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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    At a minute before noon, Gage Pennell stepped down from the stagecoach onto the dry, dusty streets of Harmony, a small town in the middle of cattle country, population two hundred and ninety-eight, according to the sign. For that one minute, his new life was just as idyllic and full of promise as the name of the town implied. 
 
    He took a deep breath of hot desert air, stretched his arms and back to relieve the kinks after such a long, cramped ride, and then swept off his hat for a gallant bow to the two matronly ladies just coming out of Skeet’s Mercantile beside him. They smiled, nodding politely back as they passed him, before stepping off the wood-plank sidewalk onto the street and out of the shade of the mercantile into the full heat of the sun. 
 
    Harmony was a picturesque place. The streets were clean, the buildings in good repair—all except the one just past the church at the far end of town. Minus the roof and one wall, at any moment a good, stout breeze could have turned that single-story dilapidation into next winter’s kindling. In sharp contrast to that, the church seemed well-maintained. As did Harmony’s only hotel. There was a saloon square in the middle of town, although it didn’t appear to host any female entertainment, which was unusual. But then, there wasn’t a single frippery in any of the upstairs windows, so if there were women entertaining there, well… then that was unusual, too.  
 
    Not that it mattered either way. That was not what he had come to Harmony for. No sir. He patted his hat back onto his blond head, picked up the well-worn saddle the coach driver unpacked off the boot, and swung his luggage—an equally worn saddlebag—onto his shoulder. Needing directions, he headed for the sheriff’s office across the street. He had a job. And a good paying one at that, managing cowhands at the Double T Bar, owned by Hurley Ames, one of the biggest cattle barons in all of the New Mexico Territory and Texas combined. 
 
    Yes, sir, he was here to work. In fact, he’d actually made it to town a bit early. He glanced up at the tower clock above the town hall just as the winding mechanisms clicked over to a fresh hour and, with a grind and a whir, the big hand shifted one space to the right, landing squarely on high-noon twelve. 
 
    In the distance, an explosion of cannon fire shattered the afternoon quiet. Everyone on the sidewalks and streets, Gage included, dropped facedown on the ground and got intimate with the dirt. A shrill overhead whine heralded the rapid approach of an airborne projectile bare seconds before a heavy leaden ball crashed into the dilapidated building, punching a brand-new hole through what boards remained of the porch eaves and sending debris flying everywhere. 
 
    “What in the blue blazes…” Gage cautiously raised his head, staring back over his shoulder at the long-suffering building, which surprisingly remained standing. Damn fine craftsmanship, that. 
 
    A second loud bang flattened Gage back to the ground. He knocked his hat flying as he threw his hands up to cover his head. Only belatedly did he recognize that second bang as the harsh whack of a door crashing against a wall. Boots pounded out of Skeet’s Mercantile and Gage glanced up just in time to see two of the prettiest legs—surrounded by lace and white taffeta and ending in a dusty pair of cowboy boots—come leaping off the porch and right over the top of him. The raven-haired beauty hit the ground next to him, grabbed her bridal skirts and kept on running, her long black braid bouncing against her back. 
 
    Across the street, another door crashed open. This time it was the sheriff, flanked by two lawmen, who came charging outside. At least ten years too old for his station and beer gut overhanging his gun belt, the sheriff took off running after her. He chased her only a few yards before, red-faced and panting, he gave up. He shook his fist after her instead. “Dammit, Millie! You said you’d get that shot away from him! This is the last straw, woman! One more time—just one more—and I’m gonna—” 
 
    “Millie, wait!” A middle-aged woman rushed out of Skeet’s far enough to shout, “Don’t you dare get that dress dirty!” 
 
    “I know! I know!” But if anything, the woman—Millie—ran faster. All the way to the end of the street where she jumped up onto the buckboard of a parked wagon, threw off the brake and whipped up the horses. “Hyah!” 
 
    It would have been understandable for a woman racing her wagon out of town after dodging a cannonball blast to look scared. But this one didn’t. Rather, she looked angrily determined, her mouth set, her bridal dress and braid both flying from the speed of the horses. 
 
    “Slow through town, dagnabbit!” the sheriff bellowed after her. 
 
    She didn’t slow, but she did look magnificent, and frankly, that was something a man just didn’t see every day. 
 
    “Land sakes, that girl never holds still.” Swiping her hands on her aproned skirts, the woman shopkeeper shook her graying head. 
 
    Across the street, the two matronly ladies helped each other up off the ground. With dirt smudged across her elegant nose, one snapped, “Somebody ought to lock that lunatic up before a body gets hurt!” 
 
    “God forbid he changes the trajectory of that gun,” the other agreed, patting at her hair. “He’ll be hitting the church next; you just see if he doesn’t!” 
 
    “Are you all right, sir?” 
 
    Gage glanced up to find the female shopkeeper leaning over him. “I sure hope so.” He stood slowly, dusting off his clothes—brown britches and vest, which hid the dirt admirably, long sleeved red calico shirt, which didn’t. Still, the contents of his saddlebag seemed sound, so no harm done. He tossed it back over his shoulder and reclaimed his saddle from the road. 
 
    Smiling as she appraised him, the corners of the woman’s eyes crinkled and her brown eyes laughed as she noted, “You, sir, are in need of a hat.” 
 
    His hand went automatically to his head. Feeling nothing but hair, he looked down and immediately stifled a groan when he spotted it under the stagecoach horses, one of which was in the process of doing the unmentionable right on top of it. Just what he needed before meeting up with the man who’d promised him a new job, a new home, and a brand-new start in life. 
 
    “Hell,” Gage said under his breath as he considered just how badly he wanted to retrieve it. He’d worked cattle for years; this was hardly the first time he’d worn a little shit. He couldn’t exactly go to work without a hat, either, not under this southwestern sun and definitely not during the summer. Equally unappealing was the prospect of showing up to his interview improperly dressed or, worse, smelling of horse hockey. There wasn’t time to give it a good wash. Even if there was, he doubted if that would get all the smell out.  
 
    So much for being early. 
 
    Flashing the shopkeeper a boyish smile, he had no choice but to agree. “Looks like you’re right.” 
 
    She thumbed back over her shoulder. “Come on in, honey. I’ve got some John B’s in stock. You’re welcome to take a look.” 
 
    Ten minutes and five dollars he could ill afford later, Gage once more headed for the sheriff’s office. Although no longer early, he was still on schedule and that was always good. Harmony had lost some of its allure, however. For a picturesque little place with such a deceptive name, a man just had to respect a town that could, within the first five minutes of arrival, knock a fella flat on the ground, rob him of his hat and handmade snakeskin headband, and lighten his wallet of all but his last two dollars. 
 
    There were words for new beginnings that started this way. The two that came most prominently to Gage’s mind were: ill and omen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The yard looked almost innocent. Chickens clucked contentedly in the coop. A mare and her latest filly came trotting to the fence to greet and keep pace with her wagon as Millie drove past. A flick of the barn cat’s tail betrayed its presence up in the hayloft where it was either hunting or soaking up the sun. Located almost a mile out of town, at first glance, her grandfather’s house looked much like any other farm around… if only one could look past the anti-cavalry obstacles that fortified the picket fence and the twelve-pounder 1857 Napoleon cannon standing sentry at the gate. Its long black muzzle was aimed at Harmony, obscured in the distance by a small hill, and Millie’s stomach did what it always did when she knew her grandfather intended to use it. It sank. 
 
    Reining in the horses, Millie brought the wagon to a cautious stop not far from the cannon. The rammer and sponge lay abandoned on the ground, and the smell of freshly fired gunpowder still burned the air. Shielding her eyes, she searched the house windows and then the fields for any hint of movement. If he’d fired the cannon, then it was more than likely he’d once again be back in his military blues, but she couldn’t see him. She couldn’t see her aunts, either, and that was equally worrisome. 
 
    It was laundry day. All six clotheslines were laden with blue Union uniforms interspersed among all the petticoats and unmentionables that three women in a house would require. White bed sheets billowed gently in the breeze, but only one bed’s worth. There should have been four, yet no one manned the washer. That would have been Aunt Faith’s job, but while a basket full of wet dresses waited to be put to the wringer, her aged aunt was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    A thin line of smoke wafted from the open kitchen window. Whatever Aunt Mary was cooking for their evening supper was burning, which meant no one would be in the kitchen, either. Added up, all Millie could think was her grandfather must have fallen back into full colonel-mode while she was gone. That was never good. 
 
    “Hello?” she tentatively called, and immediately heard a squeal in return. 
 
    From the house, two clamoring voices shouted back in unison, “Millie!” and “Thank God!” 
 
    “We’re in here, dear!” 
 
    “Hurry, girl! My biscuits is burnin’ up!” 
 
    Careful of her wedding dress, Millie jumped down from the wagon. Searching the yard continuously, she made her way up onto the porch. When Grandpa was the colonel, one did not enter boldly. Heart pounding harder, she approached the open front door, careful not to make herself an easy target within it. Inside, some of the main floor furniture had been moved into barricades. She could hear no movement, though. No sly scrapes of sound that might be her grandfather, lost in his memories, holding vigil against a war that had ended more than twenty years ago. 
 
    Her back up against the wall as she peeked around the threshold, Millie called again, “Where are you?” 
 
    “Where is he, you mean,” harrumphed one aunt. “God knows, but he’s not in the house.” 
 
    “Kitchen, dear.” 
 
    “Hurry up! My biscuits!” 
 
    Why they couldn’t rescue the biscuits themselves became startlingly obvious when Millie slipped into the house, skirting through the dining room and through the open kitchen archway. The acorn of dread that had landed in the pit of her stomach when first she’d heard the familiar boom and whistle of the cannon being shot, bloomed at last at the sight of her aunts sitting back-to-back in the middle of the kitchen floor. They were tied together, hand and foot. At one point, they’d even been gagged, but they’d managed to work free of that. 
 
    Plump, cheerful Aunt Faith beamed her most optimistic smile, her round cheeks slightly flushed. “Hello, dear. Is that the wedding dress Aggie’s making you? How lovely!” 
 
    “Only took us twenty years to get her into one.” Tall, a veritable stick of unsmiling cantankerousness, Aunt Mary barked, “Millie, blame it, my biscuits!” 
 
    Grabbing an apron from the hook on the wall, Millie unlatched the cast iron stove, releasing a gust of smoke. Fishing out the tray from inside, she rushed to lay it on the windowsill and did her best to wave the smoke outside. “Do I even want to know what happened?” 
 
    She already knew she didn’t, but she was obligated. She had to know how bad it was. 
 
