having children, so it will not concern him so much.  I worry because we have been married for several months now, and there is no sign that I carry a child.  It is not from lack of trying, though. 
 
    Pray for me, Callie, that I will have sons to make Chet happy.  It worries him when so much time has gone by without any signs of me conceiving.  Until I can relieve his worries, I will have to keep a brave face.  He almost demands me to bring forth a son, which makes me feel inadequate when God does not see fit to grant me that ability.  
 
    I hope your life is happy.  When you finally pick a husband, I pray he treats you lovingly and considerate, and that you can reward him with children.   
 
    I hope sometime, you will be able to come and visit me, but I know I live so far away it would be next to impossible for you to get here. 
 
    Love, your sister, Rolletta. 
 
      
 
    Callie folded the letter back up, thinking that her sister had not been barren, but she had only given Chet one son, the rest being girls.  Having a child every other year, in order to try to produce those sons, seemed excessive to Callie.  At least, Rolletta had not been barren, which was her greatest fear, but since Chet seemed to demand sons, she wondered how Chet had reacted, at each new birth of a girl.  Rolletta’s last child ended up being a girl, as well, which caused her sister to lose her life.  Poor, Rolletta, Callie thought.  She couldn’t bring forth the boys Chet demanded of her, and she died trying to fulfill his desire to have more sons.  How cruel could God be, Callie wondered? 
 
    Now she was going to be forced to raise her sister’s children, whether she wanted to or not, and according to her mother, Chet would expect her to bear him, even more, children.  Possibly demanding she also gave him all sons.  She was thinking she did not want to risk dying in childbirth, just to satisfy Chet’s need to have boys.  It was most likely the constant bearing of children, had weakened Rolletta’s health, and caused her to die, Callie accused Chet angrily.  Callie determined firmly, that she would never put herself in that position. 
 
    There was a tap at the door, and Callie knew it was Molly with a tray of food.  When Molly opened the door and brought in the tray, Callie turned her head away and insisted she was not hungry.  Molly left the tray anyway and left the room. 
 
    Callie could hear the key turning in the lock and cursed her mother and father under her breath.  In the morning, she would have to board the train, and even if she chose to get off the train along the way, she had no money and no place to go.  She did not want to end up being a woman of the night, which was always the threat to women who had no man to look after them.  She was going to have to steel herself and do as her parents and Chet expected of her.  She knew she was not going to like it, though. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    It was still raining the next morning, when Callie’s father brought her downstairs, under her mother’s watchful eye, and guided her out to the coach that would take her to the train station.  She saw her luggage tied on the back, covered by the leather flap, which was already soaked by the downpour.  The rain spotted Callie’s dark-green dress before she entered the coach.  Her father had held an umbrella, but it hadn’t kept the wind from blowing droplets about.  She sat stoically staring straight ahead of her, as her father sat next to her. 
 
    “You will get used to the idea eventually,” her father promised her, as he glanced over at her.  “I honestly tried to talk your mother out of it, but she is resolute that you should get out on your own, and Rolletta’s children are motherless now.  You should take pity on them, if nothing else,” he persuaded. 
 
    “I do feel sorry for Rolletta’s poor little children who lost their mother, but that is not enough reason for me to be marrying their father,” she insisted. 
 
    “It is the only way, Callie.  You can’t live alone with a man, in the middle of the Texas plains, without marrying him.  He needs a wife, and you need a husband.” 
 
    “I don’t need a husband.  I was perfectly happy without a husband.” 
 
    “That is only because you had me and your mother supporting you.  It is a husband who is supposed to support a woman.  It is your duty to marry to allow your husband to be your support and caretaker.  If you keep waiting, you will be beyond childbearing years, and no man would have you.  Therefore, it is to your best advantage that you accept Chet’s offer to marry you.” 
 
    “Apparently, he already has a good score of children, so there should be no reason for me to add to his store,” she pouted. 
 
    “A man has needs that only a wife can fulfill, Callie, girl.  I know you do not understand now, but having children is only part of the reward a man receives from marriage.  It is all about give and take, so remember that, once you are married.  Bringing forth children is the consequence of a marriage agreement when you fulfill your part of it.  It becomes your duty, considering the man is willing to support you in exchange for your willingness to be there for him.” 
 
    “It is not sounding very fulfilling for me,” she muttered. 
 
    “It could be.  I hope it is.  You will discover, in time, if it is fulfilling or not,” he murmured. 
 
    He gave her a concerned glance but did not feel it proper for him to go into any detailed explanations, concerning the marriage bed. 
 
    The coach had reached the train station, and the baggage men were unloading Callie’s trunks.  Her father escorted her to the train, and helped her through the door.  Then he kissed her on the cheek. 
 
    “Write us and let us know how you fare,” he told her. 
 
    “The only way you will learn how I fare is if Chet writes you.  You are forcing me to marry someone I do not wish to marry.  Why should I write you to let you know anything about my life from this point on?” 
 
    “I hope you change your mind,” he told her, and then sadly turned away. 
 
    Callie’s father had not liked the idea of putting Callie in this position, but his wife had convinced him it would be the best for both Callie and Chet.  He hoped she would be proven to be right, so he would not regret his willingness to go along with her wishes. 
 
    Callie sat listlessly on the train looking out the window, as the rain continued to fall around it.  Her thoughts kept going over her sister’s letter.  She wasn’t sure Rolletta had been happy with her marriage.  It was all about trying to please Chet, she thought, not about Rolletta’s own happiness.  Rolletta had sounded disappointed in the ranch, and Callie wondered if Chet had made it into the kind of place that would rival Rolletta’s parent’s home, the way he had promised.  She was not looking forward to discovering the answer, she thought. 
 
    Her father had sent Chet her dowry, just as he had given Chet Rolletta’s dowry when she had married Chet.  So even that money was not at her disposal since, once she married, everything she owned would revert to her husband.  Now she was likely to inherit Rolletta’s part of their inheritance when her parents died.  Of course, Chet would receive that future wealth as well, she thought, begrudgingly. 
 
    However, her mother was so sure Chet was a Cattle-baron perhaps he must not be marrying her for her money, she decided.  Even so, like her father had informed her, it seemed there was more to a man’s need for a wife than just children and inheritance.  She was not looking forward to discovering those needs. 
 
    The train pulled away from the station, and the whistle pierced Callie’s heart, as it wailed out, in a way that Callie couldn’t wail out.  Now, whether she felt brave or not, she had no other choice.  She did not feel courageous.  She did not feel anything but dread. 
 
    The train ride lasted three days filled with incessant rocking and clacking over the tracks.  Callie kept to herself, reading a collection of newspapers she brought with her, sleeping fitfully, and eating on occasion.  As she read the newspapers, she found among other reports, news of Indian uprisings.  It appeared that the Indians, especially the Comanche and Kiowa, were raiding ranches, wagon trains, and many other people in the Texas, Kansas area.  This troubled Callie.  She was not looking forward to braving the possibilities of Indian raids going on in every direction.  She hoped the stories were an exaggeration.  Sensational news in the papers was always a draw to get more issues sold, she tried to reason. 
 
    When the train came to the end of the line, Callie was grateful to finally be able to step down from the beast.  She watched as the baggage men brought her trunks, which she requested to be sent to the stage station, not far away. 
 
    Jefferson City was the capital of Missouri.  Callie had heard, the military headquarters existed there, during the war.  She had been told that Missouri stood divided during the Civil War.  However, she was on the north side of Missouri, where the union had gathered, while farther south, called ‘Little Dixie’, the people had supported the southern states. Callie was happy it was all behind them now. 
 
    There, on the outskirts of Jefferson City, the Germans had settled.  They had brought with them grapevines and planted vineyards on either side of the Missouri river, which boarded the town on one side.  She had heard that a huge prison stood in Jefferson City, built many years earlier.  They called it the Missouri Penitentiary where they housed hardened criminals. 
 
    In the early days of Missouri, the town was called Lahmans Landing, but later, when it became the capital in 1826, they changed it to Jefferson City, to honor Thomas Jefferson.  The center of the city was built on a mound, with the Capital building rising above the rest. 
 
    Callie would travel on across Missouri to the west, and then eventually cross the Missouri river, which wound around to the north and came back down creating the border of Missouri and Kansas.  From there, she would change stages and go on into Kansas on the Butterfield line, traveling until she reached Dodge city.  She knew the trip would take another three days by stage.  She would be traveling both day and night with only three stops a day, to change horses and eat at the stations along the way. 
 
    Callie was thankful for the first-class fare, of seven dollars, Chet had paid, because that meant she could ride the whole way in the coach.  Second-class ticket holders would have to get out and walk when crossing over rough or difficult terrain of the trek.  Third-class ticket holders would not only have to walk at times, but they would also have to help push the stagecoach when needed. 
 
    Callie made her way to the stage station, produced her ticket, and watched the men load her two trunks onto the top of the stagecoach.  Then she stepped up inside, to join two other passengers sitting there.  They were both scruffy looking men, so Callie turned her head aside and gazed out the window.  Eventually, more passengers boarded until the Stagecoach was filled to capacity, with nine people.  Any other passengers would have to ride on top.  She found herself squeezed between questionable men and dreary women, who were going in her direction.  She was now being pushed up against the window she sat next to.  There was no back to the leather seat she sat on, and her only means of balance was holding onto a leather strap that hung from the roof for that purpose.   
 
    Finally, the stagecoach gave a lurch, as the driver urged the horses to take up the journey across the west side of Missouri and on to Kansas.  The coach compartment began to swing gently from side to side, since leather straps suspended it, rather than being mounted on springs.  Callie watched, as Jefferson City started to dwindle from sight and other Missouri landscape and towns met her view. 
 
    The weather was muggy, and the coach filled with the aroma of body odor, strong perfume, and traces of hard liquor emanating from one of the men aboard. Various faces from all walks of life surrounded her as they glanced at her expensive clothes and fancy bonnet.  Few actually looked at her directly.  She was happy to turn her head towards the window and raise the leather curtain, to let more air come in to whisk away the smells that were starting to nauseate her. 
 
    By the time the stage reached the river, many of the passengers had already disembarked.  Callie was happy to step down from the local Stagecoach, where she was to board a ferry, to cross the river.  Then she would board the overland Butterfield Stagecoach line. 
 
    She stood with other passengers, and people using the ferry.  The wind whipped at her green silk skirts and ruffled the strands of her blond hair, inherited from her Dutch ancestry, which cascaded down her back from beneath her bonnet.  When she reached the other side of the river, someone directed her to another stage station. 
 
    Once again, Callie seated herself inside the coach, shared by only five other passengers, who were going in her direction.  It was less crowded, but just as uncomfortable, since sitting with no back rest was tiresome, and trying to sleep was difficult.  The space between the coach benches facing each other, forced her to keep her knees bent.  The only time Callie could stretch her legs, was when the coach stopped to water the horses, change the team, and allow the passengers to buy food if they did not have their own food with them.  The price of food was a dollar a meal, which ended up costing more than the price of the ticket to take the stage when the journey ended. 
 
    When the stage finally pulled into Dodge, Callie was exhausted, out of sorts, feeling soiled, beginning to smell her own body odor, and every bone in her body seemed to ache.  She was helped down by one of the men on the stage, who tipped his hat politely at her, even though he looked like someone fresh off a cattle drive.  She nodded in thanks and watched her trunks taken down from the stage. 
 
    Then the stage was rumbling on to its next destination, as Callie watched it disappear down the dusty road, while she sat nervously, upon one of her trunks waiting for Chet.  She thought he would be at the stage to meet her, as soon as she arrived.  Only the stage was not on time since there had been many points along the way when the progress was slowed down by difficult terrain. 
 
    Callie had heard about the lawlessness of the town, which made her feel anxious to be sitting there all on her own, looking like a flower that was plucked from some foreign land and placed there to wilt in the hot Kansas sun.  People walked along the boardwalk, glancing her way, but not seeming interested that she was alone and unescorted. 
 
    Callie pulled her hanky from her wrist purse and patted the perspiration from her forehead.  Even her bonnet did not make her face feel any cooler, and dark stains had already formed under her arms long ago, from the extensive, hot journey.  She longed for a cool, refreshing bath.  She wondered if the hotel Chet claimed they would stay at the night, before heading on to his ranch, would have bathing facilities. 
 
    “You look a lot like your sister,” she heard a voice say, and Callie jerked her head up, which had been bent, studying the toe of her high-top-button boots. 
 
    Her eyes lit upon the face of Chet, looking older, but just as disturbing as she recalled him to be, nine years earlier. His burning eyes were as unnerving as she remembered them to be.  He studied her for a few moments before he said anything more. 
 
    “Might as well get to it,” he mumbled, motioning to a station hand to help him put Callie’s two trunks on his wagon, parked close by. 
 
    Callie followed them to the wagon, as they loaded her trunks into the back, but Chet shook his head when she started to climb up to the bench. 
 
    “Need to go to the church first,” he informed her.  “It’s across the street.  I can’t take you to the hotel until we are lawfully married.” 
 
    “I just got off the stage.  I need to freshen up,” she complained. 
 
    “No need to bother with that.  You can freshen up when we get to the hotel,” he insisted. 
 
    He stepped forward, and took hold of her upper arm, as he directed her across the street to a whitewashed wooden church, with a cross at the top of the steeple. 
 
    “The preacher’s waiting.  He’s a might impatient since we expected you earlier, so no use wasting time.” 
 
    He barely looked at her, as he spoke.  Callie was feeling even more apprehensive, as he ushered her into the church, which was empty, except for the preacher, and one other person.  She assumed it was his wife there to witness the marriage. 
 
    A moment later, they were standing before the preacher.  He was saying words that Callie barely listened to, as her frantic mind was trying to think of a way to back out of this agreement.  Apparently, Chet was not going to give her time to do that, though. 
 
    “It’s your turn to say ‘I do’,” he prodded. 
 
    She mumbled the words, knowing she was sealing her fate by doing so. 
 
    “You are now my wife,” Chet stated, looking seriously down at her, and then he was leading her from the church and back to his wagon.  “The hotel is just up the street,” he informed her.  “We’ll stay there, and then get an early start in the morning.  It will take a day or two to get there.” 
 
    He clicked his tongue and urged his horses forward.  He glanced at Callie sitting beside him. 
 
    “You aren’t as young as your sister was when I married her, but I guess you will do,” he mentioned.  “Did you have a fair trip?” 
 
    “It was tiring,” was all she said. 
 
    “Most long journeys tend to be,” he said indifferently. 
 
    Chet pulled the wagon into the livery stable, next to the hotel, and they dismounted, walking over to the hotel, Chet possessively holding onto Callie’s arm. 
 
    “I’ve missed your sister a powerful lot,” he told her.  “I hope you can take her place.” 
 
    “I suppose I can try,” Callie mumbled, but every fiber in her body was fighting against it. 
 
    “We’ll see,” was all he said. 
 
    The room had already been reserved, so Chet led Callie straight up to the room, unlocked the door, and pulled her in with him. 
 
    “Not much, but just for a night, it will have to do,” he told her, as she looked around the drab room. 
 
    “You didn’t give me an opportunity to bring my nightclothes with me,” she pointed out. 
 
    “We’ll only be here one night.  No need for that.  You are my wife now.  You do understand what that means.” 
 
    Callie didn’t answer. 
 
    “Never mind,” he said, shrugging. “Just take your clothes off, so I can see what I have here.” 
 
    Callie blinked. 
 
    “Honestly, Chet, do you just expect me to disrobe right here on the spot?” 
 
    “We’re in a hotel room.  You are my wife.  This is our wedding day.  What else did you expect?” 
 
    “But I barely know you,” she faltered. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter, you will get to know me soon enough, so do as I say.” 
 
    “I haven’t even bathed,” she complained. 
 
    “There’s a cloth and water on the dresser.  You can freshen up a bit if you prefer, once you remove your clothes.  You going to stand there all day hedging?”  
 
    “I just don’t feel comfortable…” 
 
    “Get over it, Callie.  You are my wife now, and if you do not want me to undress you, I suggest you do it yourself.” 
 
    Callie stood quaking with fear and anger, but she did not want Chet to bodily remove her clothes for her, so she complied.  When she stood before him, holding her petticoat in front of her, he gave a low laugh. 
 
    “Use the cloth and water, and then lay down on the bed,” he instructed her. 
 
    She turned her back to him and washed, feeling frightened and humiliated.  Once she had finished, she turned to the bed, to discover that Chet had also removed his clothes.  Callie clutched her petticoat to her, as she averted her eyes, closing them tightly when she sank down on the bed. 
 
    She felt Chet, pulling the petticoat from her grasp. 
 
    “We’ll just make this quick since you seem to be so affronted by it.  But that doesn’t mean you are getting away with anything,” he muttered. 
 
    Callie could feel him settle himself on the bed, and then he was positioning her for something she believed was diabolical in intent.  She felt his hand smooth over her skin, preparing her to accept a situation she knew she was going to dread.  She tried to squirm away from his touch.  Only there was no place to go, because his other hand held her firmly, making her comply with his wishes. He forced her to remain still until he was ready to lower himself over her. 
 
    A moment later, she let out a cry of fear and confusion, as she felt him plunging down on her, breaking some barrier that she hadn’t even known was there.  The shock of it shot through her body and she tried to resist.  Only there was no resisting because he weighed too much.  He refused to let up from her, enough for her to find a way to escape his assault. 
 
    To Callie, it was an assault of the worst kind.  She began to realize through the muddled haze of discovery, what the duties of a wife entailed.  To her, it was a vile thing that was not a fair trade for having a man support her, and care for her welfare. 
 
    He was right.  It was quick and ended soon enough.  She let out her breath when he finally stilled. 
 
    “I haven’t had this kind of pleasure for a long time,” he muttered in her ear, as he lay over her, still pressed against her, as though he wished no space to exist between them. “Now that I got that out-of-the-way, I will give you some time to rest.” 
 
    Only he remained lying over her, his weight seeming unbearable, and then he was snoring slightly in her ear.  She managed to push him off of her, onto his back.  Now, she boldly looked down on him, wondering how his manhood, resting flaccid and limp, could have accomplished what he had been doing a few moments earlier.  She pulled the blanket over him in disgust. 
 
    Her exhaustion pulled her into a fitful sleep.  In her dreams, that face she thought she had seen replacing the light of the gas lamp, hovered over her.  It threatened her even more than the experience, she had just endured. There seemed to be no escape from that troubling face that always lingered in her mind somewhere, any more than there was an escape from the unwanted marriage she had unwillingly entered into. 
 
    She was vaguely aware of being touched, and her eyes flew open to discover Chet hovering over her.  His hand traced over her skin, exploring her body, as though he had not touched a woman’s body before.  She knew full well he had.  Her skin strained to repel his advances, as his mouth trailed over her.  His seeking fingers touched parts of her she had always thought to be too personal for someone to touch.  She shuddered with the revulsion of it, as he ignored her constant whimpers, begging him to leave her be. 
 
    “You are my wife.  I own you.  Every part of you belongs to me now.  It is your Godly duty to submit to my wishes, so don’t think that just because you whimper like you are being harmed, I am going to be swayed by your pretense.  I have only done what any other red-blooded man would do when his wife is attending to his needs.  And you will attend to my needs, just as your sister did.  I have every right to request it, as often as I desire, until I have gotten you with a child.  Your sister didn’t have but one boy in her.  I hope you will be more fruitful with sons than your sister was.  It is the law of the church, that you give me children, and God’s laws should be upheld.  I got plenty of girls, so now I need sons.  I let the first time be quick and easy on you.  Now, since you know what to expect, and I have let you rest, I will take you at my leisure, this time around.” 
 
    Chet continued with what he had started, as Callie lay still and unyielding, beneath his administrations.  She felt each new touch degraded her more than the previous one.  As she submitted to his handling of her, he chuckled at her insistence at keeping her eyes closed. 
 
    “Closing your eyes does not hide you from me,” he told her.  “You need to accept the reality of these things.  You need to face the fact that I shall be the father of all the sons you can give me.  You need to start learning how to become my wife.  Look at me, so you can see how much I desire you at this moment,” he demanded. 
 
    Slowly, Callie opened her eyes and looked upon him. 
 
    “That’s better,” he praised.  “It is the way God made us to be, Callie.  You should not cower in fear.  You should embrace it.  Eventually, it will make us closer.” 
 
    “I do not wish to become closer to you,” Callie protested. 
 
    “What you wish is not important, at the moment,” he informed her.  “This is part of your future, so you might as well get used to it.” 
 
    “Why must you humiliate me so?” she questioned. 
 
    “There is no reason for you to feel humiliated.  Once you are used to it, you may find it rewarding.  Don’t you have any curiosity about the way I may feel to your touch?” 
 
    “No,” she answered firmly. 
 
    “I am a simple man with simple needs.  Once you accept that truth, you will not be so squeamish about it.” 
 
    Then he laughed deeply, as he imprisoned her beneath him once again.  Like her sister, before her, she would give him children without objection or complaint.  She had agreed to become his wife, and though he knew full well, she did not particularly like him, it made little difference.   
 
    When he had used her earlier, it had been rather swift and to the point, since he was impatient, not having been with a woman since his wife died.  Now he wanted to savor the pleasure by prolonging the episode to enhance his own enjoyment, in the end. 
 
    To Callie, Chet appeared to have a deep, dark need to ravish her as though trying to discover something that might enhance his own knowledge.  Yet, she knew he was already knowledgeable about these things.  Hadn’t he brought on five children and most likely used her sister at every chance he got?  It was a form of taunting torment, she decided.  Forcing her to degrade herself, then coaxing her to believe he was eager to give her some hidden pleasure, that never presented itself. 
 
    “Don’t just lay there,” he demanded.  “You need to meet me half way, in this.” 
 
    “Why should I meet you half way in anything?” she asked, stiffly.  “You merely want my body to be used as a vessel for your future children, as though Rolletta did not give you enough children.  She ended up giving her life at the expense of your pleasure!” 
 
    Suddenly, Chet pulled away from her, glaring down at her face.  Then she felt the sting of his hand slap across her face. 
 
    “How dare you accuse me of such a thing!  She wanted to bear me sons!  Your sister loved me.  The only problem was, she kept giving me daughters.” 
 
    “You used her up, trying to get sons!” Callie accused.  “Just like you are trying to use me up now, and degrade me by forcing me to service you!  You can’t dictate to God to give you only sons!” 
 
    “This is your duty!” he growled.  “You had better pray you give me sons, or you will be as useless as your sister turned out to be.” 
 
    “It was not her fault she had mostly girls,” Callie protested. Duty or not, it will not mean I shall have only boys,” she responded. 
 
    “I demand more respect from you than that!” he bellowed.  “And you will have sons!” 
 
    Callie laughed bitterly.  “Then you had better make a bargain with the devil because I can make no promises,” she informed him. 
 
    “If that’s what it takes, perhaps I shall, and in the meantime, I had better not hear any complaints coming from you!” 
 
    With those words, he pulled her roughly to him and continued to take his right as a husband.  When he was finished, he grabbed her by the shoulders, forcing her to look at him. 
 
    “After this, you shall submit quietly.  I don’t want to hear a word coming out of your mouth,” he commanded.  “Do you understand?” 
 
    Callie did not answer. She merely glared at him. 
 
    “I asked you a question, woman; I suggest you indicate that you heard me.” 
 
    Callie merely nodded. 
 
    “Good.  Go back to sleep.  We need to get up early tomorrow since I am not done with you yet.  Before we leave for the ranch, I plan to get my fill of you.  I have been deprived of a woman’s body for too long now.  I will have plenty of energy by morning again, and I suggest you start finding ways to accept it.  You will give me more sons, since your sister couldn’t, and I will make every effort to ensure that will come about, no matter what it takes, or how many births are needed.  If I end up using you up, then so be it!” 
 
    Chet settled down on the bed beside Callie, and Callie turned away from him, trying to hold back her tears. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    By morning, Callie was no more rested than she had been the first time she had lain upon the bed.  She shivered all night, dreading the morning, and allowing her tears to drain her.  When she did sleep, her dreams were disturbed by that recurring face, hanging over her.  She was sure it was the face of evil, brought on by Chet’s treatment of her. Chet had seemed uninterested in her disposition, or maybe he had just worn himself out to the point of where he was merely oblivious to anything around him.  He snored loudly, which kept her awake, most of the night as well. 
 
    When he did wake up, he followed through with his intentions to show his wife, he meant what he said, the night before.   He woke Callie when he turned her to accept him once again, with a smooth, even thrust.  Then he continued on, his stamina having doubled, it seemed to Callie. 
 
    Callie accepted her position, knowing there was no escape, so she closed her mind to what was happening, waiting for his ardor to be spent.  Once he had finished his performance, he rose from the bed, looking down on her, touching himself, as a smile stole across his face. 
 
    “You are a God-send, Callie.  I feel like a man again.  Let’s hope a son is already growing within you.  I will bring you a fresh dress from one of your trunks, and you can take a bath in the tub provided in the room at the end of the hall.  I know you are new to this, but you will soon learn what I expect from you, and how I wish you to respond.  Hopefully, you may end up enjoying it.” 
 
    Only Callie knew she would never enjoy it.  There had never been a single moment when she thought he was about to show her some unexpected pleasure because his own needs overtook any limited attempt to please her.   
 
    The bath proved to be refreshing, and by the time Callie was dressed, she was looking forward to leaving, grateful that they would not remain at the hotel.  She knew the journey to his ranch would probably last several days, which would give her a reprieve, where she could pull herself into her own thoughts.  She would just pretend like Chet was not even sitting beside her in his wagon. 
 
    Before they left, Chet took her to the hotel dining room and bought her breakfast, and then he helped her up into the wagon.  She fished a parasol out of one of her trunks and held it over her head to shade herself from the sun.  The dust rose around them, once they got out onto the open road, where Chet could pick up some speed. 
 
    The scenery was much the same as the scenery she had been looking at all the way to Doge.   Now they were headed south, down towards Texas, through endless grasslands, and purple mountains in the distance. 
 
    They stopped to eat a packed lunch along the way, which Chet had asked the cook at the hotel to prepare for them.  His eyes gazed over Callie’s face, as they sat on a blanket he had spread upon the ground.   
 
    “I do believe our evening activities have enhanced your beauty,” he murmured.  “It becomes you.  Your eyes look a more vivid blue than when I first found you sitting on your trunks.  You probably enjoyed it more than you wish to admit to me,” he chuckled. 
 
    Callie did not agree, but she kept her thoughts to herself.  She wondered how she was going to get through a lifetime with Chet.  She wondered how Rolletta had done it?  She began to believe that Rolletta died on purpose, so she wouldn’t have to suffer from Chet’s body abusing her, to bring more sons into the world.   Rolletta had given birth every other year running.  It suddenly occurred to Callie that Rolletta’s fate would now become her own fate, and her heart fell.  Even if she gave Chet a son, she feared, he would always demand more. 
 
    The trip continued with little conversation between Chet and Callie.  She had nothing she wished to speak to him about, and he seemed deep in his own thoughts. 
 
    “We will camp here the night,” Chet informed her, as he pulled the wagon up under a lone tree.  
 
    She watched him get down and spread out a tarp, under the wagon, and then lay a couple of blankets over it. 
 
    “It gets cold at night, so we will be leaving our clothes on,” he informed her, which relieved Callie’s mind. 
 
    Chet pulled Callie down beside him, placing the blanket over their shoulders. 
 
    “I have been thinking about you all day,” he murmured in her ear.  “I cannot tell you how much I enjoyed the touch of you, and the smell of you, and the feel of you.  I believe I am going to enjoy having you as my wife.” 
 
    “The feeling is not mutual,” Callie murmured. 
 
    Chet stilled for a moment. 
 
    “I am sorry you feel that way.  If that is the case, then I suppose there is no need to attempt to please you.” 
 
    “Even if you tried, you don’t know the first thing about it,” she accused. 
 
    “I am the one who has agreed to take you under my wing when you had no prospects,” he almost hissed. 
 
    “I never wished it.  I have been forced to marry you and take my sister’s place.  I do not envy the life she must have shared with you, so I do not look forward to my future with you on any level.” 
 
    “You are an ungrateful little shrew,” he accused. 
 
    “By no fault of my own since you have not given me anything to be grateful for.” 
 
    “I am giving you security!  I am giving you a chance to become a mother.  I am giving you shelter over your head, and you call that nothing?” 
 
    “I never asked for it.  It was forced upon me against my will.” 
 
    “There is no changing it now, though, so you are just going to have to live with it,” he muttered.  “I am glad of it, though, because your very aloofness excites me.  I will look forward to proving that you are not as above me as you seem to think you are.  You come from a wealthy family.  I had to work for everything I have achieved.  The only thing you have had to do in life is be born and then expect to be cared for and pampered throughout your life.  A ranch life is not an easy life, as your sister discovered.  She too expected to be pampered, and you, like her, will eventually discover your place in life, and act accordingly.” 
 
    “It makes me think you married my sister for the sole purpose of dragging her down to your level, and now you wish to do the same with me.” 
 
    “How dare you disrespect me with such accusations!” he bellowed.  “I am not dragging you down; I am showing you the simple truths of life, which you are refusing to accept.” 
 
    Chet turned and looked long and hard at Callie. 
 
    “However long it takes me, you will eventually learn that I am the head of this union, and my wishes are to be obeyed, regardless of what you may think or feel about me.  I do not need your love if you are set on withholding it.  However, I shall have every other part of you, whether you delight in it or not.” 
 
    She had kindled his anger, so he decided to be blunt with her. 
 
    “When I am finished with you, you will learn a new respect for me,” he promised her.  “If you know what’s good for you, you will discover ways to please your husband.  Until then, I will just have to entertain myself discovering the extent of what lay beneath your skirts.” 
 
    Callie whimpered, at his words. 
 
    “But if you are cooperative, things could be different,” he promised. “Do you not give me any credit to know how to please a woman?  The thing is, if you want pleasing, you will have to earn it.” 
 
    “I am not sure what you mean,” she murmured, looking away.  
 
    “You will discover it, in time,” he responded. “For now, I forgive you for getting on my bad side.  When the time is right, I will school you in ways that will bring out a softer side of me.” 
 
    Realizing her fate could be much worse if she displeased him any more than she already had, she obediently lay beside him, without complaint.  She could not help but wonder what he would demand of her, but considering the experience of the last couple of days, she really didn’t want to know.  She hoped he would forget about his request of the future, but she doubted he actually would. 
 
    Callie was roughly taken up in Chet’s arms, as soon as he stirred the next morning.  His mouth raked over her lips, as though demanding some unknown response from her.  She withstood it, the same way she had been forced to withstand everything about this unwanted marriage.  When he lifted his mouth from hers, he gave her a satisfied look and chuckled.  
 
    “I hope you will find it in your heart to forgive me of my previous handling of you,” he smiled.   
 
    He seemed to be in a good mood as he jerked her to her feet and told her to get back in the wagon.  They continued on their journey to Chet’s ranch, and Callie was grateful that along the way, the weather at night was so cold, they both had to sleep in their clothes. 
 
    “Welcome to the ‘Double C Ranch” Chet exclaimed as the wagon pulled through a gate that had a cross bar overhead, with two C’s back to back burned into it.  “That’s what my brand looks like,” he mentioned, as he pointed to the cross bar. 
 
    The ranch was barely a ranch, Callie thought, as the wagon approached a shabby looking building, which was passing for a house.  Beyond the house, there was a barn, and in the distance, Callie could see long-horned cattle dotting the landscape beyond the fencing that surrounded his spread. 
 
    Chet Callahan did not appear to be a Cattle-baron by any stretch of the imagination.  His ranch looked more like the dirt farmers’ who didn’t even own the land they farmed on, Callie thought.  When she thought of her sister living in such squalor, it pained her heart to think of it.  Now it would be her duty to take up where Rolletta left off, and she gave an apprehensive glance in Chet’s direction.  She certainly was not thanking her mother, for ‘nudging’ her in this direction. 
 
    “So this is your fabulous cattle ranch where my sister was forced to live and die,” she muttered.  “It is worse than our groom’s cottage, which I would prefer to live in than this place.  Where do you have room for five children?” 
 
    “I plan to expand it one day, so until then, you will just have to suffer with it.  It fulfills my needs at present.  The price of beef is going up, and I plan to make more money this coming year than I have in the past five years.  It may not look like much now, but there is a lining behind the dark clouds.” 
 
    “I believe that is what you told my sister when you first brought her here.  She wrote and told me about it.  You never fulfilled your promise to her, and I doubt you will fulfill that promise to me either.  I cannot believe you think you are doing me a favor, by bringing me to this so-called shelter.  Five minutes of you poking me, is not worth the lot of this!  I can see my wifely duty to you does not come close to a fair trade!” 
 
    “Shut your mouth, woman.  I’m going to take the wagon to the barn.  I’m leaving your trunks there as well.  When I got your dress out for you, I realized that none of the falderals you brought along with you can be used on a ranch.  You can wear your sister’s old clothes.” 
 
    “Then, here is the bargain, husband.  Until you can furnish me better accommodations than this shack, you shall have none of my wifely duty.  I have already overpaid you as it is!” Callie spouted. 
 
    Chet grabbed her by the back of the neck.  “You do not dictate to me!” he bellowed. 
 
    “I will fight you tooth and nail if you ever try touching me again.  If you end up killing me in the struggle, then you will not only be without a wife, but without a mother to my sister’s children. Then you can just kiss the notion goodbye of having someone to bring any sons into the world if it actually ever comes to that.  The choice is up to you.   
 
    “You led my parents to believe you were some sort of Cattle-baron, which I can see you aren’t.  Therefore, I will sue for divorce on the grounds of false representation of your ability to furnish me the same kind of life my parents gave me.  You are a fraud, and a liar, on top of being a despicable man!   
 
    “My sister may have married you out of love, and believed you had her best interests at heart, but I shall not be bamboozled by you.  If you lay one finger on me, I shall leave your place, and take my sister’s children with me, when you are out on one of your damn cattle drives!” 
 
    “How dare you threaten me!” Chet growled. 
 
    “How dare you deceive my parents and myself!” Callie flung back. 
 
    “Go in the house and tell Lucia, she is no longer needed to care for the children, and I will deal with you later.” 
 
    Callie climbed down from the wagon, glaring up at her new husband. 
 
    “Yes,” she smiled.  “We shall see how you are able to deal with me later.” 
 
    Chet glared back at her, with the same intensity.  The determination in her eyes jarred him in a way he hadn’t expected.  Rolletta had been meek and timid, nothing like her sister.  No wonder, no one ever offered for her hand, he began to think.  He had the sinking feeling that things were not going to go as smoothly as he wished they would. 
 
    Callie opened the door to the ranch house, that was a rough-hewn log house, that seemed sturdy enough, but rather ugly in appearance.  When the door opened, she was met by the frightened eyes of four young children, one boy, and three girls, and the inquisitive look of a Mexican woman hovering near a cradle, which held Rolletta’s youngest. 
 
    “I am Rolletta’s sister, Callie,” Callie introduced herself.  “Chet has brought me here to care for my sister’s children.  He told me to tell you, that you are free to leave now.” 
 
    The Mexican woman looked relieved and shuffled from the room.  A moment later, Callie saw her through the window, riding away on a horse, bareback.  She could also see Chet coming towards the house, with a determined look on his face. 
 
    The moment the door opened, all four children seemed to withdraw into themselves.  Their curious eyes took on a blank look, and they actually took a timid step backward, instead of rushing to greet their father.  This gave Callie all the information she needed as to the relationship Chet had with his children.  They appeared to act like they feared they had displeased him in some way, by merely being in the room, halfway hovering behind her. 
 
    “Hello children,” Chet said.  “I have brought you a new mother.  This is your mother’s sister, but you must treat her like your mother from now on.” 
 
    Chet glanced at Callie, and then at his children. 
 
    “Step on up so I can introduce you to her,” he demanded. 
 
    The oldest one, who was at least eight years old, boldly stepped forward.  His light blond hair stuck out in all directions around his head, and Callie thought he looked rather unkempt and even slightly dirty, as well as did his sisters.  All four children were wearing overalls, and it was hard to tell that three of them were actually girls, since their hair was cut short.  Callie was appalled that Chet would degrade his daughters in such a way, to make them appear to be boys, when in truth, they were young girls. 
 
    “This is Connor,” Chet informed Callie.  “The next is Ina, and then Tommy, I was sure was going to be a boy, and the scrawny one is Beth.  The baby is Rolletta, named after her mother.  Go wash up, children, your mother is going to fix us some supper.” 
 
    Callie turned towards the stove and saw that there was already a stew simmering on the stove, which Lucia must have prepared.  She rummaged around in the cupboard for some bowls and placed them on the table.  She could see the house had been neglected and needed a good cleaning.  Maids had always performed those kinds of tasks at her parent’s house, but Callie realized if there was going to be any improvement in the appearance of the house, it would be left up to her. 
 
    Callie began dishing up the bowls, and by the time she had finished, the children were through washing up.  They began settling around the table that was situated at the end of the room which was designated to be the kitchen.  She could see two other doors leading off of the main room of the house, and assumed they were bedrooms.  The children probably shared one room, and the other one, must be Chet’s room, which she would be forced to share with him, she thought wearily. 
 
    She was extremely hungry, but insisted on saying grace over the food first, wondering if the children had any religious teachings, considering Chet was always talking about Gods will when it came to wifely duties. 
 
    The meal was eaten in silence, and then Chet informed her that the children needed to be put to bed. 
 
    “They all need baths,” Callie insisted. 
 
    “There is a round tub you can fill, to bathe them in,” Chet informed her.  “I will bring it in, and then bring in water from the spring.  You can warm the water in that smaller round tub hanging on the wall over there.” 
 
    Callie placed the circular metal tub on the stove, and Chet brought several buckets of water in to fill it, stoking up the fire to heat the water, when he was finished.  At length, the larger tub, which Chet placed on the kitchen floor, was filled with warm water, and Callie proceeded to bathe each child in turn.  Chet watched on and handed the children their night shirt when they were through bathing. 
 
    “Help me carry the tub out to dump it,” Chet told Callie, and she picked up her side of the tub with the handle, as he picked up his. 
 
    When they returned to the room, the children had already gone to their room, but the baby had started to cry, and Callie felt unprepared to actually know what to do. 
 
    “She probably needs feeding,” Chet muttered.  “I’ll get Connor to go out and get some warm milk from our milking cow.” 
 
    “He just went to bed,” Callie muttered. 
 
    “Well, he can get out of bed,” Chet insisted, as he went into the boy’s room and pulled Connor out of bed, handing him a cup to use to catch the milk in. 
 
    Connor stumbled outside and soon returned with a cup of milk, handing it to his father, then going back to his room. 
 
    “I got these new-fangled bottles to feed the baby with.  You let her suck on this little rubber hose that connects to the top of the bottle,” he informed her, as he poured the milk into the narrow neck of the bottle, using a funnel. 
 
    Callie had already picked little Rolletta up and was rocking her in her arms, but the child seemed to be screaming even louder. 
 
    “Sit in that rocker,” Chet instructed, and then handed Callie the bottle when she was seated. 
 
    Callie offered the baby the hose, which only caused her to make a face, and turn her head from side to side. 
 
    “You’ll have to force her, so she’ll take the milk,” Chet suggested. 
 
    “I am not going to choke her to death!” Callie muttered. 
 
    “She’s used to having a breast,” Chet grumbled.  “Give her your breast and the hose at the same time.  It may fool her into sucking the milk.” 
 
    Callie looked at him in horror, but he merely stepped forward, unfastening the buttons on Callie’s blouse to expose her breast, and the moment he did, the baby was grabbing at her breast with her mouth. 
 
    “Stick the hose in the corner of her mouth,” Chet instructed, and Callie had no other choice since the crying had stopped. 
 
    “Almost like the real thing,” Chet murmured.  “She seems happy now.” 
 
    Callie looked upon her sister’s child, seeing features of her sister’s face in the infant’s face.  As much as she dreaded having to become an instant mother, her heart went out to the poor confused baby, as she gurgled the milk down, while the small mouth sucked against her.  Callie felt like she was in over her head, but there was nothing she could do about it now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    Callie lay beside Chet in the bed he brought her to after the baby had settled down.  He had placed the crib next to her side of the bed, and since her trunks were out in the barn, Callie was left to sleep with no clothes on, once again. 
 
    “You did good with the baby,” Chet whispered.  “I think she likes you.  You probably remind her of her real mama.  You remind me of her real mama.” 
 
    Callie wasn’t listening.  She was tired, and all she wanted was to go to sleep. 
 
    “I’m sorry if I have frightened you,” Chet continued.  “I guess I was just expecting you to accept me as your husband right off the bat.  My needs were denied for so long, I think it got the better of me.  I want you to be happy here, Callie.  Your sister did love me.  She came to me willingly.  She never once complained.  She kept trying for another son, Callie.  She wanted me to try to bring on a child for her, hoping for a boy.  Then when she saw it was a daughter, she seemed to lose faith.  A few days later, she died.  She promised to give me sons, and maybe she felt she had let me down, and didn’t have a reason for living.  I hope you understand that.  You are going to have to love little Rolletta to make it up for her mother dying.” 
 
    Callie turned in the bed and faced him.  It was the first time she had heard anything soft fall from his mouth.  But the thought came to her that maybe Rolletta died because she didn’t want to keep trying for a son. 
 
    “I don’t know how to be a mother, Chet,” she whispered.  “I don’t know how to be a wife.  Everything is all new to me, and I’m scared.” 
 
    Chet awkwardly put his arm around Callie and pulled her closer to him. 
 
    “Don’t be scared, Callie.  I know this is all new to you.  I said some gruff things to you.  I may have treated you rough, but I am just a cowboy.  I’m not used to courting a woman, or knowing how to sway her.  I just know what my needs are, and how Rolletta fulfilled those needs.  I thought you would be more like your sister, and it would fill that empty part of me, she took with her, when she died.  I thought you knew what your duty was, and would take to it, once you married me.  Maybe I was too impatient, since the moment I laid eyes on you it was like looking at Rolletta come back from the dead, still wanting to give me sons.” 
 
    “I’m not Rolletta, Chet.  I can never be her.” 
 
    “I wish to hell you were, though,” he said, and Callie was shocked when she realized that Chet had begun to shake as tears started to fall upon her skin. 
 
    “Don’t cry, Chet,” she whispered.  “It won’t bring Rolletta back.” 
 
    “Only you are like bringing her back,” he insisted.  “I could see the way the children were looking at you like they believed I had brought their mother back from the dead.  It won’t take them long to take to you the same way they took to their mother.  I even have to tell myself that you are not Rolletta.   
 
    “Maybe that is why I was so abrupt with you on our wedding day.  I wanted you to be her, but you weren’t.  You were frightened.  You didn’t like me.  You looked at me with scorn and spoke to me as though you despised the very sight of me.  It angered me that you were the spittin’ image of her, and yet you weren’t her, and you were rebelling against my very touch.” 
 
    “You did frighten me,” Callie admitted.  “Everything about you frightened me.  I didn’t want to be married.  I didn’t want a husband.” 
 
    “You’re stuck with me now, Callie.  Maybe we should make the best of it.” 
 
    Callie felt Chet kissing her forehead, and then his lips were wandering over her face, leaving soft kisses along the way.  She could not believe the gentle way he was now handling her, after the revulsion she had felt at his touch from the moment they got married.  Slowly, Chet’s lips found their way to her mouth, where he paused at first, and then tested her response, as he put pressure against her lips, and subsequently, moved his own lips over hers. 
 
    Callie was caught by surprise when the kiss actually felt somewhat pleasant, and coaxing, bringing a tender sentiment from within her towards Chet.  Callie decided to allow him this small comfort, thinking that perhaps he had loved her sister, and Rolletta had loved Chet, in return.  She knew she could never take her sister’s place in the hearts of either her sister’s children or Chet, but like he had said, she was stuck with him and maybe she should make the best of it since it seemed she had no way of changing it. 
 
    As Chet sensed her relaxing, he proceeded to deepen the kiss, feeling his passion rising to the surface.  There was more than one way to skin a cat, he thought almost smugly to himself.  ‘You can catch more flies with honey than vinegar,’ he chuckled the old adage under his breath.   
 
    It had excited him to watch Callie letting the baby suck on her, as she tried to get the baby to take the milk hose.  It reminded him of how he often watched Rolletta feed their children as infants, which made him want to have her as soon as she put the infant down.  Now that old need had resurfaced, and he knew he desired Callie in the same way. 
 
    Chet took his time, though, pacing himself; forcing himself to slowly seduce Callie into accepting him as her husband, without her fighting him off, the way she had threatened him, she would do.  He needed to employ a lighter hand until she got accustomed to accepting the inevitable.   
 
    In Chet’s younger days, he had frequented soiled doves on every occasion he could manage.  There had been few women out on the Texas plains to fulfill a man’s need of a wife.  When he met Rolletta, he knew it was his only chance to finally have himself a wife to bring him sons.  Only he was rough around the edges and found himself treating his wife, somewhat the same way he treated women whom he paid to service him.  
 
    Because Rolletta loved him, she accepted his ways, but it hurt his pride when Callie had accused him of using Rolletta up.  Perhaps he had been too insensitive to his wife, he admitted, remembering Rolletta’s last days before she died. 
 
    Now, Chet focused on the situation at hand.  He knew ways to bring Callie around, and her own naivety worked in his favor.   It pleased him when he felt her responding to his kiss the way he intended.  Her murmurs were more of pleasure than fear.   
 
    He let his mouth slide down her neck until he had captured the very breast, his daughter had used, and could taste the sweet remains of milk left there.  Feeding the baby seemed to have softened Callie’s resistance.  Perhaps she enjoyed the feel of lips upon her in that way, he decided.  Therefore, he would give her what she desired. 
 
    At any rate, she was allowing him this subtle progress, and he was determined to use it to its fullest until he had her willingly allowing him his due.  The very taste of her skin against his tongue spurred him on; making him contented she was not shrinking away.   
 
    As Chet tested her response, she did not resist.  He wanted to prove to himself that he could bring her to the same longing that prodded him on, every time he touched her, anticipating the ending result, once he got his way.   
 
    Chet’s kisses were measured and his touch was light.  His fingers delighted in the very silky softness of her skin beneath them.  It was a softness he would never tire of; something he demanded more of, and by no means, ever seemed to get his fill. 
 
    The gentleness of his stroke continued, as his exploring fingers and mouth satisfied his never dying cravings.  It was that irresistible mystery of a woman he strived to uncover, which always drew him on into its depths, no matter how often he experienced it.  That constant need pulled at him still.   
 
    Now Chet wanted to bring Callie’s soul to the surface in a way he knew he was capable of.  He tested her response, pleased at the way she almost mewed; knowing her resistance was finally being breached.  His focus turned only to her, and how she moved at his persuasions.  The sounds that emanated from her lips, which fell softly on his ears, urged him on.  Once she discovered what rapture he could create, she would be his to enjoy completely. 
 
    Callie was being carried away by Chet’s attempts to weaken her resolve, as he expressed his desire to please her.  She did not expect him to be so gentle and persuasive in his endeavor to calm her.  Now his hands slid over her with concern and pampering, so different from his first introductions of a husband’s demands.  Instead of impatient desire, accompanied by forced submission, he allowed her to anticipate his next move. Somehow, he was fooling her into encouraging him in ways she had not expected, had he not known how to bring her own wanting to the surface. 
 
    All of those wanting needs surprised Callie.  They had started when she had allowed herself to relent to Chet’s advances.  She did not expect those strange feelings to surface.  She had tried to understand them and now, her awakening was coming upon her to show her what those initial longings actually meant.   
 
    The longings grew, as Chet drew them from her in such unexpected ways.  Ways that would have upset her only two days earlier, but now seemed destined to overwhelm her.  She was overwhelmed, as her whole body responded to a new experience, she could not describe.  She didn’t want to describe it.  She only wanted to drown in it and let it wash her away to an unfamiliar shore. 
 
    Chet assisted Callie in reaching that shore, and now she found herself encouraging him, her own body betraying her.  The promise that she would fight him off, if he ever touched her intimately again, seemed to die in the process. 
 
    When Chet had achieved his goal, he took his reward and mentally patted himself on the back when she encouraged him on.  She no longer lay still beneath him.  Instead, she rose to his every move, the same way Rolletta had in the beginning.   
 
    Chet’s problem had continually been that his passion was forever two steps ahead of his better intentions, and eventually it always came down to his own physical needs.  He found it difficult to tamp his strong impulses down, to attend to his wife’s desires in the same way he demanded her to attend to his.  His impatience usually seemed to get the better of him. 
 
    For now, though, he took the time needed to change Callie’s opinion of her wifely duty.  He could not promise to bother with such long, drawn-out procedures in the future, but for the time being, it was expedient to seduce her into compliance, since he refused to have his own needs denied, either now, or in the future.   
 
    Those deep requirements seemed to be a driving force within him when he was not distracted by the physical occupation of working his horses and driving his cattle to market, or at branding time when that kind of exerted energy seemed to keep his mind from constantly dwelling on thoughts of coveted pleasures. 
 
    His preparations of Callie, had their own rewards, though, he had to admit.  Not only was she now participating in the act, but her eagerness enhanced his own pleasure, and he drew that pleasure out for as long as his self-control could prolong it.  When he finally gave in, his reward was double-fold, shaking his very being in its intensity.  He lay shuddering against Callie’s soft body. 
 
    “You see, my sweet,” he breathed.  “There are a few rewards involved in a wife’s duty.  I suggest you remember it, the next time you threaten to fight me off tooth and nail,” he chuckled. 
 
    Callie was a little stunned at her own response to Chet’s advances.  She could not believe she had enjoyed it as much as she had, and perhaps her father had been right in suggesting that she may end up being fulfilled by her wifely duty.  Now she began to have a whole new perspective, and she decided to give Chet a chance to show her his tender side in the future. 
 
    “I apologize,” she whispered. 
 
    She was married now, and since there was no getting out of it, maybe she would have to try and come across to Chet, she decided. 
 
    “That is better,” he murmured, “but I have to warn you.  It may not always be this way.  Sometimes, it may not be convenient to take our time like this. I hope, at those times, you will be understanding of it.” 
 
    Callie had already experienced what he described, so she wasn’t surprised at his explanation. 
 
    Chet was proud of himself, because now she could not demand he take the time to please her every time they coupled, and once he had her accepting him on a regular basis, she would come across well enough.  Otherwise, he would just have to take the time, when necessary.  He envisioned the many sons she would eventually give him to add to the one her sister had born.  He hoped she was as fertile as Rolletta had been, only giving sons instead. With several boys to help him, he could make his ranch the success he wished it to be.  He prayed for more boys. 
 
    Callie was woken by Chet nestling his head between her breasts.  It felt comforting in a way she couldn’t explain, and she found herself running her fingers through his hair.  She could feel his hands advancing, pushing down over her hips, and as he did so, the baby started crying. 
 
    “I should probably tend to her,” Callie murmured. 
 
    “Let her be.   A little crying is not going to hurt her.  It is a sure thing, she has done it enough over the months,” Chet muttered.  “Take some time to please me first, and then you can tend to her needs.” 
 
    “But she is a mere baby!” Callie insisted.  “You are a grown man.  Surely, you can wait until later.” 
 
    “Like hell I can,” Chet said gruffly.  “You do not understand, Callie.  I’m in the mood right now!  It may wane if I put it off.  The baby is the one who will have to wait!” 
 
    As he said the words, he proceeded to have his way, pinning her under him when she tried to refuse. 
 
    “You are a selfish brute, Chet!” she scolded.  “I cannot believe you had one soft moment last night!  You act as though you have been starved of having your pleasures met.  Both you and I know that is not the case” 
 
    The baby continued to wail as Chet endeavored to finish what he had started, but Callie’s complaints and the constant crying was starting to make him lose his desire.  He pulled away angrily. 
 
    “You’ve made me lose the mood!  I’ll have Connor get more milk,” he grumbled.   
 
    When Chet returned, Callie already had Rolletta against her, trying to satisfy the baby, while she waited for the bottle.  Once he handed it to her, she slid the tube into the corner of the baby’s mouth again, pleased when it began drinking the warm milk. 
 
    “She seems content now,” Chet murmured.  “I think I need some of that same contentment.” 
 
    Chet crawled onto the bed and began to caress Callie as she fed the baby.  Callie felt outraged but knew better than to try to stop him, since she had the baby to contend with.   
 
    “Put her back in the crib,” Chet murmured, taking the child from her arms.  “She can suck on the tube, now that she has the hang of it.” 
 
    Chet lowered the baby into the crib, propping the bottle up to allow her to continue drinking.  Then he turned to Callie, pulling her down to a lying position, and picked up where he left off before the baby had started crying. 
 
    Callie did not complain.  After all, he had gone to the trouble to please her the night before.  Therefore, she tried to respond to him the way he expected, and he seemed pleased when he finally removed himself from her and told her to put on one of her sister’s dresses.  It was time to get to work, and they were wasting daylight. 
 
    Callie began to be drawn into the routine of the day, as one day followed another.  The mornings were spent, pleasing her husband, then changing and feeding the baby.  Once that was out of the way, she rose to fix breakfast, while Chet went out to take care of things on the ranch.  When she rang the bell, he would return for breakfast.  Then Chet would take Connor and Ina with him to help with chores, while Callie tended to the other two younger girls, and Rolletta. 
 
    She would clean up the breakfast leavings, let Tommy and Beth, who were four and two, go out and play in the yard, and then worked at cleaning up the house, in between feeding and changing the baby.  Later, she would wash all the diapers, and other clothes,  in the round tub, using a scrubbing board, and then hang the clothes on the line out back.  Lunch time would come and everyone got fed and she put the children down for a nap. 
 
    Sometimes, Chet would remain and take her to their room to enjoy her body, if he did not have any pressing chores himself.  Otherwise, she would get her own needed nap, because she knew the evening would be spent allowing Chet to satisfy his ever recurring needs, in the hopes of having another son.  She hoped that the newness of having her always at his disposal, would start to wear off, and he wouldn’t demand her services so often.  
 
    There were times that Chet’s hired hand, Cooper, came to help on special occasions with projects that the children could not help Chet accomplish.  On those days, Cooper was usually invited to eat with the family, but other than Cooper, Callie seldom saw anyone except for Chet and the children.  This made her feel isolated and lonely.  She wondered if her sister had felt the same way. 
 
    Callie found time to cut up some of her dresses that she was never allowed to wear and make curtains for the drab windows of the house.  She made Connor a new shirt, and since she was a rather accomplished seamstress, she also made the girls dresses, using more of her own clothes for the material needed to make them.  When Chet discovered the girls wearing dresses, he went into a rage. 
 
    “You are wasting your time, getting those girls all gussied up,” he bellowed.  “Overalls are good enough for them.  If I can’t have boys, at least my girls need to learn they are not exempt from hard work around this place, and you can’t do a decent job at chores in a fancy dress.  Get rid of them!” 
 
    “They are only children,” Callie complained.  “Not your work hands.” 
 
    “They don’t have any need for that kind of falderal.  Don’t think you can start changing things around here, Callie.  I am the one who sets the rules!” 
 
    However, Chet seemed satisfied with her efforts to make the house look more presentable, and even agreed to whitewash the outside for her, insisting the children help him. 
 
    Callie discovered, as the routine continued, almost identical to the day before, that Chet never bothered to take the time to bring her any pleasure as he had, that one, unusual moment, when he managed to coax away her resistance.  It dawned on her he had merely done that to get her to submit willingly at the time.  She was so tired as it was, it got to where she stopped caring one way or the other.  She just allowed him his due, and then turned over and went to sleep, only to be woken up early, once again to try and alleviate what she believed to be his disturbing constant thirst, to create a son. 
 
    Eventually, he became less demanding of her every night or morning, and she prayed for those times when she could just go to sleep at night and not be woken up early in the morning to please him. 
 
    As long as she submitted, to him when he did demand it, he treated her well enough, so she decided not to create more problems than she was willing to handle.  Callie did not find any love growing for Chet, though, and the closest she came to it was an understanding tolerance for something that appeased him, while never fulfilling her. 
 
    She did begin to bond with the children; especially with Rolletta.  When Chet was working, she often allowed Rolletta to have the pleasure of taking her breast with the feeding hose, gaining her own small pleasure from the closeness.  However, she never did it in front of Chet, because she knew it aroused him, and he assumed his daughter had been weaned to accept the hose alone. 
 
    In the long run, Callie discovered that Chet got his way in more ways than one.  She finally announced to him that she was with child, hoping this would prevent his ever needing drive to bring about that condition in her.  She was proven wrong.  Instead, it made little difference to him.  Chet informed her she still must fulfill her duty as a wife. When she complained, he became even more demanding, as though he wished to punish her for trying to reject him. 
 
    Callie stood near the front door, looking out in the yard at Chet working with one of his cutting horses.  She was beginning to despise him in the same way she had when she first married him.  She had tried it his way.  She even endeavored to be understanding of his need to use her body at every opportunity.  Now she believed there was something seriously wrong with him that made him constantly want his pleasures met, the moment they came upon him. 
 
    In the beginning, she reasoned it was his need to have another son, but she soon came to the conclusion that it was more than just wishing her to be carrying a child.   
 
    The cattle drive was about to take place, and soon Cooper and the drovers, Chet hired to drive his cattle to market, would show up.  Secretly, she wished that he would merely fall from his horse and be trampled to death by the cattle.  Only if that actually happened, she would not have any means of support, so it was better if Chet remained alive.  No matter how she looked at it, she would have to struggle, one way or the other.  Once the baby was born, she was sure he would start working on the next one; demanding she give him more sons.   If she didn’t have a son this time, he would be even more insistent.  It was like an obsession with him, she decided, and wondered what demons urged him on? 
 
    It was getting close to her time, and she was looking forward to Chet’s leaving, so she would not have to deal with him or his constant needs.  This was the second cattle drive, Chet was about to take since they got married.  He left for the first one, a year earlier.  She had welcomed the reprieve, the last time he left her for several weeks, taking the Cattle to Kansas, where he could get a higher price of over twenty dollars for each head, instead of the eight dollars he would receive if he took them in San Antonio to sell.  However, even though it was farther away, he didn’t have to pay his hired help much more, than he would have, had they taken the herd to San Antonio, which gave him a decent profit after all was said and done.   
 
    At the end of her reprieve, when Chet returned, back then, it was as though he had to make up for lost time.  He would even pull her into the barn, if she was passing by, or drag her out to lay her in the grass, so he could ravage her. 
 
    She began to resent it, when she saw him looking at her with an intent glint in his eye, knowing his objective, which was no longer a nightly, or morning routine any longer.  As her time came closer, she began to beg off, and there were several times he relented. 
 
    Her first assessment of him, and the way he had treated Rolletta proved to be correct, if he had treated Rolletta, in the same manner, he was behaving toward her now, she decided.  She knew that he intended her to remain with a baby inside her, in between each new birth, if he could possibly bring it about.   His greedy lust for sons, combined with his lust of the body, would never diminish, she feared.  She would end up dying in childbirth herself, she thought.  Then he would find a new wife to put through similar misery. 
 
    Callie lifted her head and looked beyond where Chet was working his horse.  There was a cloud of dust in the distance.  She wondered if it was Cooper and the cowhands that would help Chet drive the cattle to market, arriving early.  She didn’t think they had planned to leave today, though.  All she knew was that there were several riders in the distance, coming straight for Chet’s ranch. 
 
    As they got closer, she took in her breath.  She could see the painted faces, the feathers waving in the wind, the fierceness of their expressions, and then one face grabbed her, as it brought back memories of that frightening face that haunted her dreams.  She knew the face belonged to him!  Her dreams had been predicting this moment in time long before she ever came to this ranch, and she feared it meant the end of her. 
 
    Frantically, Callie started calling for the children, gathering them into the house.  Telling them to come with her into her room, as she barred the door; pushing one of her heavy trunks, which held the material she had been using to make baby clothes with, in front of the door.  As she pushed the trunk in place, she felt a sudden pain rip through her stomach, and she discovered water running down her legs.  Instinctively, she knew the baby was coming, and there would be no way she could stop it. 
 
    She cried out in pain and lowered herself on the bed.  Connor looked at her with frightened eyes.  He knew what was happening.  He had been there when his own mama died after giving birth to his little sister.  He rushed forward and grabbed her hand. 
 
    “Don’t worry, mama, if you don’t have a boy, I won’t let you die!” 
 
    Rolletta looked at him strangely.  Why would he say that she wondered?  Maybe he thought that having a baby girl was what killed his mother.  “I am going to be just fine,” she promised, but she knew she was lying to him.  
 
    The pains were too strong and there were savage Indians surrounding the house.  She could hear their yapping.  They were all going to die; she shuddered inside, as she squeezed against Connor’s hand.  The rest of the children cowered in one corner across the room, all staring at the door. 
 
    She glanced out the window when she heard a shot fired, and tried to sit up, to see what was happening outside.  It was then that she saw Chet, sprawled on the ground with a rifle in his hand, and an arrow through his back.  Her thoughts were jerked back to earlier when she had wished Chet would fall off of his horse and get trampled.  She was certain her very wish had caused Chet’s death, and she felt abhorred at herself for having dared to wish for Chet’s demise. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    “Chayton!”  Clenoa cried, “you have come!” 
 
    Chayton, meaning Falcon, hugged Dove to him.  His hand automatically went to her swollen belly where their child grew.  It had been several moons since he had been able to hold his wife to him.  She had insisted on visiting her mother, who was Kiowa and lived at another camp, from the Comanche, which Chayton belonged to.  
 
     The Kiowa and Comanche were close friends, and it had been during winter camp, when the two tribes set up their village along the same river, that Chayton and Clenoa had met.  Now he looked at his wife lovingly, realizing how much he had missed her while she was at her mother’s village, being instructed on the future birth of their child. 
 
    He had brought several friends with him, to accompany her back to the hills where the Comanche were settled farther west from the Kiowa village, her mother belonged to.  There were rumors that the Osage were in the area, and they were bitter enemies of the Kiowa and Comanche.  Many years earlier, when Islandman was still Chief of the Kiowa, the Osage had wiped out an entire village of the Kiowa.  Now the two tribes were ever on the watch for future attacks by the Osage. 
 
    Although there were dangers in bringing his wife back to his own village, Chayton needed Clenoa by his side.  He wanted his new child to be born near his own village and raised the same as he had been in all the customs of the Comanche. 
 
    “We will have to leave soon,” Chayton told Clenoa.  I have brought, several braves with me.  My closest, trusted friend Chogan, Noconah, Avonaco, Bidziil, Chitto, Demathi, and Elan, are all with me,” he smiled. 
 
    “Then we shall have a splendid procession,” Clenoa laughed.  “My sister has made me a cradleboard for the baby,” she exclaimed.  “It was to show her love for me and my new child.  Mother has made me a pouch to preserve the navel in, once it falls from the infant.  It is in the shape of a turtle, and has very lovely beadwork on it.” 
 
    “I am happy you could be with your family,” Chayton grinned.  “For now, we must return to my family, before the tribe moves their camp and head towards better hunting grounds.  That is why we must not waste any time,” he informed her.  “It is several moons ride to our village, as you well know, and with Osage afoot, I won’t feel happy until we are safe within our own village.” 
 
    Clenoa put her arms around Chayton, giving him a long, welcoming kiss.   
 
    “I am happy you are here, husband,” she whispered. 
 
    Chayton picked up the cradleboard and placed it on his own back.  He helped Clenoa upon her pony and signaled for his friends to follow.  Clenoa waved, sadly, to her mother, father, and sister, but she was excited to get back to their familiar wigwam, where she could hold Chayton in her arms, as before.  Soon they would have a little papoose, he was hoping for a future brave, and she, only being happy to have Chayton’s child.  Her time for delivery was near, and she was anxious to get it over with. 
 
    The small band rode out, headed in the direction of Chayton’s village.   Chayton and Chogan rode with Clenoa between them, while two braves rode ahead, and the rest rode behind, their eyes and ears alert for danger.  They wore painted faces, and bright war costumes, to warn all other warriors from any other tribe, who may chance to come near, that they were experienced warriors, and to tamper with them, would be risking danger. 
 
    They boasted coup feathers, fastened to their long flowing hair, as well as their horse’s manes and bridles.  It indicated that they had been fierce in battle and had humiliated the enemy, and in some cases, taken scalps. 
 
    They all rode tall and proud, all knowing they were capable of protecting Clenoa from danger, but the sooner they reached their tribe, the less anxious they would feel.  Therefore, it came as a total surprise, when they discovered that a large band of Osage, were riding towards them.  Noconah and Avonaco did not have enough time to sufficiently warn the others before they were overtaken by the band of blood-thirsty Osage.  The group had fresh scalps tied to their saddles, which indicated they had just raided an enemy. 
 
    Chayton knew who their enemy was, and his village was the closest to the area, in the direction from whence they came.  He knew they were returning from a raid on his own village, and both groups were surprised to run into each other.  However, his small band was no match to the large band, which was riding at a full gallop towards them now.   
 
    Their only hope was to escape, and since their horses were fresher than their enemy’s horses, they were able to keep far enough ahead of them, except for the fact that Clenoa, being heavy with child, was having a hard time keeping up.  Chayton was forced to fall back, in order to help her through, and both, he and Chogan tried to shelter her, as she made efforts to remain seated on her pony, while it sped forward. 
 
    Chayton heard Clenoa gasp, as an arrow whizzed past both Chogan and himself, making its mark in Clenoa’s back. 
 
    “No!” Chayton cried, as he turned and began shooting arrows back at the advancing group.  The other’s stopped short, and joined their brothers, to fight to the death, if necessary, but at the last moment, the Osage band turned, and took off, away from the small group.  The Osage had decided to allow them to escape, as they whooped and yapped, shaking their fists and weapons at their enemy, in their own elation.  They had shamed a warrior by killing his wife, who was plainly carrying a child.  Perhaps that was all the glory they were seeking. 
 
    Chayton started to follow after them, but Chogan called him back.  
 
    “Tend to your wife,” he called.  “You can hunt them down later.” 
 
    Chayton knew Chogan was right, but the rage was so great within him; he could barely stop himself from shaking with his hatred of the Osage. 
 
    Clenoa was still clinging to the mane of her horse, gasping for breath, as Chayton gently lifted her down.  He could tell by the depth of the arrow, there was little hope of removing the arrow, and it would ultimately cause her death. 
 
    “Clenoa,” Chayton moaned.  “I love you, Clenoa.” 
 
    “Don’t let our child die,” she whispered back.  “If I die, take it from my belly, and give it life in my stead.” 
 
    Chayton buried his head against Clenoa’s neck, sobbing, knowing she didn’t have long to live, and there was nothing he could do about it.  He placed his hand on her stomach and could feel the unborn child kicking, as though it wished to be set free.  It was so close to her day of delivery, perhaps the child could live, if he was able to cut it from her, but how would he feed it?  It was not as simple as removing the babe from its mother.  He would have to continue to keep it alive once that happened. 
 
    As he agonized over the thought, he felt Clenoa go limp in his arms.  He knew there was no time to lose, before the baby died, along with its mother.  He did not stop to think about it.  He drew his knife, and cut open the belly of his beloved wife, lifting the child from the womb, praying he had not waited too long.  A moment later, the child was giving a weak cry, but that was only the beginning of his efforts to save his child. 
 
    It was a young boy-child, whom he named Tsahle-ee Jogul, which meant little man.  Chayton looked upon his dead wife’s face, knowing all his happiness had died with her.  Now the only part of her he had left, was his son.  He would have to find a way to feed the infant, but how? 
 
    Then Chayton remembered a cattle ranch, not far off the beaten path from the direction they had come.  Surely, there would be a cow there he could talk the owner into trading to him.  It was his only hope.  He wrapped his new-born in the soft blanket that was in the cradleboard and placed him in the cradleboard, fastening it on Chogan’s back. 
 
    “Ride toward our village with my son.  I will go to find a cow, or goat to use for milk, to feed him.  I will take the others with me, and we will catch up with you as soon as possible.” 
 
    Chogan nodded, and swung upon his pony’s back, with his precious cargo.  Chayton left Noconah to wrap his wife in her blanket and prepare her for her afterlife, and then follow them to the ranch, when he had finished.  He galloped off with the rest of the band back towards the ranch, where he hoped to trade Clenoa’s horse for a cow. 
 
    The Comanche and Kiowa had promised the Government men, that they would stop raiding people along the great road they called the Santa Fe Trail, but these ranches were farther south from the great road, and he didn’t plan to raid the ranch.  He merely intended to take a cow, either by trade or however else he could get it. 
 
    When the ranch came into view, the band could see a lone man working a horse, and a woman, standing in the doorway of the house, watching him.  The moment they approached, the man lifted his rifle out of the pouch on his horse’s saddle, while the woman called to some children, playing in the yard, and went into the house with them. 
 
    Chayton held his hand up in a friendly greeting, as he approached the man, who was glaring at the group, atop his horse, with his rifle pointed at them. 
 
    “We come in peace,” Chayton stated.   
 
    His English was good because both the Comanche and Kiowa had been dealing with the white government men for several years now. 
 
    “I don’t much care,” the man stated.  “I want you off my land.” 
 
    “We only desire to trade for a milk cow,” Chayton informed him. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter, I only have one milk cow, and I am not giving it up.” 
 
    “I have an infant son, who has lost his mother.  I need milk, so he can survive until I can get him to my village.” 
 
    “That’s your problem, not mine.  One less heathen in this world would suit me fine.” 
 
    “I am willing to trade you one of our horses for the cow,” Chayton stated, pulling Clenoa’s horse forward, which he had been leading. 
 
    “Don’t need any Indian ponies,” Chet scowled.  “I got plenty of my own horses, which are better than any wild pony you can offer me.” 
 
    “I need the cow!” Chayton bellowed, starting to lose his temper. 
 
    “Well, you can’t have it,” Chet responded.  “If I were you, I would just turn your group around and hightail it out of here,” he added, lifting his rifle higher and aiming it at Chayton. 
 
    “I need the cow!”  Chayton said again, firmly. 
 
    “You ain’t getting’ it,” Chet said, as he pulled the trigger, only at the moment he pulled the trigger, his horse sidestepped, causing him to miss his target, and a second later, an arrow was whizzing in his direction. 
 
    Chet had seen the brave, loading his bow, before he fired his rifle, and when the shot missed, he turned to escape the heathen’s arrow, merely to be shot in the back, causing him to tumble from his horse, and sprawl upon the ground. 
 
    Chayton stepped over him with his own horse, and told his braves to find the cow, and take the rest of the cattle as well.  He was so angry, at the arrogance of the man that he decided, he would not only take the cattle, but he would take the man’s family and anything else he wanted.  He and two of his group headed for the house. 
 
    Chayton could hear a woman screaming in one of the rooms.  It wasn’t a scream of fright.  It was a scream of pain, and now he recalled, that when he had glanced up at the woman standing in the doorway when they arrived, that she looked like she was heavy with child. 
 
    He tried the knob on the door, but even though it turned, something was barring the door, to keep him from entering.  He called to Bidziil and Elan to help him force the door open. 
 
    Chayton and his friends, managed to force the obstacle loose, which had been barring the door.  His eyes widened, as he stepped into the room.  There was a woman, lying in the bed, and it looked to him as though she was in the middle of delivering an infant.  Several children were huddled in the corner.  He swooped into the room, pulled the children from the corner, and passed them to his companions. 
 
    “Take the children, and the cattle, and head back after Chogan.  I will catch up with you as soon as I can. 
 
    Chayton turned and looked at the frightened face of the woman on the bed.  Then he was at her side, kneeling down, knowing that he had something better than a milk cow to preserve his son’s life. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    Now Callie could hear the Indians in the other part of the house, tipping things over, and talking loudly among themselves, as she lay shivering on the bed, in pain and fear.  Slowly, the handle of the door rattled, as someone tried to open the door.  At first, they merely kept turning the handle.  Callie cringed, when, suddenly, there was a loud thud, as the door was forced open, pushing the trunk aside. 
 
    A piercing scream rose up in Callie’s throat, as the haunting face of her dreams hovered over her, with that same menacing glare that had frightened her from the beginning.  The fearful scream was taken over by a painful shriek as her stomach ripped with uncontrollable agony.  She could feel something between her legs, and she pulled her skirt back to discover a wrinkled, wet face, staring up at her, almost looking as shocked as she was feeling. 
 
    Immediately, the Indian stepped forward, pushed the children from the room, calling something out to his companions, and closed the door.  Next, he was kneeling beside her bed, intent on watching the child emerging from her. 
 
    Chayton watched in wonder, as the woman gave birth to her child.  He had never witnessed such an event.  Even if Clenoa had given natural birth, he could not attend her.  He would have waited outside a thicket, where she chose to give birth until the ordeal was over.  Her mother had instructed her as to what she was to do, before and after the child was born, and Clenoa had described it to him, while they journeyed together.  He didn’t think this woman knew what to expect, though, as he could read the fear in her eyes, whether it was fear of him or fear concerning the birth of her child, he wasn’t sure. 
 
    A moment later, the savage was drawing his knife, and Callie whimpered in fright, thinking he was going to slaughter her child.  Instead, he was cutting the cord, taking a tie from his braid, and putting it around the cord, then bringing the baby girl to her, pulling the front of her dress open and placing the child against her breast.  After that, he seemed to be busying himself with taking care of the aftermath of the birth. 
 
    The strange heathen left, taking a soiled blanket with him that he had wrapped something in.  Callie was strangely aware of the quietness around her.  All the Indians had apparently, left.  She could not hear the children either.  She wondered if they had been killed or taken away.  She started to tremble in her bed, as her new daughter eagerly nursed against her.  
 
    The Indian returned, looking down intently at her, seeming engrossed with the way her child was sucking against her.  Her thoughts darted to the way Chet always looked at her if Rolletta needed to be encouraged to take the milk hose, by her offering her breast to the baby.  She feared what the Indian might do, and she cowered, as she continued to feed her newborn. 
 
    The intruder grabbed up a baby blanket from the crib that was still beside the bed, waiting to hold its new occupant, and wrapped it around the child in Callie’s arms. 
 
    “Hau em foihyom dau?” he murmured. 
 
    She merely stared at him, thinking how strange his language sounded. 
 
    “I ask how you are doing,” he said softly,  “Because I must take you with me, I need to know if you are able to travel.  Once I bring you to my people, it would be best if you learn our words.  Not many of us speak your language.” 
 
    “Why are you taking me?” she asked, relieved that he could speak English. 
 
    “I need you.  Your man is dead.  My braves have taken your cattle.  You will die if you stay here, with no one to care for you.” 
 
    “Why can’t I just go home?” Callie asked. 
 
    “I thought this was your home,” he said looking puzzled. 
 
    “This is my husband’s home.  It used to be my sister’s home, but she died.  The children that were in the room with me are my sister’s children.  I lived in Pennsylvania before I came here.  If you let me go, I will take my sister’s children and return to Pennsylvania.  What have you done with the children?” 
 
    “I do not know of that place.  You will come with me.  Your children are safe.  I need you to come with me now.” 
 
    “Why do you need me to come with you?” Callie asked, starting to feel frightened. 
 
    “You are now my servant.  I have a son you must feed, along with your daughter. The Osage attacked me and the warriors I am with.  My wife was traveling with us from a neighboring tribe.  My wife was killed.  I had to cut the child from her belly to save it.  We came looking for a cow to milk, but your husband would not let us come near.  He threatened us with his rifle. We had to kill him.  A baby needs mother’s milk.  I have watched other babies die when given goat’s milk.  My son’s life hangs by a thread, so I must take you to him.” 
 
    “Don’t you have any women in your village that can feed your baby?”  Callie wanted to know. 
 
    “My people live up in the hills.  I believe the Osage, attacked my village.  They have probably moved our camp by now if they have survived.  The Osage were returning from attacking them when they crossed our path.  After they had killed my wife, they left us without a fight, knowing the humiliation they caused me.  I was supposed to protect my wife.  They want me to suffer from my shame.” 
 
    The pain in the Indian’s eyes touched Callie in a strange way, as he told his story.  His features stiffened, and she could no longer see any expression on his face. 
 
    “Once they had departed, and I was able to save my son, I left him with a trusted friend, while we rode here, knowing we could find cattle on this ranch.  My friend is already headed back to find the rest of our people, on the chance, we could not find a cow.  Now I have found you.  It is only a day’s ride back to where we left my son.  A day has already passed, and my son has nothing to sustain him. The journey to where our tribe hides is much farther.  Now my son will have a chance to survive.” 
 
    Hastily, the strange Indian wrapped Callie in the spread from the bed, picked her up, as she clung to her child, carried her out to his horse, setting her sideways on its back, and swung up behind her.  His strong arm held her firmly, as he spurred his horse into a gallop, catching up with the rest of his band.  
 
    Chayton could not believe his good fortune, at finding the woman.  As he held her in front of him, on his horse, he wished it was his own wife he was cradling.  Her arms were wrapped around her new daughter.  He knew how frightened she felt, but there was no time to waste.  She would have no choice.  He had to bring her with him, and he could not very well leave her children, on their own to die, once she was taken, he justified himself. 
 
    Callie could see Chet’s cattle being herded by the Indians as they approached.  Everything that Chet had lived for was being taken away in one fell swoop.  If he had given the Indians the milk cow, he probably would have been able to keep the rest of his cattle, she thought, despising Chet for his stubbornness.  Now he was dead, and she didn’t even have the cattle for the drovers to take to market for her, even if she managed to escape.  
 
    Once they reached the group, a few of them separated from the others who were herding the cattle, all kicking their horses into a gallop as well.  Callie could see that each one of her sister’s children was divided among the group, who joined them.  Each child was held in front of their captor on their horses, as they began galloping alongside the savage who had taken her, throwing up sod in their wake.   
 
    The urgency was felt by all involved.  She realized that the life of this heathen’s son was all that really mattered to him, and he expected her to play her part in helping his son survive, just as they had expected Chet to give up one of his cows. 
 
    She was, strangely, rescued from Chet’s demands, only to be subjected to becoming a servant, or rather a wet nurse, to this heathen.  She thought about how the face she had seen hovering above the gas lamp had frightened her.  Now she knew why it had frightened her so.  She wondered how many other demands he would force upon her, once his son was out of danger, and he could use one of his own people to feed his infant.  
 
    Over the last year, or so, she had been ravished regularly by her so-called husband, so the thought did not alarm her as much as it would have, had she harbored any love for Chet.  It seemed she was being tossed out of the frying pan into the fire, she told herself with a shiver. 
 
    The band rode relentlessly on, never stopping for any reason, either to eat or rest.  Callie was amazed at the stamina of their horses, and the braves.  From time to time, she could hear the children whimpering calling out for water or food, but not even the riders gave themselves that simple luxury.  Instead, they pushed forward. 
 
    Callie’s newborn child was the only one who could satisfy her thirst, as Callie offered her a breast whenever she woke up and cried.  The blanket, her child was wrapped in, absorbed the infant’s waste, and even though Callie had the constant urge to empty her own bladder, she was not given the opportunity. 
 
    A few hours before sunset, they caught up with a lone Indian on a horse, with a cradleboard on his back.  When he saw them coming, he turned his horse and met them half-way. 
 
    Immediately, Callie’s captor, swung off of his horse, lifting Callie down as well, and placing her on the ground with the spread still wrapped around her.  As the other Indian dismounted, her captor took the cradleboard from his friend’s back.  Eagerly, he reached in for his son, as his friend held the cradleboard, revealing a small bundle, wrapped in what appeared to be an Indian blanket. 
 
    The baby was crying weakly, and Callie’s heart went out to him.  The Indian placed his own son in Callie’s arms while taking her daughter up into his.  Callie hesitated, as she looked down upon the crying infant in her arms, and then glanced up into those dark brooding eyes, that made her recall her nightmares of his face, hovering over her. 
 
    She pressed the new foreign infant against her breast, and the crying stopped.  When she did that all the Indians started whooping and laughing.  They let the children down from their horses, and then all sat in a circle around her, watching her nurse the child. 
 
    Chayton, looked into the face of the infant he held in his arms, so different from his own son, not only because it was a female, but because she was light skinned, and had curly flaxen hair like her mother, with light blue eyes. 
 
    The woman glanced up at him, holding her baby, and his heart took a strange tumble.  There was something about the woman that drew him, even as he mourned his own wife’s death. 
 
      The children all stood, looking frightened, but Connor came over to Callie and took her hand. 
 
    “You didn’t die,” he whispered.  “I prayed he wouldn’t kill you.  God saved you.” 
 
    “Yes,” Callie said.  “God saved me,” but she wondered if she was really saved after all? 
 
    Connor refused to leave her side, now that the children were free to wander wherever they pleased.  The Indians were not paying much attention to what the children were doing, but they laughed over the way little Rolletta toddled around, grabbing at things and examining anything she came in contact with.  They seemed to enjoy watching Callie nurse their friend’s infant, along with watching the children.  Callie was amazed that they were smiling and trying to entertain the children, in spite of the fact the girls were hesitant to interact with them.  Ina tried to keep track of Rolletta, and followed her around because Connor, who usually watched Rolletta, remained next to Callie. 
 
    The braves finally rose from the circle, and were giving the children jerky meat, and offering them water from their pouches.  They didn’t look in any big hurry to go anywhere now. 
 
    “We will camp down along the river here until the others come,” her captor informed her. “What name do you go by?” 
 
    “Callie,” she murmured. 
 
    “I am called Chayton.  It means Falcon.  I will call you, On-thoe-gyah, which means Kindness.  You are showing great kindness in caring for my son.” 
 
    “But you forced me to come,” Callie pointed out. 
 
    Chayton shrugged.  He knew she was right, but he felt he would not be drawn to her so much if she wasn’t kind. 
 
    “I see kindness in your eyes when you look upon my child.  I am sorry I had to take you.  Your children are with you.  You will be cared for.  No one will harm you.  I will do all I can to return your kindness,” he told her. 
 
    Nonetheless, Callie thought the only way he could return her kindness, was to let her go, so she could return to her family, only she knew he would not allow that.  At least, not, until he had someone else to care for his child.  This made Callie hope that once they reached his people, he would let her go.  She gave him a weak smile. 
 
    “After you are finished, we will move closer to the river.  There we can bathe and make a camp until the rest of my companions join us,” he informed her.  I will send my braves out to hunt, so we will eat well tonight.” 
 
    Chayton said something to the others, in his own language, and they all swung up on their horses and rode away.  
 
    As Callie finished feeding the, now contented child, Chayton took it from her arms, handing her baby back to her.  He placed his child in the cradleboard again and put it on his back. 
 
    “Come.  We will go down to the river now,” he informed her, and Callie managed to get to her feet; the spread draped from her shoulders. Connor clung tightly to her hand, while the other children following close behind. 
 
    When they reached the river, Chayton placed his baby in the cradleboard, leaning it against the trunk of a tree, which sprouted up from the soft grass.  His horse had followed him as they walked to the river shore.  He took the small shoulder blanket he had, flung over his shoulder and handed it to Callie. 
 
    “Wrap your child in this blanket, and I will take the other to wash it in the river and hang it on a tree to dry.” 
 
    She took the blanket from him and handed him the soiled blanket.   
 
    “Lay her beside my son,” he encouraged, “and come down to the river and bathe. 
 
    Callie did as he asked her, fastening the front of her dress that had been open earlier, in order for her to nurse his baby.  She told Connor to stay and watch the babies, while she followed Chayton down to the river. 
 
    The dress she wore was old and faded.  It had once belonged to Rolletta, and she wondered if Rolletta was looking down on her now, worrying what was going to happen to her children.  She had no petticoat since it was easier to work about the house without her skirt being held out from her by the ruffled material. 
 
    Chayton glanced at her. 
 
    “You can bathe now,” he informed her, as he knelt down and started washing out the blanket. 
 
    Callie hesitated, but Chet had already degraded her to the point where having to disrobe in front of this heathen was not as shocking, as it would have been otherwise.  She knew he would not harm her, for the simple reason, he needed her, and she believed him when he had told her she was safe. 
 
    Chayton glanced up, as Callie waded out into the river.  His eyes were riveted upon her alabaster white skin, as she moved gracefully, into the water.  He had never seen such beauty before.  The sight of a nude woman had seldom grabbed him this way since the tribe often bathed together.  But this nude woman was different.  There was a strength about her, that attracted him, and yet also, he could see an innocence that had been damaged somehow.  She did not show modesty, in the way most white women did.  However, she emanated a strange purity, he was trying to understand. 
 
    She turned her head, glancing over her shoulder at him, and he lowered his head again, trying to focus on the job he had at hand. 
 
    When Callie finished bathing, she returned to shore and pulled her dress on again, busying herself by fastening up the buttons.  Chayton was occupied hanging the blanket on a branch of a tree, but she saw him turn and look at her.  Their eyes caught for one long moment before he spoke. 
 
    “Tell the children to gather wood, so I can build a fire,” he instructed her. 
 
    The unusual spell was broken, and Callie did as he asked her. The children happily complied.  They were used to doing chores at the ranch since Chet liked to keep them busy.  As they were gathering the wood Callie sat next to the babies and watched Rolletta toddling about, picking wildflowers, and tearing the petals off of them.  She lifted her head and noticed that Chayton was pulling his buckskin leggings, fringed shirt, and breechcloth off, in order to bathe himself.   
 
    She found herself watching him as he moved, commandingly into the water, his strong, dark back facing her.  She couldn’t help but admire his masculine form, thinking how she had never been attracted to Chet or the way he looked when his clothes were off because she knew what it meant when Chet removed his clothes. 
 
    Now she actually felt intrigued by Chayton’s well shaped, bronze colored body, and the way the water was glistening off of his muscles beneath the slowly setting sun.  He dunked his head, and then came up, slinging water from his hair, spraying droplets in all directions.  The way the sun reflected off of the water as it fell around him, made the scene seem unreal, as though he was in one of those glass balls, which when turned upside down showered sparkles around the setting inside.  It made Callie take in her breath.   
 
    As he came back up out of the river, facing her, his eyes caught hers, and she could detect a slight smile playing at the corners of his previously stern mouth when her eyes involuntarily swept over his lower anatomy.  It changed his features in such a way, that Callie realized he was actually a handsome looking man, as far as Indian’s went, she told herself.  She noticed several long white scars across his chest, and wondered how he got them?   
 
    Callie observed Chayton unabashedly, remembering all the times Chet had insisted she looked at him, or touched him, and she had averted her eyes, or pulled away, at the time, feeling degraded by his demands.  She couldn’t understand why she did not avert her eyes now, as she took in every curve of his muscular form. 
 
    Maybe it was because he had helped her bring her baby into the world, that it gave her a strange bond with this wild man who looked so frightening, yet had been gentle with her when he stepped forward and took over when she needed someone the most. 
 
    She thought about how he had cut his own child free from his wife’s body and realized how hard that must have been for him to have to cut the body of the person he loved, in order to save his son.  She felt the same strange pity reaching out to him, as she had felt for his child when he handed it to her to nurse. 
 
    Chayton stood there, motionless, staring at her, as she boldly returned his fixed stare.  He was captured by the brashness of Callie‘s appraisal of him, as he walked up, out of the river.  She showed no shyness, and yet, there was something vulnerable about her that sparked his interest.  Chayton felt a great need to protect this white woman, only he wasn’t sure what she needed protecting from unless it was himself?  He slowly bent down and picked up his clothes, as their eyes continued to lock, while he started to get dressed. 
 
    Chayton could not understand why he felt so unsure of himself around the woman.  He merely needed her to feed his child, but something deep within himself, told him, it was more than just that.  He had helped her give birth to her infant.  Something about doing that seemed to change him.   
 
    The way she had been looking at him, when he returned from the river, stirred him in a way he wasn’t used to.  Only the love of his wife had stirred him like that before.  This very discovery troubled him.  He loved Clenoa too much to have another woman take her place in his thoughts.  So why did the thought of this white woman move him so much? 
 
    The children had piled the wood up and Chayton distracted himself by making a fire ring with rocks, calling the children to help him gather the rocks to use.  Callie watched him as he interacted with the children, so unlike the way Chet used to order the children around.  This strange savage seemed to make a game out of what the children were doing, and always patted them on the head when they had done a good job.  Then he was kneeling over the wood, starting the fire with his knife and flint, as the children watched on with curious faces. 
 
    Eventually, Connor came and sat down by Callie, after the fire got started. 
 
    “Where are they taking us?” he wanted to know. 
 
    “To their village,” Callie told him. 
 
    “Are we going to become Indians now?” he asked. 
 
    “Maybe they will let us go, once there is someone to take care of Chayton’s baby.  Then I will take all of you home with me to where your mother used to live before she married your father.” 
 
    “In the city?” he wanted to know. 
 
    “Yes,” Callie informed him. 
 
    “I don’t want to live in the city.  Why can’t we go back to our ranch?” 
 
    “The Indians took all the cattle.  There would be no way to earn money if we returned there,” Callie pointed out. 
 
    “Papa kept money hidden in a can.  You could buy more cattle,” Connor insisted. 
 
    “Do you know where the can is?” she asked, feeling her heart lift, thinking that if Chayton let them go, she could use the money to pay for their fair back to Pennsylvania. 
 
    “It’s buried behind the house.  He said he was going to make a big beautiful house for us with the money, but he never did.” 
 
    “Well, if we ever get out of this fix, we will just have to dig that can up,” Callie smiled.  
 
    Connor smiled at the woman who looked so much like his mother.  He had begun thinking of her as his mother, and a love for her had kindled up in his heart.  Now they shared a secret together, which made Connor feel all the closer to her.  He snuggled up against to her, and Callie put her arm around his shoulder, as they watched Chayton tending to the fire. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    The braves returned, bringing a small antelope, which they hung in a tree, and started to skin and gut.  The children watched wide-eyed, even though they had witnessed their father butchering cattle before.  The group smiled and joked with one another, as they attached the carcass to a wooden spike, Chayton had fashioned, which was placed on two forked branches he had pounded into the ground, on either side of the fire pit.  When the braves were finished, they all headed down to the river.  The Indians called the children to follow, discarding their clothes along the way, encouraging the children to do the same, and then all of them splashed into the river. 
 
    Callie watched as the men splashed and played in the water with the children, and she had to smile to herself.  It was so seldom she actually saw the children having fun, without Chet interrupting it.  She sat with Rolletta in her lap, as she rocked her because Rolletta seemed listless and tired.   
 
    Callie had been worried about Rolletta lately, thinking she may be coming down with something.  She felt the child’s head, and even though it seemed a little warm, she decided it was because Rolletta had been playing in the hot sun.  Callie just attributed it to that, because otherwise, the youngest of her sister’s children, seldom complained and seemed happy enough.  
 
    Callie’s niece laid her curly blond head against Callie’s shoulder, as Callie patted her back. Even though Rolletta was really not her daughter, Callie had been the only mother the child had ever known, other than the wet nurse she had for the first few months of her life.  
 
     Callie thought how Rolletta’s hair contrasted so much with the dark fuzz of Chayton’s son’s thick black downy hair.  All the other children also had blond hair like their mother, and Callie was glad that her daughter had not inherited Chet’s dark hair because she would ever be reminded of him, and the way he had always pawed her.  She was embarrassed to have called him her husband.  She did not mourn the loss of him.  Consequently, she now had other problems to deal with. 
 
    The children came back up with the Indians, and got dressed, as the aroma of the cooking meat filled the air.  It appeared the children did not seem as frightened of their captors as they had at first.  In fact, they had acted more frightened of Chet, than they now acted among these dark, mysterious people. 
 
    The paint from the braves’ faces, had been washed away in the river, and now they looked more civilized than they had when they first came intruding upon Chet’s ranch.  The one, who had cared for Chayton’s baby, came and squatted next to Callie, looking down at the two infants, so opposite to each other, laying side by side under the tree. 
 
    He smiled broadly at Callie and then reached his hand taking a fist full of her long hair, gazing at it with great interest. 
 
    “Doke kiah fega dau qi,” he murmured. 
 
    Callie pulled her hair out of his fingers, thinking of how the Indians often scalped people. 
 
    “He tells you that you have a beautiful soul,” Chayton informed her, as he approached. 
 
    “How does he know anything about my soul?” Callie asked in wonder. 
 
    “It is your hair he speaks of.  We believe the soul dwells in our hair.” 
 
    “That’s a strange belief,” Callie muttered, looking askance at the Indian sitting next to her. 
 
    “This is my trusted friend, Chogan.  It is the word for Black Bird.  He watched over my son, while we searched for a cow.  All people of my tribe are expected to help watch over all the children born into our tribe.  They will help watch over your children as well since you are helping me.” 
 
    Callie managed a smile at Chogan. 
 
    “The children seem to trust your braves,” she muttered. 
 
    “They will make sure no harm comes to them.  You will not have to worry about their safety,” Chayton smiled. “Come, the food is ready to eat.” 
 
    The braves gathered around the meat and began cutting pieces off with their knives, handing them to the children, and then taking a piece for themselves.  Chayton cut a piece off for Callie and handed it to her. 
 
    “Rolletta is too young to chew the meat, very well,” Callie pointed out. 
 
    “Then you must chew it for her, and give her little bits,” Chayton instructed her. 
 
    When the braves were through eating their fill, they all started laying their blankets down, which had been used as padding for their wooden saddle frames.  It seemed an easy way to bring their bedding with them, Callie thought.  Each brave took a child to sleep next to him, in order to keep the child warm. 
 
    “I will lie beside you,” Chayton informed Callie.  “We will keep the little ones between us to keep them warm and safe.” 
 
    He spread a blanket out on the ground, placing the babies in the center, and motioned for Callie to lie down, as well.  Chayton lowered himself on the other side of the babies, pulling another blanket over all of them. 
 
    Callie could not sleep.  She felt exhausted, having just given birth, and then ridden all this way shortly afterward, but her mind was working overtime, wondering what would become of her, once they reached Chayton’s village. 
 
    “What tribe do you come from?” she asked softly. 
 
    “We are Comanche.  I am a brave warrior of our tribe.  It is a great honor, and I am much respected.  I am rich, with many horses.  I gave many horses for my wife.  Now I must find a new wife to raise my son and give me more children.” 
 
    His saying that, reminded her of Chet, wanting her to raise his children and give him more boys. 
 
    “I was expected to marry my sister’s husband, in order to raise her children and give Chet more children.  I did not wish to marry him.  Five children were not enough for him because four of them were girls, and he claimed he needed sons.  He wanted many sons.  He demanded I submit to him, for that very reason.  I did not love him, but my parents gave me no other choice but to marry him.  I hope you will be kind to your new wife, once you find her,” she murmured. 
 
    “Was he not kind to you?” Chayton asked. 
 
    “He merely wanted me as his wife so I could give him sons, as though he could actually dictate whether they were boys, or not.  He wanted many sons, so they would work for him on his ranch.  He was not cruel.  He was simply strict and indifferent, demanding to have his way at all times.  As long as I went along with his wishes, he treated me fairly.”   
 
    She gave a little shudder as she thought of Chet and the life she had lived with him up until now, having a hard time believing that it was behind her, and yet the future still held no promises. 
 
    “Our people do not bring more than five children into the world in one family.  We wish to have children, but we must also keep our tribes small enough so it is easier to move from hunting ground to hunting ground.  We can only control so many people at a time.  Also, we do not wish to use up what Earth Mother has given us to survive on.  I will be kind to my new wife.  I will only choose a mate who can love me and wishes to give me more children.” 
 
    Their conversation was interrupted by Chayton’s son crying, and he lifted the child up and placed it in Callie’s arms. 
 
    “He needs to be fed,” Chayton murmured. 
 
    Callie exposed her breast, so she could feed his child, and the small mouth latched onto her. 
 
    “What do you call him?” she asked, as the baby nursed enthusiastically. 
 
    “Tsahle-ee Jogul.  It means Little Man.  What do you call your daughter?” he asked in return. 
 
    “I have not chosen a name yet,” she shrugged. 
 