    “He put that damn uniform on the minute you left,” Mary muttered, twisting to give Millie access to the ropes once she’d found a paring knife with which to cut them free. 
 
    “When we saw him priming the cannon, we tried to take the shot from him,” Faith said. She gasped when Millie cut through the last rope, then sighed and rubbed her wrists. “Oh, he’s a mean one with the knots. He’s also right cross, I’m afraid. Oh… oh my, Mary. Your poor biscuits. Well, soak them in soup long enough, I’m sure they’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Soak them in soup? They’re ruint, Faith!” Clambering to her feet, the grumpier of her aunts rubbed her aching knees, and then her back, and gradually worked her bony frame up straight. Her mouth flattened as she glared at the still-smoking cooking tray. “Once it was men used to come from all over just to make eyes at me and sample my cooking. They’re not coming anymore, though, are they? No! And why should they?” Slapping the tray out the window, she sent charred lumps of black raining to the ground. “Look at me! I’ve given my whole life to that… that… lunatic!” 
 
    Millie exchanged unhappy looks with her Aunt Faith, who smiled and mouthed, “I got this.” Wiping her hands on her apron, she pulled down a small flour sack to start a new batch of biscuits. “Give me a hand, Mary love. You know you’re better at this than I am.” 
 
    As one aunt distracted the other, Millie set the knife in her hand back on the counter. They couldn’t continue on like this. She loved her grandfather, she did. But the man running around somewhere outside was barely recognizable as the man who’d helped raise her after her parents died. Her grandfather had been the kindest, gentlest man she’d ever known. The colonel, on the other hand, was a military taskmaster. He was angry. He was suspicious. He was unpredictable, and there was just no telling from one day to another who she’d be talking to. The bitter old man waiting for an invading army that had long since been put down, or the frail, confused one who knew full well that his mind was slipping. 
 
    “I think he’s in the cornfield,” Mary said tersely, taking the mixing bowl from her sister before the other could ruin the next batch with too much buttermilk. “Probably trying to round up volunteers for our firing squad. Fortunately, that scarecrow ain’t took him up on the offer, not once in two years.” 
 
    “You’ve got to admire a man who keeps trying.” Faith chuckled. “Eternal optimism, you know it runs in the family.” 
 
    “What, to have us killed?” Mary shot her sister a withering look. “Or the unending crazy that keeps him talking to the blasted scarecrow?” 
 
    From outside came a deep-throated bellow, “Corporal!” 
 
    All three women jumped. 
 
    “Speak of the devil,” Mary muttered, swiping her wrist across her brow before taking her aggression out on the dough. “I love Daddy, Millie, but something has got to be done. Maybe we should reconsider Hurley’s proposal.” 
 
    Millie recoiled. “No.” Just the thought of it curdled her stomach. 
 
    “John’s a good man,” her aunt persisted. “No one’s saying he ain’t. He’s been your best friend since childhood, but he’s got no money, girl. And yeah, we’ll have to move, but at least with what Hurley’s offering we’ll be able to afford that hospital in El Paso. It’ll be a good place for Daddy. They can do more for him there than we’d even know how.” 
 
    “What are we going to do in El Paso?” Millie protested, but she was being selfish and she knew it. Grandpa would be better off in that hospital. It was a good one, everyone said so. Run by church folk mostly, and staffed with doctors full of new ideas on how people with illnesses of the brain ought to be treated. More importantly, they were also full of ideas on how they ought not to be treated. That was important to Millie. She didn’t think she could live with herself if she knew her grandfather was spending his life tied down, strapped in a straitjacket or subjected to horrible disciplinary treatments.  
 
    Everyone said that hospital didn’t do that. Everyone said it was the best, so if she were really the loving granddaughter she kept telling herself she was being, she’d have loaded up the wagon a long time ago and taken him to a place where he could be safely treated, and everyone else would be safe from him.  
 
    But she hadn’t. Because she was awful, and because she was afraid the minute he stepped foot off this property, then everything would change. 
 
    She fiddled with the lace on her gown, feeling every inch of her was like a pig playing dress-up in something so much fancier than herself.  
 
    “You don’t really want to get married, do you?” 
 
    Millie glanced up to find Faith watching her, a sad, sympathetic smile pulling at her mouth.  
 
    No, she didn’t want to get married. But they were between a rock and that hard-hearted bastard, Hurley Ames. If he got his way, he’d take their house, their land, everything her grandfather had worked for all his life, and the only home that Millie had ever known from the day that she’d been born. Marriage would stop that, and so this time tomorrow, married is what Millie would be.  
 
    “I’d sooner make a deal with the devil than with Hurley Ames,” she said, with far more surety that she honestly felt. 
 
    “Does John know?” 
 
    Probably, not that she’d ever confirm it for him. Frankly, he probably felt the same way, which was likely why he hadn’t shown up to meet her before the fitting like he’d promised he would.  
 
    “Corporal!” 
 
    Millie tipped her head back, staring first at the ceiling and then at the open doorway. God, how she didn’t want to go out there. It was getting harder and harder to deal with her grandfather when he went full-blown colonel. She barely knew what to say to him anymore. If she disagreed with him or tried in any way to shake him from his fantasy world, he only got angrily more violent, more confused. If she agreed with him or played along, well then, wasn’t she making it worse? 
 
    Faith nudged the window curtains apart to peek outside. “He’s got his gun. Oh Lord, do you suppose he’s found the real bullets yet?” 
 
    “We can’t keep doing this,” Mary said, repeating what they already knew. 
 
    Millie’s shoulders drooped. “I know.” Hanging the apron back on its hook, she wearily headed back outside. 
 
    “Corporal dad-blamed Hackett!” 
 
    The heat of the sun barely warmed her shoulders as she stepped down off the porch and made her way around the side of the house. “I’m here, Colonel.” 
 
    In full military blues, his red sash tied smartly around his waist and rifle held at the ready, Colonel Barlow Hackett spun from the cornfield to glare at her. His bushy white eyebrows arched in surprise, but then just as quickly came crashing down over his blue eyes. “What the hell are you wearin’?” 
 
    “It’s my wedding dress, Grandpa. I’m getting married tomorrow, remember?” She said it almost hopefully, though she knew he wouldn’t. He hardly remembered much of anything these days unless it had something to do with his past military life. “We were doing the final fitting when you fired on town again.” 
 
    “War don’t stop for happiness, Millie. That town’s full of Confederates and spies. Ain’t nothin’ we need so badly we gotta go to that hell’s den to get it. That’s two demerits for consortin’ with the enemy and two more for bein’ out of uniform. Write yourself up.” He sniffed and considered the corn. “Don’t suppose you happened to check the road while you was rubbin’ elbows with the Johnnies?” 
 
    “The roads are all clear.” Even knowing it invited disaster, she gently said, “The war’s long over, Grandpa. The Confederates are all gone or in Texas.” 
 
    “Gone, ha! That’s what they want you to think.” He turned sharply, poking the end of his rifle through the open kitchen window. “I smell smoke. If there ain’t no more Graybacks, who’s burnin’ down the outpost?” 
 
    “The supper biscuits burned, that’s all.” 
 
    The colonel scowled. “Damn army cooks. Workin’ for the Johnnies, ever’ one of ‘em. Tryin’ to kill us with indigestion.” 
 
    From inside the kitchen, Millie heard Mary’s angry harrumph just before the gun was yanked from the colonel’s hands, straight back in through the window. 
 
    “And there’s the staunchest of their blasted supporters!” he bellowed, grabbing wildly to snatch it back again. 
 
    “Burn my biscuits?” Mary snapped back. “I’ll ‘staunchest blasted supporter’ you, you old goat!” She dashed away from the window at the same time the colonel shoved past Millie, running for the front door. 
 
    “Quick!” Faith cried. “He’s coming! Hide it!” 
 
    Millie chased her grandfather as far as the front door, but stopped when all hell erupted inside. 
 
    “Insubordinate!” the colonel bellowed. 
 
    Mary shouted, Faith squealed, and between the pounding of running feet and the shattering of glass being thrown, Millie sank down to sit on the stoop. Swallowing hard, she looked at her lap and then at smudges of dirt on both her knee and the lacy hem of her wedding dress. Everything she did, it was all one mistake after another. 
 
    Covering her face with both hands, she tried not to cry. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    There were at least twenty men that Gage could see in full trail coats and hats as he was escorted onto the Double T Bar. Just about all of them were armed. 
 
    He counted eight near the horse paddock, and three more shoveling hay and shit down by the barn. He must have passed half a dozen or so out on the road on his way here, and some were undoubtedly sleeping. A grizzled old man with a beard that dangled to his belly sat sharpening a knife in front of a bunkhouse large enough to sleep sixty. Six other men lounged on the front porch of a veritable fortress of a farmhouse, all carried either a rifle or pistols. Or, like the two men walking along beside him, both. Once they noticed him, just about all of them stopped what they were doing and stared. It raised the fine hairs on the back of his neck how, each to a man, had the steely-eyed stares of experienced gunmen and weathered expressions that were as hard as flint.  
 
    He’d worked some pretty rough places before, but all he could think was the Double T Bar must have one hell of a rustler problem, because these were some tough-looking cowhands. 
 
    As he neared the house, a well-dressed man in his forties came strolling out. Adjusting the brim of his hat, he jogged lightly down the steps, striding toward Gage with his hand extended. His black suit looked freshly pressed, his bow tie was perfectly straight, even the dust he trod on seemed loath to defile the spit-shined boots he wore. And though his spurs dinged smartly with each step he took, Gage would almost bet this was one man who’d never sat on a horse long enough to need them. If he was wrong, well… he’d eat his brand-new hat. 
 
    “Mr. Pennell,” he greeted. “I’m Hurley Ames. So glad you could make it.” 
 
    “Nice of you to invite me,” Gage politely returned. “This is quite the operation you’ve—” He tried to find a direction to gesture that didn’t already have a man standing with one hand resting on his gun. Failing that, he adjusted his hat instead and gave Hurley his friendliest smile. “Well, I swear I must have waded through an ocean of cattle about two miles back. I’ve worked some good-sized ranches in my time, but this is mighty impressive.” 
 
    “Direct and to the point. I like that.” Hurley nodded. “Mine’s not the biggest ranch in the country, but it is the biggest in the Territory. I’ve got thirty thousand head of cattle to my name, four thousand of which I need to get to Wichita. Now, my friend back east says you’re the best trail boss he’s ever had. Good at avoiding hostile Indians, rustlers and such. Is that true?” 
 