    “I shall call her P’ee-shan.  It means little sister.  She will be like a little sister to Tsahle-ee Jogul.  And you will be like their mother.  A Khaw khaw.” 
 
    “I had never intended to be a mother, and then all of a sudden I became a mother to my sister’s children.  I didn’t want a husband, yet now, I have a child with a husband I despised.  Now you expect me to be a mother to your son until we reach your village.” 
 
    “I can see that your sister’s children all love you.  Especially the oldest boy, you call Connor.  He seems very attached to you.” 
 
    “He thought I was going to die like his mother died in childbirth when I had my own baby.  He has been through a lot, losing his mother, and now his father.” 
 
    “I am sorry we had to kill your husband.  The Comanche, along with the Kiowa, have promised the white leaders not to raid the ranches along the great road, but your ranch was not on the great road.  I was desperate to have milk for my son.  I did not know you were having a child.  Even if I had known, I am sure your husband would never have allowed you to come with us to assist feeding my son, since he refused to let us trade for a mere cow.” 
 
    Callie thought about Chet, lying dead in the yard.  No one had bothered to bury him, and it made her feel sad, because, at one point, Rolletta must have loved him.  She tried to put it out of her memory. 
 
    “After we get to your village, and you find someone else to feed your baby, will you let us free?” Callie asked hopefully. 
 
    “Where would you go?  There is no one to care for you on your ranch.” 
 
    “I would go back to my family in Pennsylvania,” she insisted. “I told you that was where I wish to be.” 
 
    Chayton didn’t say anything.  The thought of allowing this intriguing woman to walk away from him was something he did not want to dwell on.  He felt a need to have her near him, and he wasn’t ready to give up that need or think about giving it up in the future. Instead, he took his son from her arms and handed Callie her daughter. 
 
    “The rest of my band should arrive tomorrow, and then we can travel on to my village if we can discover where they are camping now.  If not, we will have to stay at the old camp, and I will send out one of my braves to search for the new village,” he told her, evading her question.  “There is no way to know when there will be someone to take over feeding my child.” 
 
    She was thinking he had no intentions of ever letting her, and Rolletta’s children go.  If that was the case, she would have to discover a way to escape, she determined, once she knew someone was caring for Chayton’s son. 
 
    When she finished feeding P’ee-shan, she placed her next to Tsahle-ee Jogul.   She decided to use the name Chayton had given her daughter since she had not chosen a name for yet.  Callie tried to close her eyes, making an effort to block everything from her mind.  She wondered what would become of her. 
 
    Callie thought about how her mother had said she would thank her for making her marry Chet.  How wrong her mother had been, and now she was destined to become a temporary mother for a wild heathen’s baby. 
 
    Eventually, she slept, and when she woke in the morning, she saw the braves and the children eating some of the left-over meat.  Then the braves started playing games with the children, kicking around a leather pouch, and chasing after it.   
 
    Callie saw that Rolletta was still sleeping.  She fed both infants and then went to get the blanket Chayton had washed, to exchange it for the one he had replaced it with, so she could now wash it.  She would have to get a new blanket for Chayton’s son as well, she thought, idly. 
 
    When Callie brought the blanket back, she stopped to check on Rolletta, kneeling down beside her, but when she brushed her hand over the child’s forehead, she jerked it away and then started sobbing.  She knew Rolletta was dead.  She lay there, stiff and cold. She wondered if the meat she had given her the night before had caused her death or was it something else since she had seemed so tired for the last several days. 
 
    Chayton came up behind Callie and knelt down beside her. 
 
    “What troubles you?” he asked, as he touched her shaking shoulders. 
 
    “She’s dead.  Little Rolletta is dead!” 
 
    Chayton could now see that the child lay lifeless beneath the Indian blanket.  Instinctively, he folded Callie into his arms, and held her against his strong body, as she sobbed into his shoulder. 
 
    “Come back to my blanket,” he murmured.  “I will have one of my braves bury her.”   
 
    Chayton knew that white people put their dead beneath the ground, and since there was nothing to be done for the child, it was best they buried her, and then took the blankets and washed them, in case she carried the white man’s sickness, and that had caused her to die. 
 
    Chayton decided he would have to keep a close eye on whoever had slept beside the child, to make sure he did not get sick, as well. 
 
    For now, he felt the need to comfort Callie, his On-thoe-gyah, as he thought of her.  He rose to his feet, still holding her against him and led her to the blanket, where he lowered himself, with her in his arms, as the babies continued to sleep soundly beside them.  While he tried to give Callie comfort, he realized he too was receiving comfort from his own loss, by holding Callie so protectively in his arms, the way he wished he could be holding his wife.  He felt warm tears, slowly leaving his eyes, and realized it was the first time he had cried since his wife had been killed.  Indians were taught not to cry, but the emotions, building within him, could not be denied. 
 
    Eventually, he left her and went to take care of burying the child.  Callie lay alone beside the babies, hoping that whatever caused Rolletta to die, would not cause the babies to die also.  She had been holding Rolletta the day before and then held the babies to feed them in the night.  She knew how easy it was for a sickness to spread if it was contagious.  It could even spread through a whole Indian village since she had heard how they had no resistance to the white man’s illnesses.  White children, as well, had died of measles, she thought, worriedly. 
 
    The feel of Chayton’s arms, still seemed to surround her, as she lay forlornly beside the babies, now having more worries to disturb her peace of mind.  She could not understand why she had felt so contented in the arms of a heathen Indian, who had captured her and Chet’s children.  He should cause her to feel repelled, the same way Chet had repelled her the first day she showed up in Dodge.  When Chayton, returned to her, she looked up at him with serious eyes.  
 
    “I don’t know what made her sick,” she whispered.  “We should wash everything, including our clothes, just in case,” she advised. 
 
    She wished she had the round tub, so they could use hot water, and lye soap, but she hoped washing everything in the river would help.  The only problem was that if they washed everything, they would have no clothes or blankets to wrap themselves in until everything dried.  The weather was warm enough, and the Indians could probably wear their wet breech-cloths, but she didn’t like the idea of having to be exposed to all the men there, since she was the only woman, and it made her feel uncomfortable. 
 
    “You may be right,” Chayton murmured.  “I have heard of the white man’s sickness that takes many of our people’s lives.  Are you sure washing everything is enough to keep the sickness away?” 
 
    “It may not even be a sickness that is catching,” Callie hoped.  “To be safe, it is best.  I did not see any signs of a rash, which is usually the kind of sickness that is catching.  Maybe she just had a weak constitution, and it had nothing to do with a disease.  She acted more tired than sick.  I don’t think she had a fever, but I really couldn’t tell.  She hardly ever complained.” 
 
    Callie couldn’t help but remember how Chet would always get upset whenever Rolletta so much as whimpered, and eventually Rolletta became more sullen and quiet.  
 
    “At least she is with her mother now,” Callie half sobbed. 
 
    “Go out in the river with your clothes on and wash them and yourself.  When you finish, you can wrap yourself in the blanket you have brought for the baby since it is already washed.  I will have the braves and children go out to the river and wash everything else, and hang it in the sun.  Then they can play in the water until their clothes are dry,” Chayton suggested.  
 
    Callie knew there was no other way.  She did as Chayton suggested, and as she came out of the river, she saw all the others were dragging the blankets out into the river, leaving their clothes on to wash them as well, and then later removing them to hang them on tree branches with everything else. 
 
    Chayton also helped, and Callie sat wrapped in her small blanket, watching them at their work, and afterward, at their play.  The children thought it was just another game they were playing.  She would have to tell them about their sister, once they came back after their clothes had dried. 
 
    She had ripped one of the sleeves from her dress, to use as a washcloth to wash the babies, who were lying in the soft green grass beneath the tree, where Chayton had put them the day before.  She prayed no one else got sick. 
 
    By the time their clothes were dry, and everyone had come up out of the water to get dressed, Callie could see a cloud of dust, in the distance, and she assumed it was the rest of the Indians, bringing the cattle with them.  She knew that Indians usually did not raise cattle, because they were nomads, always hunting the buffalo and other wildlife, but it was easy to capture the rancher’s cattle or horses, and then use the cattle for meat, until it was eaten up, so there would be no need to hunt for a spell. 
 
    As the group got closer, she could see Chet’s cutting horses mingled with the cattle, and one still wore its saddle.  It had been the horse Chet had been working before the Indians showed up, she realized. 
 
    By the time they reached the camp, everyone had gotten dressed, and the Indians were folding up the blankets to put on their saddle frames again.  Chayton came up to Callie and handed her, her dress. 
 
    “Wrap up the little ones.  We are going to be leaving soon,” he told her, tossing her another blanket for Tsahle-ee Jogul. 
 
    She put her dress on, wrapped up the babies, and placed the makeshift cloth she had washed out and dried earlier, in her pocket for future use. 
 
    “You will ride your husband’s horse,” Chayton informed her as he came up to her with a long sash looking piece of material.  “I will make a sling for you to carry P’ee-shan against your chest.  I will carry Tsahle-ee Jogul in the cradleboard on my back.” 
 
    Chayton made the sling and placed it over Callie’s shoulder, and then he arranged her child in the sling for her.  His hands remained resting on Callie’s shoulders, even after the infant was secure.  There seemed to be pity in his eyes, along with something else, Callie couldn’t quite puzzle out. 
 
    “Thank you,” she murmured softly, lifting her eyes to his. 
 
    “I am sorry about your little girl dying,” he said, a little awkwardly. 
 
    Then he abruptly turned, and went to gather up his son.  As he was putting his son in the cradleboard, Callie walked over to where Rolletta had been buried.  She knelt down, picking a few of the wildflowers Rolletta had been picking the day before she died.  Then she began ripping the petals off, the way Rolletta had, and scattering them over the fresh mound. 
 
    “I hope you find more flowers where you are now,” Callie whispered, as the tears began running down her cheeks.  Chet had never appreciated having daughters, she thought.  It was all about having boys to help work the ranch.  He would have hated it if he had been there when she had her own daughter, Callie thought sadly. 
 
    Callie felt Chayton’s hands being placed on her shoulders. 
 
    “We must leave now,” he said softly.  “Come, I will help you up on your horse,” he offered.   
 
    She turned, almost colliding into his arms.  He steadied her, holding her for one brief moment, before releasing her, and leading her to Chet’s horse, which had been named Blaze because of the white blaze running down its nose. 
 
    Callie put her foot in the stirrup and pulled her skirt up so she could swing her leg over.  She had only ridden side saddle, and this was a new experience for her.  Connor was put on another one of Chet’s horses, which was the one that Connor usually rode.  He was good on horseback because Chet had been training him to be a cowboy, just like himself.  Ina could also ride, and she was put on the Indian pony, which had belonged to Chayton’s wife.  Tommy and Beth rode up in front of the Indians who had taken care of them early on.  Soon they were all ready to leave, and the group headed out. 
 
    Callie knew yet another part of her life was ending, and a new adventure lay ahead.  She wondered if she would ever set foot in Pennsylvania again.  She thought of the can of money Connor had told her about.  She wondered how much it held, or if Chet had really buried a can of money in the back yard?  If he had, Connor was the only one who knew where it was located.   
 
    If she actually managed to escape her captors, she would have to find her way back to the ranch, so she could retrieve the money, in order to get her and the children back to civilization again.  She wondered if that would ever come about.  The thought was the only thing that kept her optimistic.  Somehow she would find a way out of this, she told herself, as the rocking motion of the horse began to sooth all her apprehensions concerning her future.  Still, a forbidden thought kept causing her to glance over at Chayton, sitting on his horse with his shoulders held straight and proud. 
 
    When he glanced back, her stomach gave an unexpected lurch.  She was torn, as she remembered how comforting Chayton’s arms had felt when he had held her to him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Now the group traveled at a leisurely pace, since the cattle were with them, and there didn’t seem to be any rush to find Chayton’s people since Callie was there to feed his baby.  She glanced over at Bossy, the milk cow, which followed close behind her horse, apparently recognizing her or the horse.  She thought about how Connor had milked the cow, in order to feed Rolletta using the rubber hose on the long narrow bottle, designed to feed young infants.   
 
    It had been difficult to clean the hose, and the bottle, she remembered.  Rolletta had still been using the bottle to drink her milk because she had become so attached to it, that Callie allowed her that small pleasure.  Now, she wondered if that could have been the reason for Rolletta’s sickness.  If the hose was not thoroughly clean, it could have carried something in it to make Rolletta end up dying.  She knew that spoiled food could make one ill, and even die.  She wondered if the milk that Rolletta had been drinking from it, had been contaminated by something inside the hose which had spoiled and then caused her niece to get sick and die. 
 
    If that had been the cause of Rolletta’s death, instead of some disease, at least no one else would end up succumbing to it, she thought with a slight feeling of relief.  The thought pained her, though, because of the possibility, she may have contributed to Rolletta’s death by letting her use that bottle and hose for so long.  She pushed the thoughts aside since there was no way of really knowing unless someone else got sick along the way.  She hoped it wasn’t her fault that little Rolletta had ended up dying.  She knew nothing about being a mother; she chided herself. 
 
    Callie looked out over the vast Texas grasslands which surrounded them. A slight breeze caused the grass to sway, as the large herd of cattle grazed upon it, along their trek, wrapping their tongues around the grass, to pull it free, since they merely had lower teeth, and could not nibble short grass like horses could.   That was one reason the ranchers hated the wild herds of horses because they would sometimes eat the grass so low, the cattle could not grasp it with their tongues. 
 
    The sound of the bawling cattle was familiar to Callie's ears, but it had the disturbing effect of reminding her of Chet, and how much his ranch meant to him. Even though Callie never thought it looked like much, he had put his heart and soul into trying to build it up.  She idly wondered if he actually had been putting money aside to build a big, beautiful house, like he had promised Rolletta he planned to do.  
 
    Connor wanted to remain on the ranch if they were ever able to return to it, and use the money to get more cattle, instead of traveling back to Carlisle, the way she longed to do.  However, thinking about it now, she wondered what there was to return home to?  Her parents would not be pleased with five little children running through their house, even if they were their grandchildren.  They would have to set her up in her own house, and probably afterward, resent the need to support her.  Subsequently, she would continue to be under her parent’s thumbs, with them telling her how to run her life, in the same way, they sent her out to Texas to marry Chet.  Perhaps it would be a better choice to simply remain in Texas if she ever escaped the heathens. 
 
    Callie stopped herself from thinking of the Indians as heathens.  They were not actually heathens, she corrected.  They were just different, and their difference was so bizarre to her way of life, that she was having a hard time judging them fairly.  Chayton had been kind to her.  He helped her bring her child into the world.  The braves had played and entertained the children in a way that Chet never attempted to do.  Although they were taking her cattle and insisting, she went with them, no harm had befallen them.  Still, she felt a great longing for things to be other than what they were. 
 
    When they camped, that evening, the routine was somewhat the same, except instead of hunting, the braves killed one of the smaller long-horns.  They divided it in half and wrapped the half they would not be eating, in its hide, so they could use it in the future.  They packed the hide on the back of one of the extra horses, which were part of Chet’s collection of horses. Callie watched listlessly, as the meat sizzled and cooked, causing the fire to flare up when the grease dripped into the flames.  She worried that she was never going to be permitted to return to Chet’s ranch or any other place. 
 
    She occupied herself, feeding the babies, and once they were settled, she sat beside them, watching the braves and the children playing together, as they had become accustomed to doing.  She realized, the children were getting more attention than they ever had, when they had been on the ranch. 
 
    However, Connor came to sit beside her, uninterested in the games, as he mourned the death of his little sister, whom he had taken upon himself to watch over when Callie was busy.   
 
    “You should name the new baby Rolletta, so she can take the place of my sister,” he suggested. 
 
    “Chayton calls her P’ee-shan,” Callie murmured.  “It means little sister.  He said she would be like a little sister to his son, but she is also a little sister to you, so I believe I will keep that name for her.” 
 
    “It’s an Indian name,” Connor said in outrage. 
 
    “Chayton helped bring her into this world, Connor.  I believe I at least owe him the honor of naming her.  I wouldn’t have known what to do if he hadn’t been there.  I could have died, just like your mother.” 
 
    Connor hung his head, as he gave her a sideways glance.   
 
    “My mother didn’t die when she had Rolletta.  She died a few days later,” he told her, his eyes darting from her to the ground and back again.   
 
    “I know.  Your father told me she died later.  She was unhappy, because she did not have a son like your father was hoping for, and just wasted away.” 
 
    “I think papa was more unhappy than she was.  He yelled a lot about it.  She died because she didn’t have a son.  That is why I worried if you didn’t have a son, you too would die.”   
 
    Connor shrugged and changed the subject.   
 
    “I miss my mother, but you are a lot like her.  I’m glad you came to become our new mother,” he told her, putting his arms around her neck. 
 
    Callie felt unworthy to have Connor’s praise.  She had never wanted to become his mother, and she may have contributed to his little sister’s death.  She patted him on the back, thankful for his show of love for her, even if she didn’t feel like she deserved it. 
 
    “What are we going to do?”  Connor asked against her neck. 
 
    “We will have to go with the Indians, but I don’t think Chayton will let us leave, once we get to his village.  I fear he wishes me to continue to take care of Tsahle-ee Jogul even after we reach his tribe.  You may end up becoming a member of the tribe, yourself,” she admitted. 
 
    “We have to return to the ranch,” Connor insisted, his eyes narrowing.  “Papa said it would belong to me someday, and I want to keep it.” 
 
    “We will have to wait and see what happens.  Indians are fantastic trackers.  If we try to escape, they would be able to track us down, if they wanted us back.  Besides, they would know that we would return to the ranch, and they could come and force us to return with them.” 
 
    “We will find a way,” Connor stated firmly. 
 
    Callie could see a little of Chet in Connor, by the way he insisted on having his way, and his determination to achieve it.  She wondered if it was a good or bad thing. 
 
    Chayton came to sit beside them, but when he did, Connor jumped up, joining the game with the others, as he looked over his shoulder at the two. 
 
    “He looks to be a fine boy,” Chayton said, as his eyes followed Connor, playing with the others. 
 
    “He wants to return to the ranch.  He tells me there is money there, which Chet put aside.  We could get more cattle with it, and do just fine,” Callie informed him.  “Once Connor becomes older, the ranch would revert to him.  It is all he has left, from his father.” 
 
    “You have no one to work the ranch, except for your children,” Chayton pointed out, starting to feel worried because all Callie talked about was wanting him to set her free. 
 
    “Chet had a hired hand, who came in to help from time to time.  I could hire him on full-time if we could to return to the ranch.” 
 
    Chayton looked away.  She could not read his thoughts, but because he had not answered, she was certain he did not like the idea of her and the children returning to the ranch, once there was someone to feed his son for him. 
 
    The thought of this woman with golden hair, and pleading ice blue eyes, which cut through him like a knife, ever leaving him, unsettled Chayton somehow.  She had been the miracle he had prayed for to save his son, but now he wished she looked forward to caring for his little brave and would feel content to remain for as long as his infant needed her.  Only he had to admit; he was the one who needed her more than he wanted to acknowledge. 
 
    “The meat is cooked,” is all he said, as he rose to his feet and went over to where the braves were beginning to carve up the beef, with their sharp knives, and divide it among everyone. 
 
    They ate the food, and then all the braves took the children and went down to the river to bathe.  Later, after it had gotten darker, Callie bathed as well, using the bushes that grew along the river shore to shelter her from view.  Chayton couldn’t prevent himself from following her at a distance, and then watching her, beneath the full moon, from the shadow of a tree, where he wouldn’t be noticed. 
 
    He drank in her image with his eyes, lingering on every subtle curve of her body, which the soft glow of the moon touched, in the same way, he wished to touch her.  Her upturned breasts that were the life-giving feature which saved his son, drew his eyes to them.  Without her, his son would die.  If he allowed her to leave, once they reached his village, he feared he would die inside.  Something about her kept him alive inside, now that his one true love had been killed.  It kept him from falling into a dark abyss, that threatened to swallow him up, until his glance fell upon the woman’s face. 
 
    Chayton’s thoughts went back to when he had helped her bring her child into the world.  It forever played in his mind, when he least expected it.  She had been frightened, and all he wanted to do was gather her into his arms and convince her, she was safe with him.  Only he knew that it would merely frighten her more. 
 
    Now he watched, contentedly, as her graceful hands caressed herself in an attempt to get clean.  She held a small cloth in her hand, which she used, and he felt mesmerized, watching the way she smoothed the cloth across her skin.  He wished it was his hands smoothing over her, but he knew if he ever attempted such a thing, it would serve to disturb her and cause her to pull from him.  He had only been near her for, three short days, and yet it felt like he had known her in some other life, he was trying to recall. 
 
    He thought about how he had held her to him, on his horse, being able to watch her as she nursed her new child, thinking of how she almost felt like an extension of himself, the way his wife would have been, if it had been her nursing their child, as he cradled her on his horse. 
 
    He was getting her too mixed up with Clenoa, he chided himself.  She could never take the place of his wife, he reproached himself; yet as he watched her now, he wondered if she could? 
 
    Callie lifted her head, as though she was looking straight at him, but he was certain she could not see him in the shadow of the tree.  Still, she turned her back to his view, and so he returned to the campfire. 
 
    As Callie bathed herself, she had a strange feeling that she was being watched.  She wondered why it even bothered her, seeing as how she knew that Chayton had watched her bathe the day before.  The thought of his eyes on her, caused a tremor to run through her, and she smoothed her hand down over her body, to still the trembling she felt inside.  Was it out of fear, that she felt alerted, thinking Chayton may be watching her bathe?  Only she realized she felt no fear of Chayton.  He had held her and comforted her when she discovered Rolletta had died. 
 
    She thought she saw a movement beneath a tree, not far away, and then she noticed a glimmer, as the moon caught against the silver buttons on Chayton’s shirt.  Callie lifted her head, as she continued to run the make-shift washing cloth over her skin.  She felt no shame, at allowing Chayton to feast his eyes upon her.  She could almost feel his eyes touching her skin, in the same way, the cloth was touching it.  Her own boldness surprised her.  She should feel ashamed of herself, she scolded; but she continued to bathe before him.  Then she brought her gaze even with his, as he stood beneath the tree, and slowly turned her back to him.  When she looked again, she could not make out his figure there any longer. 
 
     When Callie returned to the camp, the braves were all gathered around the fire, sharing stories among themselves of past raids, and wars they had with their enemies, and even the white man.  Chayton was translating for the children’s benefit. 
 
    Callie sat at a distance, feeding the babies, as she listened to the stories, thinking about the kind of existence these men experienced, which was all entangled with their beliefs concerning their Gods, and what was expected of a brave, in order to gain honor.  She watched, as the flames cast ever-moving shadows across the story teller’s faces, each young man taking a turn in relating a story to the group.  They seemed happy, and contented, so far removed from what Callie was feeling. 
 
    Eventually, the fire died down, and the braves started laying their blankets upon the ground.  A couple went out to keep an eye on the cattle, and Chayton came over and spread a blanket beside where Callie was sitting.  He took each infant, to place between them, as he had done the night before.  Both he and Callie settled down beneath their shared blanket. 
 
    Chayton reached over and touched Callie’s arm. 
 
    “Don’t go back to your husband’s ranch,” he mumbled.  “I need you to care for Tsahle-ee Jogul.  By the time we reach my village, he will have gotten used to you.  It would be hard to pull him away from the only mother he knows.” 
 
    “I am not his mother, though, Chayton.  Everyone seems to think I am this person who must sacrifice my own desires in order to take care of someone else’s children.  I have my personal life to think about.  I don’t want to become an Indian, raising a child who isn’t even related to me.” 
 
    Chayton’s spirits started to fall. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you miss him if you left?” he asked, his voice sounding almost gruff. 
 
    “Of course, I will.  I miss Rolletta, whom I was forced to mother, and now I feel guilty about her death.  I have become attached to my sister’s children.  I can’t afford to become attached to yet another child, which is not my own.  He will just have to get used to a new mother.  After all, Rolletta had been fed by a wet nurse for several months before I ever came to take over, and she adjusted well enough.” 
 
    “We will speak of it later,” Chayton murmured.  “I would worry for you, living on your ranch alone.” 
 
    “It is not your place to worry about me.  Besides, I will not be alone, if Cooper comes to work for me.” 
 
    “Can you trust this Cooper person?” 
 
    Callie stopped to think about his question.  She actually did not know Cooper very well.  The only interaction she had with him was during meals when he stayed over to eat, but he seemed honest enough, and he had been working for Chet for several years.  She vaguely remembered her sister mentioning something about a worker who came to help out at times, in the letter she had received from Rolletta, right after she had gotten married.  She was pretty sure Cooper had been the helper her sister had written about in that letter. 
 
    “He and my husband were good friends,” she said at last.  “I am sure he can be trusted to run things well, and help me out.” 
 
    “There is no reason to discuss it until we are able to find where my people have set up their village.  I don’t know how long that will take, once we reach their old camp-sight.” 
 
    Chayton patted her arm but did not remove his hand, as he began softly caressing her shoulder.  Just being able to touch her, gave him a certain pleasure.  If he could only get her to trust him more, he was certain he could convince her to remain with him, as long as he needed her to feed his baby.  Only he knew feeding his son, was a mere excuse, because even after that, he feared he wouldn’t want to let her go.  
 
    For some, unknown reason, Callie felt contented beneath the caresses of his hand.  He seemed genuine in being concerned about Callie’s well-being and that strange bond that had started to grow, shortly after he delivered her child, continued to flourish.  She thought about how he had watched her bathe, not realizing that Chayton was thinking about the same thing, as his hand gently caressed her shoulder. 
 
    Callie had not realized she had fallen asleep until she was abruptly awakened by Chayton the next morning, shaking her shoulder, where his hand still rested.  Their eyes locked, both with a question behind their gaze.  Chayton rose to his feet and walked away, breaking the connection their eyes had created. 
 
    Callie fed the babies, and their journey continued once again, somewhat like the day before.  She and Chayton barely spoke to one another, but several times, he had looked longingly over at her. 
 
      Soon they were camping again, the braves cooking up the other half of the cow they had killed the day before.  After eating, the braves bathed in the river, but Callie noticed Chayton did not join them.  Later, she found her own place to bathe. 
 
    This time, Callie was definitely certain that Chayton was watching her bathe, not far from where she was. 
 
    “Why do you hide while you watch me?” she called out to him. 
 
    Chayton slowly emerged from his hiding place. 
 
    “I did not want to upset you,” he murmured. 
 
    “Yet you still wish to watch me bathe,” she accused.  “You have seen me give birth to my child.  It is not as though I fear you looking at me.” 
 
    Chayton came closer to where she stood waist-deep in the river.   
 
    “Seeing you give birth was the most sacred thing I have ever witnessed,” he breathed. 
 
    “But you knew exactly what to do,” she exclaimed. 
 
    “My wife had informed me what her mother had taught her about giving birth.  The husband is not allowed to help his wife in childbirth unless there is an emergency.  She explained it to me, in case an emergency arose.”  
 
    “You were very gentle,” Callie praised.  “You seem to have a caring touch.” 
 
    “To touch your skin comforts me,” he admitted.  “I don’t want you to fear me.” 
 
    “I don’t fear you,” she told him, looking boldly into his eyes, and he stepped closer. 
 
    “Then allow me to bathe with you,” he requested. 
 
    Callie hesitated, but she saw that he was already removing his clothes, and starting to step down into the water next to her. 
 
    “I will not harm you,” he promised. 
 
    He took the cloth from Callie’s hand and began smoothing it over her skin.  The feel of his strong hands gave Callie a sense of contentment, that she had never felt when Chet touched her.  She involuntarily let out a soft murmur, and then she could feel Chayton’s lips kissing the back of her neck, as his arms reached around her to bathe her skin. 
 
    Callie found herself leaning back against Chayton’s strong chest, trying to gain strength from him, wondering if she was allowing him too much intimacy, by letting him bathe her, the way he was.  Yet delivering her child seemed more intimate than this appeared to be, she justified. 
 
    “Will you bathe me?” Chayton asked, handing her the cloth again. 
 
    He turned her to face him, and she reached her hands up, to soak the cloth across his scarred chest, and then work it over his smooth muscles, which rippled down his stomach. 
 
    Her hands stilled, as they lowered farther down his body. After a moment, she boldly continued.  Chet had made her do worse than this, and she wanted to feel him beneath her fingers, she suddenly realized. 
 
    As her hands caressed him, he pressed his lips against her forehead. 
 
    “Your kindness is rewarding,” he murmured in her hair.  “The boldness of your touch pleases me.” 
 
    “Is this permissible among your people?” she asked, starting to move her hand away. 
 
    He retrieved her hand in his, bringing it to his lips and kissing her fingers. 
 
    “You have beautiful hands,” he said quietly, replacing them against him once again.  “My people often bathe together,” he informed her, only he didn’t mention it was merely men and women who were married, which bathed each other in this manner.   
 
    Nonetheless, this was a white woman, he reminded himself.  White women were free for the taking if they became a captive, he justified.  However, it seemed more like the white woman was starting to capture his heart, rather than him taking her, he had to admit. 
 
    Callie recalled how she hated touching Chet.  In fact, there wasn’t anything about Chet that she actually liked.  He had forced her to touch him in such a manner, and she had always cringed, at the thought of it.  So she couldn’t understand why now, she found a certain intrigue in what she was doing. 
 
    Chayton allowed her to choose how she wished to touch him, and her exploring fingers, caused him to catch his breath, as she timidly moved them over his skin.  He dared not make any advances towards her, though, considering she had just given birth, and he didn’t want to frighten her in any way. 
 
    Callie was losing her shyness, as she felt Chayton’s arms pulling her closer, while she delicately proceeded to satisfy her own curiosity.  The very texture of him amazed her, as her seeking fingers tingled at the feel of him.  Now, she took her time to discover little things she had never wished to discover about Chet, as her small hand moved more confidently. 
 
    Chayton closed his eyes, as he found his own hands caressing Callie’s soft bottom, consumed by the feel of her under his longing fingers.  She murmured at his caresses, which urged him to continue embracing her in such a manner. 
 
    Callie found herself, wanting to please Chayton, in the same way, Chet had demanded she please him in moments like this.  She didn’t know what was coming over her, except for the need to return his caresses, for reasons, she couldn’t even fathom. 
 
    As she proceeded, Chayton clutched her to him, feeling her full breasts press against his strong chest, causing her warm milk to leak against him. 
 
    Without thinking, he lowered his mouth, and let the sweet milk drip onto his tongue, feeling surprised at the sweetness of its taste, as he softly smoothed his tongue over her, to catch yet another drop, then moving to the other side, to do the same. 
 
    “You need to be feeding our children,” he murmured, not realizing he called them ‘ours’. 
 
    “They have already had their fill before I came to bathe,” she told him. 
 
    “You must have more milk than they need,” he said in awe. 
 
    “I am always leaking against my dress,” she confessed.  “It is sometimes annoying.” 
 
    Chayton could not help himself, as he covered one breast with his mouth, feeling the warm milk seep over his tongue.  He caught his breath, at the same moment, when Callie created a deeper pleasure to stir within him, at her touch. 
 
    Soon he was drowning in the feel of her hand on him, and the taste of breast milk in the recesses of his mouth, as a groan escaped his lips.  His mouth moved from her breast and found her lips instead, consuming her mouth, as his spirit rose to the surface, beneath her caress, into the splendor of reality, that this woman was touching something deeper within him than he had expected. 
 
    “I…I shouldn’t be doing this,” Callie apologized, starting to feel shy. 
 
    He must be thinking she was an embolden woman who didn’t respect modesty, she feared. 
 
    “Hush,” he murmured against her lips.  “I treasure your touch.  It makes me believe you have some deeper feelings towards me, and you wouldn’t mind remaining with me in my village.” 
 
    Callie pulled away. 
 
    “No!  It didn’t mean that!  I can’t stay at your village.  It’s just that…I…I wanted to…to please you.  You have been kind to me and my sister’s children.  I will do anything if you will promise to release me, once we reach your village.” 
 
    Chayton’s face stiffened.  
 
    “Is this what you thought I expected from you?” he almost bellowed.  “You know little of me!” he growled, as he pushed her farther from him.  “I shall not request we bathe together again!” 
 
    He was striding up out of the water, not even bothering to replace his clothes, as he grabbed them up and disappeared into the darkness. 
 
    Chayton was almost shaking with disappointment, as he began angrily pulling on his clothes.  He thought she had started to enjoy his company and his touch.  Discovering she merely wanted him to release her so badly, she was willing to try and bargain with him, by offering him her touch, troubled him.  He didn’t want her thinking that he was the kind of person who would demand such a thing, of her. 
 
    It angered him so much, that he was almost determined never to allow her to leave, or let her touch him again, to prove to her he was a man of honor.  Only if he didn’t allow her to leave, he would lose some of his honor, and she would end up hating him, he had to admit. 
 
    Callie was already lying beneath the blankets when Chayton finally came and sank down on the other side of her and the babies.  She was overly aware that he was there.  He seemed preoccupied, though, and she was almost afraid to say anything.  Finally, she cleared her throat. 
 
    “I’m sorry if I did anything wrong,” she murmured.  “I don’t know anything about Indian customs.  My husband used to force me to touch him in such a manner.  I thought it was something men expected, considering the way you had been touching me,” she tried to explain. 
 
    “He forced you?” Chayton asked, leaning up on one elbow.  
 
    “I was told it was a wife’s duty to service her husband in any manner he requested,” she told him.  “I certainly didn’t love him.  I told you, I had been forced to marry him in the first place.” 
 
    “But I am not your husband, so why would you believe that it was your duty to…” 
 
    “I didn’t think it was my duty,” she interrupted.  “It was something I chose to do.  I wanted to please you.  I thought if I could please you…you would look kindly upon my request.” 
 
    “To release you, you mean,” he muttered. 
 
    “I was hoping you would.  I don’t want to live in an Indian village,” she said honestly. 
 
    “I don’t know if I can release you,” he responded. 
 
    “Why ever not?” she gasped. 
 
    “Because I need you as much as my son needs you.  There is something about you that wrestles with my heart.  When you were touching me, I thought that maybe you felt it too.” 
 
    Callie caught her breath.  Was there something drawing them together, beyond their control, she wondered?  She remembered how she had seen his face before she ever came to Texas. 
 
    “I only know I want to be among my own people,” she said simply, trying to ignore anything beyond the moment. 
 
    “We will have to wait and see what happens,” he said stubbornly, hoping by the time they reached his village, he could persuade her otherwise.  “I am not angry at you,” he whispered, as he reached over and cupped her cheek in his hand.  “I just did not want you to think I would ever demand you to touch me in any way you did not wish to touch me.” 
 
    “Only I wished it,” she whispered back. 
 
    Chayton, pulled her face to him, as he leaned forward, and placed his lips on hers.  
 
     “I wished it too,” he mumbled against her lips, and then he was kissing her again.  
 
    Callie was abruptly awoken by Chayton shaking her. 
 
    “The braves and I have to leave!” he exclaimed.  “One of our scouts has discovered a large group of cattlemen and cowboys riding in this direction.  It will not be safe to bring you, or the children with us.  I believe they have come to find you and the cattle.  They have long guns, so we have no way to defend ourselves.  I am sure no harm will come to you or the children.  You must promise to care for my son until I can come to collect him.  If I bring him with us, he will surely die.  Promise to watch over him for me!” 
 
    Callie sprung to a sitting position, trying to sort out what Chayton was telling her. 
 
    “It must be the drovers who were supposed to show up for the cattle drive,” she reasoned.  “When they found Chet dead, they must have rounded up a posse to search for me and the cattle.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be hard to follow the tracks the herd made,” Chayton mumbled.  “Promise to watch over my son!” 
 
    His voice sounded anxious. 
 
    “Of Course, I will watch over your son,” Callie promised. 
 
    “Good,” Chayton stated, and then in the next moment, he had pulled Callie to him, giving her a passionate kiss.  “I will be back for him, as soon as I can manage it.” 
 
    With that, he sprinted to his horse and was leaping upon its back.  The other braves were already on their horses, and the group rode off in a stampede, whooping at the cattle to frighten them into a frenzy of mad dashing hooves, in order to use them as a distraction, when the men finally caught up with them. 
 
    Callie touched her fingers to her lips, where Chayton’s kiss still seemed to linger.  It had totally surprised her, that suddenly her feelings were mixed.  Now she wouldn’t have to go with him to his village, and yet, the thought of never seeing him again seemed painful.   
 
    She had savored the kisses, he had given her the night before, and her thoughts lingered on the bath they had shared.  Now he had departed so abruptly, it frightened her.  She glanced down at Tsahle-ee Jogul, snuggled next to P’ee-shan, both sleeping soundly.  Once again, she had another responsibility, which meant she could not leave the ranch, whether she wanted to or not until Chayton came to collect his child.  She realized she looked forward to the next time she would be able to see him. 
 
    Her thoughts were disturbed, by the sound of approaching horses.  The children had already woken up when the Indians stampeded off with the cattle, and they were now surrounding Callie, and clinging to her in fright. 
 
    “It’s all right,” she assured them.  “It is Cooper and the drovers, come to rescue us from the Indians. 
 
    “I liked the Indians,” Ina protested.  “They had better not hurt our Indians.” 
 
    “I am sure they have gotten safely away,” Callie tried to calm her, but she wasn’t sure herself, if the men would persist in chasing the band down, in order to retrieve the cattle, and punish them for killing Chet. 
 
    As she said the words, a horse and rider came to a skidding stop in front of them. 
 
    “Callie!”  Cooper’s voice hollered, as he jumped down from his horse.  “Are you all right?  They didn’t hurt you, did they?  They didn’t try to use you in diabolic lust, I hope.” 
 
    “I am safe, and so are the children.  The only reason they took me was, so I could feed one of the Brave’s new-born son.  I had given birth to my baby, and the mother of the child had been killed.  No harm came to us.  Only he left his infant for me to care for since you were on their trail, and he couldn’t very well take the infant with him.” 
 
    “They will pay for what they did to Chet,” Cooper growled. 
 
    Cooper signaled for his men to continue in pursuit of the Indians, and he knelt down beside Callie and awkwardly put his arm over her shoulder. 
 
    “It is all over now, Callie.  You will be safe with me.  As soon as the boys return, with the cattle, we will take the herd to Kansas to sell, and in the meantime, the ranchers, and cowboys, who volunteered to come with us, will escort you back to your ranch.   
 
    “I was pretty certain we would be able to find the herd.  We could tell by the tracks, it wasn’t a very large band that took you, so we gathered enough men to overtake them.  The chuck wagon is following our tracks and will join us, as soon as they catch up. 
 
    “When I return, we will have a discussion about what you intend to do, now that Chet is dead.” 
 
    “I have already been thinking about that,” Callie admitted.  “I think I will remain at the ranch, and if you are willing, I would like you to come on full-time to help out.” 
 
    Cooper’s dark eyes looked deeply into Callie’s.  He was part Mexican, and Callie hadn’t realized how much he resembled the Indians, until now, because she had never seen an Indian until Chayton burst through her bedroom door.  She wondered how much Indian blood he had in his veins. 
 
    “You don’t have a bunkhouse for me to sleep in,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Perhaps you can use a tent until we can build one,” Callie suggested.  “When you sell the cattle use some of the money to get enough wood and whatever else we may need to construct a bunk house.” 
 
    “You sure, that is what you wish to do?” he questioned. 
 
    “Connor will inherit the ranch, eventually.  I have no other place to go, and since your drovers are rounding up my cattle, I haven’t lost any money.  I suppose I will have to take over, where Chet left off.” 
 
    “Chet often talked about you, when we were on the cattle drives,” Cooper offered.  “He always said he couldn’t’ wait to get back so you could be in his arms again.  You must have loved each other very much.” 
 
    Callie merely nodded.  She knew why Chet was anxious to return home.  He had demonstrated it very clearly, she thought.  Perhaps there was some sort of love involved on his part, but it certainly did not exist from her side of the union, she thought. 
 
    “Did you bury him?” she asked quietly, changing the subject. 
 
    Cooper nodded. 
 
    “Out beyond the house, next to where your sister is buried.  We put a cross on the grave.  Those heathens didn’t care that they left him lying dead like that.  He had probably been there for a while before we showed up.  Sam, Ted, Buster, and Randy, came with me to help with the cattle.  We had to go collect some other cowboys and ranch owners to join us, so we could track you down.  If I know them, they won’t return until they have killed every last one of those savages!” 
 
    “They did not harm me,” Callie stated.  “They wouldn’t have killed Chet if he hadn’t started shooting at them first.  All they wanted was a cow to milk so they could save the infant.  When they discovered I had given birth, they took me instead.  They even brought the children, so no harm would befall them either.” 
 
    “They would have made you and the children their slaves, once they got you to their village.  I have been around the Indians enough to know what they do with white people they capture.  They adopt the children and turn them into heathens, the same as themselves.  The women they either take as wives, regardless of how many they already have, or use them as their personal servants.  It would not have been a happy life, Callie, if they had managed to take you and the children with them.” 
 
    Callie thought about how Chayton had said he couldn’t release her and wondered if Cooper was right? Only the way he had kissed her, told her something different.  She watched as Cooper patted the children on their heads.  
 
    “I can see you are not the worse for wear,” he smiled.  “Where’s your little sister?” he asked, looking around for Rolletta. 
 
    “She got sick and died, shortly after we were captured.  I am not sure what caused her to die, though,” Callie informed him. 
 
    “Well, the rest of you look healthy enough,” Cooper smiled. 
 
    In the distance, Callie could hear gunfire.   The cowboys must have caught up with the band, she realized, hoping that the braves were smart enough to escape from getting killed. 
 
    Eventually, there were no more volleys of shots heard.  Now Callie worried that Chayton may have been killed, and she would end up becoming the mother to his child forever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    Chayton sat looking down at Callie’s sleeping face.  His mind wandered back to her gentle touch, during their bath, letting his memory move on to the sweet taste of milk, which she produced for his son and her daughter, and then to her soft, pliable lips.  Every memory was indelibly fixed in his head because he feared he may never see her again. 
 
    Chogan had informed him that ranchers and cowboys were headed their way, and his band needed to escape before the cowboys reached the river.  He couldn’t take Callie with him, nor could he take his son.  He didn’t know when he would ever be able to return to collect his son, if at all. 
 
    At least, he knew that Callie had some sort of feelings for him, by the way she had returned his kisses the night before, and her admittance to him that she had wished to touch him the way she had.  Now that would all have to be put behind him, the same as his wife’s death, because if he and his band did not make it back to Indian territory before the posse on their trail caught up with them, they would be doomed. 
 
    He woke Callie and informed her of the danger.  One last kiss and then he was leaping onto his horse’s back and tearing off with the rest of the band, putting the cattle into a stampede, hoping it would not only cover their tracks, but the cattlemen would follow the herd instead of them. 
 
    Their horses were fleet-footed, and fresh, while the horses of the group, approaching them, were not.  However, the cowboy’s long rifles had a longer range than an arrow had, and it would be impossible to try to fight back.  Their only chance was to out run them and if necessary, hide until the danger was past. 
 
    The thunder of the cattle filled Chayton’s ears, while Callie’s voice, inside his head, kept repeating ‘Only I wished it.’  It was all he had left to cling to, other than his son, whom he was sure Callie would take good care of if anything happened to him. 
 
    Now they could hear the cowboys yelling, and shooting their guns, as they approached closer, but so far, they were too far away to actually hit anything.  The group urged their horses faster. 
 
    “We need to split up,” Chayton suggested.  “They cannot follow all of us, and we can meet up at the old village camp-sight,” he suggested. 
 
    Each brave went their separate way, as the riders got closer, and the gunshots became louder.  Chayton looked over to his right and saw Bidziil fall from his horse, as a volley hit him in the shoulder.  He could see his companion crawling for cover, and urged Bidziil’s horse forward to lead the pursuers in another direction, then he cut to the left, only to feel something rip through his side, and hit against his rib with a shocking pain.  He gasped for air but kept riding, heading for cover in a cove of trees near the river.  His other companions rode ahead of him in different directions, and he saw the group starting to split up, to follow each one, as shots continued to rip open the sky, and cause the birds in the trees to scatter frantically, in all directions.  
 
    He leaped from his horse, pulling his well-trained pony to the ground with him, in order to hide them both in the underbrush.  The thudding of horse’s hooves sped past him, and then the rifle shots were at a farther distance. 
 
    Chayton lifted his hand from his side and could see the blood.  He crawled toward the river, scooping up a handful of dry clay, and packed it against his wound, to try to stop the bleeding.  He knew it was merely a temporary fix, though.  He wasn’t sure how serious his wound actually was, so his only desire was to see the face of Callie, and his son before he ended up dying. 
 
    Once the shots could no longer be heard, Chayton crawled onto his horses back and clicked his tongue to signal his horse, Khoon-gyah, which meant Dancing, to stand up.  At first, Khoon-gyah tried to head in the same direction they had been fleeing before he was shot, but Chayton turned him back toward Callie’s ranch because he knew that would be the place she would be heading. 
 
    Chayton fell in, and out of consciousness as his faithful pony continued in the direction, he had aimed him.  They were still close to the river, and he managed to fill his water pouch, before he continued on, having Khoon-gyah kneel so he could make it up on his mount’s back again. 
 
    He knew the group of cattlemen, who were returning Callie and her family home, were ahead of him, so he held back, and followed them at a distance. 
 
    Chayton found himself sprawled upon the ground, and couldn’t remember how long he had been lying there.  Khoon-gyah was nearby grazing in the grass, waiting for his next command.  Chayton was feeling a little stronger, but the fall had knocked the clay loose, and new, fresh blood was seeping from his wound, saturating his shirt, which Clenoa had made for him when they were first married.  He loved that shirt, he thought, but Clenoa was dead; and his son would be left with no father or mother if he died too. 
 
    He thought of Callie.  She would make a good mother for his son, but he wanted to be there to watch her raise his son.  He vaguely remembered her saying she did not want to live in an Indian village, so how was he going to watch his son being raised, he worried?   
 
    Chayton became frantic and whistled for Khoon-gyah.  He had to make it to Callie’s ranch before he passed out again and was not able to get back on his horse.  Khoon-gyah obediently knelt down, once again to let his master onto his back, and continued on, seeming to remember they had gone this way before. 
 
    Now Chayton could no longer hear the group he had been following.  He wasn’t sure how far he had fallen behind.   All he knew was that he had to make it to the ranch.  He wasn’t sure he could last that long, though. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Callie could hear the whistles and calls of the cowboys, in the distance, prodding the cattle on, long before they even got close.  The dust, rising to announce their approach, accompanied the typical noise the drovers used to encourage the cattle to go in a certain direction.  When they finally approached where Callie and Cooper were waiting for them, a couple of the drovers rode up.  It was Randy and Buster. 
 
    “We got them cattle back, and plugged every one of them Injuns, ta boot,” Buster said proudly. 
 
    Callie’s face fell.  “Did you kill them all?” she asked, as she involuntarily started to shake inside. 
 
    “Sure did!” Randy added.  “They were purtty dern fast, and could ride like the dickens, but I’m purtty sure we got most of them.  They’ll think twice before they ever try ta raid any more of the ranches in these parts!” 
 
    Callie glanced down at Chayton’s son.  If Chayton was dead, it meant she would have to raise the poor orphan. 
 
    “No use sittin’ around,” Buster stated.  “We need ta get these cattle ta market, and the other ranchers are anxious ta head home, so they can herd their cattle ta market the same.” 
 
    “We brought your husband’s horses back, along with the cattle,” Sam said as he rode up to the others.  “Can all the children ride?” 
 
    “Connor and Ina can, but you will have to put Tommy and Beth up in front of one of the men,” Callie told him.  “I just don’t know what I am going to do about the babies.  I carried my daughter in a sling, and Chayton carried his son in a cradleboard on his back.” 
 
    “We’ll get one of the ranchers to carry the little papoose,” Cooper suggested and whistled for one of the men to come join them. 
 
    A man on a big black horse approached them. 
 
    “This is Mr. Pritchard.  He owns the ranch west of you.”  
 
    He looked up at Mr. Pritchard, who looked to be in his forties, with a leathered face, and graying hair.  Mr. Pritchard gave a nod to Cooper. 
 
    “You think you can help carry one of the babies?  Callie here was left with one of those heathen’s infant son.  She can’t very well tote him along with her own child.” 
 
    Mr. Pritchard nodded, but he didn’t look very happy about being involved with an Indian child. 
 
    “If there was a way to do it, this child should be given back to the Indians,” he muttered. 
 
    “Well, since you killed his father, I don’t think that is a possibility now,” Callie almost growled.  “You should have just let them go, and taken the cattle.  Chet shot at them first.  They had no intentions of killing anyone.” 
 
    “They would have been back raiding again unless they were put in their place.  Those heathens will stop at nothing.  They think they own the whole damn place.  Pardon my language, Miss, but if we hadn’t killed them, they would have come back with more of their kind, and done much worse.” 
 
    “I’ll put Chayton’s baby in the cradleboard,” Callie said quietly.  
 
    She didn’t want to think about Chayton getting killed, along with the rest of the braves, who had treated her and the children fairly. 
 
    Mr. Pritchard swung down from his horse, and Callie adjusted the cradleboard on his back, after placing little Tsahle-ee Jogul in it.  The baby looked frightened, but Callie hoped he was too young to be frightened of white people.  He was going to end up living with them, for no telling how long. 
 
    Callie lifted P’ee-shan up and put her in her own sling, and then Cooper helped her up on Blaze’s back.  Connor got on his horse; Ina was given another horse, since the Indian pony, she had been riding was no longer with the herd.  It probably was heading back with the other Indian ponies that had been ridden by the band, before the drovers had shot them all down. 
 
    “I’ll head out with the cattle, and leave you in Mr. Pritchard’s care,” Cooper told Callie.  “It should take us several weeks before we can get back to the ranch, but I’m certain Mr. Pritchard can send one of his men over to check on you from time to time until we return.” 
 
    “I would be glad to,” Mr. Pritchard agreed. 
 
    “I am sure I will be fine.  Even if more Indians show up, I will just return Tsahle-ee Jogul to them.  I’m positive they won’t harm me.” 
 
    “You are a mighty trusting woman, but I fear a little naïve.  They would either rape and kill you, and then take the child, or take you with them to use as they please, on their way back to their tribe.  If that Indian needed you to feed his son, it’s a sure thing they would expect you to accompany them for the same reason,” Cooper informed her. 
 
    Callie thought he may be right. 
 
    “However, Chayton’s people have moved farther up in the hills.  They don’t even know about Chayton’s son or the fact his wife was killed by the Osage.  They certainly don’t know about me, or that I have the child.  I doubt they will come looking for me or Chayton’s son.” 
 
    “Unless one of those heathens got away, then he would tell them where to find you,” Cooper pointed out.  “Maybe one of Pritchard’s men should remain at the ranch with you.” 
 
    “There is no place for him to stay.  We only have two small bedrooms.  You said yourself there is no bunkhouse for you to stay in, but I am sure I will be fine because Chayton said his tribe was quite a ways off, and he didn’t even know where their new camp was.  Therefore, you will probably return before any Indians come looking for Chayton’s son if they actually bother looking for him.” 
 
    “Let’s just hope you are right,” Cooper said. 
 
    He touched the brim of his battered hat and then turned his horse, heading up the rise to where the others were waiting for him.  Once he approached, he joined in herding the cattle, only looking over his shoulder briefly, at Callie, before kicking his horse into a gallop. 
 
    Mr. Pritchard and about ten other men headed out in the direction of Chet’s ranch.  Callie felt torn between relief that she did not have to end up in an Indian village and sadness at the thought of Chayton being shot down when she didn’t believe he deserved to die.  His band had almost done her a favor by making her a widow, even though she felt guilty, for actually wanting Chet dead. 
 
      Facing the thought of having to spend the rest of her life with Chet was nearly worse than being taken by Indians.  Now she was free of both of those worries, only without Cooper’s help, being on her own would have been a daunting challenge. 
 
    Connor rode close beside her, and the milk cow was also following behind, after Ted had fished it out of the herd and brought it over to Callie, with the rest of Chet’s horses, before they all went their separate ways. 
 
    Connor looked happy to be returning to the ranch. 
 
    “Are you sure there is money buried out behind the house?” Callie asked him, as they rode side by side. 
 
    “I’ll show you when we get home,” he told her.  “Only now that we got the herd back, we won’t have to buy more cattle with it,” he pointed out. 
 
    “I know, but I was thinking about that house your father promised to build for your mother.  I wonder if there is enough money in that can to start building a house.  I hate that little log cabin we are living in now.  Wouldn’t you like a new big house, where you could have your own bedroom, and not have to share with your sisters?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind that,” Connor smiled.  “Mama always talked about that house, papa never built for her.  It used to be fun listening to all the things she said she was going to have in that house once it was built.  Papa even got the plans, and mama would go over it, showing me where all the rooms were.” 
 
    He paused for a moment, looking wistful, glancing over at Callie as though he wanted to say more, but had decided not to. 
 
    “You will have to show me where those plans are, and tell me everything she wished for.  I will make it a point to try to build it, exactly the way she wanted it to be,” Callie promised. 
 
    She just wondered if there really was enough money hidden away, to build the kind of house Rolletta had dreamed of?  If not, she vowed to scrimp and save until she could build that big, beautiful house, which Rolletta had deserved, for giving Chet children, even if they weren’t all boys. 
 
    The group stopped as often as Callie insisted, so she could feed the babies.  They had brought biscuits and cheese, apples, smoked ham, dried fruit, and hard candy, with them to eat along the way, since they had not planned to stop and camp.  Now, Callie was anxious to get back to the ranch, but by the end of the day, she was tired, and the men seemed just as tired since they had ridden non-stop, in order to overtake the Indians. 
 
    Bringing the cattle with them had slowed the Indians down, and Callie thought they had taken a big risk in doing so.  Wouldn’t they have expected someone to come after them?  Maybe they thought no one would discover it until they were safe in Indian territory, where their friends could help defend them against anyone who came after the cattle.  
 
    She thought about how Chayton had kissed her in the river, and then during the night before.  She had been shocked at how, passionately he had kissed her, just before he left her and the children.  She marveled at how it had shaken her in a way, she couldn’t explain.  She could not get the memory of that kiss out of her head. 
 
    The group stopped to camp for the night.  They took the pack rolls off of the back of their saddles, and one of the men gave his pack roll to Callie to use, while Mr. Pritchard returned Chayton’s son to her. 
 
    Callie lay on the pack roll, watching the men build a fire, and then one of the men pulled out his harmonica and began playing, while the others sang words to the tune, he was playing.  The children seemed mesmerized by the music and tried to learn the words, so they could sing along.  Callie thought the music sounded mournful, in a strange, unexplainable way, and she knew whenever she heard the songs they were singing, in the future, it would remind her of that night.  She hugged the babies to her, as she fell asleep to the sound of the music in her ears. 
 
    By morning, they were all ready to leave at first light, and Callie did not complain.  She would be happy to return to the ranch, even though she had hated that ranch so much.  Now she had a whole new future to look forward to, and thoughts about the house she promised Connor she would build, filled her head.  She would not have to remain in that little ranch house, which only brought back unpleasant memories of the times she spent there with Chet; she promised herself. 
 
    When the group finally reached Chet’s ranch, Callie felt a little hesitant, remembering her last moments she spent there, with Chet lying dead in the yard, while she suffered having his baby.  Only then, thoughts of Chayton came to her, and how gentle he had treated her, during the birth of her daughter.  She could still see those piercing dark eyes he had gazed down at her with.  She would never see those eyes again; she thought sadly.  Whenever she looked at Chayton’s son, it seemed to be Chayton’s eyes that she saw staring back at her. 
 
    “Are you sure you will be all right, staying here alone?” Mr. Pritchard asked her, as one of his men helped her down from her horse. 
 
    Mr. Pritchard then, handed the man Chayton’s son, to give to Callie. 
 
    “Yes, I will do fine,” Callie murmured, as the cowhand placed the cradleboard on her back.  “Connor is a big help, and even Ina always pulls her own weight.  Cooper should be returning soon enough; and until then, we will just have to make do.” 
 
    “I’ll have one of my men put your horses and cow away.  You look tuckered out.” 
 
    “I am rather tired.  I only gave birth a short week ago; and the moment my child was born, I was whisked away by the Indians.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you had to go through all that, but your baby looks healthy, and I am sure you will get your strength back, once you get some rest.” 
 
    “Yes.  I am sure I will.  I want to thank you and your friends for all you have done for me and my family.  If you ever need my help…” 
 
    “Don’t even mention it.  We ranchers have to stick together.  When anything like this happens to one of us, it is as though it has happened to all of us.  I’ll send someone over in a day or so to check up on you, in case you may need something.” 
 
    “You are very kind, Mr. Pritchard.  I appreciate it.” 
 
    Mr. Pritchard gave Callie a weary smile, and she watched him, and the men with him, head down the drive, and then out to the road that led away from Chet’s ranch.  She had to stop thinking of the ranch as belonging to Chet, she told herself.  It now belonged to her. 
 
    Connor took a hold of Callie’s free hand, while she placed her other hand on her baby in the sling, and led her out to where Chet had been buried.  His sisters followed. 
 
    “I know he had his bad moments,” Connor said, “and I know you did not like him much.  He wanted us to have a good ranch, though.  He always talked about when we got bigger and could take part in making this the most successful ranch around.  Do you think we can still do that?” 
 
    Connor looked up into Callie’s eyes with a pleading expression on his face. 
 
    “I’m not sure I know enough to make it successful,” she admitted. 
 
    “I can teach you.  Papa told me everything about running a ranch because he said I would be taking over someday.” 
 
    Connor seemed much older than his almost eleven years, Callie thought.  Perhaps Chet had not played with his children or treated them with much affection, but at least he taught them how to become sufficient, once they grew up, she admitted.  Connor was going to be a big help to her, she realized. 
 
    “Then I will put you, mostly in charge,” Callie told Connor, with a smile.  “Go pick some wildflowers to put on your father’s grave.  I’m going in to feed the babies and put them down to sleep.  Then, you can show me where that can was buried.” 
 
    Connor gave Callie a big grin, happily taking his younger sister’s hands, and heading out to the meadow where the wildflowers were running riot. 
 
    Callie turned to the house, and slowly pushed the door open.  The room had been ransacked by the Indians, as they had looked for things they wanted.  They had not considered her welfare, she had to admit.  It had all been about getting what they needed.  She was something they needed, and so they took her too.  Maybe they thought they needed the children as well since Cooper claimed they would be turned into little Indians, once they reached the village.  Her only problem was; she could not forget the way Chayton had kissed her, or the way she had felt when they were in the river together.  It had been the first time she actually savored a kiss.  She had hated it when Chet bothered to kiss her.  Now she would never feel that strange excitement inside again, which had been created by Chayton’s kisses. 
 
    Callie continued on into her bedroom.  The moment she walked through the open door, all the memories of that day flooded back to her, with mixed emotions of the fear, she felt at the time and the way Chayton had gently attended to her.  It was bittersweet, bringing her child into the world; a child she hadn’t even wanted to be saddled with along with Rolletta’s children.  How differently she felt now. 
 
    Callie gazed down at her infant in her arms.  She had to put all that behind her now.  Chayton’s son would become her son, and her little daughter, would become his sister.  Perhaps it would be better if she put the memory of those mystic people out of her mind altogether.  She decided to call Tsahle-ee Jogul simply Joey, and P’ee-shan, Shanny, so their names would sound more American.  It was going to be hard enough on Joey to be raised around people who shunned the Indians.  Once he grew up, he may resent being taken from his people. 
 
    She placed both the babies in Rolletta’s old crib, after she had fed them, and then went outside to see what the children were doing.  Connor ran up to her, the moment she came to the door, holding a shovel in his hand. 
 
    “Come with me,” he demanded, and she, along with his sisters, followed him out behind the house. 
 
    “Papa showed me where he put his money, in case anything happened to him,” Connor told Callie.  “So I know right where to dig.” 
 
    Callie watched Connor roll aside a rather large rock, and then begin to dig where the rock once rested.  A few moments later, he was pulling a wooden box from the ground.  When he opened the box, there was a coffee can inside.  Connor removed the lid to the can.  Inside was a roll of greenbacks, and a large collection of silver and gold coins.  Callie took in her breath.  Connor was right.  Now all she had to do was discover how much money had been stashed in that can. 
 
    Connor handed the can to Callie. 
 
    “I told you it was here,” Connor smiled. 
 
    “Yes,” Callie breathed.  “Now we have to count it all.  Do you know your numbers?” 
 
    “Yes.  Papa made me keep track of how many heads of cattle we had,” he said proudly. 
 
    “Then let’s get to it,” Callie smiled, and the troop followed her into the house, where they sat down at the table, and Callie emptied the can, then began counting the bills, while she told Connor to count the coins.  When they were finished, Callie sat stunned.  There was enough money in the tin to build three houses, she thought, so why hadn’t Chet built that house for Rolletta? 
 
    “How many heads of cattle have we sent to market?” Callie asked Connor. 
 
    “Around a hundred, but they always lose some on the way for one reason or another,” he told her. 
 
    “At 34 dollars a head, even if we lost half the cattle, it would bring us around 1700 dollars.  After paying the drovers a hundred dollars each, that would still leave us 1200.  I know there are other expenses to run the ranch, but after nine years of selling cattle, Chet could have built your mother a house ten times over.” 
 
    Connor shrugged.  His eyes looked worriedly up at Callie 
 
    “During the war, Mama said we hadn’t done so well, but afterwards, we did much better.  Only Papa was angry at her for not giving him more sons,” Connor mumbled.   When Ina was born, I was too little to know anything about it, but by the time Tommy was born, papa was expecting another boy.  I saw him slap mama, and tell her the next one better be a boy.  He told her until she gave him more boys, he wasn’t going to build that house for her… like it was her fault she only had girls, except for me.  Mama tried again, but Beth was born, and then papa was really mad.  He was throwing things around, and he yanked mama out of bed and started slapping her.  I was afraid he wasn’t going to quit, but then the baby started crying, so he did quit.  It wasn’t having a baby that made my mama die.  It was not having a son that caused it.” 
 
    Callie’s eyes widened, as she saw a tear escape Connor’s eye, and other things started to fall into place, in her mind. 
 
    “When Rolletta was born,” Connor continued in a shaking voice, “Papa kept beating on Mama, to punish her.   I should have stopped him.  It was my fault she ended up dying.  After that, she refused to eat.  She told Papa she hated him and hoped he rotted in hell.  He made us swear never to tell a soul why Mama died, and he told everyone she died in childbirth.  Since he’s not here now, I can tell you.” 
 
    Callie just stared at Connor, wondering what Chet would have done to her when he discovered her first child was also a girl?  Now she did not feel guilty for wishing Chet was dead.  He deserved to be dead since he had killed her sister. 
 
    Callie put her arms around Connor and gave him a long hug.  Now it all made sense to her what Connor had said when he told her he wouldn’t let her die if she didn’t have a boy. 
 
    “It was not your fault, Connor,” she whispered.  “If you had tried to stop him, he probably would have hurt you too.” 
 
    She gave all the children a reassuring smile. 
 
    “We’re going to build that house the way your mother wanted if it is the last thing we do,” Callie promised them all.  You are never going to have to worry about me dying, or anything happening to you again.” 
 
    Connor came around the table and put his arms around Callie’s neck.  Then his sisters all came, hugging Callie as well. 
 
    “Promise you will never leave us,” Connor begged.  “Like Papa said, you are our mother now, and we need you.” 
 
    “Of course, I will never leave you.  We are not only going to build that house, but we are going to turn this ranch into the best cattle ranch around these parts.  Cooper is going to come back and help us with the ranch, and by the time you grow up, you’ll have something to be proud of.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    Callie shot bolt upright in bed.  She thought she had heard a noise in the other room.  She had been dreaming that the Indians were ransacking the house again, but then she realized someone actually was in the house, making noise in the next room.  Perhaps one of the children was up and wandering around, for some reason, she tried to reason.  She lit the oil lamp on the bedside table and picked it up with shaking hands.  Only she couldn’t imagine who would come into her house at night, so it must be one of the children. 
 
    Callie cautiously opened her bedroom door and held the lamp above her head, so it wouldn’t blind her.  The room seemed still now, so it all must have been part of a dream, which she believed was real.  She lowered the lamp and started to breathe easier, but when her eyes fell to the floor, she gasped. 
 
    “Chayton!” she cried when she saw him sprawled on the floor, blood dripping from his clothes. 
 
    Callie placed the lamp on the table and fell to the floor, putting Chayton’s head on her lap, in spite of the blood she was getting all over her nightgown. 
 
    “Chayton, you are alive!” 
 
    Only she could tell he was narrowly holding onto life.  His eyes could barely focus, but when he saw her face, he managed a weak smile.  He reached his hand up, and touched her cheek, smearing more blood on her. 
 
    “Where are you shot?” she asked, because she was certain, he had been shot when the drovers had gone after his band since Buster had claimed they had ‘plugged all the Injuns’. 
 
    She started unfastening the silver buttons of his shirt and pulling it free of his body.  It was saturated with blood, and she tossed it in the sink.  She wondered that he was still alive, after losing so much blood. 
 
    Once the shirt was removed, she grabbed a towel and started wiping away the blood on his skin, so she could find the wound.  Clay was mixed with the blood, and she could see where Chayton had packed the clay against the wound in his side.  Blood was still seeping out of a hole, and she knew if she left the ball inside of him, he could possibly die. 
 
    It appeared that Chayton had passed out, but he was still breathing, so it gave Callie hope.  She built up the fire which was starting to die in the cook stove after she had fixed the evening meal.  She then placed a knife on the burner lid.  While Callie waited, she made some makeshift bandages with one of the dishtowels.  She lit more lamps, to give her better light. 
 
    “What is happening?” 
 
    It was Connor, standing inside the doorway of his room. 
 
    “Close the door so your sisters do not wake up, Connor, and come over and help me.  Chayton has been shot!” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Connor asked in a shaking voice, but he still obeyed her. 
 
    “I need to remove the rifle ball from his wound before he wakes up.  “Go outside to the barn, and find that bottle of whiskey, your father kept there.  I am sure you know where it is.” 
 
    Connor nodded and took one of the lamps with him to light his way.  While he was gone, Callie wet the towel and wiped all the clay free from the wound. When Connor returned, Callie put a small amount of whiskey in a bowl, and then immersed the hot knife in it, causing it to sizzle, when it hit the liquid.  She poured some of the whiskey into the wound, as well. 
 
    “Hold his arms, just in case he wakes up,” she told Connor, and he did as she asked. 
 
    Callie took a deep breath, and willing her hands to stop shaking, she pushed the knife into the hole in Chayton’s side.  She wasn’t even sure what she was doing and hoped she did not cause any complications, but she knew she needed to expel the ball.  After a moment, she had managed to find the ball.  Slowly, she was able to fish it out and place it in the bowl, tossing the knife beside it. 
 
    The wound was bleeding more now, and she covered the hole with a pad, while she had Connor put the knife back on the burner.  Callie poured some whiskey on the wound again, and once the knife was heated, she cauterized the wound, with the hot tip of the knife. 
 
    The smell of burning flesh met her nostrils, and when she did that, Chayton groaned, and his eyes opened, almost glaring at her. 
 
    “Don’t die,” she whispered.  “Your son needs you!” 
 
    She paused, looking into Chayton’s pain filled eyes. 
 
    “I need you, too,” she added. 
 
    Chayton slowly closed his eyes, but she could see a slight smile resting on his lips. 
 
    Callie finished cleaning him up and wiped the blood off of the floor.  She had Connor hold him in a sitting position, while she wrapped the bandages around his waist. 
 
    “Help me take the rest of his clothes off,” Callie instructed Connor. 
 
    Connor began removing Chayton’s moccasins, and then they both pulled away his leggings, leaving his breech-cloth at his waist.  Between the two of them, they managed to lift him enough so they could slowly drag him into the bedroom, and place him on the bed.  
 
    “Is he going to live?” Connor asked in a hushed voice. 
 
    “I hope so.  It isn’t fair that they shot all those Indians.  I know they killed your father, but in a way, they did us a favor!”   
 
    Connor turned from her room and went back to his own room, and Callie closed the door.  She turned, looking down at Chayton.  He no longer appeared like a wild Indian to her.  She thought of him as a friend, and she didn’t want him to die because he needed to live so he could raise his son, the way he was meant to do.  At least, that was what she told herself. 
 
    Callie sat down on the bed and continued to look upon the mysterious man, now lying in her bed, thinking of the nights she had slept beside him, and how he had caressed her shoulder, in a strange, caring way.  She relived the night in the river with him, and the gentle way he had kissed her when she apologized for the misunderstanding between them.  She recalled that heart-stopping kiss, just before he sprinted away, and she thought she was never going to see him again.  Her hand went out and gently pushed a strand of his long, black hair out of his eyes.  Chayton’s arm shot up, and his hand grasped her wrist in a vice grip, his eyes flashing open, and the look in his eyes frightened her.  When he saw it was her, his grip loosened, as his eyes captured hers. 
 
    “You have to get better,” Callie whispered.  “Once you recover, you can take your son back to your village, and raise him as an Indian brave, the same as you.” 
 
    “You are his Khaw Khaw, now.  He needs you since there is no one else to care for him,” he whispered. 
 
    “He needs you too,” she insisted. 
 
    “Then you must care for me also,” he said, as he brought her hand to his mouth and kissed it.  “Lie beside me.  I need your warmth.  I feel so cold.” 
 
    “You lost a lot of blood.  Since you are awake, you need to drink some water.” 
 
    Callie left the room, and returned with a cup of water, holding him in a sitting position, so he could drink, and then placing the cup on her bedside table. 
 
    “Don’t stop holding me,” Chayton begged, as she helped him to lie back down. 
 
    “My nightgown is covered in blood,” she whispered, pulling away. 
 
    “Then take it off,” he whispered back.  “I need you to warm me.” 
 
    Callie boldly pulled her nightgown over her head, and blew out the candles, crawling into the bed beside Chayton. 
 
    “I need your arms around me,” Chayton murmured.  “Don’t let go of me.” 
 
    “I won’t,” Callie whispered, placing her arms around him, and holding him to her. 
 
    Callie rested her head against Chayton’s shoulder, as unexpected emotions seemed to surge through her, while his skin began to warm, at her touch.  She too felt warm and contented.  What was she going to do, she wondered?  When Cooper came back, he may try to kill Chayton, if he found him there.  She hoped Cooper would stay gone long enough for Chayton to recover.  Only she knew that once he recovered, he would have to leave.  She wasn’t sure she wanted him to.  
 
    Callie lay beside Chayton, listening to his shallow breathing.  She was afraid to fall asleep, in case he needed her, and worse yet, for fear of him dying.  Her thoughts went back to when she had seen his face in the gas light on the street, outside her parent’s house, and how his face continued to haunt her.  It frightened her, at the time.  Now she wondered what it meant since she was no longer frightened of Chayton.  Had it been some omen?  Had this been her destiny? 
 
    Callie thought of the last year and a half she had been with Chet.  He had scowled at her when it seemed to take so long for her to conceive, which made him want to constantly use her until she proved fertile.  She thought of the letter her sister had written about how unhappy Chet had been when she hadn’t conceived right away.  She thought about how Connor told her the way Chet had treated his mother when she only produced girls.  She was happy Chet was dead, and could not plague her any longer.  Only she didn’t know what she was going to do about Chayton. 
 
    It felt right, having him lying beside her, having the warmth of his bare skin, against her own, and breathing in the familiar smell of him.  Her thoughts lingered on how he had helped deliver little Shanny.  She thought of all the nights she had lain beside Chet, and resented it, looking forward to when he would leave on his cattle drive. 
 
    How could she feel so close to this wild Indian, she barely knew, while hating Chet the moment she met him, back when her sister married him?  She must have instinctively known the kind of person Chet actually was.  So did this mean that Chayton was someone she could trust?  She did not have any of those misgivings about him, she realized; except when she saw the vision of his face in the lamp-light.  Only back then, she had not known what part he would end up playing in her life.  She still did not know. 
 
    She hadn’t meant to fall asleep.  She didn’t even realize she was dreaming.  In her dream, Chayton was holding her, telling her of his love for her, and she was expressing her love for him, also.  She jerked awake, fearing that Chayton had died during the night, but instead, she discovered that his arms were around her, clinging to her, as he pressed her to him. 
 
    Callie started to stir, but Chayton’s grasp tightened. 
 
    “Don’t leave me,” he whispered.  “I need your warmth.” 
 
    “How do you feel?” she asked. 
 
    “I have felt worse.  A bear once mauled me.”  
 
    He placed her hand on his shoulder, bringing it down over the scars on his chest.  She had wondered about those scars when she had first seen him bathing. 
 
    “Your touch is tender and kind, On-thoe-gyah.  The name I gave you, suits you.” 
 
    “You need to rest,” Callie said, feeling self-conscious, about the way he was holding her so close to him, and now his hand was pushing back her hair, as he gazed into her eyes. 
 
    “Rest beside me, until the babies need feeding,” he insisted. 
 
    Callie started to relax against Chayton’s shoulder again.  The feel of his hands on her back, lightly caressing her, consumed her.  She never wanted this moment to end, she thought.  It was the kind of tender moment she had longed for since she arrived at Chet’s ranch. 
 
    “Cooper has taken the cattle to market,” Callie whispered.  “When he returns, he has agreed to remain here to help me run the ranch.  I don’t know how long he will be gone, but once he returns….” 
 
    “Hush,” Chayton said softly.  “He is not here now.  You are here.  You have saved me.  I now owe you my life.  You saved my son.  I owe you more than my life.” 
 
    Callie could feel his lips against her forehead.  They felt soft and tender, as he kissed her skin. 
 
    “I will heal quickly.  We are a strong people.  Once I am healed, my life will be dedicated to keeping you safe from harm.” 
 
    “How can you do that, if you return to your people?” Callie asked.  “I cannot go with you to your village, Chayton.  I have responsibilities here.  I am going to build a house for my sister’s children, and myself.  This ranch belongs to me now, and I intend to build it up, so Connor will have his inheritance, the way he deserves.  If you have any feeling for me, you will not insist I leave with you again.” 
 
    Chayton was quiet.  Then he placed his head against Callie’s breast.   
 
    “As you wish,” he murmured and then seemed to fall asleep. 
 
    Callie placed her hand on the back of Chayton’s head, running her fingers over his long luxuriant hair.  She savored the feel of the dark strands between her fingers, as she stroked his hair.  His head, resting against her breast, felt natural to her.  She didn’t want to move, but one of the babies started crying, and she was forced to gently push Chayton from her, so she could retrieve the child and feed it. 
 
    It was Joey who was crying, and Callie took the infant, who was now wearing a proper diaper and returned to the bed, placing his dark head against her white breast, so he could nurse. 
 
    Callie sat propped against the pillow against the headboard of the bed, as she fed Joey.  A hand came up against the back of the infant, and Callie looked beside her at Chayton, who had reached his hand up, and was watching her nurse his son. 
 
    “I call him Joey now,” she murmured.  “I hope you don’t mind.  I didn’t think you would be coming back, and I thought he would do better with an American style name.” 
 
    “You were planning to keep him?” Chayton asked. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure.  I was told you were all dead, and you had made me promise to take care of him.  I didn’t think it would be possible to take him back to your tribe.  He had to have someone to feed him.  Besides, I have grown to love him, the same way I love my own child.” 
 
    “Joey,” he mumbled. 
 
    “If you don’t like the name…” 
 
    “I like it well enough,” he told her. 
 
    “Good,” she said, as she continued nursing his child. 
 
    When she had finished, Shanny was crying, and she traded Joey for Shanny, placing her against the other breast. 
 
    “You have good milk,” Chayton, said softly, as he lifted his hand and laid it against the breast Joey had vacated.  “It tastes sweet and pure, just like you,” he told her. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” she asked, feeling a little embarrassed at his words. 
 
    “Weak, but I think I will live, thanks to your tending to me.” 
 
    Callie lifted Shanny and replaced her in the crib. 
 
    “You should probably eat some broth or something,” she murmured. 
 
    Chayton reached up and took her hand, pulling her back on the bed beside him. 
 
    “In the river, when we were together, you had milk left over, after feeding the babies.  Perhaps, mother’s milk will help me heal.” 
 
    Callie hesitated, but then she lay beside him, pulling his head to her breast. 
 
    “If there is any left over, you are welcome to have it,” she said, as she felt his mouth cover her. 
 
    Chayton felt the warm sweet milk, trickle down his throat, as he took her breast into his mouth.  The feel and taste of it seemed to revive him, and he was honored that she was willing to offer him such sustenance.  It bonded him to her in such a way his whole being felt complete. 
 
    His mouth moved to her other breast, and Callie looked down upon him, discovering the very act of allowing him this small wish, was causing her emotions to rise up within her.  He continued to caress her with his mouth, and they both seemed to gain pleasure from the closeness it created between them. 
 
    Eventually, Chayton fell asleep against Callie’s breast, and she stroked his head, thankful he was still alive.  She realized she was slowly falling in love with Chayton, but once Cooper returned, he would have to leave, so she tried not to let her heart get too tangled in her feelings for him. 
 
    She finally got up, because there were chores to be done, and she wanted to make some broth for Chayton to have when he woke up again. 
 
    Connor came into the kitchen as she began to build the fire. 
 
    “Wake your sisters up and have them gather the eggs, while you feed the cow and milk her.  Later, you need to bring some more wood into the house.  I am going to be very busy taking care of Chayton and the babies, so you will have to be responsible for things,” she told him. 
 
    Connor looked proud and smiled. 
 
    “Then Chayton is still alive?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, but he needs my constant care.  I am getting ready to make some broth for him and mush for you and your sisters.  Once you are all through eating, you need to remain outside, playing or doing other chores, until lunch time.  I don’t want any noise to wake him or the babies,” she informed him. 
 
    Connor did as she asked him, and Callie set the bowls out to put the mush in, for when the children came back in after their morning chores. 
 
    Connor put the milk in the icebox and went to the ice cellar for another block of ice to put in it since the ice had melted while they were away. 
 
    Once the children were fed, Callie decided to soak Chayton’s shirt in a sink of cold water, to see if she could remove most of the blood.  As she pushed the shirt under the water, she felt something in a pocket that was fashioned in the shirt.  She reached her fingers in and pulled out a little, beaded turtle.  The design on its back looked so unique and well worked.  She slipped it into her skirt pocket, so she could ask Chayton about it, when he woke up. 
 
    Callie returned to her room to check on Chayton and the babies.  They were all still asleep.  She lay down on the bed beside Chayton and watched his sleeping face.  Slowly his eyes opened, and he smiled. 
 
    “I was dreaming of you, but when I opened my eyes, I found it was not a dream,” he said, leaning over and kissing her lips, gently.  “I need you beside me like this,” he told her. 
 
    “I will get you some broth,” she murmured, afraid to tell him what she was really feeling. 
 
    He nodded, and she left to return with a bowl of broth. 
 
    “Can you sit up?” she asked. 
 
    “It hurts to move, but I think I can manage,” he grunted, as he tried to push himself into a sitting position. 
 
    She handed him the bowl, and he slowly ate a few spoonful’s and then handed her the bowl again. 
 
    “I’ll put it back on the stove to keep it warm,” she told him, as she left the room. 
 
    When she returned, she pulled the little turtle from her pocket. 
 
    “I was washing the blood from your shirt, and I found this in the pocket,” she told him, handing him the small turtle. 
 
    Chayton gave a weary smile.  
 
    “It is to be used to preserve the infant’s navel when it falls off.  There are herbs inside, and when the child is old enough to walk, the turtle will be pinned to his shirt.  It is to remind him of his beginnings, and that his grandmother made the pouch for him.  His aunt made him his cradleboard, and later, when he looks upon it, he will remember the love that went into making it.  Our family history is very important to us.  Over the years, there will be other such trinkets, and keepsakes, which will be put with the children’s belongings.  Then they can look back on their lives and know where it led them.” 
 
    “Do you have such collections of things?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, in my wigwam, at my village.  My family will keep them safe for me, for when I return.  They are expecting me to return with my wife.” 
 
    Callie sat down on the bed. 
 
    “I am sorry your wife had to die, and couldn’t raise your son.  He is such a handsome little child.” 
 
    Chayton placed the turtle in her hand. 
 
    “Keep it to place his navel in, when the time comes,” he told her, closing her hand around the turtle pouch. 
 
    Callie put the pouch on her bedside table, just as both babies started crying.  She got up and changed them, bringing them over to the bed to nurse.  She sat propped against the pillow with a baby against each breast, as Chayton watched on.  Once they had finished, she burped them, and placed them back in the crib, gazing down at them sleeping next to each other. 
 
    Chayton seemed a little stronger than before, as he laid his head against her; then he lifted her dress up over her head, to expose her body to his view. 
 
    “You have a beautiful body,” he told her.  “Your skin is so white and soft.  You feel very pleasant against my cheek. 
 
    Chayton’s mouth and he began to kiss against her skin and continued to kiss her, as his mouth wandered over her supple curves.  His kisses moved to her face until he was consuming her lips beneath his. 
 
    “Having you here will make me strong again,” he told her.  “You are my strength now.”  
 
    Chayton clutched her to him until he fell asleep once more. When he woke, he called her to him from where she was tending to the babies. 
 
    “I need to relieve myself, and I do not think I can stand or walk,” he told her.  “Do you have a jar?” 
 
    Callie nodded, going to the kitchen and returning with a canning jar. 
 
    “Can you help me?” he asked, as he fumbled with the string of his breechcloth. 
 
    Callie didn’t hesitate.  She had touched him in the river, and there was nothing else she could do.  When he was finished, she left to empty the jar, and then returned to the bedroom again. 
 
    Throughout the day, she tended to both Chayton and the babies.  She stopped to make lunch for the children, hung Chayton’s shirt out to dry, once most of the blood was soaked out, and then later made dinner for her and the children, bathing them, before sending them to bed. 
 
    “When Chayton gets better, can we look at the house plans?” Connor asked her. 
 
    “Yes,” Callie smiled, “and then you can tell me everything your mother wanted for the house. 
 
    He gave her a hug and went into the room with the girls. 
 
    Callie returned to her own room, removing her dress, and crawling under the covers beside Chayton.  She liked the feel of his body against hers, and she wasn’t ashamed to admit it to herself, as she idly stroked her hand over the scars on his chest. 
 
    “Your touch is gentle and healing,” Chayton murmured. 
 
    “Are you feeling better?” she asked. 
 
    “Now that you are here beside me, I am,” he half-chuckled. 
 
    “I have spent the whole day tending to your needs,” she smiled. 
 
    “Yes, I have enjoyed the way you have tended to me, cleaning my wound, not to mention holding a jar for me, when needed.  I feel like I am using you up,” he murmured. 
 
    Callie thought about how Chet had threatened to use her up, in order to bring about a child.  If this was using her up by Chayton’s standards, she was glad to comply, she smiled to herself. 
 
    “Just keep getting better, is all I ask,” she told him. 
 
    “I feel better, every time you are near me,” he insisted.  “When you touch me, my heart soars, and when my lips taste your sweet skin, I am revived all the more.” 
 
    “I am glad I have that effect on you,” she responded. 
 
    “Then let me return the favor, and touch your skin, as we lay here,” he whispered, bringing his hand to one breast, and tracing his fingers over it. 
 
    Callie shivered at the feel of his fingers wandering over her, and remembered when he had touched her so gently when they had bathed together, only this time he was not using a cloth, and his fingers had a way of causing her heart to almost stop, when he began to explore her body with his touch. 
 
    She found herself running her hand over his skin as well, feeling a certain boldness, since she had cared for him, so intimately, and he no longer seemed like a stranger to her.  Her fingers continued to stroke against him, as his hands caressed her soft skin in return. 
 
    They pulled away from each other, when the babies started crying to be fed, and he watched her, in somewhat wonder, as she nursed the infants.  When she had finished feeding them, it seemed natural to return to what they had been doing. 
 
    Chayton smoothed his hands over her skin as he found new places to explore.  The feel of his hands upon her, caused Callie to lift to his touch, as they traced over her, bringing her skin alive, and eager to feel the softness of such a caress.   
 
    Callie felt herself melting in a way she had never experienced before, having always dreaded Chet’s touch.  Every touch awakened something new from within her until she was shivering beneath his caresses 
 
    Chayton’s mouth covered Callie’s lips, looking for deeper fulfillment at the taste of her sweet lips, to satisfy his need to be consumed by her closeness.  
 
    “Are you sure you are strong enough for something like this?” she whispered. 
 
    “Probably not,” he half-grinned, “but the touch of you feels so wonderful to me.” 
 
    “You should probably heal some more,” she told him. 
 
    “Tomorrow, then,” he smiled, bringing her hand to his lips and kissing it.  “I will probably need you to bathe me, by then,” he softly chuckled. 
 
    “I will gladly agree,” she told him, and his mouth came down over hers, again. 
 
    “I always need you here beside me,” he whispered against her mouth. 
 
    “What about when it is time for you to leave,” she asked. 
 
    “That won’t be for several weeks yet,” he reminded her.  “Until then, you are all I need.” 
 
    He clutched her to him, but he seemed to grow weaker, and she feared he had over-exerted himself. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    Callie woke to Chayton tossing his head back and forth.  She could see the perspiration beaded on his brow.  She placed her hand on his forehead, and then withdrew it immediately.  He was burning up.  That could only mean one thing.  There was some sort of infection.  She threw the covers back and checked his wound.  She could see the skin around the wound was red and swollen, and puss had started to form around the wound.  Callie started to panic.  She wasn’t sure what to do, other than keeping the wound clean. 
 
    Callie went to the kitchen to retrieve the bottle of whiskey, pouring some out on a cloth, wiping it over the wound, and making sure all the puss was expelled.  She heard Chayton groaning and glanced up at him. 
 
    “I think your wound is infected,” she breathed.  “If it gets any worse, you may die.” 
 
    “Do you have any aloe growing nearby?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Bring some, and use the inside to place over the wound.  It will help it heal.” 
 
    Callie got dressed, and when she saw Connor in the kitchen, she sent him out to cut some aloe stalks, in order to use them.  Once he returned with them, Callie did as Chayton instructed, opening the plant, and placing it on the wound, and then wrapping the bandage over the plant to keep it in place. 
 
    When Chayton saw the fear in Callie’s face, he reached up and touched her cheek. 
 
    “I am strong,” he told her.  “I have healed from many other wounds, which I have received in wars and raids.  There is nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Just don’t die on me,” Callie begged. 
 
    “How can I die and leave you behind?” he asked.  “I must live for both, you and my son.  You will need my protection, once I have recovered.  Don’t worry, my love, I will recover.” 
 
    Chayton had called her, his love, which touched Callie in a way she hadn’t expected. 
 
    “I love you too,” she whispered. 
 
    “Good,” he smiled and closed his eyes. 
 
    The rest of the day, Callie kept a close eye on Chayton’s wound, making sure it was drained, and clean, then replacing the aloe leaf over the wound to help it heal.  Whenever Chayton woke, she fed him broth, but he seemed too weak to request anything else.  Connor often came in, looking as worried as Callie felt, but all she could do was wait and hope the infection cleared, instead of getting worse. 
 
    The girls seemed quiet and sullen.  They knew things had changed.  Their little sister was no longer there, and neither was their father.  They were not aware that Chayton lay in Callie’s room recovering from his ordeal in the whole affair.  Callie knew she should dedicate more time to them, but taking care of two small infants, while watching over Chayton seemed to consume all of her time and energy. 
 
    She would make it up to them, she determined.  Once Chayton recovered completely, she would start going over the plans of the house and staking out where they wished to build it.  Then she would have to hire some builders, to work on both the house and the bunkhouse.  It seemed there was so much to do.  When Cooper returned he would have to buy new calves to raise for the next cattle drive.  Since Chet had set aside so much money to build the house, she could use the extra money, not only to furnish the house but to buy more cattle than they had the year before.  The future was looking good, if only Chayton recovered, so she wouldn’t have to worry about him, along with everything else. 
 
    Callie had told her father that she would not write him, but she changed her mind, and decided to inform him of Chet’s death, the birth of a new grandchild, and her plans to stay and work the ranch on her own.  As it turned out, perhaps her forced marriage was working out better than she had expected; considering she was now an independent woman, and could run her ranch, and raise her sister’s children, along with her daughter, and perhaps, Chayton’s son, however she pleased, without society looking down their noses at her.  She was starting to feel like her own person, and she liked the potential it gave her. 
 
    Slowly, Callie was able to keep Chayton’s infection at bay, and it finally cleared up.  Now Chayton could get out of bed and take care of his own needs.  He began eating with the family at dinnertime, and the children got used to having him there.  At night, Callie slept in his arms, as he showered her with affection.  She dreaded the day that Cooper would return, and Chayton would have to return to his people.  If he remained, they would turn him in for the murder of Chet, and he would have to stand trial.  The new demands that Indians were subject to the law of the United States kept the Indians from raiding and claiming they had a right to do so. 
 
    Now Callie and Connor poured over the plans of the house, Chet had bought, and talked about how they wanted the house to look, and where they wished to build it. Chayton showed little interest.  He watched from a distance.  He could see that Callie was caught up in a new future, and somehow he was afraid her kind of future did not include him.  He knew full well that she would never come to live with him in his village.  There was so much conflict going on between the Indians and the government, that being a member of his tribe may not even be safe, he had to admit. 
 
    Renegades from both the Comanche and Kiowa were rebelling against the government, to show their displeasure of how the white man kept taking more and more of their land, and placing laws on them that prevented them from being able to hunt the buffalo on land that had always been considered their territory.  They would all be forced on reservations, regulated by the government, if they did not keep the white man’s law, and not wander beyond the borders the government set for their tribes. 
 
    There was a split between the main chiefs of the Comanches and the Kiowas, some wanting to fight against the whites and others wanting to live in peace, with them.  Nonetheless, in order to live in peace, they would have to give up their Indian traditions and culture and be willing to adopt the white man’s way of life.  They could no longer roam wild and free upon a land that had always been their domain until the white man came along and decided to claim it. 
 
    He could see how happy Callie looked when she talked about building a house he thought was too big, and unnecessary.  It would tie her to the land, where she would have to remain to care for cattle, so she could get money to buy fancy things that didn’t even seem useful. 
 
    He knew of other Indians who had given up their true way of life, and moved into the white man’s houses, learning to farm, and live in one place like the government wished them to do, but he did not want to be counted among them. 
 
    However, Chayton knew that if he chose his true Indian way of life, he would have to give Callie up. He thought about his son.  He wished to raise him as an Indian brave should be raised, yet the future looked grim for Indian braves of old.  If he left him with Callie, who was the only mother Joey knew, he would become like a white man, and never know of his own heritage. 
 
    He already had a white man’s name, Chayton thought sadly.  He would never learn how to speak his own language if Callie raised him as her son.  This tore at Chayton’s heart because he knew, when her work-hand came back, he, himself, would have to leave, possibly never to return again.  Chayton couldn’t face a future without Callie in it, and yet he could not stay at her ranch, for fear of being arrested for her husband’s death. 
 
    Callie sat looking at the trunk, which had been placed in the corner of her room, containing the clothes she brought with her, and Chet never let her wear.  She looked down at the drab dress of her sister’s she had been given to wear instead.  Chet was no longer here, she thought.  The girls didn’t even know how it felt to wear a dress because they were always dressed in practical overalls.  They barely looked like girls, she thought, because Chet wanted to turn them into little boys. 
 
    Suddenly, she rose to her feet and opened the trunk.  Some of the dresses had already been used to make curtains for the house, and that one attempt to make dresses for the girls, which Chet had put a stop to.  There was another trunk, just like this one, in the barn, with more of her clothes in it.  Callie started rummaging through the dresses until she found one of her favorites.  She even pulled out the fancy shift, and lace pantaloons, along with a petticoat.  There was no reason why she couldn’t use her own clothes now, she told herself firmly, starting to realize that she was no longer under a man’s thumb, and she could do as she pleased.  
 
    She discarded her simple dress, and drab under-drawers, and began putting the soft silk under-things on.  She breathed in the sweet smell of the perfumed sashay bag she had kept in her trunk, and used to put in her dresser drawers, it seemed like a lifetime ago, which had transferred to her clothing in the trunk.  It brought back pleasant memories of her past before she knew Texas even existed. 
 
    Callie began pulling the light lavender silk dress over her head, fastening up the many tiny buttons in front.  She chose it because it would be easier to nurse the babies when the time came.  She started feeling like a woman again, as she viewed herself in the wavy floor mirror, in the corner.  She placed her hair neatly in a bun at the back of her head, letting a few natural curls fall around her face.  Then she fished out a small bottle of perfume, she had placed in one of the side pouches of the trunk and dabbed some behind her ears.  There had been jewelry, but it was packed in a small jewelry box in her other trunk, which was still in the barn. 
 
    Callie looked down at her worn high-top boots, but she decided against putting on the fancy slippers, which would merely be destroyed walking through the rough ground of the yard.  She would put in walks and grass around her new house, she told herself, firmly.  It would rival any ranch-house in the area. 
 
    Callie opened the door of her bedroom and walked into the other part of the house where the children were gathered around the table, busy watching Connor teaching Chayton how to play checkers. 
 
    When they all looked up at her, she could tell by the expressions on their faces, that she had given them a pleasant surprise.  Chayton was the only one who did not appear very pleased. 
 
    “Why are you wearing that dress?” Connor broke the silence. 
 
    “Because it is my dress.  Your father wouldn’t let me wear any of my fancy clothes, but I see no reason why I can’t do it now.  In fact, I intend to make all you girls pretty little dresses as well, which was what I tried to do until your father stopped me.  I don’t have a husband telling me what to do now, and I plan to live my life as I please from here on out.” 
 
    The girls gathered around her and began touching her dress, as though they had never touched anything as soft before, and Callie realized they hadn’t. 
 
    “You smell good,” Connor said, with a smile.  He seemed pleased at how she looked, so she wondered why Chayton had his brows pulled together, as he looked up at her from his sitting position. 
 
    “How can you do your work in those clothes?” Chayton asked. 
 
    “That was Chet’s concern.  When I lived in Pennsylvania, we changed our clothes several times a day.  I wore a morning dress and then changed before lunch into a day dress.  Later, I put on a dinner dress.  We always dressed up for dinner, and I plan to revive that custom, once our new house is built.  When I have chores to do, I will wear sensible clothes, but there is nothing to keep me from wearing something that makes me feel good about myself.” 
 
    “We already feel good about you,” Chayton offered.  “It is not what you wear, which makes you who you are.” 
 
    “You are one to talk!” Callie responded.  “Your people paint their faces and dress in bright-colored clothes when going to war.  I have heard about the outrageous costumes you put on when you do your various dances.  Even the men wear feather bonnets that come all the way to their ankle, as they parade around your village.  Your clothes are covered in fancy beadwork and fringe.  That is no different than this.” 
 
    “All of those things have certain meanings and purposes,” Chayton told her. 
 
    “Well, my clothes also have certain meaning and purpose.  Just because it is not like your reasons, doesn’t’ mean it isn’t important to me,” she rebuffed. 
 
    “I suppose you are free to wear what you wish to wear,” Chayton conceded.  “I just don’t see why you wish to put on frilly clothes.” 
 
    “Any more than I see why your people wish to run around half naked most of the time, and then wear so many feathers, they resemble a bird,” she smiled. 
 
    Chayton frowned.  He was beginning to feel that Callie was mocking him, and his people. 
 
    “If you do not wish to be around a ‘bird person’, I do not have to remain,” he almost growled. 
 
    “You know I did not mean it that way,” Callie cried.  “You are getting upset over nothing.” 
 
    “I am not upset,” he said softly.  “I have just come to the awareness that my wound has healed, and it is probably time for me to return to my own ‘bird people’.” 
 
    “I thought you said you always wanted me beside you?  Have you suddenly changed your mind?” 
 