    “I’ve had me some luck in that area, yes, sir.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Hurley’s smile widened, his bright, white teeth contrasting sharply with the sun-bronzed hue of his skin. He raised his hand, summoning one of the older men from the porch. Lean and chiseled, his face unshaven and his legs bowed from a lifetime of riding horses, the cowboy sauntered out to join them. “This is Ben, my lead caporal. He’ll get you acquainted with who’s who and what’s what, and be your right hand as you get to know the men you’ll be riding with out there on the trail. Anything you need or want, you just ask him, and it’ll be provided for you.” 
 
    Gage reached out to shake the older cowboy’s hand, but paused with a start when two men came out of Hurley’s farmhouse, half-carrying and half-dragging a third man between them. That man had definitely seen better days. Both his eyes were swollen shut, his battered face was bloody and bruised, and the entire front of him was spattered with what had flowed from his mouth, nose, and a gash above his eye. 
 
    Noting the direction of Gage’s stare, Hurley’s smile barely faltered. “Ah, yes. As you can see, you arrived at an interesting moment. I was just finishing up a troublesome business.” 
 
    “Rustler?” Gage asked, carefully neutral. 
 
    “Of sorts, yes.” As the man was heaved up into the bed of a wagon, Hurley turned back to Gage. “Don’t worry. He’ll get proper medical attention once he gets back to town, but I’ll bet you a dollar for a dime he never tries to take what’s mine again. Now, on to more pleasant things. Ben, show our friend here to his new lodgings. The drive is scheduled to begin in four days, which doesn’t give us a lot of time to do what needs to be done.” 
 
    As the driver clicked to the horses, the wagon began to move. Wooden wheels rattled, old springs creaked, and the three men huddled in the bed of it with the now groaning wounded man swayed, lightly bumping shoulders. Gage didn’t dare watch it go. When Ben started walking, he picked up both his saddle and saddlebag, and followed all the way to the bunkhouse. 
 
    It was without a doubt one of the nicest bunkhouses Gage had ever bedded down in. Two wood-burning stoves were evenly spaced among four rows of sturdy double bunkbeds. Those were for the hands, as he found out. Trail bosses and caporal had more private accommodations in the form of narrow rooms, each no bigger than a horse stall, but lavishly (all things considered) furnished with a narrow cot, a pot bellied stove for heat, and a chest of drawers upon which already sat a ceramic pitcher and wash bowl, plus a square of mirror hanging from a nail on the wall so a man could see himself while shaving. Hell, he even had a window, tiny though it was. Someone had dressed it in gingham drapes. 
 
    “This is nice,” Gage said, honestly taken aback. 
 
    “Five-seater outhouse out back,” Ben told him. “There’s a line most mornings, so no one’ll say much if you opt to piss in the weeds. Just take it at least twenty yards from the building. I probably don’t need to tell you, you’ll get thumped if you do it near the well.” 
 
    “No, you don’t.” Dropping his saddle by the stove and his bag on the cot, Gage brushed back the curtain to peek outside. He was treated to a parting sight of the wagon, bumping its way along the road he’d just walked down. It looked headed for Harmony. 
 
    Nothing quite like traveling two thousand miles only to wind up working for a brute (if Hurley did allow that man medical care) or a murderer (as his new boss would likely become, if he didn’t). Either way, rustler or not, Hurley’s actions just didn’t sit right with Gage. 
 
    “How many cattle did that boy steal?” 
 
    “Just the one,” Ben surprised him by saying. “A little heifer by the name of Millie Hackett. They was supposed to be married tomorrow.” 
 
    “And Mr. Ames wants her for himself,” Gage deduced, studying the retreating wagon. 
 
    “Close enough,” Ben said. “He wants her grandfather’s spread. The parcel used to belong to Ames’s daddy, but he sold it to Hackett some forty years ago.” 
 
    “Now he wants it back?” 
 
    “He’ll get it back, too. The deed had inheritance contingencies. It can only pass from father to son or son-in-law. There was a son, but he died years ago, leaving behind a girl.” 
 
    “Millie,” Gage guessed again. “I don’t suppose he’s offered to buy it.” 
 
    “Sure.” Ben shrugged. “She won’t sell, which means now he’s planning to take it.” 
 
    “Why? I saw at least two good streams on my way out here. The water’s not reliable?” 
 
    “It’s not water he’s after,” Ben said, tapping the side of his nose. “It’s oil.” 
 
    Letting the curtain drop, Gage turned all the way around. “Oil?” he echoed. 
 
    “According to rumor, Hurley found a rich pocket on the back forty. Except it wasn’t his back forty. Because of the rock and slant, he can’t drill into it from his side. He’s got no choice but to get the land back.” 
 
    “Does she know?” 
 
    Ben shrugged. “Not that she’s mentioned, and if you say word one to anyone about this but me, it’ll be you bleeding in the back of that wagon.” 
 
    Now he was having an even harder time reconciling his conscience to the violence he’d seen. “That’s a might bit underhanded, isn’t it?” 
 
    Again, Ben shrugged. “Welcome to the Double T Bar.” 
 
    “If you don’t agree with what he’s doing, then why are you still here?” 
 
    “Son,” the older man sighed, “the boss owns sixty percent of all the land within a hundred square miles of here, plus eighty percent of the town. What he doesn’t own outright, he supports or it ain’t here for long. I got eight kids to feed, I can’t afford to disagree with anything, and neither can you. Not unless you want to wind up looking like John.” 
 
    Gage stared at his bunk. It still didn’t sit well, but a job was a job. What with the cattle drive coming up in a couple days, he probably wouldn’t be around too much to see how Hurley planned on treating his neighbors. 
 
    A flash of memory crossed his mind: two pretty legs attached to a beauty with long raven-black hair, running down the streets of Harmony in a wedding dress. Millie. That was the name both the sheriff and the shopkeeper had yelled out. Gage winced. Aw hell. Jumping over his prone body while he’d been lying in the street hadn’t exactly been a proper introduction, but having placed the name with a face—or a pair of legs, anyway—his conscience became completely unbearable. 
 
    Except, he didn’t have the money for a stagecoach back home, and two thousand was an awful lot of miles to travel using nothing but the boots on his feet. And lugging a saddle, as well. 
 
    Hell. He was stuck. Long enough, at least, to drive Hurley’s cattle to Wichita and collect his paycheck. 
 
    Hands on hips, he sighed. “All right, Ben. How about you give me the grand tour?” 
 
    The caporal patted his shoulder. “There’s nothing you can do about it anyway. Just keep telling yourself that, and you’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I figured as much.” Gage followed him from the bunkhouse. “Tell me something though. How do you ignore that little voice whispering at the back of your mind that what you’re doing is wrong?” 
 
    “Easy. I just tell that voice to shush it, afore we both end up bleeding in the back of Hurley’s wagon. Then on payday, I buy it a couple of drinks.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Having changed out of her wedding dress into her most comfortable day-to-day—white blouse, brown homespun skirt—Millie was helping set the table for supper when her grandfather hissed through the open front door that a military invasion was coming up the road. Deprived of his gun, he was armed with a broom, and the look he gave Millie when she ventured outside, wiping her hands on her apron, said everything about what he thought of that that his tightly clamped mouth didn’t. 
 
    Knowing the scarecrow would be hearing about it later on, she shielded her eyes from the setting sun and watched until she recognized the rider. 
 
    “It’s Sheriff Rettig,” she said, surprised. Stepping off the porch, she ventured out to meet him. 
 
    The colonel followed, eyes narrowed and broom weapon-ready in his arthritic hands. 
 
    Soft puffs of dust drifted on the breeze down the road the trotting horse had taken. Trotting, Millie noted again. Not walking, not galloping. She swallowed, but wasn’t quite successful at pushing back that all-too familiar sense of dread now rising up into the back of her throat. 
 
    “Sheriff,” she greeted cautiously, coming out to meet him halfway across the yard. 
 
    She stopped, not because she’d reached him, but because she could see his face now and the look he wore made her legs go weak beneath her. She couldn’t take another step, not if she wanted to stay standing. 
 
    He was here to arrest her grandpa. She’s been dreading this day, always suspecting in the back of her mind that it would come and terrified of what would happen when it did.  
 
    She couldn’t bear it.  
 
    She held herself stiff as the broom her grandfather wielded, her fists hidden in the folds of her dress. 
 
    “Colonel,” the sheriff greeted, his tone every bit as grim as his expression. He touched the brim of his hat to her, but then he just kept staring. At her, not her grandfather. As if he had actually come out all this way for her. 
 
    Her chest tightened now too, so close and hard that she almost couldn’t breathe. Her stomach dropped. The dying summer sun washed hot across her face, but warmth was the last thing she felt. “What?” she heard herself say. Her voice came out so tense and odd that she barely recognized herself. “What’s happened?” 
 
    Grimacing, he looked at the house. Not because he was searching for someone else, she thought. Rather, it seemed he couldn’t bring himself to keep staring at her. When he reached into his inner vest pocket and pulled out a folded paper, the sun got colder and her stomach fell even lower. 
 
    “I hate like hell that I have to give this to you, Millie. I really do.” He held the folded paper out to her. 
 
    She didn’t want to take it, but when he simply sat there, waiting, with that look on his face, Millie had no choice. She gave in, accepted the note and opened it. It read simply: I can’t. Two short words, with John’s scrawling signature below them. 
 
    She read it multiple times, but it didn’t make sense. The longer she stood there, the less she understood it. She looked back up at Sheriff Rettig, still sitting atop his horse, making no effort to dismount because he wouldn’t be staying. Bearers of bad news never did. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” A tic of muscle leapt along the line of his jaw.  
 
    Beside her, her grandfather shifted half a step closer. “What’s it say?” he whispered to her. “Is it a movement report? It’s the Johnnies coming for us, isn’t it?” 
 
    Her confusion must have shown because, heaving another grim sigh, the sheriff finally told her what wasn’t in the note.  
 
    “They dumped him at the waystation about an hour ago,” he said, not specifying who, not that she needed to ask. “By all accounts, he was pretty beat up. Aggie’s boy run that over to give me to give you. By the time I got to the station, he’d already found someone to take him home. When I got to his house, he was gone. I’m sorry, Millie. I really am.” 
 
    “Sorry?” she echoed, and for the first time, a touch of heat burned up through her face. “Sorry don’t amount to cow chips, Sheriff!” She shook the note at him, frustration almost bringing her to tears as she demanded, “You fixing to do anything about this, anything at all?” 
 