    Chayton stood up and walked past Callie.  “We should discuss this in the other room,” he said, going into Callie’s room, and indicating for her to follow. 
 
    When the door closed, Callie merely stared at Chayton.  He was being unreasonable over a silly dress, she thought. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” she asked.  “I thought you wanted to be here with me?” 
 
    “I will have to leave eventually.  Your worker will arrive, and then there will be no place for me.  Why prolong it?  You will never come with me to my village, and I cannot remain here with you.” 
 
    “You claimed to love me,” Callie accused. 
 
    “I loved my wife, and she ended up dying.  I had to learn to live without her.” 
 
    “And now you want to learn to live without me?” she almost raged, as she stepped forward.  “You said you wanted to protect me.  The problem is, you only wish to have me on your terms, the same as Chet did!” 
 
    Chayton grabbed Callie’s wrist in his fist, which made her wince.   
 
    “I am not Chet.  I would never treat you the way he did!  I do love you.  I love you more than life itself, but we are from different worlds.  I think I saw that when you walked into the room in your fancy dress.  I can never fit into your world, and you refuse to fit into mine.” 
 
    Callie stared up into Chayton’s dark eyes, as her light eyes brimmed with tears. 
 
    “I don’t want you to go,” she whimpered, “I need you here, Chayton.” 
 
    “To be captured and put in your white man’s jail?  Is that what you want, On-thoe-gyah?  By your people’s standards, I am a criminal.  They would never allow me to have a white woman in her fancy clothes, while I am dressed in a breechcloth and leggings!” 
 
    “You could make an effort.  You don’t have to wear your Indian clothes.” 
 
    “No more than you have to wear this silly dress,” he growled, as he started fumbling with the buttons down the front of her dress.  
 
     They were so small; his large fingers couldn’t work them free from their loops.  In exasperation, he suddenly pulled the material apart, causing the buttons to go flying in all directions. 
 
    “Chayton!” Callie gasped. 
 
    Only Chayton was burying his head against her breast, tearing at the lace material of her shift, with his fingers. 
 
    “I need you, my love, but how can I have you?” he groaned, as he began to pull the sleeves of the dress free from her arms, yanking at the skirt and petticoat, in order to remove them from her. 
 
    Chayton could not stop himself in his misery and rage of knowing Callie could never be his completely, the way he wished her to be.  Only in the moment, his desire for her grew stronger, knowing he may never be able to be with her again, once he walked out of her house.  His overwhelming need of her, drove him on, as he found his fingers, shredding away the flimsy shift material, and pantaloons until she stood before him in all her soft alabaster beauty. 
 
    The next moment, Chayton’s mouth was tugging at her lips, as he clutched her to him.  With a flick of one hand, he pulled his breechcloth free, guiding her to the bed, and bringing her down beside him. 
 
    Callie caught her breath, but she couldn’t’ deny the excitement Chayton was creating, by his sudden need of her.  After his infection had healed, he merely held her and kissed her at night, but this was something beyond that, she realized, and the flame that had flared up within him was catching fire to her as well. 
 
    Chayton’s seeking mouth roved over her face and eyes, finding temporary gratification when it reached her pouting lips, once more; his need to explore her mouth followed, and Callie encouraged his exploration.  She felt her heart speeding, as her breath came faster, and then, his lips wanted to discover more of her, beyond her mouth, as they slid down over her neck and shoulder, his tongue making a trail over her skin. 
 
    When Chayton’s tongue tasted that familiar sweet milk, on her soft, mounded breast, his desire grew stronger, remembering the tenderness she had shown him when he was recovering from his wound.  Now he wanted to experience that sweetness again and gave himself permission to do so, knowing she had just finished feeding the babies, before she had come into the living area, dressed in her finery. 
 
    He wanted all of her; and he intended to take it, as the taste of her motherhood, filled his senses to the brim.  All the same, that alone was not enough.  He still wanted more.  If this was the last time he would ever be able to touch her, he would make it the most memorable. 
 
    Chayton left his feast of her breast; his mouth caressing over her, tingling at the very feel of her soft skin against his lips, wanting to consume her entire body.   His reward began to be accomplished, as he savored the very feel and taste of her, while he listened to her mewing in approval, knowing he had the ability to touch the center of her universe if he chose, and that was what he intended to do. 
 
    Callie gasped at the unexpected splendor that spread throughout her being, reaching beyond the stars, and causing her to sparkle with completion, at Chayton’s soft, and caring touch.  Even then, he brought forth more of her inner soul, until she was saturated with contentment. 
 
    Chayton, swelled with accomplishment and satisfaction, eager to continue with his expression of need and love, towards this woman who had managed to take the place of his wife, when he thought, no other woman could.  In spite of that, the sadness he was feeling at knowing this was most likely the only time he could ever have her this way, also consumed him.  As he pulled Callie to him, he discovered her own small, soft mouth was seeking against his skin, tracing over him in the same manner he had been playing against hers. 
 
    The feel of her pink tongue tasting against him, caused his senses to begin to burst with anticipation.  His own breath rose higher, as she showed no shyness in her approach.  When he felt her breath upon him, causing his imagination to go wild, he stilled, waiting for her to proceed. 
 
    When the moment came, Chayton released his breath, and then caught it again, lifting towards her kisses, as her boldness grew.  It was a boldness he hadn’t expected and yet longed for, knowing she wanted him as deeply as he wanted, and needed her. 
 
    Suddenly, he pulled from her, knowing there was only one end to this dance, and he wished to move to the next step before it was too late. 
 
    When he found her warm and snug around him, he moved slowly, determined to make the dance last into eternity.  He never wanted to lift from her or leave her bed, or the sweet-honey-feel and taste of her.  The very thought pained him so deeply, he began smothering her mouth beneath his, breathing in her incredible essence, hoping it could last him for a lifetime, and knowing it couldn’t.  He would always need this.  He would always need her; only he couldn’t find any answers.  This was the single answer he knew that would comfort him in the moment. 
 
    Callie was astounded at how Chayton had the subtle magic, which made her eager to join him in a way she hadn’t expected.  She had submitted to Chet regularly, over the last year and a half, and he had never made her feel the way she was feeling now.  She realized she was not submitting; she was participating.  Willingly participating in a way that took her own breath away.  Her love for Chayton grew deeper with every move, every kiss, every stroke, every touch.  She didn’t think her love for him could grow any stronger, but she was proven wrong. 
 
    How could he leave her, she kept asking herself?  She would die if she couldn’t experience this overwhelming need and sensation in the future.  Only she knew he was right.  How could she fit him into her life; and how could he fit her into his life?  The very agony at the thought caused her to grasp him tighter, and meet his every move with the same enthusiasm, in which he offered himself to her.  And yet it didn’t feel like it was enough. 
 
    She prayed this love dance would never end.  She couldn’t face a tomorrow, without Chayton being in it. 
 
    However, the experience did come to an end.  The ending was a reward in itself, as she felt her spirit fly above the clouds, and felt Chayton shiver against her damp skin, as his breath slowed, and his cry of bliss spilled from his lips. 
 
    Both lay still, not wanting to move.  Neither wanted to pull away and break the connection they had discovered was a very part of their will to live. 
 
    Chayton pushed the wet curls back from Callie’s forehead and began kissing her brow. 
 
    “You are my true love,” he breathed.  “I will never love another the way I love you, unless, like my wife, you die.   As long as you draw a breath in this world, my love for you will never turn.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” she whispered, as tears slipped from her eyes. 
 
    “I cannot face a life without you, but I cannot remain here either.  I will leave my son with you, so your people will believe I am dead.  It will give me a reason to come see you as often as I dare.” 
 
    “You will come back?” Callie smiled. 
 
    “If I can manage it, but we would have to meet in secret, or there could be trouble.” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” Callie admitted. 
 
    “Just know, I will return.  Don’t turn your love to any other either,” he begged. 
 
    “How could I?  You are the only man I could ever love.  Somehow we will find a way to be together.  If they ever take you to trial, I will be a witness that you had no hand in killing my husband.  I will swear I had seen the Indian who shot the arrow.” 
 
    “You would be right about that because I was not the one who shot your husband.  I do not know if the brave who shot him is still alive.” 
 
    “Then you have nothing to fear,” Callie insisted. 
 
    Chayton’s, mouth settled over hers once more.  Abruptly, he was lifting away, arranging his breechcloth around his waist, pulling his leggings on, and his shirt over his head.” 
 
    “Take good care of Joey,” he whispered, and then he left the room, and Callie turned her head into the pillow and began to sob. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    “I know what we should do today,” Callie said to Connor and the girls, to cheer herself up.  “We shall choose a place to build the house!  How would you like that?” 
 
    All the children cheered, and Callie put Joey in the cradleboard, placing it on Connor’s back, and lifted Shanny into her arms. 
 
    Connor felt proud to be carrying Joey on his back. Chayton made him promise to help his mother take care of Chayton’s son.  He had grown to like Chayton and thought about how perhaps, he may have enjoyed becoming a member of Chayton’s tribe.  However, the ranch was much too important for him to give up, in order to live the life of an Indian. 
 
    Connor and the girls, paraded outside behind Callie, following her into the center of the yard, as they all looked around to discover the best place to put the long, awaited house. 
 
    “It has to be where it will stand out and be seen as soon as someone turns into the drive,” Callie insisted. 
 
    “There is a rise beyond the barn,” Connor pointed out. 
 
    “Yes.  It would stand above everything else if we built it there,” Callie agreed.  “It would be closer to the spring, as well.  Let’s walk out and see how it feels up on the rise,” she suggested. 
 
    The group trooped up the rise together, swishing through the grass and wildflowers.  There was a lone tree near the top, which looked aged and gnarled, making Callie believe it had stood there for eternity.  She decided it would fit in well beside the house. 
 
    Callie stood beneath the tree, looking down at her adopted family.  She had made all the girls dresses, and Connor a nice looking shirt.   They appeared so different now, from the first time she had entered Chet’s depressing cabin, and he had introduced them to her.   She vowed she would make them proud in a way she believed Chet never could.  She was wearing one of her original dresses, from her trunks, having brought the other into the house and putting her gowns in her clothes press, pushing all of Rolletta’s clothes, which weren’t many, to one side.   Afterwards, she threw out everything that Chet owned and burned it. 
 
    She and the children had all stood around the fire-pit, on the other side of the barn, where Cooper had helped Chet brand the cattle, as she let the children throw each item into the flames.  She was determined to erase him from her life and memory.  It was one more thing to keep her thoughts off of Chayton.  Callie had to fill her days, to keep from thinking of Chayton.  It had been over a week since he rode away on his horse, and she wondered how long it would be before he ever returned. 
 
    The children made a ring, around Callie, holding hands, and dancing in a circle, when they all agreed, it would be the perfect place to build their house.  Earlier, she had allowed the children to choose, from the plans, which bedroom they preferred, and she wrote their names in the rooms which they had decided on. 
 
    As the children danced and sang around Callie, she looked up and saw several riders coming towards the house.  She knew it wasn’t any of Mr. Pritchard’s men, because they always came alone, every other day. 
 
    When Mr. Pritchard’s men first started coming, Callie made the children promise not to mention anything about Chayton being there.  Now she didn’t have to worry about it, as long as they never mentioned he had been there at one time. 
 
    “I think Cooper and the drovers are returning,” Callie said, as she put her hand over her eyes.  “If that is the case, we can hire them to start building on our house.” 
 
    The children all started clapping and followed Callie back down the rise to greet Cooper, along with the drovers, who were just entering the drive. 
 
    When Cooper saw Callie dressed in her finery, he let out a low whistle. 
 
    “Well, look at you!” he exclaimed.  “Where did you get the dress?” 
 
    “I have always had it, and many others.  Chet just never allowed me to wear any of them. 
 
    “Well, I must say, you and the girls, look like pretty flowers, in the middle of the weeds out here, in those dresses.” 
 
    “How did the cattle drive go?” she asked. 
 
    “Better than expected.  We didn’t lose many steers, and we got a good price for them.  I did as you asked, and ordered the supplies, you requested, and sent one of the boys ahead, to buy new calves. 
 
    “I want to start raising our own calves, and building up our herds,” Callie told him.  “Chet made pretty good money with small herds because he didn’t want to hire more help, but we could do so much better since we have plenty of land.” 
 
    “More cattle, means more hands to work them and to take care of them, like you say.  Chet said he couldn’t afford that.” 
 
    “I don’t think Chet knew that much about making a good profit on cattle.  He was saving money to build a house, and that is why he didn’t want to pay more hands to work the cattle.  Once that house is built, I want to expand our herd, even if I have to hire more workers.” 
 
    “Then I suppose you should double think how big of a bunkhouse you want to build,” Cooper stated. 
 
    “Yes,” Callie agreed, “and I am going to give you the plans Chet got for his house, so you can order material for that too.  If the drovers want to stay and help build the bunkhouse, and then start on my house, I will gladly pay them.  Otherwise, you need to find  some builders for me.” 
 
    “You seem to be a rather ambitious young woman, in all your finery,” Cooper laughed. 
 
    “I was raised in finery, and I don’t plan to change now.  Chet wanted to make me into a dirt farmer, but now that he is gone, we are going to do things my way,” Callie boasted. 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am,” Cooper grinned. 
 
    He hadn’t realized what an aggressive or unusually beautiful woman Chet’s wife was.  Every time he had ever seen her, she had kept pretty much to herself.  Her sister had been the same way, and he started to wonder if it was Chet that had kept his women subdued?” 
 
    He wasn’t sure he wanted to be working for a woman, but there was always a chance he could sweet talk her into considering him to be her next husband.  He couldn’t deny his attraction to her, but before, he knew better than to hold out any hope for someone else’s wife.  Especially the wife of the man he worked for.  He grinned to himself.  He wouldn’t mind having a ranch of his own, considering she seemed to have big plans for it. 
 
    “If you don’t mind us camping in the yard, we can get started on the bunkhouse tomorrow, when the supplies show up, and I’ll send Randy out to tell Buster to get some breeding cows, along with those calves.  When they deliver the lumber, we can order more for both the bunkhouse and your new house.” 
 
    “I have no objection to that,” Callie smiled proudly, feeling like things were coming together well.  “In the meantime, you can come inside and go over the account with me, so I can pay you and the boys, and decide how much I can offer you for your future labor, when you start building the bunkhouse and later, my house.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.  I’ll just give Randy enough money out of the earnings for the cattle, to cover paying for the breeders, first,” Cooper agreed.  “All of your plans are going to take time, depending on how large you decide to make the house.” 
 
    “Didn’t Chet ever show you the blueprints he purchased when he was married to my sister?” 
 
    “Actually, he didn’t.  The only time he talked about you or your sister was when we were on a drive together, and he mentioned how much he missed you, or her.  He was lucky to have both of you.” 
 
    Callie smiled and nodded, although the smile did not reach her eyes. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose he was the lucky one.  Connor tells me that just before Rolletta died, she told him she hated him and hoped he would rot in hell.  I would have told him the same, but I didn’t get the chance to.  There was no love lost between us and Chet for either of us.  Now I don’t have to put up with him any longer.” 
 
    Cooper looked shocked.  That was something he hadn’t expected.  This woman was certainly coming out of her shell, and apparently, being honest with him. 
 
    “Don’t look so upset,” Callie half-laughed, “even though Rolletta loved Chet, at one point, I never wanted to become his wife.  My parents pushed me into it, so now that you understand how I feel, we shall put it all behind us.  You seem to be a halfway decent man, so I will have to trust you, but don’t go thinking you can put something over on me, because if I discover it, you will be on your way.  Do you understand?” 
 
    Cooper nodded, wondering if he wanted this feisty woman for a wife after all, but then again, he doubted if there would be a dull moment if he hitched up to someone like her.  He would just have to wait and see. 
 
    “Good,” Callie smiled.  “When we are finished going over things, I’ll even fix dinner for you, Ted and Sam, if you like,” she promised. 
 
    “We will look forward to that, Mrs. Callahan,” he replied. 
 
    The very name made her cringe. 
 
    “Call me Callie,” she mumbled. 
 
    Cooper raised his eyebrows.  This was going to be simpler than he thought, considering she wanted him to call her by her given name, he told himself, as he planned to himself how he was going to go about wooing her.  Only there was the problem of her being a new widow, even if she wasn’t dressing in black, and hadn’t liked Chet.  He wondered how long would be the appropriate time to wait before he approached her about it?  He would just have to play it by ear, he decided. 
 
    Callie led Cooper into the house. 
 
    “Go ahead and sit down at the table, while I tend to the babies and put them in their crib for a nap,” she offered. 
 
    Connor followed her into her room, where she relieved him of the cradleboard.   After she fed the babies and settled them down, she returned to the other room and sat at the table, where she had Chet’s ledger book waiting.   
 
    Chet had never let her see any of the figures in the book, telling her to pay attention to her motherly, and wifely duties, and not worry about the business side of their marriage.  However, after Chayton left, she had gone through everything, discovering how much it cost to run the ranch, and how much she could spend on building a house.  When she built that house, she told herself, she would make sure there was an office where she could do business properly, since she planned to expand the ranch, and start raising more cattle. 
 
    The cattle business had been stagnant during the civil war, as Rolletta had mentioned in her letter, because Texas was for the south, and the union army would not allow cattle to cross the border from Texas.  Had they been able to drive their steers beyond the border, and on to Missouri, to be shipped to slaughter houses, the meat would have gone to the military to feed the troops and would have become a booming enterprise. 
 
    Texas had not been involved much with the war, though, except for smuggling guns down the river, for the confederate troops, and having a single skirmish, after the war had officially ended. 
 
    Now that the war was over, business was picking up fast, and people were migrating to Texas, and surrounding areas, to start their own ranches.  Because of that, there were more cows in Texas than people, and the price of each head was competitive.  The only way to make the best money was to drive the steers farther out where the market was better.  However, it resulted in the cattle losing weight on the way to the marketplace, which meant more expense to fatten them up after they arrived at the stockyards.   
 
    This was a difficult balance to maintain, as to how far to drive a herd before losing money on the steers, because the stockyards sold the cattle by weight, at 8 cents a pound.  Luckily, the railways had been moving in closer, which helped to transport the cattle, once they reached the best marketplace, so the buyers would not face losing money, once they transported them to the slaughter houses. 
 
      A steer, which weighed around 850 pounds, which they bought for $20 to $34 a head, could easily go for almost $60, and even more if it was a larger steer.  Three-year-old cattle usually weighed over a thousand pounds, while younger, one to two-year-old cattle, averaged between 600 to 900 pounds.  
 
    The slaughterhouses not only made money from the meat but from the hides and tallow used for making candles.  Cow fat was used to light the street lamps; bones were used to make knife handles, buttons, and combs.  Even so, there was always a surplus of meat, which was thrown out on a meat pile, where poor people could come and scavenge for meat. The income from the hides alone, which was used for leather goods, paid for the cattle. The smell around the slaughterhouses, however, had something to be desired, Callie had heard, from what Chet told her, as he not only described how they killed and prepared the cattle but laughed at her when she paled at the whole description. 
 
    Now, Callie was all business.  She wanted that house, and the prestige that would come, when she built up the ranch and made it not only profitable but highly successful.  She had heard of a couple of other women Cattle-barons, and she was determined to join in their ranks. 
 
    Cooper sat next to Callie at the table, handing her the money made from the cattle sales, and telling her how much had been held out for the supplies and new cattle.  After Callie counted it, recorded it in her ledger, and placed it with the rest of Chet’s earnings over the years, she explained what she intended to do with the ranch, if he was willing to help her accomplish it.   
 
    She promised him the position of foreman if he agreed to stay.  The ranch hands would earn two dollars a day, working six days a week, changing off with each other on Saturday and Sundays.  Cooper was offered three dollars a day and ten percent of the profits from the drive, each year.  After they agreed on the wages, Callie had Connor bring the house plans to show Cooper. 
 
    “This looks like some house,” he murmured, “six bedrooms, with bath facilities inside.  That would mean digging a well and putting up a windmill.  Some of the other ranchers have been talking about putting up windmills, but you would have to hire a well driller to come in to do it.  I hear the only place to get one is in Arkansas, which would cost a pretty penny to have them come out and drill a well, not to mention the cost of the windmill.   
 
    “I am thinking, though, since you have a spring, that furnishes enough water for the cattle, which you use for your house water now, we could make a makeshift windmill using a wagon wheel, and attaching slats to the spokes.  Then we wouldn’t have to dig a reservoir pit very deep to catch the water from the spring that we pump to the house and let the runoff water the cattle.  Only we would have to purchase pipe to transfer water to the house, and I don’t know how much that would run you.  In addition, we would have to get mortar to line the holding pit with, in order to keep the water clean.” 
 
    “Look into it for me, then,” she requested.  “If you need help with the fine woodwork of the house, hire someone who knows how to do the work.” 
 
    “You sure you can afford all of that?” Chet asked, scratching his head. 
 
    “Chet saved up several years-worth of profit.  We will just have to see how much everything is going to cost.  A house like this, shouldn’t cost more than a thousand dollars to build. In the meantime, I will be earning more money, and the more money I make, the more money you will make as well.” 
 
    Cooper gave a satisfied laugh. 
 
    “Guess we are gonna be kinda like partners,” he smiled. 
 
    “Not partners,” Callie corrected.  “You work for me, but the better you help me grow my ranch, the more money you will end up making in the end.” 
 
    “Sounds fair enough,” he said with a shrug. 
 
    Nonetheless, he was hoping to eventually become her partner, in other ways. 
 
    “I see you are still caring for that heathen child,” Cooper stated. 
 
    “His name is Joey, and I would appreciate it if you did not call him a heathen.  If I end up raising him as my own child, I don’t want him thinking he is any less than we are.” 
 
    “But he is,” Cooper insisted.  “He’s full-blooded Injun, and the way those Redskins have been treating the ranchers here about, you aren’t going to find anyone who is going to love you for keeping one of them alive.” 
 
    “Then I will have to remain unloved,” Callie said evenly.  “As long as you are working for me, though, you will treat all of my children with respect.  Otherwise, you can leave right now, and I’ll find someone to take your place.” 
 
    “No offense intended,” Cooper said hastily.  “After those savages took you like they did; I am surprised you were willing to care for their kin.” 
 
    “He is a baby.  I was not going to let him die because of his heritage.” 
 
    “What if the Indians want him back?” Cooper asked. 
 
    “I will have to face that situation if it ever comes up, but until them, I consider him my son as much as I consider my sister’s children my own.  None of them have a mother, and I am the only mother they are ever going to know.” 
 
    Callie rose from the table. 
 
    “I am going to start dinner, and I will call you and the others in when it is ready.  I appreciate you taking the cattle to market for me.  When the others come back from purchasing the calves and breeding stock, I will pay all of you.” 
 
    Cooper nodded, and left the house, while Callie busied herself making a meal for them and her children.  It was going to be a big undertaking, she thought to herself, in order to build up the ranch, but she was certain it would be worth it.  Her main concern was Chayton. 
 
    He was bound to return to retrieve Joey, once the child didn’t need her to nurse him any longer, or possibly bring someone with him who could nurse his son, so he could transport the child back to his village.  She wasn’t sure how she was going to feel when that happened.  Joey was starting to feel like her own child.  She knew she would hate it if Chayton took him from her.  Furthermore, her strong feelings for Chayton were pulling at her.  He had told her he loved her, yet there was no way he could live on the ranch with her, or she could go with him to his village.  There didn’t seem to be any future in loving Chayton.  If anyone discovered she had helped him survive, she would be considered aiding and abetting a criminal. 
 
    When the meal was finished, the men went out to build a fire in the branding pit, and camp around it, while Callie put the children to bed.  The faint sound of harmonica music and singing, filtered through the air.  It sounded haunting to Callie.  Callie couldn’t wait until morning when the building supplies would arrive, and Randy and Buster would show up with the cattle, so she could move on to the next project, and put everything else out of her mind.  A whole new life was promised for Callie’s future, but she knew that it would mean a lot of work before she witnessed any of its fruits.   
 
    She lay in her bed, thinking of the last time she was in that bed with Chayton.  She wondered if she would ever feel his arms around her like that again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    Chayton encouraged Khoon-gyah forward.  It took all his willpower not to turn around so he could join Callie in her bed once again, putting off his departure for one more day.  Only he knew, every time he tried to leave, it would be the same.  He had to forge forward, and go back to his regular life once again.  While he carried the thought of On-thoe-gyah in his heart, he would have to try to forget her, and his son, since it would be dangerous for him to try to return to her ranch.   
 
    Though Chayton’s desire was to return, in order to spend what time he could with her and his son, he realized it was a mere dream to give him hope that he could be with them once again.  He had wanted to give Callie hope as well, knowing if she thought he was not coming back, she may turn to another with her love, and that would tear him apart.  He knew he would never turn to another, himself, as long as he believed she was still drawing breath.  At the same time, he could see no way to be at her side, the way he longed to be.  It pained him, knowing his son would never know the true life of a Comanche, but children needed a mother, and the tribes were too much in turmoil with the government trying to herd them into reservations, changing their whole way of life.  Joey would probably be safer with Callie, he soothed himself. 
 
    Chayton passed the place where he had been shot and took time to search for Bidziil’s body, where he saw Bidziil crawling into the bushes when he was shot.  There was no sign of him, and either Chaton had the wrong place, or Bidziil had crawled away, the same as he had done when he had been shot.  He hoped Bidziil had survived his wounds.  Callie had told him that the cowboys claimed they shot every one of them. 
 
    Chayton’s anger rose as he thought about how the ranchers and settlers, not to mention those hunting for gold, had started taking over the Comanche and Kiowa’s territory, thinking because they crossed over it, they could claim it.  The problem was, they had greater weapons and more soldiers to back up their claim.  He wondered if moving a greater distance into the hills would help? It seemed that it didn’t matter what direction the Indian tribes went, there were more white people to deal with.  The further they went, in any direction, other white people seemed to have gathered there. 
 
    No matter how many treaties they made with the white man’s government, the ones in command, soon changed their mind, wanting more land, each new year, not caring if Chayton’s people were able to survive or not.  They assumed the Redman could live the same way as the white man did, but centuries of culture and a certain way of understanding nature was bred into their blood.  They knew no other way to survive. 
 
    They were not builders, or farmers.  They had no trade, except for the talents they used for everyday survival, which they often traded with neighboring tribes and the trappers who came through their area.  Their main talent was knowing how to live off the land and take advantage of what Earth Mother offered them.  However, that took more than just a few parcels of dirt the, so-called, Americans were offering them to remain on. 
 
    Chayton reached his old village location, which was now abandoned.  The feelings running through him were disturbing, because of the haste in which it appeared, his people had dismantled their lodges, in order to move on.  Many things were left behind.  Only one teepee remained standing, and he knew whose teepee it was.  It had been his and Clenoa’s teepee.  His people thought he would be returning with her and would need a place to rest before they joined the rest of the group. 
 
    Chayton, slowly, swung down from his horse, and approached the teepee, with a heavy heart, feeling a strange dread as he lifted the flap.  Nothing inside had changed.  It was as though he had stepped back in time to when Clenoa was still living, eager to meet him, when he returned from hunting, or other occupations, the braves participated in.  Now there would be no one to greet him.  Even if he found another maiden, On-thoe-gyah would forever be in his heart.  There was no way to chase her out. 
 
    He thought of how beautiful Callie had looked in her frilly gown, which made him suddenly realize he was in the wrong place, trying to pretend he was someone he was not.  The sight of her would always fill his head. 
 
    Chayton closed his eyes, and fell down upon the buffalo skins, that he and Clenoa had shared together.  The faint scent of her still remained, pulling his heart in two directions.  One direction pulled, towards his lost wife, and one towards the woman he most likely would never see again.  In reality, they were both dead to him, and the very struggle to accept the fact rendered him weak. 
 
    Chayton let himself drift off to sleep where he could hold Callie in his arms once again and taste her soft white skin, as he showered kisses over her body.  The taste of her would forever remain on his tongue.  The smell of her haunting perfume seeped deep into his senses, and the very scent haunted him and his dreams. 
 
    When he rose the next morning, he busied himself dismantling his teepee, making a travois with the polls to pack his belongings on.  Once he was finished, he began following the tracks of his tribe in the direction they had departed, knowing that they would begin to cover their tracks as they progressed, to deceive their enemy or anyone else who tried to follow them.  Only he knew most of the methods they would use, and so was on the alert for it. 
 
    His tribe was one of the smaller groups of Comanche since both Kiowa and Comanche tribes would often divide into several groups, to keep their population down, which made it easier to move, when the time came to go to better hunting grounds, or flee their enemies.  In the winter, they would gather along a river to camp closer together, and reunite with their friends and family over the winter.  It was at that time he had met his wife, who had been a member of one of the Kiowa tribes. 
 
    Now it was late summer.  The spring hunt was over, and soon it would be time for the fall hunt, when they would have to store enough meat and cure hides for their clothes and teepees, to last throughout the winter.  Only the buffalo had been diverted from their regular migration across the plains, because of all the white people using the great road.  Furthermore, the white buffalo hunters who killed the animals, then merely took their hide, leaving the rest of the meat to rot under the hot sun, was causing the herds to become depleted. 
 
    Fewer and fewer buffalo herds came over the plains, where both the Comanche and Kiowa had agreed to remain, to keep peace with the white commanders.  So they had been given permission to leave their allotted land in order to hunt, where the buffalo were more plentiful.  Chayton wondered how they were going to find a large enough herd of buffalo to sustain them over the winter, because not only the buffalo skinners depleted the herds, but the military men often shot buffalo just for the sport of it.  His people only had one chance to kill enough buffalo at the fall hunt.  If the buffalo were frightened away or did not come near, it would be too late to prepare the meat and hides before winter hit, even if they managed to find a herd, later in the season.  It was all about timing and ability, which the new rules enforced by an intruding government, had disrupted. 
 
    Chayton kept pushing forward, as he followed the subtle signs that his tribe had passed that way, wondering if his life could ever get back to normal again?  He had lost his wife, and now it seemed he would lose his son, whom Clenoa had begged him to cut from her belly, in order to save his life.  On-thoe-gyah would be lost to him also, and those who wanted to over-ride the Indian nation would ever be breathing down their necks, making life almost unendurable for the many tribes throughout the country. 
 
    It was late, the next evening, when Chayton finally straggled up to the camp, sheltered by a wooded area, where only the smoke from the campfires drifting up through the trees,  indicated they had set up lodgings there. 
 
    He was greeted by the outer guard, who was keeping an eye out for enemy tribes and whites, as well. 
 
    “Bidziil!” Chayton exclaimed.  “I thought you were dead.” 
 
    “I could say the same for you, my brother.  You did not meet us at our old camp-sight, as we had agreed on, so we feared you had been killed, along with Chitto, Demathi, and Elan.  Only we could not find your body.” 
 
    “I went to the ranch, where the woman lived, because she had my son, and I wanted to see him before I died.  Only she tended to my wound, and I managed to survive.  I had to leave my son behind, though, because I had no way to care for him.” 
 
    “We could bring a new mother from our tribe to take with us in order to collect your son,” Bidziil offered. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Chayton mumbled.  “For now, I am tired, and I still have to erect my wigwam.  We will speak about it later.” 
 
    “The Great Spirit has seen fit to protect you,” Bidziil smiled.  “I am happy to look upon your face again.” 
 
    “The same here,” Chayton agreed.  “Then Chogan made it through as well?” he asked after his best friend. “I was told they shot the whole lot of us.” 
 
    “I don’t think they knew how many of us, there were, and just thought, after shooting you and me, and three of our band, we had all been killed.” 
 
    “I will be happy to gather with my good friends once more,” Chayton said truthfully, feeling a little less disheartened, at learning that most of them had escaped the rifle balls of the cowboys. 
 
    As Chayton entered the village, his friends and family gathered around him, welcoming him back; then his mother was there, throwing her arms around his neck. 
 
    “Tsaw-taun,” Chayton mumbled, burying his head into her neck. 
 
    “Naw bolje!  I thought you dead,” she cried, as tears streaked down her cheeks.  “What of your son; your own bolje?  I am told your wife was killed by the Osage, but you have no child with you.” 
 
    “He is safe.  He is being cared for by a white woman, who we tried to bring with us until her people chased us off.” 
 
    “What will become of him?  You do plan to bring him back to us, don’t you?” 
 
    “For now, he needs someone who can feed him.  The woman is kind.  She saved my life when I was shot.  I trust her with my son.  In fact, I love her, but there is no way we can be together.  When the situation is better for our people, and we do not have to hide from the whites who want to control us, so we can stand proud again, I will retrieve him.” 
 
    “Come to our lodge, and go with your father to smoke the long pipe with the counsel, so you can learn what our future plans must be.” 
 
    “Once I have set up my own wigwam, I will come,” Chayton agreed. 
 
    Even though he was tired, he knew it would be disrespectful not to meet with his father, his Tdaw-tdoye, and the rest of the leaders of the tribe, since he was a brave, and expected to take part in any forthcoming decisions, concerning the safety of the tribe.  
 
    After setting up his Teepee, Chayton made his way to the great lodge, where the leaders of the tribe met to talk over the events of the day or made impending plans for the tribe.  The pipe was already being passed around, and the lodge smelled of the familiar kinnikinick.  Chayton found his place, next to his father. 
 
    Kone-gyah-daw Tsay-goon, otherwise known as Black Dog, was speaking.  He was a war chief and was known for his aggressive and hot-blooded nature.  He made a good war chief, only he was quick to anger, and wanted revenge against the white man. 
 
    “Many of our brothers from other tribes are gathering together, to show the white leaders that we will no longer be pushed from our land.  New laws have been made that we are forbidden to hunt on our old hunting grounds, or we will be punished.  Because of that, our neighboring tribes are determined to push the white man out, by burning their farms and ranches, along with attacking any traveler who dares cross over our territory.  The tribes are pulling together.  Even the Osage, may be willing to help.  I say it is time to show the kind of warriors we can be.” 
 
    “We do not have the long-rifles as the whites do,” someone complained. 
 
    “Many have been stolen from the whites traveling across our land, and we still have a few long-guns given to us by the white leaders, when we signed their treaty.  When we gather, we will all be given a weapon, to fight against those who try to overpower us,” Black Dog informed them. 
 
    “If we try to start a war, the white leaders will send more soldiers to hunt us down,” Chayton pointed out. 
 
    “Are you losing your bravery, Falcon?”  Black Dog grunted. 
 
    “Are you forgetting when the whites raided our winter camp and killed so many?” Falcon responded. 
 
    “That was not a war.  That was a raid on a peaceful village,” Black Dog growled. 
 
    “And what you propose to do is a raid on farmers and ranchers who have not attacked us.” 
 
    “No, because they have the white man’s army ready to swoop down on us if we try to take back what rightfully belongs to us.  The more people we allow to settle here, the harder it will be to make them leave!”   
 
    He glared at Chayton and then continued. 
 
    “You have no title, Falcon.  You are a mere warrior.  You left your son with a white woman to raise?  Perhaps you have turned white as well!” 
 
    “I, like you, do not wish our land to be stolen from us.  If you have not learned that the strongest tribe, with the most warriors, and the best weapons, are the ones who are respected by all other tribes, then you cannot call yourself a war chief.  The white man’s army is too large and too strong for our people to go up against.  Even if all the tribes joined together, there would not be enough to fight them off.” 
 
    “Even so, we will teach all the white people a lesson, even if we die trying,” Black Dog insisted. 
 
    “If we all die trying, there will be none of our people left to save the land for,” Chayton said quietly. 
 
    “You are afraid to die!” 
 
    “If it is in vain, there is no purpose to die.” 
 
    “Go back to your white woman, and be her squaw!  There is no place for your kind here,” Black Dog bellowed. 
 
    Chayton realized there was no place for him in the white man’s world either. 
 
    “Very well, I will join you,” Chayton conceded. 
 
    Perhaps being killed by the white man would put an end to his misery, he decided. 
 
    “We will leave at the rising of the sun after we have given prayers to the Great Spirit.  He will be on our side and protect us,” Black Dog insisted. 
 
    Chayton joined the group, dressed in war-paint, as they headed out to meet other like-minded renegades, eager to put the white man in his place.  He was as angry as the rest, only he had been there on the Canadian river when Kit Carson and his men had brought their cannon to punish the Kiowa and Comanche for attacking the whites, a mere five seasons previously.   
 
    It had been a bitter setback, because their village had been burned, and their winter supply destroyed.  They barely made it through the winter.  Therefore, Little Mountain, their chief, met with the generals once more, to try to make peace, the very next year.   
 
    Now it was starting all over again.  His people, along with many other tribes, were getting restless and angry at being pushed around by the white’s demand that they couldn’t even hunt the buffalo if the herd did not pass through the reservation, they were regulated to remain on.  The buffalo had never migrated through that area, so how did the white man think they were going to eat? 
 
    Food and supplies, and other amenities promised to the Indians, to take the place of the buffalo, were seldom delivered on time, if at all.  In many cases, the military men delivering the supplies would sell most of it along the way to line their own pockets with money, caring little what happened to those Indians who had promised to keep the peace, in exchange for such gifts. 
 
    In spite of his anger with the white leaders breaking their promises, while expecting the Indians to keep theirs, Chayton knew full well, what the white man could do in retaliation if the Indians went back on their word. 
 
    Just the same, he knew there was no stopping the others, and so he went along to face the consequences of whatever would happen in the end.  It felt like his own life and hope was being pulled out from under him, because no matter what he chose to do, someone would suffer in the end.  He realized, he would either be killed or captured and in either case, he would never be able to see Callie or his son again. 
 
    Two days later, another group of angry brothers joined them, eager to fulfill their desire to push the white man out of their territory.  The pipe was smoked, and weapons were passed around.  They chanted and danced around the fire until day-break, working themselves up for the pending events. 
 
    The group mingled together at the top of a hill, looking down on the farm below.  It was early morning, and all was fairly quiet. As the sun shown its first rays, through the branches of the trees behind them, they could see the farmer, going to the barn to milk his cow.  Chayton’s heart took a sudden leap when he saw a couple of children, carrying a basket, between them, walking to the chicken coop.  A woman, wearing an apron, came to the door, waving at the children.  She had a baby on her hip, and Chayton saw Callie, holding her own child on her hip in his mind’s eye. 
 
    This could be Callie’s ranch, he thought, having no defense against what was about to happen.  Abruptly, he was jarred out of his thoughts, as whoops and screeches from the others, filled his ears.  The whole group started to ride down the hillside, at full gallop, shooting their long rifles.  Chayton saw the man dropping his bucket of milk, as he started to run towards the house, only to be shot down by Chayton’s companions. 
 
    Chayton could not watch any more.  This was not war against the whites.  This was killing defenseless people who had no way to escape.  It was just like Kit Carson riding down on his own peaceful village, killing women and children, right along with the braves.   His horse was prancing in place, eager to follow the rest, yet Chayton restrained him.  The next moment, he turned Khoon-gyah, pointing him back down the other side of the hill. 
 
    Chayton gave Khoon-gyah a swift kick, tearing in the opposite direction, so he didn’t have to listen to the screams and the gunshots, knowing innocent people were being slaughtered by his people, regardless of how justified they felt about it. 
 
    He worried that perhaps Callie and her ranch might be next, and his own son could be killed in the skirmish.  He didn’t want to take the chance.  He had promised to protect her.  There was only one direction he could go, to make sure she stayed safe.  He just wasn’t sure what he could do, once he got there.  Trying to protect her and the children, would put his own life in jeopardy.  Turning his back on his red brothers would estrange him from his own people.  He felt like a person without a family or a country.  He wasn’t sure where his loyalties should lie.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    Callie twirled her parasol over her head, as she walked up the path towards the beginning of her new house, being constructed on the rise, where she had decided it should be.  The bunkhouse had been completed, and while some of the men worked on the house, a couple were busy building the spring reservoir overflow, which would be used to hold the water that would eventually, be pumped to the house. 
 
    The house, itself, was merely a skeleton with a roof, so far, and Callie could not wait until it was finished.  Cooper informed her it may take a whole year to finish it completely.   
 
    Now Cooper looked over his shoulder, as Callie made her way up the path that led to the construction-site.  He thought she looked rather excited, and very beautiful, in her ‘morning dress’, as she had called it.  In spite of her fancy clothes, she didn’t mind getting her hands dirty, when necessary, when helping out on the ranch, whenever she could, so this impressed Cooper.  Her plans to expand the ranch, and hire on the seasonal drovers as permanent help, pleased him as well.  Her ambition drew him, and he wanted to encourage her as much as he could, so she would continue to trust him, to help her run her ranch. 
 
    Cooper planned to make himself irreplaceable, wanting to be assured a secure place there, and eventually convince her that he would be a better asset as her husband, someday. 
 
    However, he had been finding it hard to work up to an intimate friendship with her, because she held herself aloof.  Any conversation they shared had only to do with business, concerning the building of the house or running of the ranch.  Although she fixed food for the men, they ate on a makeshift table out in the yard, and Callie informed him she was thinking of hiring on a cook, to not only do the cooking for the hired help but to be in charge of the chuck wagon, during the cattle drives. 
 
    Cooper realized that she was trying to put a distance between herself, and the men she had hired, probably learned from her high-class family, she was born into.  The servants and help were never considered part of the family, or even friends, for that matter, to those kinds of people, he grumbled to himself. 
 
    At present, he gave her his most welcoming smile, as she approached him. 
 
    “I hope the girls aren’t getting in your way,” Callie said, as she approached.  “They are so excited about the house, and are eager to help.” 
 
    “I have found simple chores that they can do to keep them busy, and in some ways they are a big help, doing little things, like collecting scrap wood from the cuttings, to keep it from cluttering the place.” 
 
    “Connor and Ina are helping to feed the calves, but they will be finished soon and will want to help on the project,” she informed him. 
 
    “I’m sure I can put them to work.” 
 
    Cooper stopped and gave Callie a long appraising look. 
 
    “You are looking in the pink of health, this morning, in that pretty pink gown you have on.” 
 
    “Thank you.   I just came to let you know that the cook will be showing up today.  You will have to take care of his needs and show him where he will bunk.  I believe, however, that you and the boys will have to stop work on the house, so you can build an outdoor kitchen shelter, where we can set up a cook stove, he claims he is bringing in his wagon.  It will make it easier to make the meals outside, for the boys, than in my small cabin.  Then I can return to cooking meals for my own family, in the future.” 
 
    “If that is what you wish,” Cooper shrugged.  “Why don’t you show me where you want this outdoor kitchen to be erected?” 
 
    It made Cooper aware of the fact that his personal contact with her, would now be regulated only around future business concerns.  Up until this new cook arrived, he had, at least, been able to see her three times a day, as she served him and the boys meals, along with her checking on the progress of the house or going over matters about the running of the ranch. 
 
    “We will just need a roof, and polls to hold it up, and you can extend it over the eating table, in order to shade it, and protect it from water, during the rainy seasons.  We could devise canvas sides to let down if the weather gets really bad,” Callie suggested. 
 
    “Sounds like a good idea,” Cooper agreed. 
 
    He offered Callie his arm, and she politely took it, which pleased him, as he guided her back down the path. 
 
    The smell of her perfume filled Cooper’s head, and he longed to find a way to get closer to her.  She just never gave him a chance to do it, though. 
 
    “I will miss your cooking,” Cooper said, as they approached the spot where Callie wanted the outdoor kitchen to be built. 
 
    “I am sure Mr. Daniels cooking will suit your needs.  Mr. Pritchard recommended him to me,” Callie told him. 
 
    “Mr. Pritchard is a fine neighbor,” Cooper murmured.   
 
    He had noticed that Mr. Pritchard had been coming by regularly, claiming he was interested in the progress of the ranch.  He, like Callie, was widowed, and while his being a successful cattle rancher may give him a certain advantage as a prospective husband for Callie, he felt Mr. Pritchard was much too old for her.  Besides, she showed as much interest in Mr. Pritchard, as she showed in him, which was both hopeful and discouraging, to Cooper. 
 
    Once Callie had shown Cooper where she wanted the shelter built, and explained what she expected, she excused herself. 
 
    “I need to go feed the babies and afterwards, check on Bossy, who should be dropping a calf soon,” she said, and turned toward the house, leaving Cooper to stare after her, still at a loss as to how he could approach her, and convince her into becoming closer friends with him. 
 
    Callie removed her morning dress and hung it in the small clothes press, in order to feed the babies, seeing as how she planned to put on another more practical dress to check up on Bossy, and later start to fix the afternoon meal. 
 
    The babies seemed to be growing so fast, she thought to herself, as she first lifted Joey from the crib and looked into his dark Chayton eyes.  She could see so many features about him that reminded her of Chayton, but it had been more than a month, since Chayton had left, and she worried she would never look into his eyes again. 
 
    When she finished feeding Joey, she fed Shanny, with her curly blond head, reminding her so much of little Rolletta, that it almost saddened her.  She vowed she would never use a feeding bottle for any infants in the future.  Since no one got sick, she was beginning to believe the drinking hose to the bottle had been contaminated and caused Rolletta’s death. 
 
    Once the two had been fed and changed, she left them to sleep and went out to check on their milk cow. 
 
    The barn was much bigger than the house, but it too was built out of hewn logs.  When she closed the door, which had been built into the larger door, to make it easier to pass through, without opening the large barn doors, she headed towards Bossy’s stall.  The cow seemed disinterested in her and didn’t look as though she was ready to give birth yet, so Callie turned, and started to leave. 
 
    Just as she did, she felt a hand come over her mouth, stifling her scream, and then she was crushed in an embrace, with lips covering her mouth in the place of that hand.  Callie stopped struggling when she discovered it was Chayton, who was smothering her with kisses. 
 
    He didn’t give her a chance to react to the surprise of finding him there.  Instead, he swept her up in his arms, and took her into one of the empty stalls, closing the door, and pulling her down onto the soft, clean straw, releasing the pins from her hair, so it fell over her shoulders, in an array of curls. 
 
    No words were spoken, as Chayton’s hands impatiently, worked at removing Callie’s dress.  Her hands were busy helping him, and then pulling his clothes free, as well. 
 
    Chayton’s mouth consumed hers once again, seeking its depths with an unhindered passion, which would not be denied.  His hands smoothed down over her waist, and hips, seeking the shape and softness of her; letting his mouth, find its way along her graceful neck, where her pulse beat wildly against his lips.  He sucked her soft skin into his mouth and then continued on along her shoulder. 
 
    The realization of how much he had missed her, caused a strong stirring in his loins, which he welcomed.  Now he would have to accept the fact that she was a very part of him, he could never sever, and the frustration in the thought pained him.  This very meeting was dangerous, and if anyone discovered them…; he didn’t want to think about it.  All he wanted was the touch of her and the taste of her, so he proceeded to take that reward. 
 
    An all-consuming emotion raced through Callie’s senses, as she released a soft murmur, at the touch of Chayton’s lips upon her skin.  She marveled at how much she had longed for this moment when she could be caressed by him once again.  Her heart raced, and her breath caught at every touch and trail his mouth took.  She lived for this very experience and felt would die if it never came again. 
 
    Cassie’s skin rippled in shivers, as Chayton’s seeking mouth roamed over her, promising more kisses to come along the way.  She was his completely and was willing to offer whatever he wished of her. 
 
    Chayton would not be satisfied until he could hear Callie whimper with pleasure, more than just a few times along the way.  His intent was to bring her that pleasure, and never cease from his loving task.  She felt soft and sweet beneath his lips and tongue.  He wanted all of her softness, and all of her love, as he was determined to shower his own love over her.  Every time her breath caught, it caused his heart to leap with excitement, intent on producing the next catch of her breath.  When he felt her shiver against his lips, he wanted to intensify her shivers and drown in her sweetness, until neither of them could catch their breath. 
 
    Callie’s fingers tangled in Chayton’s long, Indian soul, hair, hugging him against her, as his lips found their own path, and his mouth coaxed her soul to the surface.  When she cried in the splendor of it, Chayton found his place, snuggly within her, continuing on his journey to meld their souls and hearts as one. 
 
    Each lift and fall brought them closer together in mind and spirit.  Each breath told of the delight they found through the other’s touch.  The need to ever remain entangled together, the strands of their hair, mingling in light curls and dark, straight strands, as their bodies merged conjointly in light and dark contrast, as well, was ever compelling.  Their fervent drive joined forces, which fed off the other, knowing what each needed, or wanted, as though they could read the other’s minds. 
 
    Their journey peaked, and rose, then fell and rested, only to forge on to the next level of expression, until they could barely breathe, in their efforts to reach a higher plateau.  Their hearts beat in the same rhythm, complementing the other, urging each on to reach their shared vision, letting the reward of complete love wash over them, calming the heart, but never putting out the flame. 
 
    “I had to have you like this again,” Chayton breathed, as his heart tried to find its normal pace once more.  “I need you like this.  Only there is no way for me to remain here.  I can’t even return to my tribe because they want to attack the white settlers, and I have lost the desire to do so.” 
 
    “There must be a way,” Callie insisted. 
 
    “The whites hate us.  They would hate you too if you allowed me to remain here.  Instead of my people attacking you, your own people would attack you instead.” 
 
    “Once my ranch becomes a success, I won’t care what anyone else says,” Callie informed him. 
 
    “But without the help of your workers, you cannot do that.  Do you think they would remain working for you if they knew I was here, and you allowed it?  They would most likely have me arrested for your husband’s death.” 
 
    “But you were not the one who killed him,” Callie insisted. 
 
    “I was with them.  I would have done the same.  I wish to protect you because my people are out attacking ranches and farms.  For now, they are not in this area, but if they come this way, I will attempt to prevent them from harming you, or your men.” 
 
    “What do you plan to do?” 
 
    “I will remain as close as I dare, to make sure none of my people come to your ranch.  My friends, who ride with them know of my feelings for you, so they may also hold them back since you are watching over my son.  How is Joey doing?” 
 
    “He is getting bigger every day.” 
 
    “I can’t risk seeing him right now, but later tonight, bring him to the barn, so I can look upon his face.  I will remain in the loft until you come.” 
 
    “I’ll bring you some food, after dinner,” she offered. 
 
    “Just be careful.  I don’t want any of your workers to discover I am here.” 
 
    “I have missed you so much,” Callie murmured, as she began to get dressed. 
 
    “I also have missed you,” Chayton admitted. 
 
    “There must be a way for you to remain here,” she insisted. 
 
    “As long as my people keep raiding the ranches and travelers in the area, I will be considered a renegade, right along with them.  We are to remain on the land allotted us, and your ranch is not part of that land.  To step beyond the bounds of that land, in your people’s eyes, is a crime itself.  If anyone found me here, I could be arrested for that alone.” 
 
    “There must be some kind of exception,” Callie wondered, wrinkling her brow. 
 
    “I know of none unless you become my wife.  The trappers can take their Indian wives with them, wherever they travel because your people know they will not cause trouble for the whites if they are married to a white person.” 
 
    “Are you saying you want me as your wife?” Callie asked, wondering if that is what she actually wanted. 
 
     “You told me you loved me,” Chayton said quietly. 
 
    “Only if I married you, my workers may leave, and they are in the middle of building my house.  I can’t run my ranch without them.” 
 
    Chayton’s head fell. 
 
    “You are probably right.  I would only with your own desires.” 
 
    Callie rushed to him and enfolded him in her arms. 
 
    “I do love you, Chayton.  Only, for now, I have to build up my ranch and make sure my future is secure.  Otherwise, I would have to return to my parent’s house in Carlisle, and never be able to see you again.” 
 
    “It could be you would be better marrying one of your own people,” Chayton mumbled in her tousled hair. 
 
    “No!  It is you I wish to be with, but not until the time is right,” she insisted. 
 
    “Will the time ever be right?” he asked, looking worried. 
 
    “It has to be.  I have made it this far.  I hated being married to Chet, but now I have his ranch and the money it produces.  Once I am established, I will have earned the respect of the other ranchers, and they will not question my choices, then.  We need to be patient.” 
 
    “I am not sure what will happen to my people by then.  They are gathering others, determined to fight against your people.  Our people are torn, between cooperating with your government, and wanting to rebel against it.” 
 
    “You’ll never win, Chayton.  We just ended a war between our own people trying to rebel against the government.  They will never let anyone or anything stop them in their determination to make this land theirs, to run the way they see fit.” 
 
    “Go back to your family, before they start to miss you.  Later, you can bring my son to me.  We will speak of this another time.” 
 
    Callie gave Chayton one long kiss, before she opened the door to the stall, and started across the barn to the outer door.  Just as she started to open it, she staggered back as Cooper came into the barn. 
 
    “I started to worry that Bossy was having her calf since you have been in here so long.  I decided to come see if you needed any help,” he told her. 
 
    “No…no, she is being stubborn about it,” Callie smiled.  “…No calf yet.” 
 
    Cooper’s hand reached up and pulled some straw from Callie’s hair. 
 
    “Your hair has tumbled down,” he said softly, “and is full of straw.” 
 
    He gave her a questioning gaze, as he pulled another strand of straw from her curls. 
 
    “Yes, well I was going to put some fresh straw in Bossy’s stall, and a whole pile of straw fell from the loft, and landed on my head.  I ended up causing my hair to fall out of the pins when I was trying to get the straw out of my hair,” she fabricated. 
 
    Cooper did not look like he believed her, but he gave a shrug. 
 
    “Let me help you then,” he said, as he continued to remove more straw from her hair.  “You have such beautiful hair,” he mumbled, as he took his time, running his fingers through her curls. 
 
    “I’m sure I can manage it,” Callie said, lifting her hand to his, to remove them from her hair. 
 
    “But I wish to help,” Cooper insisted.  “I love the scent of your perfume, so I hope you will indulge me.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s quite proper…” 
 
    “Why do you keep me at such a distance, Callie?  I only wish to become your friend.  It is not like you don’t know me.” 
 
    “I made a big mistake in marrying Chet, against my will.  I can’t be anything more than a business acquaintance to you,” she insisted. 
 
    “You have children, and a ranch to run.  You are going to need a partner in your life sometime.  I know Mr. Pritchard has his eye on you, but I thought I was a little closer at hand when you decide to take on a new husband.” 
 
    “What makes you think I even want a husband?  After my experience with Chet, I shall probably never marry again.  All men want from a woman is to own her, take her wealth, and then use her body to fulfill their lustful needs.  I am through letting a man own me and use me in such a manner.” 
 
    “I am not like Chet,” Cooper stated. 
 
    “How am I to know?  By the time I could find out, I would already be married, and it would be too late to do anything about it.  I won’t take that risk again.” 
 
    “So you never plan to marry?” Cooper asked, feeling a little astonished. 
 
    “Not if I can help it.” 
 
    “You can’t run this ranch all on your own,” he insisted. 
 
    “That is what I have hired you to do.  If you think, you are getting me in the bargain, you are fooling yourself.  Your only position here is my foreman.  If that is not enough for you, I can always hire someone else to take your place.” 
 
    “I have been with your husband for over ten years.  I am the only one qualified to run this ranch if you want to know the truth.” 
 
    “Then, don’t complain, because as long as you remain here, you will earn plenty of money, while you help me do the same.” 
 
    Cooper gave a low laugh. 
 
    “You’ll change your mind,” he chuckled, and in the next moment, he had pulled her to him, smothering her mouth in an unexpected kiss. 
 
    Callie started to struggle, but he held her tighter, as he placed his mouth against her ear. 
 
    “Do you think I believe your story about straw falling on your head?” he murmured.  “By the looks of you, I don’t believe you have been in this barn all alone with Bossy.  I heard Chet’s son talking about the father of that little papoose you have taken on as your own.  I wouldn’t put it past that heathen to be hanging around these parts, and your defense of him killing Chet tells me all I need to know, about your affection towards him.  If you don’t want me having my men beat the bushes for that savage, I would be acting a little kinder, if I were you.  Otherwise, I will make sure that Indian hangs for killing Chet.” 
 
    “How dare you threaten me,” Callie hissed. 
 
    “I’m not threatening you.  I just want to make sure your ranch is safe from savages who might sneak in during the night and try to ravish you if you know what I mean.  You wouldn’t want that to happen, would you?”  
 
     He gave another low laugh and placed his mouth over Callie’s again. 
 
    “You’ll warm up to me eventually, but if you try to make me leave your ranch, I will make sure the whole valley knows that you saved and protected one of those heathens responsible for your husband’s death.  You said you were glad that Chet was out of your life.  Perhaps you asked them to kill him for you.” 
 
    “How dare you assume such a thing!” Callie screeched. 
 
    “Perhaps not, but you were glad thy got rid of him for you, so you would have a reason for helping that heathen.” 
 
    “You cannot blackmail me into marrying you,” Callie stammered. 
 
    “I don’t plan to.  There is plenty of time for you to decide about something like that. I’m in no hurry. I have a secure job here, and if you insist on having a renegade lover, I can’t stop you.  I hear those heathens are a rare article in bed, or in the straw, as your case may be.  Just don’t go getting attached to your brave.  The news is, his friends are on the rampage, raiding farms, and ranches, along with people traveling on the Santa Fe Trail.  It makes it all the more dangerous for your friend, if he is ever caught, so just keep that in mind.  It won’t be long before he will have to leave these parts, and when he does, I hope he takes that little papoose with him. 
 
    “In the meantime, just remember, I am your friend.  I won’t reveal your little secret, but if I require a kiss from time to time, I suggest you accept it as part of our bargain.  After all, you don’t mind letting a wild savage lay his hands on you.  What would a few kisses from me harm?” 
 
    Callie stood trembling in anger and outrage, as she met Cooper’s determined gaze. 
 
    “You have little room to talk,” she said boldly.  “I can tell that you also have Indian blood in your veins.” 
 
    “Then perhaps you will find me attractive as well,” Cooper grinned.   “Mexicans are a cross between Spanish and Indian, only we are civilized.  The Comanche often take Mexicans as their slaves.  My mother was taken as a slave by the Comanche, who stole her from her husband.  My mother was raped, and that is how I came about, only her husband managed to rescue her and raised me as his own son.  That is why I warned you about going with those heathens.  You would have turned out just like my mother.  I don’t even know who the heathen was, that fathered me.  Only in your case, the Comanche didn’t have to rape you, did he?” 
 
    “I would appreciate it if you left me,” Callie said in outraged, shaking voice.  “I assume the new cook needs your assistance with the outdoor kitchen.” 
 
    “Of course,” Cooper smiled.  “I’m not a cruel man, Callie.  I didn’t know Chet treated you so poorly.  I just want to prove to you, I am not like Chet or some heathen Indian.  Only you need to give me a chance to show you.  I want to save you from making a terrible mistake by getting mixed up with the father of that Indian boy you are raising.  You should give his son back to him, so he won’t have an excuse to come around here.  I believe it would be better for both of you.  I’m willing to turn a blind eye and give you time to come to your senses before you ruin your chances of fulfilling that dream you have concerning this ranch.  I want to help you obtain that dream, Callie.  I am the only one who can do it, and you know it, just don’t do anything rash, in the meantime.” 
 
    Cooper turned, and went out the door, as Callie sank to the floor of the barn and started to sob.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    As soon as the barn door closed, Chayton came from the stall and lifted Callie up into his arms. 
 
    “He is right,” Chayton whispered.  “I could never make you my wife, anyway.  Besides, you told your friend, you don’t plan to marry again.  If you refuse to marry him, I fear you will refuse to become my wife, as well.  However, he can help you reach your dream, while I cannot.  I can only put you in danger, and your own people will reject you if they learn you nursed my wounds and kept me alive.  I cannot take my son with me yet, but when the time comes…” 
 
    “No, Chayton, don’t say that,” Callie whimpered, as she placed her mouth over his.  “Don’t leave me.  I need you close by.” 
 
    “I don’t think you can trust your friend.  He says he won’t report us, but if you anger him, for some reason, he may not keep his word.” 
 
    “I won’t anger him,” Callie said boldly. 
 
    “He wants you, my love.  He has already demanded you let him kiss you.  He will not be satisfied by mere kisses.  What will you do then?  If you make him leave, he will retaliate.” 
 
    “He said he would turn a blind eye, and I won’t make him leave, but that doesn’t mean I have to marry him.  He can just remain my foreman.” 
 
    “How long do you think he will turn a blind eye?  Perhaps he has said that so he can have me captured, when I least expect it and then be sure, I am out of your life for good.  I can’t take that chance.  My experience of the white man’s word is that they always break it.” 
 
    “I won’t have a reason to live if you leave,” Callie cried. 
 
    “My own wife died, and I managed to find happiness in your arms.  You can do the same, with someone else some day.” 
 
    “I don’t wish to find happiness elsewhere.” 
 
    “Neither do I, but we both may be forced to do so.” 
 
    “Never,” Callie vowed, as she flung her arms around Chayton’s neck, and pushed him back into the stall they had just shared.  “You will always be my only love,” she promised, as she began pulling at his breechcloth, dragging him down onto the straw again, and lifting her skirt, until she was surrounding him once again.  
 
    Callie’s passion rose to a driving need she felt could never be quenched, as she lay over Chayton, taking the dominant position, in a way she had not dared before.  The very thought of Chayton leaving, never to share moments like this together again, was more than she could accept.  He could not leave her for good, she told herself, as she continued to show Chayton a more aggressive side of herself, determined to savor every moment of their union, for as long as she could prolong it. 
 
    When she finally left the stall, she realized she had neglected the babies, and they probably needed feeding.  She glanced over her shoulder, as Chayton climbed out of the stall window, and headed away from her ranch.  With a heavy heart, she pulled the barn door open, only to find Cooper there, giving her a knowing look. 
 
    “Connor said the babies were crying, and I told him I would come fetch you since he didn’t know where you were.  Apparently, rolling in the straw with that heathen means more to you than caring for your children.” 
 
    Callie gave him an angry glare.  He was right, she thought ashamedly.  She had pushed everything else out of her mind, except for the joy of being in Chayton’s arms, perhaps for the last time.  She was no better than Chet, wanting pleasure, while Rolletta cried in her crib, she chided herself. 
 
    “Don’t be angry at me,” Cooper said, hastily.  “It is better I discovered this than one of the boys, or they would have hunted your Indian down and shot him.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Callie half sobbed.  “He, most likely, will never come back here again.” 
 
    “As long as he knows his son is here, you can be certain he will come back,” Cooper predicted.  “Maybe not right away, but sometime, I’ll wager.” 
 
    Callie turned and faced Cooper. 
 
    “I’m going to make something out of this ranch, Cooper, and if you are willing to help me do it, then I will welcome it.  There is one thing I want to make very clear, though.  I will never marry you, and if you ever try kissing me again, I will kick you off this ranch, no matter what you threaten to do.  Your future is in my hands, so don’t get any idea you are holding something over my head.  If I don’t succeed, neither will you.  Is that clear?” 
 
    Cooper returned Callie’s glare. 
 
    “I thought we could be friends,” he murmured. 
 
    “At this point, you are the last person I would want as a friend, but I do need you as my foreman.  If you are willing to accept that, I will pretend like none of this ever happened.” 
 
    “If that is the way you want it.  I hope you change your mind, though.” 
 
    “Rest assured.  I will never change my mind, Cooper.  For all I know, you may be exactly like Chet, and I don’t plan on risking anything to take that chance.” 
 
    “Well, at least I don’t have to worry about you throwing your life away over a heathen Redskin,” Cooper mumbled, as Callie stepped past him, and hurried to the house to tend to the babies. 
 
    Cooper watched her leave.  He was certain he had done her a favor.  He not only saved her from her own foolish decisions, but he had saved the man, she fancied herself in love with.  Callie should thank him for that alone, he told himself stubbornly.  At the same time, he could not help but feel a twinge of guilt, considering that he, himself, had some Comanche blood in him.  However, he had not been raised as a heathen, he justified himself.   
 
    He would just have to give it time.  Eventually, once Callie discovered he was only looking out for her best interest, she would forget about her promise of never marrying him, and forgive him, in the end.  Nonetheless, he envied that Indian buck, more than he wanted to admit.  The very thought of her in that heathen’s arms upset him beyond reason. 
 
    Chet hadn’t known what he had in Callie, Cooper concluded.  He wanted to subdue her.  Had he treated her a little differently, she would have been a big help in making his ranch a success.  Nothing seemed to daunt her, even his own threats to expose her relationship with that filthy savage, had not made her back down.  He would just have to tread lightly after this, Cooper told himself. 
 
    As the days passed, life on the ranch began to go back to normal, once more.  Normal to Callie was a deep ache in her heart, and trying to fill the emptiness she felt, by throwing herself into overseeing the building of her house and working towards her main goal of making the ranch a success. 
 
    Chayton had left the same night Cooper found Callie in the barn.  Later that night, Bossy gave birth to twins, so Callie had something else to keep her occupied.  Connor could tell that she was unhappy, but whenever he mentioned it, she pretended like she was just fine.  He asked once about Chayton, and she informed him that Chayton had probably returned to his tribe. 
 
    Cooper kept his distance, allowing Callie to get over her anger at him.  However, in order to put Cooper in his place, Callie started accepting Mr. Pritchard’s invitations to come to his ranch for dinner, allowing her to bring the children with her.  When he came to visit Callie’s ranch, she spent her time entertaining and talking to him, taking great satisfaction with the disgruntled expression on Cooper’s face. 
 
    Callie knew that Mr. Pritchard was interested in her, but she also knew how to keep him at arm’s length, since Mr. Pritchard happened to be a gentleman.  She felt she would need the support of Mr. Pritchard, as a friend, in the event Cooper tried to threaten her by spreading stories about her.   
 
    Since Chayton had not returned, there was no way to actually prove that Chayton had ever been there, Callie decided.  She told the children never to speak about Chayton, and deny they had seen the Indian after they had been rescued, or Chayton’s life would be in danger.  Now she believed that no matter what Cooper claimed, she could deny it all since there was no way to back up his story. 
 
    Callie was happy about how well the building of the house was coming along.  She and the children spent hours pouring over advertisements, she ordered through the mail that showed the handy-work of many of the German cabinet and furniture makers throughout Texas.  
 
    As the building of her house progressed, the cattle also began to mature, and by the time the house was to be finished, it would be time to drive the cattle to market again.  Callie was happy with how everything was coming together.  The makeshift windmill was working, and the plumbing in the house was ready to carry the water to the tub in the bathroom, and the sink in the kitchen.  The hot-water pipes were running through the wood-burning stove box, in order to be heated.  The only thing that would be left to do, before the cattle drive, was to furnish the place, she smiled to herself. 
 
    “Hello, Mr. Pritchard,” Callie called, as she watched Mr. Pritchard approaching the front porch of her new house. 
 
    She had just finished talking to Cooper about possibly ordering the furniture for her, so it would arrive before the cattle drive began.  That way, the boys could put the pieces in the house for her, before they left, and she could move into the house, while they were gone. 
 
    Cooper came and stood behind her, eying Mr. Pritchard.  He didn’t like the attention the man gave Callie, but as long as Callie merely acted politely, and didn’t seem attracted to Mr. Pritchard, Cooper felt a little at ease. 
 
    Ever since he had found Callie in the barn with straw in her hair, she made it a point to stay indifferent towards him, but then, she was also somewhat indifferent towards Mr. Pritchard as well. 
 
    “You know I’ve asked you to call me Hank,” Mr. Pritchard smiled, as he stepped up on the porch, taking Callie’s hand and raising it to his mouth, in order to kiss her fingertips. 
 
    “Now, Mr. Pritchard, you are my senior, and my mama always taught me to show respect to my elders, by calling them by their Sir-name,” Callie replied, with a friendly laugh. 
 
    “I’m not that much older than you are, ma’am.  Calling me Mr. Pritchard is making me feel like an old man.” 
 
    “Very well, Hank, if it makes you feel younger.  How old are you anyway?” 
 
    “I’m only forty-two,” Hank replied.  “That’s not so old is it?” 
 
    “Well, I’m twenty-two, which makes you twenty years my senior.  Old enough to be my father, I believe.” 
 
    “I certainly don’t feel old enough to be your father,” Hank laughed. 
 
    Callie thought he did act rather young for a man of his age, and he seemed to be in pretty good shape, from working on his own ranch.  Callie gave him an appraising stare.  He was actually fairly nice looking for a man in his forties, she decided.  Even so, he still seemed so much older than her. 
 
    “I just came to see if you would like to take a short buggy ride with me,” Hank smiled.  
 
    “Let me ask Connor to keep an eye on the babies for me.  I just fed them and put them down for a nap, so I suppose I would have some time to take a very short buggy ride with you,” Callie replied. 
 
    Mr. Pritchard tucked her hand in his elbow and escorted her along the path that led from her new house. 
 
    “Your house is looking very grand,” he told her.  “The boys have done a good job on it.” 
 
    “We did have someone come in to do the finishing work on the inside, but I am very pleased with how everything has turned out.  You know; my late husband promised to build this house for my sister when they first got married.  I am just sorry he never got around to build it for her.” 
 
    “I am downright impressed, the way you have stepped in and taken over your husband’s ranch, expanding the livestock, and building this large, magnificent house.” 
 
    “Cooper has been a big help, and Connor taught me everything his father showed him about how the ranch should be run.  I am just barely learning, but I hope to get better at it.” 
 
    “You seem mighty fine at it already.  Chet would be proud of you if he could see you now.” 
 
    Callie did not think Chet would be proud of her.  Chet would be angry that she thought she could take over his ranch.  He wanted to bring her down to a poorly dressed dirt farmer’s wife, which she refused to become. 
 
    “Thank you,” was all she said.  “Connor, watch the babies for me,” she called to Connor as they approached the cabin where Mr. Pritchard’s buggy was parked. 
 
    Connor nodded, and Mr. Pritchard helped Callie up in his buggy. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” Callie asked as he turned the buggy down the road in the direction of his own ranch. 
 
    “Just down the road a bit,” Mr. Pritchard smiled.  “Did Chet ever show you the boundaries of his ranch?” 
 
    “Actually, no,” Callie admitted.  “I knew Cooper knew the boundaries, so I never worried about it.” 
 
    “I think you should know everything there is to know about your ranch since you are the sole owner of it now.  All of this land used to belong to my granddaddy, and Chet came by and started working as a hand on the ranch.  My granddaddy took a liking to Chet, and it surprised us all, that when he died, he left this section of land to him. 
 
    “My granddaddy lived out here before Texas was even part of the states.  It belonged to Mexico back then, and he came to the ranch and asked for work.  It used to belong to Alberto Gustavo, back then, in the early eighteen hundreds.  Alberto ended up getting killed by the Comanche.” 
 
    He paused for a moment and gave Callie a hard look. 
 
    “You know why we hate the Comanche so much?  Back in those days, between 1830 and 1850, the Comanche constantly raided the Mexican ranches.  They were not happy to just take the cattle, and goods.  They killed what cattle they couldn’t take, and often took prisoners, of those they didn’t kill.  The Kiowa, and sometimes Kiowa-Apache, would often join them.  It wasn’t an isolated event.  They were very organized and methodical about the raiding and killing. 
 
    “It got so bad, that no one could leave the villages unless they brought at least thirty armed men with them.  Finally, the government of Mexico started offering 50 pesos for every Indian head the ranchers or anyone else brought them.  The price went up to 200 pesos a head, which was a whole year’s wage for most people back then. 
 
    “When the owner of the ranch was killed, and all his cattle taken, my grandfather ended up with the ranch, because he had hidden inside a large wooden barrel, and was the only one to survive.  At first, he merely stayed on the ranch, and managed to grow enough food, and raise a few stray cattle, to feed himself.  Eventually, the Comanche were pushed back, and then when Texas became part of the United States, there was a lot more help to try to rid the area of the heathens. 
 
    “They are still trying to raid the ranches in this area, from time to time.  That is why all the ranchers stick together, and all go out to get rid of any raiding Indian party, we discover.  We want to put an end to it! 
 
    “For a while, the government managed to make peace with the Kiowa and Comanche, by sending in Kit Carson to take care of the problem, but now they seem to be rebelling again. 
 
    “Here we are,” Mr. Prichard said suddenly, as he pulled the buggy to a halt.  “That’s the property line, between your ranch and mine.  It’s always been my dream to reclaim the part my granddaddy gave to Chet.  I offered to buy it from him once, but he turned me down.  I can see you have your mind set on building up the ranch, and I admire you for that, so I don’t suppose you would be willing to sell it back either.” 
 
    Callie shook her head and gave Mr. Prichard a sad smile. 
 
    “The truth is, I wasn’t going to offer to buy it from you,” he continued.  “In fact, I admire you immensely, and am so impressed by your gumption, in raising Chet’s children, and then making sure the ranch is improved, that I was hoping for something else.” 
 
    Mr. Prichard paused, and took Callie’s hands in his, looking deeply into her eyes, before he continued speaking. 
 
    “You are the kind of woman any rancher would be proud to have as a wife.  I am sure Chet felt the same way about you.  I never became close friends with him or your sister.   He had turned down my offer to buy the land back, so he pretty much kept to himself as well, thinking I was angry that he wouldn’t sell. 
 
    “To be honest, I was, but I got over it, after a while.  Then when we had to rescue you from those heathens, I realized what a strong woman you actually were.  Although I can’t stomach those Comanche, it impressed me that you were willing to take on that Comanche papoose.  Like you said, the father was dead, so what else could you do? 
 
    “Now I am thinking I could do well with a woman like you.  I never married, after my wife died, so I don’t have any children to leave my ranch to when I die.  I know Cooper has eyes for you.  He scowls at me, every time I even look at you, but he’s young and hotheaded.  He’s part Comanche himself, so I hear.  His mother was captured by the Comanche on one of their raids.  He hates those heathens more than anyone in these parts.  Only, you need a stable man in your life, and I was hoping you would look in my direction.” 
 
    Mr. Prichard gave her a hopeful look. 
 
    “Goodness,” Callie said, trying to stall for time to collect her thoughts.  “I appreciate your offer, Hank, but I have no intention of getting married to anyone.  Cooper is my foreman, and that is all he will ever be to me.  You are a fine man and an excellent neighbor.  I am truly honored that you would consider me the kind of woman you would want for a wife.  It’s just that I don’t think I am decent wife material.  I hated being a wife to Chet.  I was forced into it by my parents.  Only now the children need me, and that is the reason I plan to make something of Chet’s ranch. 
 
    “Connor will inherit it someday, so there is no way I would combine it back with your land, even if I did marry you.  I’m too much of an independent woman to bow to a husband’s wishes.  Chet hated my independent nature, and I hated that he didn’t allow me to be as independent as I wished to be.  His definition of a wife was someone who would give him sons.  He wasn’t a very nice man.  My sister gave him, mostly girls, and he ended up beating her over it.  I am thankful I was not put in a position to discover what he may have done to me, when I gave him yet, another daughter.” 
 
    “He beat your sister to death?”  Mr. Prichard exclaimed. 
 
    “He didn’t actually kill her.  He merely beat her, and it wasn’t the first time, so Connor tells me; after that, she refused to eat.  She wanted to die, and I don’t blame her. 
 
    “So you can see how adverse I have become to marriage, and must refuse your offer.” 
 
    “I’m not getting any younger, Callie.  I’ll probably die long before you do, and your son could still inherit that part of the ranch if it came to it.  You know I would never lay a hand on you,” Mr. Prichard insisted. 
 
    “I am certain you wouldn’t.  Nevertheless, I’m beginning to sprout my wings.  I just finished my house.  If I married someone like you, I would not wish to leave my house to live at your ranch, and you certainly would not want to leave your ranch to live with me.  You see how hopeless it would all be.” 
 
    “Keep it in mind, just the same.  No telling what the future will bring, and after all, we are neighbors.” 
 
    “You are very kind to offer the opportunity,” Callie said demurely.  “I still wish to remain your friend, if it does not upset you.” 
 
    “Of course, it doesn’t upset me.  In fact, it makes me happy that you wish to remain my friend,” Mr. Prichard assured her. 
 
    “Good.  I’m sorry about the Comanche raiding your ranch, along with others out here.  However, because of them, your granddaddy ended up with your ranch, the same way I ended up with mine when the Comanche killed Chet.” 
 
    “That’s a strange way of looking at things, but I suppose you are right,” Mr. Prichard conceded. 
 
    “I should be getting back, though,” Callie insisted, and Mr. Prichard turned the buggy around, and headed towards her ranch. 
 
    When they arrived, Mr. Prichard hugged Callie and kissed her on the cheek. 
 
    “If you ever decide to marry, I hope you keep me in mind,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    “Despite your age, I find you a truly handsome man, and you would be an extremely good choice if I ever desired a husband.” 
 
    Only Callie knew she could never love anyone else but Chayton, so she probably would never wish to marry another. 
 
    Cooper leaned against the wall of the bunkhouse, watching as Mr. Pritchard, hugged Callie, and then kissed her on the cheek.  It was the first time he had ever seen Mr. Prichard exhibit any affection towards Callie, and Callie was not pulling away like Cooper expected her to do.  In fact, she remained talking with him for a bit before he helped her down. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Cooper asked Callie, as she passed. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “That kiss on your cheek.” 
 
    “Oh, that.  Mr. Prichard just asked me to marry him, while we were out.  Wasn’t that sweet of him?” 
 
    Cooper gave her an astonished glare. 
 
    “I thought you said you were never going to marry anyone,” he reminded her. 
 
    “A woman can always change her mind,” she smiled coyly, knowing how much Cooper would hate it if she decided to marry Mr. Prichard. 
 
    “Like you said, he’s old enough to be your father,” Cooper almost growled. 
 
    “But you have to admit.  He is very handsome, in spite of his age.  Did you know this used to be part of his grandfather’s ranch?  His grandfather willed it to Chet.  If I married Hank, it would revert back to the original boundaries it had been before, when Hank’s grandfather ended up with it.” 
 
    “Are you telling me you agreed to marry that old man?” Cooper bellowed. 
 
    “I told him I would think about it,” she half-lied.  
 
    After all, Hank had told her to keep it in mind, she justified. 
 
    “He has a pretty successful spread.  I suppose you would marry him for his money, if not for anything else.” 
 
    “That’s a horrible thing to say.  I would never marry someone merely for their money!  You may not know it, but when my parents die, I will have my own inheritance.  Since my sister died, I will receive her portion as well.” 
 
    “That’s right.  You have all those fancy clothes you insist on wearing.” 
 
    “If I marry anyone, it will be out of love, regardless of who he is, or how much money he may have, or not have, for that matter.  I don’t need to marry for money.  In fact, I don’t need to marry at all.  If I choose to do so, it will be my decision, and no one else’s.” 
 
    Callie thought about how her parents had made the decision that she should marry Chet, and how she hated the helpless feeling it gave her, at the time.   She remembered how her mother told her it gave her parents the occasion to help her direct her life to be more productive by marrying Chet.  Although the decision had not been her own, in the end, she had to admit her mother may have been right, about her now having a more productive life.  However, if Chet had not been killed, she would have hated her situation. 
 
    She thought it strange how life could bring about good for some, through violent actions, the same way Hank’s grandfather gained by the fact the Comanche had attacked his employer’s ranch, and she had gained by the Comanche attacking Chet’s ranch. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    Cooper was beginning to fear that his future dream was going to be usurped by Mr. Prichard.  It angered him, because the man had a successful cattle ranch, and adding Callie’s ranch to his spread, seemed excessive.  Since Callie claimed she would never marry someone for money, Cooper could not see any reason Callie would agree to marry the man.  After all, she, herself, claimed he was old enough to be her father, and while he was a nice-looking man, Cooper did not believe he was so good looking that Callie would swoon over him.  However, what Mr. Prichard did have, was the ability to woo Callie, and do things for her, that he, himself, was not in the position to do. 
 
    Cooper thought fleetingly of how Callie had impressed upon him that she would never marry him, but she was upset at the time.  He had interrupted her intimate exchanges with that redskin, and had it been the other way around, he probably would have been a little put out as well.  Only that was almost a year ago, and she had to be over it by now since he was nearly positive, her lover had not been coming around since then.  If Callie was eager to be in the arms of a wild Indian, she must have a particular need for such pleasures.  Perhaps by now, her need would have strengthened in the absence of that kind of activity. 
 
    It was time he started getting a little more serious about his desires, and made a few advances of his own, before Mr. Prichard swooped Callie away, right under his nose. 
 
    Callie had just put the babies down to sleep and was looking forward to a comfortable night’s rest.  She had barely put her lace nightgown over her head when she heard a tap on her door.  Thinking it was Connor wanting her for some reason, she pulled her wrapper on, opened the door, but instead, she found Cooper standing there, with a lantern in his hand. 
 
    “What do you need Cooper?” she asked, almost abruptly. 
 
    “I need you to come to the new house.  I have something to show you there,” Cooper smiled. 
 
    “Can’t it wait until morning?” she asked, wanting nothing more than to climb into her bed. 
 
    “Well, no, it can’t.  You’re gonna like it.  It is sort of a surprise,” he informed her. 
 
    “I just got dressed for bed,” she complained. 
 
    “That won’t be a problem.  I’ll carry you up the path if you don’t want to put on your boots,” he offered. 
 
    “Cooper, this had better be important,” she grumbled, giving him a doubtful look. 
 
    “Don’t worry.  Once you see what I have to show you, you will thank me for bringing you out there.” 
 
    “Very well,” she conceded, “if you insist.” 
 
    Callie followed Cooper out to the front porch, where he left the lamp on a table. 
 
    “We won’t need a light to see how to get to the house, since the moon is out, and I lighted some candles for when we get there,” Cooper told her, as he swept her up in his arms. 
 
    He couldn’t believe how light she felt in his arms, and her perfume was filling his senses like it often did whenever he was near her. 
 
    “So just what is this surprise?” Callie asked, as Cooper carried her along the path, which led to the house. 
 
    “You’ll see.  I am certain you will thank me, once you discover it,” he promised. 
 
    When they reached the porch, Cooper set Callie down upon her slipper-clad feet, then took her hand and led her through the front door. 
 
    Callie loved that front door because it had an oval, decorative glass window in it, and lovely carvings, around the window.  Once the door closed, Callie took in her breath and gave a light laugh. 
 
    “Where do all the candles lead?” she asked, when she beheld a trail of candles, placed on the floor at intervals, disappearing down the hall. 
 
    “Just follow them and find out,” Cooper suggested. 
 
    Callie gave him an inquisitive grin and did as he suggested, following the candles, until they came to the door of the bathroom.  Callie looked through the open door. 
 
    “I decided to try out the water system, and heat some water for a bath,” Cooper told her, as he stood at her shoulder looking into the room from behind her.  “I figured you would be tired, and I bet you can’t remember the last time you ever had a relaxing bath.” 
 
    “Cooper!  How thoughtful,” Callie cried happily. 
 
    Cooper had placed candles all around the tub, which cast a wavering glow about them, reflecting in a mirror at one end of the room. 
 
    “I brought you some wine, as well,” he told her as he picked up a wine glass and handed it to her. 
 
    Cooper popped the cork on the bottle, and poured some of the sweet, red wine, into the glass. 
 
    “It will relax you.  I’ll keep the fire going in the cook-stove, so if you need more hot water, it will be available,” Cooper offered. 
 
    “That is extremely sweet of you, Cooper,” Callie said, softly. 
 
    “Go ahead and enjoy yourself, then,” Cooper told her, as he removed himself from the room, and closed the door. 
 
    Only he did not close the door completely, as he stood to watch on, while Callie slowly sipped at the wine.  Finally, he was rewarded, when she eventually let her wrapper drop from her shoulders, standing gracefully in her sheer lace nightgown, the lace top allowing the vision of her breasts to peek through. 
 
    Callie filled her glass again, after letting the nightgown join her wrapper, and Cooper savored the shape of her body with his eyes, before she slowly stepped into the tub, and then sank down into the warm water with a sigh. 
 
    At the angle from the door, Cooper could see into the tub, and boldly watches as Callie smoothed her hands over her body, using the cloth and soap, Cooper had furnished for her, in the wire tray which rested across one end of the tub. 
 
    Callie sat her glass of wine on the tray, as she bathed herself, letting her head dip down into the water, and then pushing up again.  The way the water washed over Callie’s body, made Cooper catch his breath.  It had been a long time since he had been in the presence of a naked lady, and already he was more excited than he had expected. 
 
    Cooper watched, contentedly, as Callie drank the wine, her body immersed in the water, with her head resting on the back of the tub.  Cooper left momentarily, to stoke the fire, and then returned, pushing the door open a little wider, so he could get a better view. 
 
    What he wouldn’t give to touch those upturned breasts, he thought to himself.  She was no longer washing herself, or drinking the wine, as she lay with her eyes closed.  After a while, Cooper came to the conclusion that Callie had fallen asleep. 
 
    “Callie?” he called, softly, but she didn’t answer him.  
 
    Slowly, Cooper entered the room, and he could see that Callie had drunk a good portion of the wine, and he wondered if she had passed out? 
 
    “Callie?” he called again, as he stood beside the tub, looking down on her beautiful body. 
 
    Callie gave a little murmur but didn’t open her eyes. 
 
    “Are you awake?” Cooper asked, only she didn’t answer. 
 
    “You okay?” he murmured, as he knelt down beside the tub and stroked his hand over her forehead, pushing the wet hair out of her eyes. 
 
    “Chayton, is that you?” Callie asked softly. 
 
    It made Cooper jump back, thinking she was waking up, but instead, Callie reached up and grabbed his hand. 
 
    “You’ve come back,” she whispered, and then was quiet again, as though she had fallen asleep. 
 
    Her hand had brought Cooper’s hand, down against her breast, where he gently cupped the curve of it, with his palm. 
 
    “God, Callie, you are beautiful,” Cooper, almost groaned, as his own body began to respond to the feel of her skin beneath his fingers. 
 
    He found his fingers stroking over her skin, timidly testing to see if she would suddenly wake up and slap him in the face.  Instead, she settled down lower in the tub, letting a pleasant murmur escape her lips. 
 
    She enjoyed his touch, he decided.  She probably had too much wine and wasn’t aware of what was happening.  This thought emboldened him, so he let his hand slide over her breast, and travel down over her until he found his desired destination.  At first, he tested her response, slowly and cautiously, until he came to the conclusion, she was going to remain in her accepting attitude. 
 
    Now Cooper threw caution to the wind, as he removed his shirt, so the sleeve wouldn’t get wet and went back to explore her body more aggressively, daring to lean his head closer, until he had captured one of those pert pink tips between his lips. 
 
    The faint taste of milk, caused his senses to go wild, and the very feel of her beneath his hand, prodded him on until it wasn’t just enough to merely touch her with his fingers.  He wanted to experience more of her. 
 
    “You need to get out of the tub,” Cooper told Callie, in case she woke up suddenly.  “You are going to get cold,” he insisted, as he began spreading towels over the floor. 
 
    Then he was lifting her up out of the tub and laying her relaxed body upon the towels.  The sight of her lovely body caused his loins to strain in anticipation. 
 
    He managed to restrain himself, as he knelt over her, intent to feast upon her soft, supple skin, with his hands and mouth. 
 
    Callie gave another murmur, but her eyes remained closed, so Cooper continued on, bent on having the pleasure of feeling her beneath his lips, determined to enjoy it, while he could. 
 
    Every taste and touch tended to cause his loins to lurch with anticipation; and when Callie rose to the touch of his lips, whimpering with what he believed was pleasure, it was more than he could resist. 
 
    The feel of her, responding to his caresses, was all it took to weaken his resistance.  He removed the rest of his clothes and continued to enjoy the softness of her skin beneath his lips, until he was ready, to proceed to the next level.  Now there was nothing to stop him from clutching her to him until he was buried in the mystery which lured him onward. 
 
    Cooper was astounded at the uncontrollable drive which pushed him forward, without questioning the ethics of his act.  He hadn’t intended on taking advantage of Callie in such a way.  He had wanted to work up slowly, getting her to accept the attention he planned to shower upon her, in whatever way he could.  Mr. Prichard was too much of a threat to his long-awaited plan to coax Callie into falling in love with him.  Now, it seemed, he didn’t have time for that plan, and at the moment, this was the next-best thing. 
 
    When she woke up the next morning, she probably wouldn’t remember a thing, he told himself, cunningly.  At least, he hoped she wouldn’t, as he continued satisfying his over-anticipated desire that had been held at bay far too long.  Cooper was surprised when it seemed like Callie was participating, but she kept whispering the name of that hated Indian.  No matter, he told himself.  He was the one enjoying her, not that savage, and he was determined to make it last as long as he could. 
 
    When he finally lifted himself from her alluring body, Cooper refilled the tub with the last of the warm water, and lifted Callie, placing her back in the tub.  He got dressed, and found new towels in the linen closet, discarding the wet, soiled ones.  
 
    “Wake up, Callie!” he called, shaking her shoulder, but she remained unresponsive. 
 
    Finally, Cooper picked her up, and dried her off, replacing her nightgown and wrapper.  He put her slippers in his back pockets, lifted her in his arms, and returned with her, placing her in her own bed.  Now he was going to have to explain to her, how she got back to her house.  He decided to tell her, the truth; that she had fallen asleep, and had taken too much wine, so he merely carried her to her cabin, because he couldn’t wake her up. 
 
    Feeling assured that his story would be feasible enough, Cooper left Callie, sleeping in her own bed, and went back to the house, extinguishing the candles, washing the towels out in the tub, and then throwing them over the clothes line, on his way back to the bunk house. 
 
    He couldn’t stop himself from whistling as he opened the bunkhouse door. 
 
    “What are you doing up so late?” Randy asked as he went to his bunk. 
 
    “Had to help Callie with a few things up at the house,” he smiled. 
 
    “In the middle of the night?” Randy asked, raising his eyebrows. 
 
    “It was sort of a present.  I let her take her first bath in the new tub,” he chuckled. 
 
    “Hmmm.  Must have been a long bath,” Randy stated. 
 
    “She fell asleep, and I wasn’t sure if I should barge in and wake her or not.  It was a sticky situation, but I managed all right, in the end.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you did,” Randy grinned. 
 
    Cooper shrugged, removing his denims and discovering Callie’s slippers were still in his back pockets.  He tossed them on the floor and crawled into bed, going through every moment he had spent with Callie, replaying the very touch, taste, and feel, in his head, until he fell asleep a completely contented man. 
 
    Callie woke with a start.  There was a bitter taste in the back of her throat, and then she remembered drinking wine, the night before.  It took a while to recall that she had gone up to the new house and that Cooper had filled the tub with water.  However, that was the last thing she could remember, except for the dream she had about Chayton making love to her.   
 
    For a moment, she leaned back and savored the vague memory of the dream, thinking how real it had almost felt.  She missed Chayton so much, yet feared he would never return.  If he did return, it would be to take Joey from her, and she wondered if she could allow him to do that?  Joey had become like her own son to her, as though she had given him birth, right along with Shanny. 
 
    Callie threw back the covers, looking around for her slippers.  There was a tap on the door, and she went to answer it, forgetting to pull her wrapper on. 
 
    “Good morning,” Cooper smiled, and she quickly tried to close the door.  “I have your slippers.  I regret to inform you, but you fell asleep in the tub last night, and since you had taken too much wine, I couldn’t wake you.  I had to dry you off, and dress you, so your modesty is a little unnecessary.” 
 
    Callie pulled the door open again.  “You what?” she nearly shrieked. 
 
    “Did you want me to leave you in the tub?  You shouldn’t have had so much wine.  No harm done, though.  I got you safely to your bed but forgot about your slippers, I had in my pocket,” he said, holding out the slippers. 
 
    Callie grabbed them angrily out of his hand. 
 
    “Don’t be so upset.  You had a nice relaxing bath, and I’ll bet the wine made you sleep like a baby, considering I couldn’t get you to wake up.  Don’t be mad at me.  I didn’t know what else to do.” 
 
    “Thank you for preparing the bath for me, Cooper.  However, in the future, I will tend to it myself,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Just don’t drink any wine while you are in the tub.  I didn’t expect it to go to your head the way it did because I didn’t know you were bent on drinking almost half of the bottle.” 
 
    “I drank half the bottle?” Callie exclaimed. 
 
    “That you did.  I have to say, I enjoyed the pretty picture you made, lying in that tub, as I am enjoying the view before me this moment, as well.” 
 
    “Go away,” Callie said, closing the door, as she heard Cooper laughing loudly, on the other side of the door. 
 
    It had been a thoughtful gesture, for Cooper to have prepared the tub for her, and furnished the wine, she had to admit.  She couldn’t be angry at him for that, so she decided not to make an issue out of it, and proceeded to feed the babies, and then get dressed. 
 
    Both Joey and Shanny were getting too big for the crib, already.  She had ordered separate cribs to be put in the nursery of the new house for them, but the furniture had not arrived yet.  She couldn’t wait until she could move into the new house, but that wouldn’t be for at least three months, and by then, both Joey and Shanny would probably be walking.  She would have to start introducing them to cow’s milk since her milk was already starting to dry up. 
 
    Callie realized that working so hard, was probably the reason her milk had started to diminish, but there was so much to do, to prepare for the move into the new house.  She had slowly been moving various belongings there, and even some of her clothes.  Once her furniture arrived, she could move all the kitchen implements and food in and start fixing meals for her family there. 
 
    Then the workers would be farther away from the house, living in the bunkhouse, and taking their meals in the outdoor kitchen, and the only person she would have to deal with, from time to time was Cooper. 
 
    She wanted to distance herself from the workers and let them take care of the cattle, while she took care of her household, and the account books.  She decided she would hire a maid and a cook for the house, and possibly a governess, to start teaching the children since they lived too far from any town to take advantage of the schools there.  Then the governess could also care for the babies when she wasn’t teaching the older children. 
 
    Callie was happily planning her future life, knowing that had Chet still been there, it would be totally different.  She wondered if Chayton would ever return to her, and what would happen if he did? 
 
    She heard that the Indians were still raiding the ranches, in Kansas, and Oklahoma and the army had been recruited to take care of the renegades, which caused them to scatter, and hide in the hills.  At least that way, they were unable to do any more raiding.  She wondered if Chayton was a part of those rebels, that the government was determined to send to prison, or possibly hang if they were ever caught. 
 
    Callie tried not to think about Chayton, as she prepared for a whole new chapter in her life, by getting back her self-esteem and enjoying a decent, and attractive house, the way she had been raised to do. 
 
    “The furniture has arrived,” Cooper called to Callie, as she was on her way to transfer a few more things to the new house.  “It’s a good thing since we will be leaving on the drive at the beginning of the month.  It looks like it’s going to be a rewarding season, seeing as how we have a lot more cattle to sell this year.” 
 
    Callie glanced up at Cooper.  He had been going out of his way, trying to do kind, thoughtful things for her, ever since that first bath she had taken in the new house.  Since then, she used the tub to bathe regularly, along with letting the children bathe there as well.  She was looking forward to the day when she wouldn’t have to walk over to the house in order to bathe.  Then she could merely step out of her bedroom to use the tub. 
 
    “Have the boys put it all in the house,” Callie smiled.  “We can rearrange it later.” 
 
    “I’ll help you do it if you like,” Cooper offered. 
 
    Callie nodded as she gave Cooper a sideways glance.  Something had been bothering her, recently, and it had to do with Cooper.  She kept trying to remember that night when he had prepared the bath for her, but mere flashes of memories came back to her.  Now she was determined to discover more about the events of that night because she suspected she was carrying a child again, and she had not been with Chayton for the better part of the year.  The only other man who had been near her in a compromising situation was Cooper. 
 
    She wondered about that dream she thought she was having about Chayton making love to her, and how real it had seemed.  Now she was beginning to come to the conclusion that it wasn’t a dream, and it hadn’t been Chayton being intimate with her.  The very thought was starting to churn inside of her, leaving a bad taste in her mouth. 
 
    The problem was if Cooper had taken advantage of her, and he learned she was carrying his child, he may insist she marry him. Worst yet, he may start bragging about his conquest.  If she refused to marry him, and he remained working there, he would insist he had a say about his child, and she did not want him interfering in her life. 
 