    His ears turned red. “What exactly would you have me do? Ride on into his camp and say, ‘Excuse me, Mr. Ames, would you mind terribly if I placed you under arrest?’ Hurley Ames pays my salary.” 
 
    “The town of Harmony pays your salary!” 
 
    “Hurley is Harmony! He owns the land. He owns the buildings. He may as well own the people for all anyone can do jack shit about him!” Catching himself mid-shout, the sheriff abruptly reined in his temper. He also pulled in the slack on the reins, forcing Millie back a step as he turned his horse around. “I came out here to tell you I’m sorry, and I am. I’m sorry about your beau, and I’m sorry for what’s happening to you and yours. But don’t you dare look to me to do something more about this. I’d sooner cozy up with a snake than tell that man what he can and can’t do. I’m not that stupid.” 
 
    “No,” Millie agreed, “but you are that useless.” 
 
    His ears turned red as beets, but Millie didn’t care. She stormed back into the house with her arms tightly folded across her chest. 
 
    “What was that about?” Mary asked from the dining room window where she’d been watching the exchange. “Is he arresting Daddy?” 
 
    “Millie?” Faith asked, openly worried, but Millie threw up a hand and stomped up the stairs. She managed to hold her tears in until she reached the privacy of her room. Once the door was closed, however, she fell apart. Sinking down on the edge of her bed, she smothered her gasps and sobs into her pillow. 
 
    The storm was brief. Once her tears were expended, all that was left for her to feel was the dull ache behind her eyes and the residual fury still heavy in her chest. Hurley could not have been more brutal if he’d walked into her house and slapped her face.  
 
    She couldn’t let him get away with this. If he thought running John off would force her hand, then he could think again. Two months ago, in a rare moment of clarity, her grandfather had walked into the Haroldson’s Law Office in Harmony and passed everything he owned immediately on to the only child of his deceased son. Neither Mary nor Faith had said much in complaint. They’d been every bit as surprised as she had by what he’d done. 
 
    A bare week later, they’d all been surprised again when Hurley paid them an unwelcome visit. 
 
    Well, he wasn’t going to force her hand. She refused to let him. If he thought running her best friend out of town would break her down, then he was in for a surprise of his own. She wasn’t selling her home. Not now, not ever. 
 
    And certainly not to him. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    It was towards the end of the day and the sun was creeping low when Gage sat down for his first supper with his new boss. Ben, two lesser caporals, and four other trail bosses joined them in the house, sitting down at Hurley’s family table, all decked out in a lacy white tablecloth, honest-to-God china dishes instead of tin, and lamps that shone from strategic points all the around the room, lighting up the place like it was daylight.  
 
    Hurley sat at the head of the table, which put his back to the wall, and gave him clear eyeshot out through the fluttering drapes of the open dining room window, as well as the front door in the adjacent main room. Gage was low man on the hiring totem pole. Although technically every bit as much a boss as the other foremen, he took the worst seat, stuck smack in the middle on the side that was tucked up so close to the wall that he had no choice but to squeeze in sideways behind the other chairs. Sandwiched between his fellow trail bosses, he slipped into his seat and resigned himself to enjoying his supper, just like he hadn’t noticed how shoulder-to-shoulder and short for elbow room he was. He hated being scrunched for space, but when grown-ass men had to work together and everyone was armed but him, sometimes a man just had to put on a smile and make the best of it. 
 
    “Whatever we’re having, it smells wonderful,” he said, spreading his napkin across his lap—that was white too, with a narrow trim of doily lace around the edges. When the kitchen door swung open, he quickly snatched his hat from his head, but although he’d been expecting Mrs. Hurley Ames to venture out with food-laden trays in hand, he was surprised again. The woman who ventured out was plump, and Mexican, and her clothes didn’t at all match the finery of Hurley’s. 
 
    “I notice you don’t seem to carry,” Hurley replied, leaning back so she could serve him. 
 
    She moved quietly from plate to plate, neither smiling nor looking at anyone, simply doing her job. 
 
    “No, sir,” Gage said, refocusing his attention on his boss. “Sad to say, I lost my gun in a flash flood just out of Cheyenne. Got washed into a gulch and, more than likely, buried under half a foot of new-turned sediment. Thank you, ma’am,” he told her when she leaned carefully past him to dish a helping of sliced roast onto his china plate. 
 
    “How many cattle you lose in that gulch?” asked one of the younger caporals.  
 
    “Not one,” Hurley answered for him. “It’s only one of many reasons why he’s sitting here at this table, and one of many more for why every man here will give him all due respect. He could have abandoned the cattle and anyone who knows anything about driving herds through summer storms would never have said one word against him, but did he? No, sir. And because he didn’t, he—” 
 
    Everyone at that table startled when the front door slammed open and, for the second time that day, Gage found himself staring at that same raven-haired beauty he’d unofficially met in town. The plain brown homespun she wore now covered her lovely calves from view, but not being able to see them only helped him concentrate on what he could see—the high flush of color that pinkened her cheeks and the storm of anger that turned her blue eyes positively angelic with fury. 
 
     “You donkey-sucking, steaming pile of shit on a rattleback,” she seethed, locking every ounce of that fury on Hurley and not sparing Gage so much as a glance, not even when he stood up. It was rare to hear a lady air her lungs quite so eloquently, or imaginatively, but either way, his mama had raised her a gentleman, so on his feet he was and on his feet he stayed, his admiration growing as she stalked Hurley as far as the edge of his own supper table. Ben was seated there, directly opposite of Hurley, and that’s where she stopped, fists clenched, small breasts heaving under the blouse of her everyday wear. Her long black hair still hung in its single braid and her rose-pink lips—lips as kissable as any he’d encountered in his life—spat, literally spat, right on the floor at her feet before she snarled, “You won’t get away with this. You mark my word, I’ll see to it you don’t!” 
 
    How many armed men had she just walked past? How many were sitting right here at this table, just a-staring while she indulged in this fit of temper? A man had to admire that kind of gumption. With his knees braced hard against the edge of his seat and his chair banged up against the wall, Gage watched her, just transfixed by her show of nerve. 
 
    Sadly, that kind of spirit was utterly wasted on Hurley. All he said was, “We’re in the middle of supper, Millie. If you’d care to sit down, I’ll have someone clear a seat. Otherwise, you’ll just have to come back later.” 
 
    Stomping that last step that separated her from the table, she leaned past Ben to grab his plate and slung it, sliced roast and all, all the way across the adjacent main room. The china shattered against the far wall, raining pieces everywhere. 
 
    “I ordered these dishes all the way from Boston,” Hurley said, unimpressed. 
 
    Millie immediately snatched the plate out from under the shielding hands of the trail boss next to Ben, and sent that one flying as well. It shattered where Ben’s had. “Tell me more about how you love your spendy china dishes,” she dared. 
 
    Hurley smiled instead. It was slight, thin, and never reached quite as far as his eyes. “What can I do for you, Millie?” 
 
    Fists knuckling into her hips, she glared. “Where’s the papers you want me to sign?” 
 
    Eyebrows arching in surprise, Hurley took the napkin from his lap and dropped it on the table as he stood. “Next time, little lady, I suggest you start with that. Selling is the best thing you could do. I know it doesn’t feel that way, but once your grandfather’s in a better place and you and your aunts find yourselves financially well taken care of, you’ll recognize this moment as one of the smartest decisions you’ve ever made.” 
 
    He strolled past her into the main room, boots crunching over shattered china shards as he vanished into his private den. Returning a moment later, he unfolded a packet of neat legal papers, which he lay on the corner of the table closest to her before offering her a freshly filled pen. “Just put your mark at the bottom here…” 
 
    Ripping the papers out from under his hand, she tore the whole packet in fourths and promptly stuffed the pieces down into the bottom of the nearest water pitcher. Doing so soaked her blouse sleeve to the elbow and the plates of every man around it, including Gage’s. 
 
    Damn if he didn’t admire that, too. 
 
    She should have been a redhead. 
 
    “John left town, just so you know,” she said, her tone seething, but even. “You beat him up. You forced him to leave, and he went.” 
 
    “I didn’t force him, Millie.” Compared to hers, his tone was soothing in its softness, but his stony eyes remained cold. “I helped him see things my way, that’s all.” 
 
    “It’s not against the law in these parts for a woman to own property.” 
 
    “No, ma’am, it is not. But it is against the deed contingencies your grandfather signed forty years ago when he purchased property from my father. Those contingencies might be unusual, but they are by no means illegal and they will be upheld, by me if not by a court of law. So, you go on. Enjoy your little temper tantrum. To me, you are nothing more than a little girl in need of a firm hand. But if I were you, I would not waste my time with useless fits of rage. I’d be at home, packing up my family. You’ve three days left, Millie. Three of the sixty that circuit judge gave you two months ago when you ignored my warnings and petitioned the law for help against me. The courts won’t give you another sixty days, especially when John isn’t here to say why he left and no one in town will stand up beside you. Three days,” he reminded her softly, “then I am coming to get what’s mine. What happens then, if someone gets hurt… well, that’s on you, Millie. I have given you more than enough time and warnings. I’m all done.” 
 
    Gage knew a dangerous man when he heard one talking. Prickles of dread crawled up his back, digging into that spot between his shoulders the way it always did out on the trail just before things turned deadly.  
 
    Millie hiked her chin and didn’t back down. “I don’t care how much you’re offering. I’ll go to my grave before I give up my home to the likes of you. Rot in Hell.” She cast her furious gaze to everyone seated around that table, and this time, she absolutely included Gage in that stare. “Straight to hell, the whole bally lot of you!” 
 
    Catching her skirts, she snapped around. Back straight as a broom handle, head held high, she stormed back out the way she’d come and slammed the door behind her. Every window rattled when she did so, as did the glasses on the table. 
 
    Slowly sinking back on his chair, Gage looked to Ben, but the older man silenced him with the tiniest shake of his head. The worst was not over, he realized, especially when Hurley’s stoic face rapidly darkened with the fast-rising fit of temper he’d managed until then to conceal. 
 
    “Excuse me, Mr. Pennell,” Hurley said, feigning cheerfulness that could not have been more at odds with the ice in his eyes. “After dinner, kindly have Ben take you to the storehouse. He’ll get you outfitted with a proper pistol and rifle. An advance on your first pay packet, of course. He’ll also introduce you to a horse you can use. Tom, Billy, come with me, please.” He walked back into his study, flanked by two of the tougher looking trail bosses. 
 
    As soon as he was gone, the youngest man at the table jumped up and rushed out the door, all the better to watch as Millie hiked her skirts and climbed back up onto the buckboard of the wagon that had brought her. With both of them gone, the Mexican woman left the safety of her kitchen long enough to quietly clean up the mess. 
 
    With icy teeth sinking slowly into his gut, Gage dropped his napkin back on the table and retrieved his hat from under his chair. He couldn’t do this. It didn’t matter how much money he had or how far he had to walk, he just plain could not get his conscience reconciled to what might be asked of him in this current place of employment. Even if he wasn’t asked to join whatever was now being planned behind that closed study door, even if all he did was drive cattle from here to Wichita, he still worked for that man. And that made him a party to everything Hurley did. 
 
    He just couldn’t. 
 
    “Ben.” He smiled as he reached across the table to shake the caporal’s hand. “I don’t have eight kids to feed, and my conscience just doesn’t shush so easy.” 
 
    “Pity.” But Ben didn’t look surprised. 
 
    “Hightail it out of here fast,” warned one of the remaining men at the table. “Don’t stay in Harmony, neither.” 
 
    Yeah, Gage kind of figured as much. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Three hours after becoming gainfully employed, once more Gage found himself with his saddle in his hand, two dollars in his pocket, a new Stetson on his head, and all his worldly possessions in a bag across his shoulder. Ohio was a heck of a long way to walk from here. Sadly, his conscience wasn’t going to let him leave that easily.  
 
    Not content with simply avoiding becoming a party to some shady dealings between neighbors, Gage found himself walking back to Harmony long enough to get fresh directions. He found a man with a buggy willing to take him the mile or so out of town to the property line of the Hackett farm. 
 
    The original plan, he supposed, was to warn the fiery-tempered Millie that, despite what Hurley had said, she probably didn’t have three days. He wasn’t even sure she had three hours. In all likelihood, he was going to tip her off about the oil, too, and maybe even offer her a saddle in exchange for enough money to purchase a stage ticket back east. He should have known it wouldn’t be that easy when he saw the twelve-pound cannon and barricades in the front yard. He should have turned around right then and left it all alone. But no, he was a man who liked to see even the most foolish of his ideas through to fruition. Walking up to the front porch, he knocked on the door. 
 
    People with scruples really had no business in the untamed west. It only took Gage a second of staring down the long-barreled Winchester that ventured out to speak with him before he realized he might be in over his head. 
 
    “Grayback,” growled the old man holding that gun, “you’ve come a-knockin’ on the wrong door.” 
 
    “You might be right,” Gage agreed, backing slowly off the porch. “In fact, I don’t believe this has been my day all the way around.” 
 
    “Getcher hands up.” 
 
    He obligingly put his saddle down and raised his hands high. 
 
    “Right, then,” the old man sniffed. “Which are you, boy, deserter or spy?” 
 
    Behind him, Millie suddenly appeared in the doorway. When she saw Gage, her eyes widened. “Grandpa!” she scolded, rushing outside. “You put that gun down right now!” 
 
    She was every bit as lovely a saving angel as she had been while spitting on Hurley’s dining room floor. 
 
    “That’s Colonel Hackett to you, Corporal!” the old man snapped. Frustration scrunched his wizened features as, still holding Gage pinned by the rifle, he leaned close to her and lowered his voice. “Familiarity ain’t allowed in front of the prisoners, girl. You know that!” 
 
    “He’s not a prisoner.” Taking the Winchester away from him, she said, “He’s the first guest apart from John and Sheriff Rettig to come visiting in four years, so be nice!” 
 
    “Nice! Bah!” Disarmed, the colonel stomped back inside. Just before he slammed the door, he shouted back at her, “Nice’ll get you shot in the back, you mark my words!” 
 
    The whole house rattled with the force of his exit, and from somewhere inside, a woman’s muffled censure called out, “Really, Daddy!” 
 
    Gage put his hands down. “Thank you.” 
 
    Turning on him, in a single smooth motion that bespoke of lots of practice, she both cocked the rifle and hiked it to her shoulder. The muzzle locked on him, steady as any he’d yet seen. “If anyone’s going to be shot on my land, it’ll be a sane person and not the crazy one pulling the trigger. Don’t think I don’t remember where last I saw you.” 
 
    “Right.” Gage put up his hands again. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Gage Pennell. I came by—” 
 
    She sneered. “Sent by that donkey-sucking—” 
 
    “Steaming pile of waste on a rattleback,” he finished for her. “Yes, ma’am, that’s where you saw me, but I’m not working for Hurley Ames. Leastwise, not anymore.” 
 
    “Liar.” Her blue eyes flashed with the same temper he’d so admired at Hurley’s. It was still a thrill to see it, but that thrill had a slightly different bite to it when combined with a loaded firearm. 
 
    He patted the air placatingly. “Now, hear me out. I’m just trying to warn you. Any minute now, you’re fixing to have some unwanted guests come riding—” 
 
    “And you’re about to get a belly full of buckshot unless you start hoofing it back to whatever rock you slithered out from under.” 
 
    “Now hold on,” he tried to soothe. “I’m not threatening you.” 
 
    Without batting an eye, Millie pulled the trigger and the rifle discharged barely three feet from him. 
 
    Had Gage not stopped on the road a quarter mile back to answer the call of nature, he was almost certain he’d have messed his britches right there in front of her. He jumped, grabbing his middle, shocked to hell and back again when he felt no pain and saw no blood. She had to be blind as a bat to miss him from this distance. He looked at her again. 
 
    “I didn’t load this gun,” Millie said, as cold as the ice in her baby blue stare. “I’m not sure how many cartridges are blanks and how many might actually have bullets in them. If you’re desperate to discover what’s what, by all means keep standing there.” 
 
    She cocked the gun again. 
 
    It was amazing how quickly fear could turn to anger. Gage had always considered himself a sensible man, cool and clear-headed, quick with a smile and not right easy to rile up. But it was almost like another man entirely grabbed the muzzle of that Winchester, ripping the rifle straight out of Millie’s hands and flinging it across the yard, sending it crashing into the cornfield.  
 
    Her jaw dropped. For a moment, they both stared at one another, and he wasn’t exactly sure which of them was more stunned by what he’d just done. Then again, there were a lot of things a man might find himself doing for the first time when a woman fake-shot him in the belly. Snatching away her gun was only one of them. His second reaction, however, was every bit as instinctive.  
 
    She tried to run, but Gage still grabbed her arm. 
 
    “Colonel!” she shouted, high-pitched and warbling. It was hard to tell if that was because she was still furious or just starting to panic. “Help! Confederate! Colonel, shoot him!” 
 
    Gage didn’t know if the colonel’s gun was also loaded with blanks, and at this point he wasn’t inclined to tempt fate. When the old man came charging back out of the house with a Colt revolver in his withered hand, Gage snapped to attention and offered up his best imitation of the brisk military salutes his daddy used to tell him about, back when his daddy had been a soldier in the war. Gage must have remembered it right, because the salute stopped the old man in his tracks. 
 
    Unsmiling, Gage managed to hold on to the struggling Millie as he said, “Captain Gage Pennell reporting for duty, sir!” 
 
    The Colonel blinked at him, deadly intent melting into slow confusion. “You… you part of the reinforcements I sent for?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to him, Grandpa!” Millie struggled to pry his hand off her captured arm. “He’s a liar and a spy! He’s working for Hurley!” 
 
    “A spy, eh?” Drawing upright, he looked Gage up and down. “All right, son. Where’s your regiment?” 
 
    “Sir.” Holding tightly to Millie’s wrist, Gage took off his hat and covered his heart. Although not a man often prone to the telling of falsehoods, under this set of circumstances, he offered up a whopper. “Sad to report, but I am the only one who made it. They were good men, every one. I apologize for not being in uniform too, but riding through Confederate encampments is hard enough without putting a target on your back.” 
 
    The old man nodded. “Ain’t very smart, neither, but that’s war for you. You do what you have to. Sorry about your men, Captain, but we don’t have time for mournin’. Any information you can provide on the number and position of enemy troops is much appreciated. Give me five minutes to get my maps. In the meantime, the corporal here can show you to your bunk and get you somethin’ to eat. I’ll bet it’s been a while since you had you a good meal.” Glancing back through the open door over his shoulder, he lowered his voice. “Keep a watch on the two spinsters. Insubordinates, both of ‘em. And I ain’t too sure about their loyalties, neither.” 
 
    “Grandpa!” Millie growled, but the colonel strode back inside, already heading for his maps. Hissing, she snapped around to glare at him. “Shame on you for taking advantage of an old man’s confusion.” 
 
    “Says the pot to the kettle,” he returned, tightening his grip on her arm. “I must say, you were sure a sight for weary eyes the first two times I saw you today. Hurley is wrong in a lot of ways, but he was right about one thing. You are in desperate need of a firm hand.” 
 
    She squawked indignantly, but he still marched her to the edge of the porch. She realized his intent almost before he did, and her fight to break free of him redoubled. She locked her legs, heaving back against him. For a man who made a living wrestling with cattle, holding on to Millie was a workout, but far from the worst he’d ever had. 
 
    “No!” she shouted, but in one hard yank, he threw her down across both his lap and the porch. He caught her slapping hands, trapped her kicking legs, sent a quick prayer in thanks that he wouldn’t have to argue with a bustle while he made his displeasure known, and told the back of her thrashing head, “Five minutes isn’t near long enough for what I’ve got in mind, but it’ll do for a start.” 
 
    “Get your hands off me!” she hissed. “Saddlebum! Chuck-line rider!” 
 
    “And you’re a foul-mouthed she-devil who’s about to get a much-needed lesson in manners!” Gage dropped his hat on the porch and tightened his grip around her waist. “You pointed a gun at my gut and pulled the trigger. Not only am I going to lay hand on you, little girl, I’m going to lay hand on you multiple times.” 
 
    With that, the newly- and self-appointed ‘Captain’ Pennell gave the seat of the ‘corporal’s’ skirts the most liberal dusting of her life. 
 
    Skinning a wild cat would have been easier. 
 
    The woman across his knees was more than just a raven-haired beauty; she was also a fighter, and right from those first few swats, she made him work at giving her the tanning she deserved. She kicked. She shouted. She used all that half-hooligan, half-ladylike creativity she’d shown in Hurley’s dining room to tell him exactly where she thought he and his questionable parentage sat on life’s evolutionary scale. Which took a lot of the anger right out of him until he found himself raining vigorous smacks down upon her skirt-clad bottom and trying hard not to laugh. 
 
    Right up until she flailed back far enough to grab his hair, and then his ear, and then to sink her she-claws right into him. His involuntary flinch was the only reason she drew blood down the side of his neck instead of across his face. 
 