    She could kick him off of her ranch before he discovered her condition, only she would need a good reason to do so, and she had no complaints about how he did his job.  Furthermore, it would mean she would have to have one of the other men take over the foreman position, and she wasn’t sure any of them were capable of the responsibility.  Then there was the cattle drive to consider.  She would need Cooper to head the drive, and she had promised him a part of the profit.  He would be fit to be tied if she didn’t follow through with her promise. 
 
    Only the more she thought about it, the angrier she got.  He had misused her, when she had been vulnerable, and when she started showing, she would need an explanation for her condition since she was a widow.  The very thought of having to bring forth another child, which she had not willingly conceived, made her livid.  It was a sure thing; she couldn’t keep Cooper on, only the question was, how was she going to lay him off, and when should she do it? 
 
    She judged she was almost three months along, and by the time the cattle drive was over, that would be around two more months.  She was torn as to what she should do, and how to confront Cooper. 
 
    On top of that, she would become an unwed mother, and once word got around, she would lose the respect of all the ranchers in the area, including Mr. Prichard, and there would be no one willing to help her if she needed help. 
 
    She wished all the children were older, so she could lay everyone off and run the ranch on her own, but Connor was only thirteen, and even though Ina could ride a horse as well as Connor could; she couldn’t expect them to take over working the ranch.  Tommy and Beth were trying to pull their own, but at seven and nine, they still had a lot of growing to do, even if they could sit a horse as well as their older sister and brother. 
 
    Callie stood on the front porch of the new house, watching the men unloading the three wagons that were full of the furniture she had ordered.  She was overjoyed when she saw that the piano, she had bought, had arrived as well.  It had been a long time since she had laid her fingers on the keys of a piano, and she had missed that as much as she had missed the life she had been living before she ever came to Texas.  
 
    Beyond her happiness at seeing the furniture being placed in her new home, there was that nagging realization that her happiness would be short lived, once her condition was discovered, and she became shamed because of it.  She could agree to marry Cooper, which is what he had been hinting at after they had rescued her from the Comanche band.  Only she did not love Cooper, and now she despised him, because of his actions, which made that possibility the last thing she would agree to do. 
 
    There was always Mr. Prichard, who had asked for her hand in marriage, but if he discovered her condition, he would be sure to back out; and if she kept it a secret, claiming the child was his, the moment it was born, he would know otherwise.  After all, Cooper was not only Mexican, but part Comanche, and the infant would surely carry some of those tale-tale traits. 
 
    Even if Chayton came back, he would not want her, if he knew she was going to give birth to someone else’s child.  He would take his own son, and never return again.  In spite of the success she was experiencing with the ranch, Callie realized her future looked bleak.  Without someone to drive the cattle to market, she would have no way to make a living. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    It took several hours to unload the wagons and bring the furniture into the house.  Once the wagons were unloaded, the drovers went back to their regular duties.  The cattle had been branded, earlier, so if they got mixed up with someone else’s cattle being driven to market, Callie’s drovers could separate them from the other steers.   
 
    The cook was separating out food he would load into the chuck wagon when the time came.  Now the drovers would have to ‘dip’ the cattle in medicine, used to keep the ticks off of them, which was responsible for spreading diseases to other cattle at the stockyards. 
 
    Dipping the cattle was accomplished by driving the steers down into a lined pit, filled with the liquid poison which saturated their hides, and killed the ticks.  This was the first year dipping was ever used throughout the area, Cooper explained because it was a rather new process that the ranches were starting to use, in order to keep the cattle healthy, as they crossed over miles of grassland, where ticks were prevalent.  It was now required, in order to protect other stock which didn’t come from Texas. 
 
    Callie was aware of all the work that had to be done before they could begin to start on the drive, and it took several men to accomplish it all.  She trusted the drovers to do a good job, but she worried if she didn’t keep Cooper as her foreman, the others would fight over wanting the job.  Since Cooper was the one who knew the drovers best, he was the only one who would know who was capable of taking over his position.  It was a sure thing, though, if she told him to leave, he wouldn’t be willing to help her choose someone to take his job. 
 
    “You need me to help you arrange the furniture inside?” Cooper asked, interrupting her thoughts. 
 
    “I suppose I could use the help,” Callie responded. 
 
    “This place is going to look rather grand, once you get everything in its place,” Cooper smiled, looking around the main room, where the bulk of the furniture stood. 
 
    “Yes.  I won’t miss living in the cabin.  I suppose I could give it to the cook when he gets back from the drive.  I plan to hire a cook for the house, along with a maid, and governess.” 
 
    “You are certainly starting to come up in the world,” Cooper mentioned. 
 
    “Chet should have built this house for my sister a long time ago.  It wasn’t for the lack of money… that is for sure.” 
 
    Cooper shrugged.  “So where do you want to move this stuff?” he asked, nodding toward the furniture. 
 
    “Maybe we should sit down for a bit before we start moving things around since we just brought it all in and I, for one, need a breather.” 
 
    “Suits me fine,” Cooper agreed, settling on a large davenport and stretching his long legs out before him. 
 
    Callie sat in an upholstered chair, across from him, feeling nervous, as she tucked her feet beneath the chair and leaned a little forward. 
 
    “I need to talk to you about something,” Callie said, trying to search for the right words to express her concerns, without giving away the fact that she suspected she was carrying his child. 
 
    “I don’t mind talking,” Cooper grinned, sitting up a little straighter and leaning towards her, removing his hat and placing it on the davenport beside him. 
 
    His dark hair fell down over his forehead, and his intent eyes captured Callie’s eyes, with an expectant look in their depths. 
 
    “I have been thinking about that night you prepared the bath for me.” 
 
    “You have?  As I recall, you fell asleep in the tub,” Cooper murmured. 
 
    “Yes.  That is what I wanted to talk about.  I know I had too much wine, which is why I was so relaxed, but I keep having strange flashes of memory, about that night.  At the time, I thought Chayton was with me.  I remember he was… well… being intimate with me.  It was almost like a dream, only it felt too real.  Since we both know Chayton was not there, I was wondering if you could explain to me, why I was certain I was being handled by a man?” 
 
    Cooper’s face straightened, and Callie thought she could detect a slight twitch at the corner of his mouth.  Then he gave a broad smile. 
 
    “Perhaps you wanted that savage so bad; you dreamed him up.  After all, I did have to dry you off and put your nightgown back on.  That did take a bit of handling you, on my part.” 
 
    Cooper’s grin turned a little sheepish. 
 
    “Not that I wouldn’t have wanted to handle you more,” he added. 
 
    “The problem is, I am quite certain you did handle me more,” Callie emphasized. 
 
    “If that is the case, why have you waited so long to bring it up?” Cooper asked. 
 
    “Because…because it has been bothering me all this time, and I needed to know.” 
 
    “Well, now you know.  I dried you off and took you to your bed.  If you were thinking it was something else, perhaps it was because that is what you wished I had done,” Cooper accused. 
 
    “You are being absurd,” Callie frowned.  “It makes me worry that I can’t trust you, Cooper.  You brought the wine and prepared the tub.  I believe you were hoping to put me in a position where you could take advantage of me.” 
 
    Cooper stood up abruptly, knocking his hat off of the couch. 
 
    “I never planned such a thing.  I just wanted to do something nice for you.  I resent you accusing me of….” 
 
    “You can’t deny it, Cooper.  Both, you and I know what happened that night, and I am afraid I am going to have to ask you to leave, after the cattle drive.” 
 
    “If you are so sure, I used you, you would have accused me the very next morning.  I am just wondering what brought this on now… unless…”  
 
    He stepped closer to Callie, kneeling down in front of her, and placing his hand on her stomach. 
 
    “You have a little part of me in there, don’t you?” he said softly. 
 
    Callie jumped up, swiping Cooper’s hand aside. 
 
    “You can either, go on the drive, and earn your percentage of the profit from the cattle sale, or you can leave now, and I will pay you an extra month’s wages.  It is your choice,” Callie growled. 
 
    “You aren’t going to get rid of me that easily.  If You are going to have my child, you might as well agree to marry me, here and now.  If not, I will tell the boys, and everyone else in the region, how I caught you red-handed letting that Comanche have you, and it’s his little papoose you have inside of you.” 
 
    “That is ridiculous!  Chayton has not been back here since that one time in the barn.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter, I caught you at it once, and I must tell you, the view over the stall door was quite a sight.  Don’t look so shocked. I barely got out of the barn, before you left the stall.  Only that heathen could have come back several times over since then, and unless you admit I am the father of your child, who, do you think everyone else will believe the father is?  Especially, after it is born and bears the look of a Comanche since Comanche blood runs through my veins.”  
 
    Cooper gave Callie a steady glare. 
 
    “You know how the people round these parts hate the Comanche.  The only reason they accept me is because my mother was raped by them, and she had no choice in the matter.  However, you are a whole different story.  You wanted that Indian’s hands all over you.  It could have been his seed inside of you, growing, had you conceived back then.” 
 
    “If that is how you wish to approach this, you might as well leave today,” Callie hissed. 
 
    Cooper merely laughed. 
 
    “Hell, Callie, I wouldn’t even have to say anything to anyone, and they would end up shunning you, the moment you started looking in a mothering way.  They know you aren’t married.  How many choices do you think they will consider you had?  They will either suspect me, or your Indian friend.  Now I’m not one to back out on my responsibilities, so you might as well make the best of it, and accept my offer.” 
 
    “For all I know, you took advantage of me, hoping I would conceive; giving you the opportunity to acquire this ranch legally.  For that very reason, I would rather blame it on Chayton, than give you any credit!  You can say what you please, but I would rather have Chayton beside me, than the likes of you!  At least, he has honor, and never tried to force himself on me, or take advantage of me, otherwise.” 
 
    “If that is how you want it.  You might as well get my next month’s wages ready, and pay the boys off too, because, by the time I leave here, they will all be coming with me.  They went to a lot of trouble to save you from that Indian, and then you welcome him back here!  Once they learn the truth, they will wipe their feet of this place.  There are plenty of other ranches needing drovers to help them drive their cattle to market.  Good luck on getting your cattle there now!” 
 
    “Fine!” Callie spat. 
 
    Cooper bent and scooped up his hat up from the floor, and jammed it down on his head.   
 
    “And if you think you are going to get Mr. Prichard to help you; I plan to stop at his spread, and inform him of the situation as well.  He will probably never set foot on your ranch again, along with all the other ranchers around these parts.” 
 
    “I should have expected that is the kind of person you were.  I trusted you, Cooper, and now I see you are no better than Chet!” 
 
    “Yes, I know how you hated Chet.  Only you don’t have to mourn his death, now that you have everything Chet worked his whole life for!” Cooper replied. 
 
    “For what Chet put me and my sister through, I deserve it!  With or without you, or any other rancher, I am going to make something out of this ranch, even if I have to do it all myself!” 
 
    “Good luck with that!” Cooper sneered, as he headed for the door, slamming it behind him, after he passed through. 
 
    Callie stood before the door, looking through the oval window at Cooper’s back, as he strode down the path, heading towards the bunkhouse. She may end up regretting this, she thought, but allowing Cooper to remain, after what he had done, and the fact she was going to end up giving birth to his offspring, was something she refused to accept.  She straightened her shoulders, and pulled the door open, stiffly walking to the cabin, where she pulled out her cash box and her ledger book. 
 
    Callie carried both to the bunkhouse, where she could hear Cooper talking to the drovers.  When she opened the door, all eyes turned towards her. 
 
    “Cooper has decided to leave us,” Callie stated.  “I don’t know what he is telling you, but you have the choice to stay and help with the drive, or leave with him.  If he has told you of my relationship with the Comanche Indian who took me, it is true.  I won’t deny it, because Chayton treated me fairly, although he took our cattle, and me and the children along with them.  Even so, he never harmed me, and he trusted me with his son.  However, Cooper has overstepped his bounds, by using me in a vile manner, while I had no way to refuse his actions.  You can believe what you want, but if you choose to leave, tell me now, so I can pay you, and you can pack your gear, and leave my ranch.” 
 
    “We don’t appreciate Indian lovers,” Randy said in a low voice.  “That buck killed your husband, and took you captive, and you agreed to allow his hands on you?  It is disrespectful to your dead husband.” 
 
    “I did not love my husband.  In fact, I despised him, but I suffered with him since I had no choice.  It was an arranged marriage I could not get out of.  Therefore, I don’t care about disrespecting him.  He was the cause of my sister’s death, and I have no remorse over his death!” 
 
    “All you wanted was his ranch,” Ted accused. 
 
    “I didn’t want any part of this ranch, but when he died, I was stuck with it.  Now it is mine, and I can run it however I see fit.  It is none of your concern who I choose as my friends, but if you wish to judge me, that is on your own head.” 
 
    “We risked our lives going after those heathens, and so did the other ranchers who helped us,” Buster complained.  “Then you save that heathen’s life?  It is like a slap in the face!” 
 
    “I couldn’t just watch him die.  He did not plan to kill Chet.  Chet fired at the Indians first.” 
 
    “As well as he should have,” Sam pointed out.  “If some Indian raiders show up at your spread, it is natural to defend it.” 
 
    “They only wanted a milk cow.  They were willing to trade a horse for it, so it wasn’t like they intended to raid the ranch.  Only when Chet fired his rifle at them, all bets were off, and they decided to take what they wanted.  Had Chet just traded the cow, nothing would have happened.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.  Injuns have been known to trade things, and then come during the night and not only take back what they traded but everything else they could get their hands on.  You’re from a big city.  You haven’t lived out here long enough to discover how untrustworthy those savages are,” Randy accused. 
 
    “I am not going to argue with you about it.  It is up to you if you wish to stay.  Otherwise, I will pay you all, and you can find work elsewhere,” Callie stated. 
 
    “How about it, boys, you coming with me or staying with this Indian lover?” Cooper asked. 
 
    “Considering you are half Indian, yourself, you don’t have much justification to make that statement,” Callie accused.  “After all, you wanted me to love you!  You accuse the Comanche of being underhanded and untrustworthy, but if that is the case, then you can count yourself as lower than they are, since you claimed to be civilized, and have proved that you aren’t.  You took advantage of me in a way, which Chayton has never done.” 
 
    “You boys coming?” Cooper bellowed as he glared at Callie. 
 
    “As soon as we get our pay,” Randy stated. 
 
    Callie opened her cash box, and handed out their pay, as she wrote down the transactions in her ledger. 
 
    “I will be sorry to see you all go,” Callie told them.  “Seeing as how you judge me, while not putting any blame on Cooper, it is better you leave, though.” 
 
    Callie turned and left the bunkhouse.  She was shaking so drastically, that she could barely hold onto the cash box and ledger. 
 
    “Are you leaving too?” she asked Mr. Daniels as he walked up beside her. 
 
    “Lean on me ma’am,” he said, putting Callie’s arm through his elbow.  “I have no feud with you.  Don’t even know what this is all about, but if you want me to remain, I am willing to do so.  They say you’re an Indian lover, but I lived with the Indians for a time in my younger days, and I learned to appreciate their ways.  Our government has treated them badly.  It is no wonder they are retaliating.” 
 
    “What am I going to do, Mr. Daniels, if I can’t get the cattle to market?” 
 
    “Ask Mr. Prichard to help.  He likes you well enough.” 
 
    “Only he hates the Indians as much as the rest of the ranchers,” Callie informed him. 
 
    “At least give it a try.  All he can say is no, and if that is his answer, then we will just have to figure it out on our own.” 
 
    “I’ll go see him tomorrow,” Callie sighed.  “In the meantime, would you mind coming up to the house and helping me with the furniture?” 
 
    “No problem there, ma’am,” Mr. Daniels smiled. 
 
    “You can call me Callie,” she told him, as they walked up the path towards the house. 
 
    “We can help too,” Connor called when he saw the two heading towards the new house.  “Why are Cooper and the others leaving?” 
 
    “I will tell you later.  Come on then, I can use all the help I can get.” 
 
    Callie and Mr. Daniels walked arm and arm, leading ahead of Connor and the girls. 
 
    “I’m going to start paying you double,” Callie told Mr. Daniels. 
 
    “No need for that,” he chuckled. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter, I am going to do it anyway,” Callie promised, and Mr. Daniels patted her hand. 
 
    As it turned out, Callie did not have to go visit Mr. Prichard.  The next morning, he arrived at her front door. 
 
    She and the children had moved into the new house, the evening before after they had arranged all the furniture, and she told Mr. Daniels, he could have the cabin to live in. 
 
    When Callie heard the knock at her door, she thought it was Mr. Daniels needing something.  However, when she looked through the window of the door, she saw it was Hank, standing there, with his hat in his hand. 
 
    “Hello, Hank,” she murmured.  “I was planning on coming out to see you today,” she informed him. 
 
    “Cooper stopped by.  He had an unbelievable story to tell me, so I came to discover the truth of it,” Hank responded. 
 
    “Come in and have some coffee,” Callie offered.  “I just finished making a pot.  The babies are still sleeping, and the children are out doing their chores.” 
 
    “Thank you, Callie,” he said, hanging his hat on the hook in the entrance way. 
 
    They sat down at the kitchen table, and Callie poured them both a cup of coffee. 
 
    “I am going to tell you the truth, Hank.  You may not like it, but at this point, I am through trying to please others.” 
 
    Callie began relating the story about Chayton, and how she had saved his life and ended up falling in love with him.  Then she went on to explain what Cooper had done and that she feared she was carrying Cooper’s child, but she refused to marry him. 
 
    “That makes it kind of difficult on you,” Hank murmured.  “You don’t have anyone to work your ranch, and no father for your future child.  What do you plan to do?” 
 
    “I am not sure, but I will not marry Cooper, after how he used me.  I’ve managed so far.” 
 
    “Only that was when you had the drovers working your ranch.” 
 
    “I was hoping maybe you would be able to help me out, and let me borrow a couple of your men.” 
 
    Hank shook his head.   
 
    “I would love to do that, Callie, only I have my own cattle to drive to market.  My men don’t like the Comanche any more than anyone else in this area.  There is just too much bad blood between the Indians and the ranchers.  However, there is one way it could be done.” 
 
    “How?” Callie asked anxiously. 
 
    “Well, if your ranch was a part of my ranch, your cattle would be considered mine as well.  We could drive all the cattle to market together.” 
 
    “I am not selling you my ranch,” Callie protested. 
 
    “Like I told you before, I don’t want to buy your ranch.  I want you to join me, by becoming my wife.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Hank,” but I don’t love you.  I just got through telling you how much I love Chayton.” 
 
    “Chayton can’t help you.  The government is rounding up all the Comanche and Kiowa and putting them on a reservation.  Once they get the renegades to come down from the hills, they will be sending them to prison.  I doubt you are ever going to see Chayton again.  If he is a part of those rogue Indians, he will end up being sent to prison, or possibly hung.  If he isn’t, he will be regulated to his reservation.  If he leaves it, they will consider him a criminal.” 
 
    “There are other Indians farming off the reservation,” Callie pointed out. 
 
    “Because they were farming before all this Indian trouble began.  Either they were wives of trappers, or had white women as their wives.  Some worked for the military or were scouts for the government or wagon trains.  They were never a threat to the settlers and had left their tribes a long time ago. 
 
    “So I am offering you a way to save your ranch, Callie.  I promise to treat you well, and when Connor grows up, he can work your ranch and live in your big house.” 
 
    “If I don’t marry you, then what?” Callie looked worried. 
 
    “Then I can’t help you.  You will be on your own, and I doubt you can scrape up any drovers before it is time to head the steers out to market.” 
 
    “You won’t let my herd be driven with your herd?” 
 
    “My men would resent it, Callie.  Marrying me is the only way.” 
 
    “I appreciate your offer, Hank, but I will have to turn it down.  I will just have to find another way.” 
 
    “There is no other way, Callie.  You need to accept the fact.  Running a ranch is hard work.  You need a man to help you do it, and I don’t think some rogue Comanche Indian is going to be the answer.” 
 
    “Mr. Daniels has agreed to remain,” Callie muttered. 
 
    “What is he going to do?  He’s old.  He’s a cook.  You need to rethink this, Callie.  After you have calmed down, why don’t you come see me?  There is still a month before it is too late to head out to the stockyards.” 
 
    “I will find a way,” Callie said stubbornly. 
 
    “If not, promise me you will come see me,” Hank insisted. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Callie mumbled.  “Thanks for your offer, anyway, Hank.  I am sorry I can’t see myself clear to accept it.” 
 
    “Good luck, then,” Hank said softly and got up from the table. 
 
    Callie walked beside him, and gave him a hug, before he lifted his hat from the hook, and placed it back on his head.  Then he left.  She knew she would never reconsider.  If Chayton never came back, she vowed to remain single for the rest of her life.  Now she had to decide what she was going to do about getting her cattle to market. 
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    Callie was surprised to discover, only a day later, that she wasn’t carrying a child after all.  She remembered how her milk had fallen off because of overworking, and decided that must be the reason she had not been regular on her monthly course, which made her believe she had conceived.  However, if that had not happened, she never would have learned the truth about Cooper, because of her own suspicions, along with her miss diagnosis of her condition, prompted her to confront Cooper.  Cooper, himself, believed he had fathered a child, which caused him to admit his actions concerning that night.  Perhaps he had been hoping to bring on such a condition, and that was why he had jumped to those conclusions, right along with her, Callie thought, remembering she had not mentioned anything about her condition when she accused him of using her. 
 
    Now a great relief flooded over Callie, but it was really too late because she had admitted her relationship with Chayton to both the drovers and Mr. Prichard.  Not having to give birth to an ill-gotten child was just one problem she didn’t have to face.  Getting the cattle to market was a whole different challenge, but Callie resolved that she would not let it stop her from realizing her own dreams. 
 
    That morning, as the children, along with Mr. Daniels, gathered around the breakfast table, Callie decided to reveal her plan. 
 
    “I want to talk to all of you,” Callie began, as she looked at the children, hopefully.  “You all know that the drovers left the ranch.  They were angry at me because I was friendly with Chayton, so now we don’t have anyone to take the cattle to market.  However, there are five of us who can ride a horse, or steer a wagon.  It won’t be easy, but I propose that we take the cattle to market ourselves.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Mr. Daniels broke in.  “What about the little ones and your condition?” 
 
    “I have discovered that my condition is not what I feared it was, and we can keep Joey and Shanny in the chuck wagon.  Beth knows how to ride a horse, so she could easily drive the chuck wagon, and keep an eye on the babies.  If she needs our help, she can call us.  Connor, Ina, and Tommy are good riders.  All they have to do is keep the cattle together and moving in the right direction.  You can take the lead, and I will remain in the rear near the chuck wagon.” 
 
    “Women, not to mention children, don’t drive cattle,” Mr. Daniels complained. 
 
    “There is always the first time,” Callie insisted.  “I have heard of other women who own cattle ranches.” 
 
    “Only they don’t go on cattle drives.  They have their drovers do it.” 
 
    “How hard could it be?  It is all about riding horses and camping out at night.  Since all of us can ride, I don’t see a problem.” 
 
    “It’s not just about riding horses,” Mr. Daniels frowned.  “There are all sorts of dangers, such as the cattle stampeding, for some unknown reason.  There are snakes and wild animals that could spook the cattle.  Sometimes stampeding buffalo run through the herd, and the cattle may get mixed in with them.  Either you lose half your herd, or you ride for days, trying to fish them out of the buffalo herd.  You could run into bad weather or marauding Indians.  You think a band of Indians would think twice about taking you and your kids, along with the cattle, like they did before?  There are too many risks involved.  Do you even know how to handle a gun, in case some rogue ranchers decide to take over your herd?  They would take one look at you and figure it was easy pickings.” 
 
    “I am sure there are all sorts of risks, but not to do it, would mean I would lose everything, not only what Chet has worked for, but what I have worked for, as well.  This ranch is Connor’s future, and if I can’t get my cattle to market, I might as well just sell the ranch to Mr. Prichard and move back to Pennsylvania.  I would have to take a big loss on the ranch, and the cattle since Mr. Prichard would have me over a barrel.  The only other way is to marry him, and I refuse to do that.” 
 
    “You’ll be biting off more than you can chew,” Mr. Daniels predicted.  “The cattle still need dipping, and I would have to give you and Connor a few lessons on shooting a gun.  It won’t be easy riding for days on end, and getting little rest at night.  It takes almost a month to get there, and then another month to get back.  How are you going to manage that?  Who are you gonna get to watch the ranch while you are away?” 
 
    “I’ll ask Mr. Prichard to have someone check on the ranch and the breeding cattle from time to time.  Since he won’t help me drive my cattle, it’s the least he can do as a neighbor.  Someone has to stay behind to watch his ranch when he drives his own cattle out.  How hard would it be for them to check on my ranch once in a while?” 
 
    “I suppose that is between Mr. Prichard and you,” Mr. Daniels grumbled. 
 
    “I’ll ride over and ask him,” Callie said, going to her room to change her clothes.  “Connor, you keep an eye on everything, while I am gone.” 
 
    “I’ll help him,” Mr. Daniels offered. 
 
    When Callie rode up through the gate to Mr. Prichard’s ranch, she was greeted by Hank, who was riding a steel-black horse.  His face lightened up when he saw her. 
 
    “What a pleasant surprise,” he greeted.  “I hadn’t expected you so soon.  Have you changed your mind about my offer?” 
 
    “Not really,” Callie responded.  “I wanted to ask a favor of you, though.  Since you will not help me drive my cattle to market, I was wondering if you could send one of your men over to check on my ranch from time to time, while I drive them in myself?” 
 
    “Am I hearing you right?  Surely you don’t intend to drive your cattle in yourself, in your condition.  Besides, you have little children to be concerned about.” 
 
    “I have discovered I am not in the condition I thought I was in, so yes, I, along with my children and Mr. Daniels, will be driving my cattle in.” 
 
    “You want to end up dead?  That is no kind of trek for a woman to make.  Letting your children help will merely put them in danger.  Apparently, you have no concern for your sister’s children, or yours, for that matter.  You will not only lose your cattle, but you will most likely lose your life.  Then what will happen to your family?” 
 
    “It is a risk, I am willing to take,” Callie insisted.  “So I need an answer from you.” 
 
    “I will worry if you attempt to do such a thing, but I will make a deal with you.  I will send one of my men to stay at your ranch and care for your breeding cattle, on one condition.  If it turns out, you end up losing your cattle, or can’t finish the trek, for some reason, you will agree to forget about all this nonsense, and marry me.  If you end up dying along the way, I want you to leave your ranch to me, and give me custody of your children, so they can be cared for, if they don’t end up dead or captured by the Indians.  It will be the least I can do for you if you make such an unwise decision.” 
 
    “I appreciate the fact that you are concerned about my children, if something happens to me, so I will agree.  Only you can forget about me marrying you because I am going to get my cattle to market, and the only thing that will prevent me from doing it would be if I did die.” 
 
    “We will see about that,” Hank half-smiled.  “I don’t want anything to happen to you, but once you see what you are up against, you will be crawling back, and will have to marry me.” 
 
    “I’m stronger than you think I am,” Callie said stubbornly.  “So let’s get to signing the agreement, cause I need to get back and start dipping my cattle.” 
 
    “You are one admirable woman, Callie.  All the more reason I wish you would agree to become my wife.” 
 
    “I will agree, only on paper, but once I come back from the drive, we will be tearing that piece of paper up, because I am going to get those cattle to market, come hell or high water!” 
 
    As much as I admire your spunk, and wish you success, I fear you will be eating those words, and swallowing your pride.  Then that paper will have to be honored.” 
 
    “I guess you will just have to wait and see,” Callie smiled, as she climbed down from her horse and followed Hank into his house. 
 
    Callie looked over the paper, Hank handed her, reading it carefully to make sure Hank hadn’t slipped anything into the agreement she did not agree to.  When she was satisfied, she signed the paper and handed it back to Hank. 
 
    “I wish I could do more,” Hank mumbled.  “But your reputation as an Indian lover is spreading through this whole valley.  I think Cooper is making sure of it, so you can’t find any help to drive your cattle, or work your ranch, even if you do manage to get your cattle to market.  He was hoping to have you as his wife, as we both know, and I am surprised you would rather be shunned by everyone, instead of agreeing to his request.  He’s a nice-looking man, and has been helping at your ranch for years.” 
 
    “I already married one man I didn’t love.  I am not going to make that mistake again.  That is why I can’t marry you either, but I wonder that you would want to marry an Indian lover.  Wouldn’t that make others shun you as well?” 
 
    Hank shrugged.  “I think others would believe if I took you on as my wife, that there wouldn’t be any risk Indians coming around here for you to love,” he stated.  “As long as you remain single, they fear the worst.” 
 
    “Chayton is an honorable person.  He is worthy of my love,” she murmured. 
 
    “I suppose at one point in time, when the government has suppressed all the Indians, we will have to learn to get along with them, but until then, it is too big of a risk.  You just can’t trust them, no matter how honorable you believe them to be.” 
 
    “I will take my own chances,” Callie shrugged.  “When I return, I will pay you for letting one of your workers watch my ranch.” 
 
    “Consider it a favor, to indicate my fond feelings for you,” Hank mumbled.  “There is no need for money to exchange hands, seeing as how when this is all over with, you will end up becoming my wife.” 
 
    Callie gave a small laugh, while she vowed that would never happen.  She was either going to get those cattle to market, or die giving it her best effort, she told herself. 
 
    Once Callie returned to the Double C Ranch, she started preparing for the long grueling chore of dipping the cattle.  Mr. Daniels agreed to carefully pour the arsenic poison into the water, which was pumped into the dipping trough, and then she and the children would have to herd the cattle through a shoot, which led to the trough.  She reminded the children to keep clear of the cattle after they came up out of the trough, so they wouldn’t get any of the dip on them.  Once the cattle were dipped, they would be returned to the pasture, awaiting the main drive. 
 
    Most of the chuck wagon had already been prepared earlier, by Mr. Daniels, and Callie was glad the branding had been done by the drovers because she knew that was the kind of work that she and the children may not have been able to do on their own. 
 
    When the trough was filled, and ready, Callie told the children to start herding the cattle through the shoot.  She had tied a length of rope to both Joey and Shanny’s ankles and then tied the separate ends of each rope to a fence post, a safe distance away, so the two could watch, without getting too close.  Callie spread a quilt out on the ground for them to lie on, if they got tired, and put some of their favorite toys, which she had ordered by mail at the same time she ordered her furniture, on the quilt for them to play with. 
 
    Callie glanced over at the two little ones, as she swung up onto her horse, to join the others.  Joey and Shanny were very attached to each other, and if they weren’t kept together, they would cry, until they knew their counterpart was near.  She hoped that Chayton did not come and insist on taking Joey away because she feared it would be difficult for Shanny to adjust if Joey wasn’t there.  She felt that Joey would miss Shanny too much, also. 
 
    Now, she pushed those worries from her mind and started helping the children, funnel the cattle into the shoot.  She was so proud of the way, Connor took naturally to working with the cattle, and Ina, in her determination to compete, tried to keep up with him.  Tommy was only nine, but she was a little big for her age, and seemed like a natural, the same as Connor, as he took up the rear, to bring the stray cattle closer to where they would be herded into the shoot.  Beth rode beside Tommy, working as an extra barrier to keep the cattle going in the right direction. 
 
    Callie smiled to herself, as the girls and Connor whistled and yapped like the Indians had done when they were herding Chet’s cattle, a year earlier.  It seemed so long ago, and yet was still fresh in her mind.  Apparently, the children had not forgotten it either. 
 
    They stopped for lunch, and then started up again and worked until dusk.  Callie was surprised at how many cattle they had been able to dip, and was certain they would be able to finish the job the next day. 
 
    “You have hard-working children,” Mr. Daniels smiled, as they headed up to the house where Callie would make them dinner, while Connor and the girls put the horses away. 
 
    “Chet was pretty strict with them, when they were little, and gave them all sorts of chores to do.  At the time, I thought it was hard on the children, but I guess, in the end, it paid off.” 
 
    “Chet could be hard at times.  I know he pushed the drovers pretty hard, and never took any nonsense from them.  They weren’t that fond of him, but they needed the work.  Cooper was the only one who got along with Chet better than the rest.  That’s cause they knew each other for a lot of years, I guess.” 
 
    Mr. Daniels followed Callie into the kitchen and watched as she dumped some potatoes into the sink to wash. 
 
    “We didn’t have anything in common,” Callie admitted.  “He did his ranch work, and I did the housework.  Other than that, our only contact was when he wanted me to submit to him, which was more often than I desired.” 
 
    “Well you made a pretty little girl together,” Mr. Daniels pointed out. 
 
    “Chet would have hated her.  He only wanted boys.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard him complaining more than once about his wife, your sister, always having girls.” 
 
    “That is all behind me now,” Callie shrugged, as she started cutting up the potatoes, and putting them in a bowl. 
 
    “Let me help you with that, so we can get dinner on the table earlier,” Mr. Daniels offered. 
 
    “Thank you,” Callie smiled. 
 
    “What’s your plan, after the cattle drive, assuming, it goes well?” he asked, as he started cutting potatoes with Callie. 
 
    “Just to carry on,” I guess, Callie mumbled. 
 
    “You know it is going to be too hard for the kids to take over working the ranch until they are older.  This one-time cattle drive is one thing, but you will work your children to death if they have to keep taking care of the ranch, once you return.  They’re never going to be able to brand the cattle, and ride miles checking fences, not to mention all the other things that would need to be done.  If Cooper spreads rumors about you, you aren’t going to get anyone to come on your ranch as hired hands.” 
 
    Callie stopped and wiped her wet hands on a dishtowel. 
 
    “I don’t want to think about that right now,” Callie insisted.  “I’m just trying to live a day at a time.”   
 
    Callie dumped the potatoes into a pot of water and put them on the stove to boil.  She took a chicken from the cooler and started slicing it up, to prepare to fry it.  Mr. Daniels placed a cast-iron skillet on the burner next to the potatoes, and started melting lard in it, as Callie finished cutting up the chicken, and then filling half of a small cloth sack with flour and salt.  She dropped the chicken pieces in the flour and shook the bag to coat the pieces before she plopped then into the hot lard. 
 
    “You may have to take Mr. Prichard up on his offer and agree to marry him,” Mr. Daniels murmured, as he watched the chicken start to sizzle.  “He’s a decent man, and would do good by you.” 
 
    “Only I don’t love him, and he is old enough to be my father.  I would just be going through the motions like I did with Chet if I agreed to marry him,” Callie said, turning to face him. 
 
    “What about selling him the ranch, and returning to your own people?” Mr. Daniels suggested. 
 
    “This ranch is supposed to go to Connor when he grows up.  He would never forgive me if I sold it. 
 
    “Well, I suppose you are going to have to figure something out,” Mr. Daniels, replied, shaking his head.  “I’ll stay on as long as you need me, so you don’t have to worry about me hightailing it off somewhere.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Callie murmured, and started mixing up dough to make biscuits with, using the left-over flour used for coating the chicken. 
 
    “I’ll shuck up some corn, and let the kids help me,” Mr. Daniels offered, as he took a basket of corn out to the back porch and called for the children.” 
 
    Callie finished the biscuits and put them in the oven.  She looked around her brand new kitchen, knowing as she cooked the meal, the water would be heated for both cleaning up afterwards, and then taking a well-anticipated bath.  She went to the dining room, removing her new china from the built-in china cabinet, and began setting the table.   
 
    She thought of the times she and Roletta had helped the maid set the table in their parent’s house.  She had ordered a china set that resembled her mother’s set, to give her the sense of being home again.  She felt sad that Roletta could not enjoy this house the way she was meant to. 
 
    Callie’s father had replied to her letter, giving his condolence concerning Chet’s death.  She had not told her father how much she despised Chet because it wouldn’t accomplish anything.  She simply told him she was going to have to run the ranch on her own, now that her husband had died.  She did remind him how she had feared the Indians, while he had merely laughed at her about it, letting him know that her fears had been justified. 
 
    She spoke briefly about her being captured by Chayton, and how she was now responsible for his son, but did not go into any real detail.  The less her father knew about her life, the better, she thought.  She did not envision him ever coming to visit her on the ranch, so there was no reason to tell him anything beyond the fact that she was alive and doing well. 
 
    When Dinner was finally finished, Mr. Daniels went to the cabin, and Callie sent the children up to take their baths, and then get in bed, while she bathed Joey and Shanny in the kitchen sink, and put them in their own separate cribs.  She had to put the two cribs up against each other, so neither would cry to be with the other since they had been used to sleeping in the same crib for so long. 
 
    Callie watched as Shanny reached her hand through the bars of the crib, so she could grab Joey’s hand.  They were almost like twins, Callie thought, except that one was dark and the other was light.  They belonged together, as sister and brother.  Callie realized that she too belonged with Chayton, in the same way, only she didn’t think that would ever come to pass. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    The day arrived, when Callie could put it off no longer.  If she didn’t head the cattle out now, they would miss the stockyard sale.  Mr. Prichard brought over one of his men, which had been one of the men who had come by to check on her until Cooper could return after she had been rescued from the Comanche. 
 
    “You know Calvin, here,” Hank said, as Callie greeted the two. 
 
    “Yes,” she murmured. 
 
    “He’ll take good care of your ranch while you are away,” Hank stated.  “I just wish you would change your mind, and forget about this risky decision.” 
 
    “If it entails entering into a marriage I don’t wish to accept, I will never change my mind.  You could always change your’s and let my cattle be driven with your herd,” she smiled sweetly. 
 
    “And have all my drovers quite out of protest?  They are rightfully angry, after the trouble they went to, saving you from that savage, and then you welcome him into your home.  They risked their lives for you, not to mention the time they spent tracking you down, leaving everything else behind.  It took a lot of reasoning to talk Calvin into coming here.  Even if you do succeed in getting your cattle to market, once you return, what are you going to do?  No one in these parts will hire on to your ranch, and your children are too young to become cowhands.  You are going to have to admit that my suggestion is the only one that will work unless you want to take Cooper up on his offer to marry you.” 
 
    “Never… not after what he did to me.  I will just have to deal with the problem, when the time comes,” Callie stated hotly. 
 
    “I guess you are going to have to discover for yourself what a bad idea this is.  If you run into trouble, you are going to be on your own.” 
 
    “Your herd won’t be very far away, will it?” Callie asked. 
 
    “Nope, I’m heading towards Missouri with my herd.  It’s somewhat farther, but I’ll get a better price, since they won’t have to be sent by rail, into Missouri. 
 
    “Won’t your cattle lose too much weight, traveling that far?” Callie asked. 
 
    “We plan to grain them, along the way, which will not only keep them fat but will make them want to stick together, in order to get fed.” 
 
    “Seems to me; you would lose as much money on buying grain, as you would lose taking them to Kansas,” Callie reasoned. 
 
    “I would, if it weren’t for the fact that we grow our own grain for our cattle.” 
 
    “Well, I guess that makes sense, then,” Callie shrugged. 
 
    “Since I can’t change your mind, I guess I will get back to my own ranch, where the boys are waiting to head out.” 
 
    “I’ll see you when we all return home,” Callie replied. 
 
    “If you actually do return,” Hank mumbled. 
 
    “I’ll be coming back.  You don’t have to worry about me,” she insisted. 
 
    “Let’s hope so.” 
 
    Hank turned his dark-colored horse, and gave it a kick, spurring it into a gallop in the direction of his own ranch. 
 
    “You ready?” Mr. Daniels called, over to Callie, who was standing with the reins of Blaze in her hand. 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    She turned to Calvin and gave him a friendly smile. 
 
    “I appreciate you coming.  I guess you can stay in my old cabin until I return.  There should be plenty of food and whatever else you need.” 
 
    “I’m sure I will manage,” Calvin mumbled. 
 
    Callie wondered if maybe Hank was right.  She was putting her and the children in danger because she refused to marry someone, she didn’t love.  She was willing to risk everything, because of her stubborn pride.  She may not return to her new, beautiful house, and even if she did, she still had more challenges ahead.  Callie was almost starting to feel overwhelmed. 
 
    With resolute determination, she swung up on Blaze’s back, riding over to the chuck wagon, to make sure that Beth was ready, thinking how much responsibility she was putting in Roletta’s young daughter’s hands.   
 
    The chuck wagon was a smaller version of a covered wagon, which held all the supplies they would need along the way.  They would kill a couple of young steers for fresh meat, to add to the beans, onions, carrots, potatoes, along with makings for biscuits and griddle cakes, when the time came.   
 
    Attached to the back of the wagon, was a tall wooden box filled with shelves, covered by a door, which fastened to the top of the box. The door could be folded out and propped up by two legs, which made it into a table, where Mr. Daniels could prepare the food.  Attached and tied above the box was a rolled-up canvas that would be pulled out and stretched over the table, to shade it, fastened to two long poles that held it up. The shelves were filled with tin plates, a coffee pot, cooking pans and skillets, along with other things used for fixing a meal.  On either side of the wagon was a large barrel, filled with water, which had removable lids.  
 
    The babies were sleeping, soundly in one crib again, which Callie had Mr. Daniels put into the back of the wagon, and they seemed happy to be sharing a crib together, even if it was more crowded.  The two would have to remain in the crib for most of the journey, except when the group stopped along the way to eat, or sleep.   
 
    Maybe she was biting off more than she could chew, Callie thought, but if she didn’t do it, she would lose everything.  Even if she agreed to marry Hank, she would end up living on his ranch, instead of in the house, she had gone to so much trouble to have built the way she wanted it.  If she married Cooper, the ranch would belong to him, and she would end up having little say about how things were run on her own ranch.  No matter how she looked at it, the future seemed uncertain. 
 
    Callie glanced at the team of four mules, which would pull the wagon, and worried whether Beth could handle all the lines? 
 
    “Are you sure you can drive the mules?” she asked Beth, asking herself if she should just call off the whole thing, and sell the ranch to Hank? 
 
    There were more steers to get to market than were driven out the year before and fewer capable riders to control them.  The bellowing of the cattle permeated the air, as dust started drifting up and filling the sky around them, once the cattle started moving.  At the moment, all the children, including Beth, looked happy and excited about the adventure ahead, with smiles stretched across their faces, while they whistled and whooped at the cattle to get them moving, sometimes swinging a rope over their heads for added encouragement. 
 
    “I can do it, Mama,” Beth assured Callie. 
 
    It was the first time Beth had called her mama, and it warmed Callie’s heart.  She realized she was the only mama these children would ever have, and now she was putting their lives in danger. 
 
    Callie couldn’t even see Mr. Daniels and Connor, who rode at the head of the herd, in order to make sure they went in the right direction, while Ina and Tommy rode on either side, to keep strays from leaving the group.  Before them, grasslands stretched out in all directions, dotted with scrub brush beneath an endless blue canvas sky. 
 
    It was too late to call the drive off, so in spite of her trepidation, Callie gave Beth a proud smile. 
 
    “I’m sure you can, honey,” she murmured. 
 
    Callie wished she hadn’t burned all of Chet’s clothes.  She could have done with a pair of his denims.  Instead, she wore a royal blue riding habit she had brought with her, which had only been used to ride side-saddle in the park, during a life that was simple and riding a horse was done for the pure pleasure of it.  By now, she had gotten used to riding astride, ever since she had ridden with the Indians, and then back with the drovers.  For the last several weeks, she had been out on horseback, getting prepared for the cattle drive, so she was feeling relaxed and assured in the saddle, certain she could make the long ride into Kansas. 
 
    She remembered when she had met Chet in Dodge, and how hopeless her life had seemed at the time.  Now she felt a different kind of hopelessness, mixed with a smidgen of optimism. She was determined to get the herd to the stockyards, but once she returned, back to the ranch, she wasn’t sure what life held for her. 
 
    They managed to get through the first day without incident, merely pulling their bandanas over their faces to block out the dust, and keeping the cattle moving in the right direction.  Now Callie discovered why Chet wore leather chaps over his denims.  All the sagebrush they rode through, grabbed at the material of her riding habit, snagging the thread, and in some cases, putting holes in the skirt.  When they finally camped, Mr. Daniels said he would take the early watch, to make sure the Cattle didn’t get spooked in the night, and she could take the last watch. 
 
    After they ate the meal, Mr. Daniels had prepared for them, Callie, along with all the children, crawled into their cot-rolls, more tired than they had ever been in the past.  They all fell asleep immediately. 
 
    Callie was jerked to her senses by the feel of a hand on her shoulder.  She gave a reactive yelp until she realized it was Mr. Daniels, shaking her awake. 
 
    “Your turn,” he mumbled and gave her an encouraging wink. 
 
    She sat up and put her boots back on, then put her foot in the stirrup of her saddle, and swung her leg over the rear of her horse. 
 
    “Just keep riding on the outside of the herd, to make sure there are no wild animals or, heaven forbid, Indians, lurking around.  It seemed pretty peaceful while I was out, and the full moon will help you to see better, only be careful, that you don’t spook the cattle into stampeding if you actually have to shoot at something.” 
 
    “I just hope I don’t have to shoot at anything,” Callie said in an unsure voice.  
 
    Keeping the cattle going in one direction, was one thing, but looking for dangers in the night, and then not being able to fire upon the dangers, for fear of starting a stampede, was unnerving to Callie. 
 
    Slowly, she started out on the perimeter of the herd.  Most of the cattle were lying down, and Callie realized they must be pretty tired themselves.  In another day or so, they would have to drive them to the closest river, in order to drink.  Then Mr. Daniels could also fill the barrels with water again.  The moon sent eerie shadows, cast by sagebrush, tumbleweeds, bushes, and cactus, all about the landscape, and it was hard to tell if a bush was really a bush, and not some crouching wolf, or other kinds of predators.   There was also the danger of rattlesnakes that would be slow-moving in the cooler evening, and could possibly be stepped on by her horse, causing the snake to strike out, unexpectedly.  Her only real experience of the wilderness was when she had been with the Indians, but they had been in charge at the time and seemed to know what they were doing.  She was completely inexperienced, she grumbled to herself, so why did she believe she could make this drastic trek through wild lands?  She had to keep trying to convince herself that she could. 
 
    Callie remembered the songs the drovers had sung when they camped along the way, back to her ranch.  The children had learned all the words and often continued to sing those songs, while they played together, or did their chores.  She found herself humming the tune of one of the songs, and then she began to sing.  It seemed to calm her, and she had been told that music calmed the cattle as well, so she started singing louder. 
 
    By the time the sun rose, Callie was still singing, and feeling a lot more comfortable about everything.  Maybe they would all make it through after all, she comforted herself, as she came to the camp-site, where Mr. Daniels was starting to fix breakfast. 
 
    Once again, they started out on what appeared to be another clear day, but by noon Callie could see dark clouds on the horizon.  She urged her horse forward until she had caught up with Mr. Daniels. 
 
    “Do you think it’s going to rain?” Callie asked, feeling worried about what they would do if it suddenly started to pour. 
 
    Mr. Daniels took his hat off and swiped his plaid sleeve across his brow, wiping away the sweat. 
 
    “The wind is blowing in the other direction,” he informed her.  “I doubt the rain will come in this direction.  It’s the thunder and lightning you are going to have to worry about.  If we get a lightning storm, with or without rain, the cattle are going to get nervous.  I think we should tighten up the herd, and head for that ravine up ahead.  That way, if they do start to run, the sandy bottom will slow them down, and they can only go in one direction since they can’t run up the sides of the ravine.  It might take us a little out of our way, but as long as those clouds are hanging, we had better take all the precaution we can.” 
 
    “What will we do if they start running?” Callie wanted to know. 
 
    “Try to keep up, so we don’t lose the herd.  This ravine gets deeper, and a little narrower towards the end, and then it gradually starts to climb.  If they do start running, by the time they get to the end, they will be too tired to keep running up the rise.  In fact, if we reach the rise before the storm starts, we should just keep the cattle herded there, and hope they don’t try to break out if they start to get skittish.  We can keep the wagon in the rear, and hope it will discourage them from turning and running in the other direction.” 
 
    “What if it doesn’t discourage them?” 
 
    “Then you will need to grab the kids out of that wagon and make a run for it, out of their path, which won’t be easy, with the sides of the ravine holding us in.  This is making me worry for the safety of your little ones.” 
 
    “What if we take the wagon on the outside of the ravine, and follow beside the ridge?  If the cattle turn back, maybe they will stay in the ravine and tire themselves out.” 
 