    He grabbed both her hands, pinning them to her back, and then he grabbed his stinging neck.  
 
    “Oh ho,” he said, when his fingers came back slightly bloody. “You could not have asked for this any nicer than if you’d begged me pretty please.” 
 
    Yanking her skirts up and her bloomers down, he clamped her kicking legs between his and started all over again, the flat of his hand cracking crisp and hard all over her squirming backside. And this time, he didn’t stop until the whole of her bare ass was stained a brilliant shade of red and the rebel in Millie Hackett had been utterly put down. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    “Oil?” Mary echoed for the third time. 
 
    And like clockwork, Faith chimed in beside her, “Mercy.” 
 
    Millie just sat there, staring at him from across the table with a lump in her throat that no amount of swallowing could dispel. That old familiar coldness was spread through her insides. In the other room, she could hear her grandfather murmuring to a roomful of imaginary officers as he pored over his maps. One mental twist at a time, already he was distorting the ‘information’ Gage had given him.  
 
    With the heat of her anger and the ache in her southern parts fading, all she felt now was ashamed. For having fed her grandfather’s delusions out of spite toward a well-meaning stranger, not to mention ashamed for how she’d treated Gage himself. The more he’d explained, the clearer it became that he really hadn’t deserved what she’d done. He was only a drifter, sucked into something awful and trying to do the right thing before continuing on out of town again.  
 
    A part of her wished she didn’t know that. It would have been so much easier to keep on being angry. For however brief a time, he had been Hurley’s man. But the rest of her just sat where she was, stunned and hating herself for her inability to wrap her mind around—finally—a solid reason for all of Hurley’s backstabbing interest in reclaiming the property his family had sold to hers over forty damn years ago. 
 
    And still, the only part she could make her mind comprehend was, “We’re rich? Really?” 
 
    “We can afford that hospital for Daddy,” Mary said faintly, still in shock. 
 
    “We don’t have to move,” Faith marveled, looking to her sister as if for confirmation that she truly was understanding the situation correctly. 
 
    “We still have to drill it up out of the ground first. Dear God,” Millie said in a small voice to Gage, realizing for the first time just how serious this was. “Hurley’s going to kill us, isn’t he?” 
 
    Hands playing with the rim of his hat, Gage, said nothing. Probably because he didn’t know what to say. If she were in his place, she wouldn’t know either.  
 
    Shoulders sinking, Millie asked, “Will it happen tonight, do you think?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know.” Running fingers through his blond hair, Gage shrugged one broad shoulder. “He mentioned three more days. Might be he decides to try to scare you off first. He might torch your fields—” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “Hurley gets a percentage of our corn crop. He needs it to get his livestock through the winter. It might be a last resort, but I can easily see him burning us out of our house long before he spites himself by destroying our crop.” 
 
    “Have you considered how much safer it would be if you all moved to town for a while? At least there, you’ve witnesses and lawmen who could help.” 
 
    “Nobody there will help us,” Millie scoffed, just as Aunt Mary snorted and added, “Like Daddy would ever go.” 
 
    As if on cue, a blustered, “Abandon the outpost?” startled them all. Everyone looked to the stairs, where her grandpa had stopped midway up, his arms laden with maps. 
 
    “What the hell kind of soldier are you?” he barked at Gage. “Retreat? Never!” 
 
    “I only meant we should get the women out of the fighting.” 
 
    “They ain’t women!” the colonel snapped crossly. “They’re soldiers, and I’m the one what taught them! They’ll stand their ground and whup the Johnnies proper when they come!” 
 
    Gage stood up. “Now hang on—” 
 
    “We’re not leaving,” Millie told him, her grandfather punctuating his approval with a sniff before continuing upstairs. Lowering her voice, painfully aware of how clearly sound carried in the house, she said, “The minute we set foot off this property, Hurley can take it and we lose everything. We can’t leave.” 
 
    “We can also take care of ourselves,” Mary added crossly. “Hell, I can probably shoot faster and straighter than you can!” 
 
    Faith lightly smacked the table with both hands and stood up. Ever the optimist, she announced, “I’ll go load the guns.” A bounce in her step, she headed through the kitchen toward the back porch. 
 
    “The colonel isn’t the only one who’s lost his fool mind.” Gage caught Millie’s arm before she could follow her aunts. A blush of fading fire rekindled all across her backside, and for just a moment, she could have sworn she felt again every place where his broad hand had marked her, first in pain, and then in fire. The only difference between then and now was, he wasn’t looking at her with that same blaze of ire in his eyes. Strangely, beneath the irritation she could see at her stubbornness, for just a glimmer of a second, Millie thought she also saw genuine concern flickering through the hazel-green depths of his eyes. 
 
    “Hurley’s got you outnumbered,” Gage said, “at least six-to-one.” 
 
    “More like ten-to-one,” Millie corrected. “Never thought I’d hear myself say this, but there’s a benefit to living with a man who’s lost his mind. We’ve practiced for this, and I know four people can hold off forty, if they’re smart and they’re in a fortified position.” 
 
    “Five,” he told her. 
 
    “This ain’t your fight.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” he agreed. “But neither is it in me to walk away when everything inside me knows you’re fixing to get killed. This isn’t a fortified position, darlin’. There’s too many windows, bullets’ll cut through these walls like shots through paper, and all they got to do to unfortify us is burn the place down.” 
 
    “They won’t have to burn anything,” Mary interrupted from the doorway. “We done lost the war already.” 
 
    Stepping aside, she folded her arms and joined Millie and Gage in staring at Faith, who had come in quietly behind her taller sister and who now stood worrying her fingers in the folds of her dress. 
 
    “Tell them,” Mary ordered. 
 
    Sheepishly, the shorter woman confessed, “I’m not right sure I remember where I’ve hid the bullets. All I’m finding are the blanks we give Daddy.” 
 
    Millie felt it when Gage covered his eyes and rubbed his face. “That’s it,” he sighed. “I’m hitching up your wagon, and all of you are going to town until we figure out how best to handle this!” 
 
    “We’re not leaving,” Millie insisted. “We’ve got plenty of ammunition. We just have to find it, is all. Think, Aunt Faith, where’d you put it all?” 
 
    “I think I might’ve buried ‘em in the garden. A few boxes here. A few there. I scattered ‘em all over.” When her older sister laughed, the plump woman got defensive. “Well, I didn’t want to put them all in the same hole. What if Daddy found them? It’d be like the cannonballs all over again. We still haven’t found all of those and we’ve been looking for years!” 
 
    “The garden’s not insurmountably huge,” Millie suggested. “Maybe if we all grab shovels…” 
 
    “And dug like crazy all night long?” Gage countered. 
 
    “Too late,” Mary intoned, peeking through the curtain. “Here they come.” 
 
    Millie’s stomach dropped, but just that fast, Gage was out of his seat. 
 
    “Get away from the window,” he ordered, motioning everyone down. “On the floor, now!” 
 
    Dropping to the floorboards, Millie crawled as flat as she could, meeting up with her aunts at the table. In well-practiced unison, they snatched the house lamp off the top and heaved the table onto its side. 
 
    “I’ll get the guns and block the back,” Mary whispered, scrambling as low as possible for the rear porch. 
 
    “Oh Lordy, Daddy!” Faith gasped and lurched for the stairs. 
 
    Hunkered behind the table, expecting shots to start flying at any time, Millie waited in a growing pool of the fear she tried to hide until her ears picked up the approaching gallop of horses coming to the house. 
 
    “I see three total,” Gage said softly. “Two are hanging back behind the blockades. Only one’s approaching. Looks like Hurley’s giving us a warning.” 
 
    “Millie Hackett!” yelled a man’s voice, though not one she recognized. “I got a message for you!” 
 
    From upstairs, a muffled shriek from her aunt was followed by the whumps and thumps of her grandfather, trying to get to a window. If she knew Aunt Faith, she was all but sitting on him in an effort to keep him safe. The men outside wouldn’t know he was firing blanks. 
 
    Millie knew the moment Faith lost the fight, because the man outside suddenly shouted, “Fire one shot at me, you crazy ol’ coot, and you all leave in boxes!” 
 
    “Get off my land!” the colonel bellowed back. 
 
    “What do you want?” Gage shouted out through the crack in the open window. 
 
    “I got a message for Millie,” came the reply. “You got twenty-four hours to vacate the property. After that, ain’t nobody walking out of here whole.” 
 
    “I thought she had three days. What the hell happened to that?” 
 
    “After what we did to John?” The man laughed. “Twenty-four hours or three days, it makes no difference. Ain’t no one fool enough to hitch to that woman now. So pack up and get out, because that’s the only way all ya’ll are living through this.” 
 
    Message delivered, he turned his horse and spurred it back out of the yard and up the road. Hiding behind a damn table, Millie heard him go, but she didn’t see it. She was so angry and her eyes were watering so hard, she could hardly see anything at all. Not even the knotholes in the floorboards just inches from her nose. 
 
    She wasn’t a crier. She never had been, especially not where other people could see her. So when a tear trickled free, she quickly scrubbed her sleeve across her cheek and then used it to sop as much excess misery as she could before those tears got away from her too. 
 
    “Well, that’s that, then,” she said, trying to be reasonable when everything inside of her was perched on the cusp of throwing a full-out temper tantrum. She wanted to yell. She wanted to kick. She wanted to punch something or someone just as hard as she possibly could, but none of that was worth the energy she’d expend because none of that would fix anything. When it all boiled down to the bottom of the pan, if she took Hurley to court, he would win. Not because it was right, but because a contract was a contract, even one with a contingency as stupid as this. And if she stayed out of sheer stubbornness knowing not even the law was on her side, and someone she loved got killed for it, then she’d never forgive herself. 
 
    The weight of her unhappiness was smothering. She never heard the footsteps when Aunt Faith came creeping back down the stairs, or when Aunt Mary come in from the rear porch. 
 
    “I’ll get the shovels,” Mary said, grimly determined. 
 
    “I’ll get the laudanum,” Faith added. “Although I think Daddy’s getting wise to it. Might take some coaxing before he’ll drink anything we give him, but if we don’t have to worry about his mischief, then we can dig all night.” 
 
    She’d never been sadder and yet more proud of the family she’d come from. 
 
    Pushing herself up to sit with the toppled table at her back, Millie gave them the best smile she could manage and said, “Aunt Mary, would you mind please saddling up the horse long enough to bring up the wagon from the barn? Faith, you and I will start packing the necessities.” 
 
    “Oh, honey,” Faith said, the set of her shoulders sagging. 
 
    “That’s it?” As if she couldn’t believe what she was hearing, Mary shook her gray head. “We’re just going to leave? Our tails tucked betwixt our legs, letting that jackass win!” 
 
    “If you’ve got options I don’t know about, I’d dearly love to hear them,” Millie countered. Frustration sharpened her tone to such a razor’s edge that even her hardened aunt snapped her mouth shut in surprise. She didn’t mean to sound so mean, but try as she might, her tone only got harder and more bitter the more she tried to soften it. “Without John, the courts aren’t on our side. No one from town will help us. Unless we get lucky, we won’t even have bullets, but say we do manage to find them, what then? What is a shootout with Hurley and his men going to accomplish, apart from getting some of them and all of us killed? I don’t want to watch you die! Or Aunt Faith, or Grandpa!” 
 
    The older woman scoffed and covered her face with both hands. Breathing through her fingers, she held herself frozen only for a moment before dropping her arms again. “Much as it pains me to admit it, you’re as sensible as your daddy.” She nodded tersely once. “I’ll go get the damn wagon.” 
 
    She went out the back, her slender frame stiff as a pole, and probably trying not to cry. She wasn’t a crier any more than Millie was. 
 
    Faith, on the other hand, was unashamed when it came to sadness. Her plump face already streaked with tears, she said, “I’ll get the laudanum,” since the colonel would have to be drugged either way. God only knew what he would do when he found out they were leaving. Head bowed, she quietly went back upstairs. 
 
    Knowing she’d failed everybody, Millie got up off the floor and walked outside.  
 
    The cool night air struck her face, easing the hotness that always flushed her when she got this mad. The sun had gone down, but it wasn’t quite dark yet. The sky was gray, a tinge of orange staining the clouds along the western horizon. She couldn’t see the riders, they were gone. She could barely make out the individual stalks of corn in the field they’d never get to harvest, or the gnarled old desert willow in the pasture where her parents were buried, or the crossbeams and spikes of the cavalry blockades she’d always hated because they were a constant visual reminder that her grandpa wasn’t well. He never would be well again and, in all likelihood, he’d only get worse as time went by. There was nothing she could do about that, just like there was nothing she could do about this. 
 
    “Might I have a word with you, Miss Hackett?” Gage asked from the doorway. He said it cheerfully, although he wasn’t smiling when she looked back at him. 
 
    “Millie,” she corrected, by way of consent. “Any man willing to cower with me in my kitchen when my neighbor comes to kill everybody has earned the right to call me by my Christian name.” 
 
    Now he did smile, but it was only a flash of a thing—there and gone again even before he stepped out into the coolness to stand with her on a porch that wouldn’t be hers for very much longer. 
 
    Propping a shoulder against a roof post, he said, “Nice night.” 
 
    Yeah, it was. 
 
    “Nice breeze. House is positioned just right to catch it.” 
 
    “Grandpa built it a long time ago. Daddy helped him expand it, once when he was a boy and again when he was my age and fixing to bring my mama home as his bride.” She turned her face into the breeze, letting it dry the tears she refused to cry. 
 
    After a moment of polite silence, Gage said, “Mighty peaceful. A man could get used to spending his life on a porch like this, watching the sun go down after a hard day’s work.” 
 
    Which was about how far he had to go before it tickled at Millie that none of this was what he was really trying to say. She looked at him to find he wasn’t studying the sky or the field or the crops or any of the things his comments had suggested he’d been admiring. He was staring straight at her. 
 
    “Take your measure of me,” he invited. “My name’s Gage Pennell. I’ve worked hard all my life, wrangling cattle mostly and trail riding, but my daddy was a farmer. I’ve worked fields, built fences, and took care of livestock most my childhood. I’m a good man. Upon occasion, I’ll have me a drink or enjoy a game of chance, but neither rules my life. Whenever I’m in town and not on the trail, I make an effort to put my butt in the pews on Sunday morning. A time or two, I can even be counted upon to stay awake through to the end of service. I’m honest. When I give my word, I keep it. I don’t take to liars, and it’s not my preference to tell them.” 
 
    She stared at him, knowing this ought to make more sense than what her brain was making of it, but the longer she listened, the more confused and, oddly, anxious she became. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “Hurley Ames,” he specified, nodding vaguely in the direction of her neighbor’s house. “He might think he’s in the right, but the longer I sat listening to that braggart messenger he sent us, the more I began thinking how dead wrong he was about one very important thing.” 
 
    “What?” For the life of her, she couldn’t think of anything Hurley—or his messenger—was wrong about. Apart from his tactics. 
 
    “Me,” Gage said bluntly. “I find myself standing here before you, Millie, being a man of two parts. First: Despite that braggart’s claims to the contrary, I am not afraid to hitch myself to anyone. Especially not to a woman as stubborn, strong, hard-working, and determined as I can barely comprehend that you must be in order to have dealt with all this on your own up until now. And second: The more I learn about all this, the more I find I don’t got the stomach for ignoring bullies. So,” he said, and it was all Millie could do to focus on the words he was saying and not the glaringly obvious ones he wasn’t. “Having taken my measure of you and given you everything you need to take yours of me, let me ask you a question.” 
 
    Oh, God, he was actually going to say them. Gage, a man she hadn’t met before today. A man who had started work on her enemy’s ranch. A man who, practically before she even knew his name, had turned her across his knee on this very spot where they were now standing, and paddled her backside with his broad hand until all she could feel back there was fire and pain. That man was about to ask her the most unthinkable of questions, and all she could do was stare at him with eyes as huge as supper plates, her heart beating hard as drums against her ribs, and her mind scrambling for something sensible to land on. So far, all she could think was how different this proposal was to the offhanded shrug John had given her right before he’d said, “I’ll marry you if you want to, Millie. Let Hurley jaw on that for a while, huh?” 
 
    Her knees went weak. Feeling that happen was starting to be an awful habit, and not one she particularly wanted to cultivate. 
 
    “If you do this,” she warned, “you run as much a risk of getting yourself killed as we do.” 
 
    The corners of his mouth curled. In the dying of the daylight and without enough lamps lit inside the house, she could barely see it, but she could hear it in his voice when he said, “No, ma’am. Because I know something your not-so-friendly neighbor does not know.” 
 
    Eyebrows drawing together, Millie shook her head. “What’s that?” 
 
    “He might think he owns the law in Harmony, but there’s far bigger law dogs out there than the sheriff you’ve got. What say we bring a pair of them to town?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
     The wagon wheels ground against the sunbaked earth, making the buckboard springs squeak and the lantern dangling out ahead of the horses bounce. It barely lit the road, but if someone was watching the property, as he suspected they might be, then it was sure to be seen. Hurley lived much further out of town than Millie did, but still he gave it less than forty minutes for news to travel back and for new plans to be thrown into action. Personally, Gage hoped Hurley would err on the side of arrogance. If he thought Millie was finally giving in, then come the morning Hurley was likely to send someone round with another packet of freshly-drawn up papers to sign. He might even give them extra time, and with that in mind, he’d left Millie’s aunts with instructions to start loading the porch as if they were packing the house. Load up crates. Load up barrels. Load up all the burlap bags they could find and stack it all in a neat, orderly, bullet-stopping barricade everywhere that they might need to crouch, just in case it came in handy before he brought this all to an end. 
 
    Because Gage would bring it to an end. Maybe Hurley had known about the cattle he’d brought through that flash flood without losing a single one, but there were things about him he knew for sure Hurley didn’t know. What two of Gage’s brothers did for a living absolutely made the top of that list. No man, no matter how powerful he thought himself, would knowingly hire on the brother of two US Marshals while simultaneously strong-arming a woman out of all she owned. 
 
    Well, there was a telegraph office in Harmony and it was located right inside the waystation. He’d seen it earlier that morning when he first arrived. That would be their first stop, in case someone in town noticed them and reported back to Hurley. Let everyone think Millie was checking ticket prices to leave. Their second stop would be the church, where Reverend Goodnight lived in a quiet set of rooms in back. 
 
    “I’ve known him since I was a little girl,” Millie had told him when he’d asked if she thought he was as deep into Hurley’s pockets as the sheriff and his deputies. “He was going to marry John and I, even though he knew Hurley wouldn’t like it. I don’t know if Hurley threatened him or not, but I don’t think so.” 
 
    “When a man rules a place, he can get away with a lot more if he leaves certain people alone,” Gage told her. “Men of God are one of them.” 
 
    It wasn’t the most comforting thing he could have said, and he knew she must be fretting when the ride immediately fell into silence after that. 
 
    Millie was a fantastic fretter. She never showed it once. In fact, Gage had to look close and notice things that would have made his lawmen brothers proud before he knew for certain she was doing anything but enjoying the peace and quiet. Twice, he caught a glimpse of her jaw flexing as she gritted it. Once he thought he saw her thumb tapping upon her folded hands. Taken individually, such things hardly amounted to anything at all. But on a woman like Millie, sitting so straight and proud on the buckboard beside him, both signs together betrayed what he was sure must be a veritable mountain of inner worries. 
 
    “Blue,” he said suddenly, striking up a cheerful conversation.  
 
    She obligingly gave him her attention. “Blue, what?” she finally asked. 
 
    “My favorite color. If a woman’s going to marry a man, for better or worse, until death do them part, she ought to know what his favorite color is. What about you?” 
 
    The way she snapped her gaze straight out over the top of the horses in front of them suggested, if only the lighting were better, he might be able to see her blushing. 
 
    “My favorite color?” she stammered. 
 
    “You act like no one’s ever asked before.” 
 
    She opened her mouth, only to close it again without a word. She blinked twice, and he was starting to wonder if no one really had asked when she hesitantly offered, “Green, I guess.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    “No—well, of course, I have my preferences. I like green. I like yellow too; I’ve just never thought it mattered enough to bring up in conversation before.” 
 
    “All right.” He settled in. “What sort of things did you talk about with your beau, John?” 
 
    He was sure of it now. If the lamp were high or the light brighter, he definitely would have seen her blush. Looking everywhere but at him, she all but choked on an awkward laugh. 
 
    “Why, that’s… that’s… a very private thing to ask. I don’t think I should answer that.” 
 
    “So, personal things.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Things two people ought to talk about when they’re fixing to get married?” 
 
    “I… yes. Appropriate things.” 
 
    “Like how many babies you all might like to welcome to the world?” 
 
    She snapped sideways on the seat so fast he thought for sure she might fall out of the wagon. “Certainly not!” 
 