    “Only it means we will lose a lot of ground if they take off in the direction we just came from.” 
 
    “I don’t want to put the little ones in danger, so we will have to risk it.  If we get to the end of the ravine before the storm, we can camp there, and hope the storm blows in the other direction.” 
 
    “I guess that is all we can do.  Since the cattle can only go in one direction, once they are in the ravine, we’ll pull Connor, Ina, and Tommy back to the rear, to keep the cattle moving.  That way if the cattle do start to run, they won’t get caught in the middle of it,” Mr. Daniels suggested. 
 
    “I’ll ride up with the chuck wagon, then,” Callie offered. 
 
    Callie helped Mr. Daniels, and the children funnel the cattle in the direction of the ravine, and by the time the last of the steers headed into the ravine, Beth had arrived with the chuck wagon.  Callie told her to turn it up above the ravine and follow the ridge, at a safe distance.  Then she followed behind the wagon, looking down on the herd.  For the first time, since she had been at the ranch, Callie could see all of her cattle at once, as their backs rose and fell like a long waving flag, moving through the shallow ravine. 
 
    Callie kept her eyes on the distant clouds.  Already, she could see flashes of lightning, cut through them, but the clouds were too far away for her to hear the thunder.  As long as she could not hear the thunder, she wouldn’t worry, she told herself. 
 
    Slowly, the sound of thunder was starting to break through the distance, and the closer the group moved towards the clouds, the louder the thunder got.  The cattle were still moving at a slow, easy pace, not being bothered by the sound of the thunder, in the distance, perhaps feeling safe in the shelter of the ravine.  This made Callie feel a little less anxious, as she continued to look down on the herd with the children and Mr. Daniels taking up the rear. 
 
    It didn’t look like it was going to rain, but the wind was starting to whip up a bit, even if it wasn’t blowing against them.  The wind at their backs seemed preferable than having sand and dust blowing in their faces, caused by the movement of the herd, and the wind blowing the dust about. 
 
    Just when Callie was deciding everything was moving along better than expected, there was a sudden crack, not far from where the chuck wagon was rumbling along the ravine’s edge.  The blinding lightning and clap of the thunder hit overhead and was deafening because it was so close. With a frightened squeal, the mules pulling the wagon tried to rear up in terror, but the harness inhibited them.  The next moment, the team surged forward, pulling the wagon behind them at a neck-breaking, haphazard pace. 
 
    Callie could hear Beth scream, and below them, in the ravine, the cattle, sensing the fear of the horses, and hearing the rumble of the wagon, approaching them from above, also started running.  Callie spurred her horse, trying to catch up with the wagon, before one of the wheels managed to hit a rock, and caused it to be overturned.  
 
    As she strained to come abreast of the bench on the wagon, she could see Beth clinging to the side of the wagon, and the reins dangling free, at the mules’ feet. 
 
    “Climb inside the wagon, so you don’t fall off,” Callie yelled to Beth, noting the fear in the child’s eyes. 
 
    Hank may have been right about the dangers of bringing the children along, she thought frantically, but what else could she do?  There was no time for regrets now.  She had to try to stop the horses from running, as Mr. Daniels and the others, chased after the stampeding cattle.  She rode up on the ravine side of the wagon, in an attempt to steer the mules away from the side of the ravine, so they wouldn’t end up falling over the edge.  
 
    Callie leaned forward, along her horse’s neck, reaching out with one hand, to try and grab the reins of one of the frightened mules.  Each time, she could not get close enough and was afraid of getting tangled in the rigging of the harness, if she got too close.  Since there was no way she could jump from her own horse, onto the back of one of the team, in the habit she was wearing, her only other choice was to try to throw a rope over the head of one of the mules, to try and slow them down.  She could get close enough to do that, but she feared the rope would be pulled through her gloved hands if she wasn’t careful.   
 
    Callie braved herself as she managed to slip the rope over one the lead mule’s head, she was closest to.  She wrapped the end around her saddle horn and kept running beside the frightened team, slowing down, until the rope became taut, as she gradually tried to put some drag on the mule’s neck.  She could feel her saddle lifting and feared the cinch might break, but she kept calling out to the team, telling them to whoa.  The pull on the neck of the runaway mule, only made it turn towards her, closer to the opening of the ravine below. 
 
    Now, she decided to try running ahead of the mules pulling the wagon, so they would have to veer in the other direction, once she started to block their path.  She then began turning her horse in the opposite direction that the wagon was traveling, causing the outside mule connected to the rope, to turn, toward its partner, forcing the other mules in the same direction.  Soon she was able to pull them into a circle, instead of letting them run straight forward.  As the mules turned, the wagon careened, as though it was going to tip, causing Callie to catch her breath.  However, it righted itself, and the very action of having to run in a circle seemed to slow the mules down, until the strain on the rope against the neck of the one mule caused it to slow its pace, on top of the fact that the rest were starting to tire. 
 
    When the wagon finally came to a reluctant stop, all mules, along with Callie’s horse, were lathered with sweat and breathing hard.  Callie could hear Beth whimpering, inside the wagon.  She leaped down, from her horse, grabbed up the reins to the team, tying them snugly around the handle of the brake, as she pulled it to, and then climbed up onto the seat, and poked her head in the opening at the front of the wagon. 
 
    “Are you all right?” she called to Beth, who was on the floor, huddled into a ball with her head between her knees.  “How are the babies?” 
 
    “They are okay,” Beth half-sobbed, wiping tears from her cheeks, “I’m sorry I dropped the reins.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault.  I am just happy to find you all safe.” 
 
    Both Joey and Shanny were sitting in their crib with smiles on their faces, so Callie assumed they had not been as frightened as Beth had been. 
 
    “Come up on the bench,” she encouraged Beth.  “I’ll tie my horse to the back of the wagon, and take over driving until we discover where the cattle and the others are.” 
 
    The thunder was still rumbling, but it was moving into the distance, and the mules seemed to have gotten over their fright.  By the time the chuck wagon reached the end of the ravine, they could see the herd gathered below.  The thunder was so far off, now; they could barely hear it, and Callie took a breath of relief, thankful nothing worse had happened. 
 
    Mr. Daniels rode his horse up out of the ravine and met Callie at the top of the ridge. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” he asked, getting down from his horse, and checking the mule team.  “I saw the wagon racing along the top of the ravine, but then it was out of my sight, and I needed to keep up with the cattle.” 
 
    “The lightning frightened the team, and Beth dropped the reins, but I managed to stop the horses, so everyone is safe and sound.” 
 
    “You were lucky this time.  I just hope we don’t run into any more storms along the way.  I’ll unhitch the team, and hobble them, and then start fixing dinner.  The girls are on their way up here, and Connor is staying down with the herd.  I’ll relieve him later, so he can come up to eat.  I don’t think the herd will be going anywhere since they wore themselves out running.  So I will just stay down in the ravine overnight, and you won’t have to take a watch.” 
 
    Mr. Daniels patted Callie on the back.  “You did good, girl. I’m proud of you.  You got more gumption than I counted on.  We might make it through this thing after all,” he smiled. 
 
    Callie gave a weak smile and tried to stop shaking.  Everything had happened so fast, she hadn’t had time to think about anything but saving the children.  She should have listened to Hank, she thought, as her breath started to relax, but it was too late to turn back now.  She would have to forge ahead, whether she liked it or not.  Swallowing her pride was not an option, and having to hear Hank say ‘I told you so’, was something she wasn’t going to let happen either. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    As one dusty day, melted into another, Callie started noticing the toll it was taking on the children.  She had always criticized Chet for being so strict with the children and expecting them to do more than they were capable of.  Now, it seemed she was doing the same thing, expecting the children to do men’s work when they were too young to handle such hard work, and most of them were girls. 
 
    She sat atop her horse, watching the herd plodding forward, and seeing how the children hung their heads in weariness, while never complaining.  The dust constantly rose around them like they were walking through a never-ending dust storm.  The hot sun streamed down on them, making its own paths through the dust-filled sky.   Whenever they came near a water source, the herd lunged forward, breaking out of their listless movements, hastening into the shallows, plunging their dust-covered noses into the cool water, and sucking it into their throats.  It would be a long time before they had a chance for another refreshing drink, and they seemed to sense it.  
 
    Had she been incorrect on insisting the children help take the cattle to market, despite the fact they were not actually equipped to do so?  Was she being too, prideful and stubborn?  Was she really looking out for the future of the children, by having them participate in something they were never meant to do?  She was plagued with doubtful thoughts and guilty feelings and the drive was barely half over with. 
 
    Callie looked out at the dusty landscape, thinking of the pioneers who traveled over countryside, much like this, in order to make a new life for themselves.  Wasn’t what she was doing, about the same thing, she justified? 
 
    Something caught her attention, and it wasn’t the cattle moving relentlessly in the direction they were being prodded, that made her catch her breath and strain her eyes, to see more clearly through the dust-covered distance. 
 
    Callie felt herself stiffen when she had to admit what she feared.  This was the last thing she needed!  How was she going to protect her cattle against the small band of Indians, headed in their direction?  Her hand went to the butt of her rifle, which was in its sheath attached to her saddle.  At first, the group had been riding slowly towards them, but now they were starting to pick up speed.  One of the band, broke away from the rest, as he whipped his horse into a gallop, coming straight in Callie’s direction. 
 
    It was then, that Callie recognized who the Indian was. 
 
    “Chayton!” she called, feeling elated, after thinking the worst.  
 
    “On-thoe-gyah!” he called in return. 
 
    Chayton’s horse was brought to an abrupt stop, once he reached her.  He jumped down from Khoon-gyah’s back, pulling Callie off of her horse, and holding her in his arms. 
 
    “I have missed you,” he mumbled in her ear.  “But why are you out here with your cattle?  Where is my son?” 
 
    “He is in the wagon, along with Shanny,” Callie laughed, with pleasure to have Chayton beside her.  “Why are you out here?” 
 
    “The Kiowa and Comanche are split in their decisions.  Some have agreed to live on the reservation, and others have taken to the hills, being scattered by the white man’s army, so they can’t group as one and continue raiding.  My friends and I have agreed to join Kicking Bird, and live in peace with the white man, but before I went to the reservation, I wanted to come get my son.” 
 
    Callie’s eyes fell.  “You would take him from me?” she asked in a shaking voice, knowing all along that had been the plan. 
 
    “I know you have taken good care of him, but he is Comanche.  He would not learn of his heritage, living in a white man’s world.” 
 
    As he spoke three other braves joined them, but they remained on their horses. 
 
    “You remember my good friend Chogan.  Bidziil and Avonaco, are with me as well.” 
 
    “So you are willing to remain on a reservation, where you can no longer live as the Comanche are used to?” Callie asked, trying to steel herself, for the moment Chayton would ride away, taking Joey with him, as she tried to stall for time. 
 
    “We saw the children, and I recognized Connor, so I knew you must be with him.  I thought you had men to drive the cattle,” Chayton said, ignoring her question. 
 
    “We had no choice.  Once Cooper told my workers that I had a relationship with a wild Indian, and he was the very Indian they had saved me from, they wouldn’t have anything to do with me.  They left the ranch and told others about me saving your life.  Now no one will work for me.  My cook remained, but I couldn’t find anyone to help me take the cattle to market, so I decided to do it myself.” 
 
    “You are a brave woman.  I honor you for that.” 
 
    “Only I feel bad that I have to make the children risk their lives, and work so hard, pushing the Cattle to Kansas.  They shouldn’t be doing a men’s work.  I wanted to raise the girls like young ladies, dressed in frilly dresses.  Now look at them!” 
 
    “It is my fault no one will come help you,” Chayton, said in a low voice. 
 
    “I don’t care.  The time I spent with you, has been worth it,” Callie admitted.   
 
    Callie paused, glancing up at the braves on their horses, all looking uncomfortable and anxious to be on their way.  Suddenly, she got an idea. 
 
    “If you and your friends are just going to go live on a reservation, where you can’t leave, and have to live on farms yourself, why don’t you hire on to my ranch, as my drovers?” 
 
    “You want us to work for you?” Chayton asked, raising his eyebrows. 
 
    “Why not, no one else will set foot on my ranch.  What will I do for workers, if you won’t come?” 
 
    “What will the other ranchers do, if you have Comanche working on your ranch?” 
 
    “They probably will hate it, but it is my ranch, and since no one else wishes to help me, I will just throw it in their faces!  You and your friends would have a lot more freedom, working for me, than living within the reservation.  As long as you don’t cause any trouble, and have a secure job, the government won’t force you to stay on the reservation.  Do you think your friends would agree?” 
 
    By this time, Connor, Ina, Tommy and Mr. Daniels rode up to discover what the Indians wanted. 
 
    “Chayton!” Connor called.  “I thought it was you.  Mr. Daniels wanted to shoot you, but I wouldn’t let him!” 
 
    “I thank you for that,” Chayton laughed. 
 
    “So what do you say?” Callie asked, looking hopefully up into Chayton’s eyes.  “If you came to the ranch, I wouldn’t have to say goodbye to Joey, and you could teach him anything he needed to know about his heritage.” 
 
    “And what about us, would I merely be one of your hired hands?” 
 
    “We could be together,” Callie mumbled.  “Wouldn’t that be a good thing?” 
 
    The thought of anything beyond that frightened Callie.  While she felt she loved Chayton and wanted to be near him, she knew that marriage meant everything a woman owned reverted to her husband.  Chayton had been raised in a different culture, and she wasn’t sure how Indians looked at marriage, or what she would be getting into if she agreed to become Chayton’s wife, but her world, they would have to live by the law of the land.  She knew that legally, she would have to give everything up to Chayton if she ever agreed to marry him.  She wondered if she would be willing to do that.  Besides, she didn’t believe it was up to her to suggest such a thing, anyway.  
 
    “Yes, it would be a good thing,” Chayton mumbled, after a long pause.  “I will ask my friends what they think.”   
 
    However, Chayton’s eyes held disappointment, and Callie felt it must be because he didn’t like the idea of working for a white woman. 
 
    Chayton turned to the braves and began speaking in his own language.  As he spoke, Callie could see his friends starting to smile. 
 
    “I believe they think it is a good thing too,” Chayton told Callie.  “Now my brothers will be able to ride out on the plains, as they take your cattle to market, and work on horseback, the way they were meant to do, instead of just farming the land, the way the government insists we do on the reservation.” 
 
    “I will pay them good money, so they can get the things they desire, only I will have to insist they buy some regular cowboy clothes.  That way, it will show that even though they are Indians, they are willing to fit into our society.  If they insist on wearing their Indian costumes, it will be hard for the other ranchers to see they are making an effort to reform.” 
 
    “My red brothers will not like that condition, but for their freedom, they might agree,” Chayton predicted. 
 
    “For now, it doesn’t matter.  My children need to rest.  I am glad you came.  Come to the chuck wagon, so you can see how much Joey has grown, and I will have Mr. Daniels make you all a meal before we head out again.” 
 
    Chayton followed, Callie to the chuck wagon, his arm still around her waist, as they both led their horses behind them.  Callie had thought she would never be able to see Chayton again.  She almost couldn’t believe her stroke of good luck.  Not only would she have someone to work the ranch, but Chayton would remain there as well.  She had Cooper to thank for this, she thought; seeing as how she would never have hired on a group of Indians if he had remained with the rest of the drovers on her ranch. 
 
    Callie thought about how she was discovering that sometimes unhappy incidents actually brought about good results and that she should stop questioning her fate.  Now, the children could ride in the chuck wagon, instead of having too much responsibility to worry about.  Connor could keep droving if he chose to, since he was growing into a young man now, and Ina could drive the wagon, while Tommy and Beth played with the babies to keep them company. 
 
    Callie was starting to feel much better about everything.  Her eyes could not be pulled away from Chayton’s handsome face.  Her heart shivered, as she remembered the last time she was with Chayton.  Now she hoped he would remain with her on her ranch forever.  Then her life would be complete. 
 
    The band smiled and talked among themselves in their own language, as they ate.  Callie explained to Chayton what she expected the men to do, and he interpreted for her. 
 
    “Joey is a handsome child,” Chayton stated, as he took his son up in his arms.  I can see his mother in his face.” 
 
    When Chayton said that, Callie looked away.  She had almost thought of Joey as her own child, but in truth, Chayton had loved the woman who gave him birth, or at least carried him, until her death.  Joey would always remind Chayton of his dead wife, Callie thought sadly.  He would teach Joey his Indian ways, and somehow he would slowly pull Joey closer to him and further away from her in subtle ways, the more time Joey spent with his father. 
 
    She supposed it should be expected, but up until now, she was the only parent Joey actually had known.  As he grew older, he would see that he wasn’t actually her real son, and had always been Comanche from the beginning.  Callie cleared her throat and gave a weak smile. 
 
    “Shanny and Joey have become inseparable,” she murmured.  “They have been together since birth, and need to know the other one is close.” 
 
    “Then it is a good thing I will not have to take Joey from Shanny’s side,” Chayton replied. 
 
    “I am happy that you wish to stay with us, so they can grow up together,” Callie said, hoping Chayton would understand she never wanted him to leave her either, and it wasn’t just for the children’s sake she asked him to stay at the ranch.  
 
    “Yes, I do wish to stay with you, and your children,” Chayton murmured.  “I just hope it does not cause you problems, once the braves and I return with you.” 
 
    “No one else would help me, so they have no room to complain,” Callie stated.  “I was worried we weren’t going to make it, and I would end up having to marry Hank.” 
 
    “What is this about marrying Hank?  Who is Hank?” Chayton questioned. 
 
    “Hank is the rancher who traveled back with me and my children, along with his hired men, who had chased you and your men off.  He asked me to marry him, but I refused.  However, before I left, I signed a paper, stating that if I couldn’t make it to Kansas, and had to return, that I would agree to marry him.  It was the only way I could get him to make one of his helpers watch my ranch while I was gone.” 
 
    Callie went on to describe the provisions of the agreement. 
 
    “Are you sure this man will not send someone out to make sure something happens to you, so he will get your ranch?” Chayton said, his eyes turning darker, as he drew his brows together. 
 
    Callie’s eyes widened. 
 
    “I don’t believe Hank would ever stoop to something like that.  I think he truly wanted me to marry him.  He offered to take on my children, along with the ranch, if something happened to me because he knew there was no one else who would do it.  Actually, he is a very kind man.” 
 
    “When you return, what will happen?” 
 
    “He will tear the paper up because it only said that if I couldn’t stick it out, and get my cattle to market, I would agree to marry him, because if I couldn’t sell my cattle, I had no way to support myself.” 
 
    “Then your friend would be disappointed if you did get your cattle to market, and didn’t die,” Chayton reasoned. 
 
    “He would also be happy for me, for having done it.  He said my gumption was what he admired about me.” 
 
    “It is what I admire about you also,” Chayton smiled. 
 
    “We had better start out again,” Callie suggested.  “I just hope there will not be any trouble at the stockyards when I show up with a bunch of Indians driving my cattle.” 
 
    “We will keep our weapons handy, just in case,” Chayton told her, with a laugh. 
 
    “Don’t you and your friends start any trouble,” Callie warned.  “It is bad enough that everyone hates me because I am friends with you.  We don’t want to make matters worse!” 
 
    “As long as they treat you with respect, there will be no trouble,” Chayton promised. 
 
    “They will have to,” Callie reasoned.  “After all, they are in the market for cattle, and my cattle are healthy and fat.  We haven’t pushed them too hard, so I am sure the buyers will stick to business and only be concerned about the appearance of my stock, not my workers.” 
 
    “We shall see,” Chayton replied, as he swung up onto Khoon-gyah’s back. 
 
    Callie removed the saddles from the girl’s horses backs and had one of the braves stow them on top of the chuck wagon. 
 
    “You girls can rest a bit now,” Callie told them.  “Beth can ride back with Shanny and Joey, and Ina and Tommy can take the bench, trading off driving the team.  That will be a lot easier on you,” she smiled. 
 
    “I liked driving the cattle,” Ina insisted. 
 
    “After you’ve had some rest, you can do it again, if you wish,” Callie promised, feeling proud of Ina’s desire to help out, but she knew it was because Ina was always trying to compete with Connor. 
 
    Since Chayton showed up, Callie could breath easier.  She did not have to worry about marauding Indians, because according to Chayton, the renegades were hiding in the hills, not to mention the fact that she had the Comanche band accompanying her now.  The girls were safe on the chuck wagon, and there was only a little over a week left to push the cattle before they arrived at the stockyard.  The closer they got, the better she started feeling. 
 
    Just before sunset, the group stopped for the evening meal, it almost reminded Callie of when she had camped with the Indians when they first took her.  The sound of their strange, musical language, floating on the air, as they talked together, fell comfortingly on her ears.  The campfire blaze rose and fell, as the breeze caught at it, and the pungent smell of smoke filled the air. 
 
    A tripod had been placed over the flames, with a cast-iron pot hanging from a chain, filled with beans and meat, which Mr. Daniels had prepared.  The aroma of the food, mixed in with the smell of mesquite wood burning, and it comforted Callie as well. 
 
      Chayton spent his time playing with Joey and Shanny, sharing his food with them, as he laughed at their antics.  The children talked with the braves since they had learned a lot of Indian words during their captivity, and during the time that Chayton had stayed in the cabin with them.  They also used a lot of sign language.  Callie thought the whole group looked happy.  She was feeling happy, herself. 
 
    “Looks like we are going to make it safely to the stockyard after all,” Mr. Daniels said, as he sat beside Callie, on the ground.  I had my doubts about this trip, especially after that thunderstorm.  As long as no one shoots your helpers dead, the moment we arrive, we should do okay.” 
 
    “They had better not shoot my friends,” Callie frowned.  “The rest of the ranchers are all going to have to learn to get along with my Indian drovers.  After all, we are the ones who pushed the Indians off of their land, in the first place.  If it had been the other way around, I am sure we would have acted just like the Indians did towards someone invading our land or way of life. 
 
    “Hopefully, it can all be put behind us, as we go forward,” Mr. Daniels suggested. 
 
    “All I know is, I have never been so happy to see a group of Indians riding towards me, as I was today, when Chayton and his friends showed up,” Callie admitted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    “Well, what do we have here?” Callie heard the familiar voice of Cooper, not far away. 
 
    She turned in her saddle and looked towards the direction the voice came from.  She had been sitting on her horse, on the sidelines, as Chayton and his friends, along with the help of Connor, were directing her cattle into the holding pens.  Now her eyes met Cooper’s as he brought his horse up alongside her. 
 
    “I can’t believe you brought your filthy Indian friends to help you drive your cattle to market.  In fact, not only has no one ever done that before, but there has never been a woman going on a cattle drive before either.  I got to hand it to you, Callie.  You are just full of surprises.  You may even go down in history as the first woman to drive her cattle to market, not to mention bringing Indians along.” 
 
    “I see you managed to find another position at some other ranch.   I hope you and the boys are happy at your new place,” Callie smiled sweetly. 
 
    “You are rather reckless, trusting those heathens with your cattle.  Only, what about you?  I thought you were carrying a little one, and you risk its life coming on such a rough journey?”  
 
    “There is no little life to risk.  I fear you jumped to conclusions, Cooper, when I talked to you about your behavior while telling me exactly what I needed to know.  Your ethics are deplorable, Cooper.  You should be more trustworthy in the future, with whoever you have dealings with.  I’m glad I discovered your baser character when I did.  I was actually starting to trust you!” 
 
    “Then it is no one’s fault but my own.  However, I did enjoy myself, while it lasted,” Cooper smiled as his eyes raked over her, and Callie looked away. 
 
    “I see no purpose in this conversation, so I would appreciate it if you took yourself somewhere else.  I need to go collect the money for my cattle and pay my drovers.  I have hired them all to work on my ranch since they are a little more trustworthy and less prejudice than you and other ranch hands happen to be.” 
 
    “The ranchers will be chasing you out, or burning down your place, if you do that,” Cooper warned. 
 
    “There is no law against hiring Indians to work for you.  If anyone tries to interfere with my ranch, I will have them arrested, if they don’t end up with an arrow in their back first!  I have a right to protect my property.  My workers are loyal, so just keep that in mind.  You are lucky I haven’t had you shot, for what you did.  If I were you, I would tread lightly.  I haven’t told Chayton about how you used me.  If he ever discovered it, I believe he would have your scalp, and worry about the law later!” 
 
    “You are going to regret this,” Cooper threatened. 
 
    “I doubt it.  You might as well go lick your wounds, and count yourself lucky.  I suggest you stay far away from me, and my ranch, in the future.” 
 
    Cooper spat upon the ground, and then turned his horse in the other direction, looking over his shoulder at her, and giving her a disapproving scowl.   
 
    The cattle had been herded into the holding pen, and Connor, along with Chayton came up beside her. 
 
    “Now what?” Connor asked. 
 
    “Well, first of all, I am going to get paid for our cattle, and then all of us, are going to spend the night at a hotel, where we can have a hot bath, and relax.  In the morning, the braves need to buy some new clothe, and I think I will buy myself a pair of denims to wear on the way back to the ranch, and maybe get some chaps for all of us.  I’ll even let you children do some shopping for anything you take a fancy to.” 
 
    “Really?” Connor asked wide eyed. 
 
    “You bet,” Callie smiled.  “I was thinking that maybe you should have your own gun.  What do you think about that?” 
 
    “I would like that,” Connor grinned. 
 
    “And maybe the girls would like a doll.  I don’t think they have ever had a doll before since Chet always treated them like boys.  Why don’t you and the braves take the chuck wagon over to where the hotel is, up past the train station, and I will meet you all there when I am through?” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Chayton offered.  “Just to make sure they treat you right,” he winked. 
 
    Callie watched Connor go to talk to Mr. Daniels and the braves, who were over next to the chuck wagon, then she turned her horse in the direction of the office, glancing at the ticket in her hand, that told how many head of cattle she had brought.  When she got down from her horse, Chayton walked beside her, but he was careful not to touch her because he knew how white people felt about an Indian touching a white woman, and he didn’t want to create a problem for himself, or Callie. 
 
    The thought made him realize how hard it was going to be, even if Callie could hire him and his friends to work on her ranch.  Having Indians working on her ranch wasn’t quite as bad as having one as her husband, and that was the very hope he held in his heart.  He wondered if she would take him more seriously than simply as a lover, to satisfy the attraction they had for each other?  Had she come to his village with him, he would have asked her to become his wife.  Now he was afraid it wouldn’t be accepted if he suggested such a thing.  How was he ever going to make her his completely, if they couldn’t give themselves to each other as husband and wife? 
 
    Chayton followed beside Callie, as she approached the office, and went in to stand in line with the other cattle owners, waiting for their money. 
 
    “What’s that Injun doing in here?” a gruff looking man with a beard asked, glaring at Chayton. 
 
    “He’s with me,” Callie said stiffly.  “He happens to be my foreman.” 
 
    “Who in the hell are you?” the man asked.  “I didn’t think women went on cattle drives.” 
 
    “I happen to be the owner of the Double C Ranch, and this Injun, as you call him, works for me.” 
 
    “The Double C?  That’s Chet Callahan’s ranch.  What are you doing with it?” the man demanded. 
 
    “I am Chet Callahan’s widow.  There was no one to drive the cattle except for me and Chet’s kids, along with my Indian friends.  The ranch belongs to me now.” 
 
    “Well I’ll be!” the man said, coming a little closer.  “When the newspapers get wind of this, they’ll make a story out of it; I can guarantee!” 
 
    “I didn’t think the newspapers were interested in writing about cattle drives,” Callie said. 
 
    “Except when a woman heads one and has Indians as her drovers.  It will probably hit the front page!” 
 
    “Surely no one will be interested in reading such a story,” Callie mumbled, not wanting to draw attention to the fact that she had Indians working for her, in case it started trouble. 
 
    “That’s yet to be seen,” the man told her.  “You’re turn,” he said, nodding to the window where a cashier was handing out money to the cattlemen. 
 
    Callie stepped up to the window. 
 
    “I heard what you said a bit ago,” the man behind the window admitted.  “I never heard of a woman driving cattle cross-country before.  Rupert was right. This is going to be a first.  You say you have other Indians working for you?  I hope people don’t have to start worrying about their scalps,” he mumbled as he gave Chayton a long appraising look. 
 
    “Depends on how they treat my boss here,” Chayton stated, as he glared at the man. 
 
    “Well, she’s a woman.  Of course, we will treat her with respect.  In fact, any woman brave enough to go on a drive with a herd of cattle deserves more than just respect.  I can’t say the same for a bunch of Injuns, though.” 
 
    “You will treat them with respect as well,” Callie cut in.  “For now, I would appreciate it, if you paid me for my cattle.  I am feeling tired from my long journey, and wish to go to the hotel, so I can rest.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” the man said, taking her ticket, and then counting out the money, he owed her, and putting it in an envelope. 
 
    Callie realized, she was feeling tired.  She hadn’t noticed how much the long drive had affected her because she was trying to remain strong.  Only now that it was all over, it seemed like all her strength had been sapped right out of her.  She was looking forward to resting for the next day or so, before heading back to the ranch. 
 
    Callie and Chayton headed toward the hotel.  It felt like a heavy weight had been lifted from Callie’s shoulders, and she couldn’t wait to get back to the ranch and plan for the future.  Only the future seemed muddled in her mind at the time.  She had Chayton with her, but what would happen when they returned to the ranch?  Would she allow him to move into the house with her, or have him stay in the bunkhouse, so future rumors would not be spread about her and Chayton?  Just what part was he going to end up playing in her life? 
 
    Callie could feel the perspiration starting to bead on her forehead, as she walked beside Chayton on the way to the hotel.  Even though it was a hot day, as usual, she had never felt as warm and worn out, as she did, at the moment.  She looked up at Chayton, beside her, and gave him a reassuring smile, as she tried to focus on putting one foot in front of the other. 
 
    “Are you all right?” she heard Chayton ask.   
 
    His voice sounded far away and muffled. 
 
    “Yes,” she murmured, as they met the others in front of the hotel. 
 
    Chayton pushed the heavy door open, and the group followed her and Chayton inside.  Connor carried Joey, while Ina carried Shanny.  Callie stepped up to the desk. 
 
    “I would like several rooms,” she told the clerk.  “One for me and my children and the others for my friends.” 
 
    “We don’t serve no Injuns here,” the man told her. 
 
    “These so-called Injuns, happen to be my workers, so I insist you give them rooms,” she said stiffly. 
 
    “I don’t care who they work for.  They are Injuns, and I don’t let their kind stay at my hotel,” the man said gruffly. 
 
    “I suppose that is up to you,” Callie stated, calmly.  “However, I must inform you; I happen to be the first woman who ever led a cattle drive, and these Indians helped me do it.  When the story is written up in the newspapers either your hotel is going to become famous for throwing me and my workers out, or become famous for having us stay here.  Which is it going to be?” 
 
    Callie eyed the man behind the desk, as he looked over the group standing there. 
 
    “You telling the truth?” he asked. 
 
    “Ask anyone in town, only you are wasting time, and I am tired.  If you don’t give us a room soon, my workers, my children, and I will proceed to lay our cot-rolls out on the walk in front of your establishment, and a quite different account will be written in the newspaper.  Someone at the stockyards told me my story was sure to make front-page news.” 
 
    The man continued to stare at Callie, as she spoke, his eyes wide and unbelieving.  
 
    “Guess I will just have to trust you, but if your Indian friends cause any trouble here, I will kick all of you out, whether you are the first woman to head a cattle drive or not!” 
 
    “Thank you,” Callie murmured demurely.  “Be prepared to become famous.  I assure you, my friends are very well mannered and more civilized than you give them credit for.” 
 
    The owner handed her a key, and then gave the other men a key as well.  Callie turned and headed toward the stairs, but she almost lost her balance and stumbled. 
 
    “You look too tired to climb those stairs,” Chayton exclaimed, and in spite of the scene it would make for him to dare touch Callie, he picked her up in his arms, and carried her up to her room, as the rest followed.  The size of the group made a loud commotion, as their combined booted feet trod against the steps behind Chayton. 
 
    Tommy took the key from Callie’s hand and opened up the door for Chayton, and the children rushed into the room, as the rest went to find their own rooms. 
 
    “Are you alright, mama?” Beth asked anxiously. 
 
    “I am fine,” Callie assured her.  “I am just very tired.” 
 
    Chayton laid her on one of the beds that were arranged in the room.  There were only two other beds in the room, so the children would have to share, Callie was thinking. 
 
    “Connor, you need to go help Mr. Daniels carry the crib up here to put the babies in,” she said, and Connor put Joey down, and went back out of the door. 
 
    “You don’t look just tired,” Chayton mumbled, as he placed his hand on her forehead. “You feel too warm.  I am going to send Ina to see if she can find the town’s doctor, so he can look at you.  There is nothing I have at hand that I could give you, to make you feel better; therefore, I will leave it up to a white doctor to decide.” 
 
    “I don’t need a doctor.  I just need some rest,” Callie insisted. 
 
    “When I first took you from your ranch, you had a little girl who died.  You did not think she was sick either.  I don’t want to take a chance.” 
 
    “That was different.  I think Roletta had ingested something bad from her feeding bottle.” 
 
    “You could have ingested something bad too, for all you know,” Chayton suggested. 
 
    As Chayton talked, he removed Callie’s boots, and then pulled the covers up over her. 
 
    “I feel too hot for covers,” she complained. 
 
    “I will get a cloth for your head,” he told her, going to the bowl and pitcher sitting on the dresser, and dampening the cloth available for washing the occupant’s face. 
 
    Chayton placed the cloth on Callie’s forehead. 
 
    “Why don’t you girls go to the tub room and take a bath?” Chayton suggested.  “Take the little ones with you, and bathe them too.” 
 
    Tommy and Beth pulled their nightgowns from the satchel they had brought up from the wagon, and took the hands of  Joey and Shanny, leading them out of the door and down the hall to the tub room. 
 
    Chayton looked down on Callie’s face.  She looked pale, and her eyes were closed.  It made a catch form in his throat, thinking of how pale Clenoa had looked in death.  He hoped nothing was seriously wrong with Callie. 
 
    There was a knock at the door, and when Chayton opened the door, he saw Connor and Mr. Daniels carrying the crib, so he held the door open to let them through. 
 
    “Ina said she was going to find the doctor,” Connor said, looking worried.  “Why do you need a doctor?” 
 
    “I just want him to check on Callie, to make sure she is healthy, is all.  She is very tired, and looks pale.” 
 
    Connor rushed to Callie’s side and grabbed her hand.  “I won’t let you die,” he whispered. 
 
    Callie slowly opened her eyes.  For a moment, she thought she was in the cabin, about to have a baby, with Connor promising her he wasn’t going to let her die. 
 
    “I am not going to die, Connor.  I’m just tired, is all.” 
 
    The next moment the door flew open, and it was Ina, pulling the doctor into the room.  Behind him was another man. 
 
    “Who are you?” Chayton asked the man who followed Ina and the doctor into the room. 
 
    “I am a reporter.  Someone told me this woman was the first woman to ever drive cattle all the way from Texas to the stockyards here.  You must be one of the Indians who helped her.” 
 
    “She is not feeling well right now.  You will have to come back later.” 
 
    “Maybe I could talk to someone else,” the man suggested. 
 
    “I’ll talk to you,” Mr. Daniels volunteered.  “I know as much about this as she does.” 
 
    “Good.  Maybe we could go to your room and talk,” the reporter suggested, and the two departed. 
 
    Doctor Graves was busy taking Callie’s pulse, and looking into her eyes, listening to her heartbeat, and feeling her forehead. 
 
    “I think it is over exhaustion from the long journey she just took,” he told Chayton and Connor.  “Only because her resistance is so low, it may turn into pneumonia, which could cause her death if it turns bad.  I suggest she has complete rest, drink lots of fluids, and not have any worries presented to her.  It might be better if she has a separate room to herself, with one person caring for her.” 
 
    “Connor, go down and get a key for a new room,” Chayton instructed Connor. 
 
    “I’ll come back and check on her tomorrow, to see if there is any improvement after she has rested for a day.” Doctor Graves informed Chayton. 
 
    As the doctor was leaving, Connor came in with a key, and Chayton picked Callie up into his arms.  The girls and babies were just returning from their bath.   
 
    “Put the little ones to bed,” Chayton instructed them.  “Connor, you go prepare the room; I am going to give her a bath.” 
 
    Chayton took Callie to the tub room, turning on the taps to fill the tub, and then began removing her tattered habit. 
 
    “A bath,” Callie murmured, as Chayton lowered her into the tub.  “I have been longing for a bath for so long now,” she whispered, as she laid her head back against the back of the tub and closed her eyes. 
 
    “It will refresh you,” Chayton promised, as he began running the cloth over her body, remembering the first time he had bathed Callie. 
 
    Eventually, Chayton emptied the tub and dried Callie off, wrapping her in one of the large towels, and carrying her to the room, where Connor was waiting for them. 
 
    “How is she?” Connor asked when Chayton brought Callie in. 
 
    “Very tired, I need you to go back to the room with your sisters and take care of things for her.  I don’t want her to have to worry over the children, so I am counting on you to be the man of the family for a few days until Callie gets better.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Connor said proudly, “you can count on me.” 
 
    “I know I can,” Chayton smiled. 
 
    After Connor left, Chayton placed Callie under the covers.  Her eyes were closed, and he was sure she had fallen asleep, so he left the room, in order to take his own bath.  When he returned, Callie was still asleep, breathing evenly.  He brushed his hand over her forehead.  She still felt warm, but her damp hair would cool her head, he decided, as he joined her in the bed, laying down beside her, remembering the time he had spent in the cabin when she had tended to his wounds.  Now it was his turn to protect her health, he told himself.  He was tired as well, and he found himself drifting off to sleep, falling into dreams of making love to Callie in the straw of a stall.  He wondered if he would ever be able to make love to Callie again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    Callie was dreaming that she was walking through a large meadow filled with flowers.  The dream seemed so real; she could actually smell the flowers.  She took in a deep breath, but it caused her chest to hurt, and then she started coughing, which woke her up.  When she opened her eyes, she thought she could still see the flowers in the meadow of her dream.  Then she noticed the flowers were all in vases, placed about the room. 
 
    “Where did the flowers come from?” she asked in a whisper because she found it was hard to speak. 
 
    Her eyes lit upon Chayton and then moved to Mr. Daniels and Connor, who were all standing at her bedside, looking down on her. 
 
    “You are a famous woman,” Mr. Daniels told her.  “I told the newspaper man your story and all the hardship you had been through, with your husband dying, and the Indians taking you, and then having to drive your cattle with only the help of your children, and later the very Indians, who had taken you in the first place.  When the people round this town read your story and heard you were laid up in bed, they all started sending you flowers.  There are more in the children’s room because we ran out of room in here.” 
 
    Mr. Daniels gave her a broad smile. 
 
    “You’ve been sleeping for two days,” Chayton put in.  “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “It’s hard to breathe,” Callie admitted. 
 
    “The Doctor said you had come down with phenomena, but it wasn’t as serious as he feared it might be.  He is hoping that staying in bed, and getting more rest, will help, but he said you needed to keep taking deep breaths, to keep your lungs clear.” 
 
    “It makes me cough when I breathe deep,” Callie complained. 
 
    “Which will also help clear your lungs,” Mr. Daniels insisted.  “Just do as the doctor instructs you to.” 
 
    “Do you notice anything different?” Connor asked. 
 
    “Besides the flowers?” Callie wanted to know. 
 
    “Yeah.”  He pointed to Chayton. 
 
    Callie’s eyes widened.  “You’re wearing regular clothes,” Callie whispered. 
 
    “All the Indians got new clothes,” Connor informed her.  “They all want to please you, so you will get better.  If you die, Mr. Prichard will get the ranch, and us kids.  You don’t want that to happen, do you?” Connor said hopefully. 
 
    “Of course, not,” Callie responded. 
 
    “Then you had better do whatever the doctor tells you to do,” Connor insisted. 
 
    “How are the children?” Callie asked. 
 
    “Mr. Daniels took us all shopping, and the girls got dolls, and Mr. Daniels helped me pick out a gun.  We all got new clothes too, and the girls are wearing dresses now.” 
 
    “Well, I am very proud of all of you,” Callie told him. 
 
    “The doctor said you needed to stay calm, though, so Mr. Daniels and I need to leave.  I just had to make sure you were not going to die and leave us,” Connor murmured. 
 
    “I will never leave you, Connor.  I promise,” Callie smiled. 
 
    “Mr. Daniels brought you some orange juice.  He said he squeezed it himself.  The Doctor said it would be good for you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Daniels,” Callie said, looking up at him.  “I think I am going to start paying you more for all the help you have been to me.” 
 
    “You just work on getting better, and don’t worry about me,” Mr. Daniels said humbly. 
 
    “Chayton wouldn’t take any money, except for what it took to buy the clothes you said he should get,” Connor informed her. 
 
    “Why not?” Callie asked, turning her head to look at Chayton. 
 
    “I don’t need your money,” Chayton mumbled.  “As long as I know you are safe and well; that is all I wish for.  I am coming to your ranch to help you, not to be paid by you.”  
 
    Callie reached up and managed to grab Chayton’s hand. 
 
    “You are a good man, Chayton,” she said, and then her eyes closed again. 
 
    “We are making her tired,” Chayton stated, and Mr. Daniels and Connor headed towards the door. 
 
    “Take good care of her,” Connor insisted. 
 
    “You know I will.  I love On-thoe-gyah very much.” 
 
    “We all do,” Mr. Daniels murmured. 
 
    Then he and Connor went out and closed the door behind them. 
 
    Callie had expected to be returning to her ranch as soon as the drive was over, but instead, she was forced to remain in the hotel room for the next week, trying to recover and get stronger. 
 
    “There is someone here to see you,” Chayton said, as he came into the room. 
 
    Callie was sitting up in bed reading a book Mr. Daniels had gotten for her. 
 
    “Do you feel up to having a visitor?” Chayton asked. 
 
    “Who is it?” Callie wanted to know. 
 
    “Mr. Prichard,” Chayton told her. 
 
    “What is he doing here?” she asked in surprise. 
 
    “Maybe he wants to discover whether you have died or not,” Chayton said a little sarcastically. 
 
    “Let him come in,” she frowned at Chayton. 
 
    Chayton opened the door, and Mr. Prichard stepped inside the room. 
 
    “I read about you in the newspaper,” he said, as he came to the side of the bed.  “I have been worried about you.  I should have sent someone with you to help you.” 
 
    “It’s a little late now,” Callie smiled.  “I made it through just fine, and those Indians you worry about so much came to help me instead.  I might as well tell you, as soon as I recover completely, they will be coming to work on my ranch permanently.” 
 
    Hank gave a sideways glance at Chayton but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I am happy to discover you are recovering,” he said to Callie. 
 
    “Yes, and since I managed to do what you didn’t think I could do, and didn’t die during the process; you can tear up that agreement between us,” she told him. 
 
    Hank took the paper from the breast pocket of his coat and handed it to her. 
 
    “Tear it up, to your heart’s content,” he smiled.  “I have gained a lot of respect for you, you know.  If you need my help in the future…” 
 
    “Even if I have Comanche Indians working for me?” Callie asked. 
 
    “I suppose we have to get rid of the fear of Indians at some point since the government has rounded up most of the dangerous ones,” Hank shrugged. 
 
    “Then I will welcome you as a friend,” Callie told him, as she began tearing the paper in her hand into pieces. 
 
    “I will be looking forward to when you can return to your ranch.  In the meantime, Calvin will take good care of your ranch, while you are away.” 
 
    “That is very kind of you,” Callie smiled. 
 
    “You are a famous woman now, so I wouldn’t want it to get around that I never did any favors for you,” he smiled back. 
 
    Hank, tipped his hat, and then turned, shaking Chayton’s hand. 
 
    “I never thought I would be thanking an Indian for anything, but I am happy you were able to help Callie get her cattle through.  I should have helped her myself when I had the chance.” 
 
    “Callie saved my life.  I owe her more than my life now.” 
 
    “She is a very strong woman.  Everyone is impressed with her.” 
 
    “I have always been impressed with her,” Chayton insisted. 
 
    Hank went to the door, looking over his shoulder at the two.  He could tell, by the way, that Chayton was looking at Callie and the way she was returning his gaze that they were in love with each other.  He just worried what would happen if she actually ended up marrying the savage?  He decided he would have to defend her against any disapproval from the other ranchers in the area.  After what she had gone through to save her ranch, she deserved all the help she could get, he told himself. 
 
    “I think I should be well enough to travel in a few more days,” Callie murmured.  “I miss my ranch, and need to get back.” 
 
    “I will only let you return if you promise to ride in the wagon all the way back,” Chayton insisted. 
 
    “I don’t think I have thanked you enough for what you have done for me and the children,” Callie said softly. 
 
    “The only thanks, I need, is to know you are well and healthy,” Chayton told her. 
 
    “You said you didn’t want my money, and that you simply wanted to come to my ranch to help me,” Callie said softly. 
 
    “Why else did you think I wanted to come?” Chayton asked. 
 
    “I know why I asked you to come,” Callie responded. 
 
    “Because you needed my help?” 
 
    “No.  Because I don’t think I could be happy on my ranch if you were not there with me.  Only I thought you had gone back to your tribe, and I would never see you again.” 
 
    “You knew I would come to get my son,” he told her softly. 
 
    “I feared that too.  I have grown to love Joey and didn’t think I could give him up if you came for him.  I didn’t want to give you up either.  I never want to give you up,” she whispered. 
 
    “You don’t have to now,” he smiled, as he bent to kiss her lips. 
 
    “But that is not enough,” Callie murmured.  “I never wanted to marry Chet, only by doing so, I have ended up with his ranch.  Cooper wanted me to marry him because I think, he wanted the ranch, and Hank also wanted me and the ranch.  I didn’t want to give my ranch up to a husband to run and rule over me again, the way Chet did.  Only I just realized that is not what you had in mind.  I mean ruling over me and having my ranch. 
 
    “You helped me bring my child into this world.  Before I even came out to Texas, I saw your face in a vision.  I kept dreaming about your face, but it frightened me.  It wasn’t until I met you, that I realized I had no reason to fear you.  I still have no reason to fear you.  I am just wondering if you would be willing to be more than merely my hired hand.” 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” Chayton asked hesitantly. 
 
    “It’s really not a woman’s place to ask,” Callie said, shyly. 
 
    “Then I shall ask you,” Chayton said, as he sat down on the edge of the bed and took Callie into his arms.  “I too never want to give you up.  I would stay by your side in any position you wished me to remain.  Only I would much rather spend the rest of my life with you as your husband if you allowed it.  I don’t want your ranch or your money.  I only want you, On-thoe-gyah.” 
 
    “All I have, I owe to you.  I know it is a terrible thing to say, but because of you and your braves, my husband ended up getting killed.  You helped me bring his child into the world, only I never thought of it as his child, because I detested him so much.  You saved me from the drudgery of a life I hated and then saved my ranch by helping me with my cattle drive.  I too, owe you more than my life.  Therefore, I am willing to give my life to you, as your wife, not only because I owe you so much, but because I love you so much.” 
 
    “That is all I wanted to hear,” Chayton breathed, as his mouth covered hers.  “I promise never to leave your side.” 
 
    Callie put her arms around Chayton’s neck, as his kiss deepened, knowing she had finally made the right choice.  Up until now, all her choices had been made for her, and she had just gone along with it because there was nothing, she could do about it.  She tried to ignore her heart, for fear of being rejected by the other ranchers, and society in general.  And yet, in spite of all her fears, of Chet, the Indians, and the Ranchers opinion of her, she found herself going beyond the heart, caring for her sister’s children and then a savage Indian’s baby, in spite of everything she had to suffer in order to do it.  She had been determined to make sure that Connor would have a ranch to inherit, once he grew up, and that Roletta’s children, along with Joey, would know the care of a mother.  Now she realized; it had all been worth it. 
 
    She had wondered in the very beginning if seeing Chayton’s face in the lamplight had been an omen of her demise, but instead, she discovered it had been an omen of her future happiness, and everything else was just a way of getting there. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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