    “Why not?” he countered, hiding his smile. At least he’d got her to thinking about something other than Hurley and the clock ruthlessly ticking down the minutes until they’d run out of the time they’d been given.  
 
    “B-because… well, t-that is entirely… I mean…” She scoffed, laughed, floundered awkwardly for any way in which to finish that. What she eventually landed on caught him completely by surprise. “That’s just not the sort of thing two people talk about!” 
 
    “They do when they’re building their hopes and dreams,” Gage said, eyebrows arching. “When you’re fixing to be intimate with the person you want to grow old with, you absolutely have those conversations. You have them sitting on the front porch, sipping lemonade and rocking in the porch swing. You have them while holding hands and walking home after twirling your skirts at a townhall dance. You and John never did that?” 
 
    “Hold hands?” she echoed. 
 
    “Spark,” he corrected, knowing full well she knew what he’d meant. “You act like he never came courting you.” 
 
    She floundered again, but that in itself was an answer and definitely not one he’d been expecting from a woman as beautiful as Millie.  
 
    He abruptly reined the horses, pulling the wagon to a stop so he could give her all his attention. Without the constant bump and rattle as they rumbled down the road, the night got really very quiet. 
 
    “Millie,” Gage said pointedly. “Were you and your John-fellow planning an unconventional marriage?” 
 
    It was so quiet he could hear the telltale hitch in her shaky breathing.  
 
    “I don’t think I want to have this conversation,” she hedged. 
 
    “Millie,” he drawled, his tone dropping into a warning. It might have been his imagination, but he thought he felt her shiver. 
 
    “He was a good man,” she said in lieu of an answer, and that right there told him all sorts of things. His mind raced, filling in the gaps her silence had spelled out. 
 
    “Your John ran hot for the fellas, didn’t he?” 
 
    “John,” she snapped back, threads of ice and iron once more lacing up her back until she was stiff as an iron poker, “offered to marry me when no one else would. He was my friend since childhood. He was a good man, who got himself beat up for me, and run out of town. For me!” She turned her face away, expending the fury of her helpless stare out upon the open-grass prairie. “Just because he loved differently from what others say is right, that don’t mean he deserved what happened to him. I also know, as best as he knew how to do, he would have taken care of me and my family. So fair warning, you repeat any of that about John to anyone else and, so help me, I will take a frying pan to you in your sleep! Also, say what you want about him, but at least he never smacked my sit-upon!” 
 
    Laughing dryly, Gage set the parking brake on the wagon and looped the reins around it. “Darlin’,” he began, “I’m pretty sure had you pulled that little rifle stunt on him, even your saintly John would have put you across his knee. That’s number one. Number two, what you and I say to one another will never be spread through town. I don’t gossip, nor do I break confidences, and I sure as hell won’t go besmirching the character of a man who never did me one lick of harm. Number three, and right here you probably ought to take notes since I don’t think I ought to have to say it more than once. I don’t mind fire, Millie, and I don’t mind sass, but the next time you threaten harm on me, you’ll end the night sitting on pillows. Do we understand one another?” 
 
    She said nothing. Hands folded in her lap, lips tightly pressed, she stared out over the horses. 
 
    “Millie,” he warned, his patience thinning. “I am a good man. You can argue with me. You can disagree with me. You can even scold if you think I’m deserving of it. But I will not beat you, lie to you, or disrespect you, and I will draw this here line each and every time you cannot do the same. Now, I’ll have my answer from you, or back over my knee you’ll go right here and now. Do we understand one another?” 
 
    She huffed an exasperated breath, but he also thought he saw the tug of a grimace pulling at her mouth. 
 
    “Yes,” she said softly, sounding as if she already regretted what she’d said. “I understand fine.” 
 
    “Do you want me to take you back, or continue on to town?” 
 
    “Continue to town, please.” 
 
    Unhooking the reins, he released the brake and gave the horses an encouraging click to get them going again. Once more, they rode in silence, but this time she was the one to break it. 
 
    “I’m sorry for saying what I did,” she offered. When he said nothing, she added, “About the frying pan. I… I’m a good person, too. Though I admit, you haven’t really seen the best of me.” 
 
    “Oh now, I wouldn’t say that.” He couldn’t help the smile that curled his mouth any more than he could stop the memory of her flashing him her bare legs. “You’re loyal to those you love. Not only is there nothing wrong with that, but someday I hope you’ll put me in there among them.” 
 
    It was just after ten when they got to town. He woke the stationmaster from his cot in the back, but it was Millie who wrote the bank note for the telegram he sent to his brothers in Texas. Scratching his head and yawning, the stationmaster, Jim Arthurs, faithfully copied down all ten words that Gage dictated, the cost of which was just over three dollars. 
 
    “I’ll sell my saddle,” Gage promised her. 
 
    “As if three dollars comes close to what I’ll owe you when this is done,” Millie replied, and together they walked across the street toward the church. “I’ll admit, I am a little nervous. Mr. Arthurs might tell Hurley what you sent and to who.” 
 
    “He might,” Gage agreed. “But we watched him send the message, so there’s no taking that back. Help is on the way. It’s not you who should be nervous now, darlin’. It’s Hurley.” 
 
    As it turned out, Reverend Goodnight was still awake. He answered Millie’s brisk knock dressed in britches, shirt and suspenders, with his collar undone, his wire spectacles low on his nose, and his bible laying open on the kitchen table behind him. He took one look at her, and his face fell. “What’s happened?” 
 
    “Did you hear about John?” 
 
    “I suspect everyone in town knows that story by now.” 
 
    “Reverend, I need you to marry us.” 
 
    For the first time, the minister gave Gage more than just a cursory look. He also stepped aside and let them into his church. “You realize what this is going to do? When he finds out, Hurley Ames’ll go off like your granddaddy’s cannon. You,” he said, looking at Gage, “all of you, have a very real chance of ending up just like John.” 
 
    “If not worse,” Millie replied without flinching. Gage could not have been more proud of her for that.  
 
    “I’m already setting up my checker board,” Gage assured him. 
 
    Unimpressed, the minister replied, “You best be setting up that game for chess. What’s your name, sir?” 
 
    “Gage Pennell.” 
 
    Gathering his bible from the table, Reverend Goodnight said, “I expect you both in my church, front and center come Sunday morning, if for no other reason than so I know you’re still alive.” Flipping through pages, he cleared his throat and began to read. 
 
    Ten minutes later, with their signatures still drying in the church’s marriage register, it was done. He had come to Harmony looking for a fresh start, Gage thought as he quietly walked his new bride back to her—their—wagon. 
 
    This wasn’t at all how he thought it would happen, but seems he’d found one. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Her chest was going to explode. Over the twenty or so minutes it took them to drive the wagon home again, Millie kept touching it, pressing her hand down over her pounding heart while trying not to panic over how much worse she’d just made things. Had she just killed everyone she loved? Had she just killed Gage, the man she barely knew and yet who now was her husband? 
 
    Oh Lord, she had a husband. 
 
    Now what? 
 
    Legally, in the eyes of the law and in accordance with the downright medieval contingencies put forth in that stupid deed, her property was now her own. Or, rather, it was now Gage’s. But at least Hurley couldn’t legally take it from her, not that ‘legalities’ would stop him from trying. She gave him until morning before he discovered all, and then she had every expectation that not only would hell break loose, but that the devil would come looking for her. 
 
    They drove into the yard, carefully negotiating the cavalry obstacles. He parked near the porch. 
 
    “I’ll take care of the horses. Go on inside,” Gage said, offering his hand for stability before she stepped down. Like any gentleman would do. Like she hadn’t been hopping in and out of wagons since she could walk. 
 
    She took his hand anyway, because when she stood up, she found her legs were shaking. His hand was strong, though. It was warm and comforting too, and it held on to her all the way down until her feet were firmly on the ground. 
 
    Her aunts had been busy while they’d been gone. A long line of bundles traced along the edge of the porch all the way around the house, with the only gap being right in front of the porch steps. There, the bundles were pushed back, but only far enough to allow someone to get between them. Once she had, that was when Millie saw that beneath the tarps and sheets everything was straw bales. With the variety of items stacked on top of the bales, it made it look as if the house were completely packed up. Tools and horse tack had been brought up from the barn and sprinkled intermittently among the sacks and crates. It looked… well, like they had given up. 
 
    “You’re back,” Aunt Faith whispered, when she walked inside. She motioned for quiet, then pointed toward the dining room where low snores were rumbling. Grandpa had fallen asleep in his chair, head leaned up against the wood-slat walls where he’d been trying to watch the road. He had his rifle in both hands, resting up against him. “They’re blanks,” Faith supplied, before Millie could get too alarmed. “We finally got him to drink the laudanum, but only in a shot of whiskey and coffee. Still, he’s out now.” 
 
    “He knows what’s happening?” Millie asked, but judging by where he was sitting in full view of the half-barricade that lined the porch, he had to know. 
 
    “Confederates are invading,” Faith said, half cheerful, half rueful. “You were both declared deserters at first, but I think we finally convinced him you were just scouting out the enemy camps.” 
 
    In spite of everything, Millie caught herself mid-smile. “Where’s Aunt Mary?” 
 
    “Digging us out of a hole,” came her other aunt’s grumpily familiar voice from the kitchen.  
 
    She stepped into sight from behind the open kitchen doorway, dirt positively covering her from the hem of her dress to her knees, and her fingertips to her elbows. It splashed the front of her apron. It even smudged her bony cheeks and the bridge of her nose. But no matter how much dirt she wore, nothing could have dulled the smug victory that spread over her when she held up two equally filthy boxes of bullets. 
 
    Millie almost forgot to whisper. “You found them!”  
 
    “I found two,” Mary corrected. “But it’s better than blanks, and I’ve been thinking on that anyhow. We can make what we got stretch farther if we use the blanks on bluff charges and only switch to real cartridges once it gets serious. They’re expecting a house full of women and one crazy old man when they come, not a full-blown retaliatory shootout.” 
 
    “They’re expecting me,” said Gage, just coming through the door. 
 
    “No offense,” Mary replied, “but they don’t know you. They don’t know your mettle.” 
 
    “When Hurley finds out I’ve stolen what he claims is his, he just might come hunting for bear. We don’t have to take them all out,” he reminded them. “We only have to hold them off until reinforcements arrive. To which, by the way, you ladies did an excellent job on the front porch.” 
 
    Rubbing her hands against her skirted thighs, Millie took a look around. Everything fragile or unnecessary for the coming fight had been moved, probably to the root cellar since that was where they’d always taken them during the colonel’s drills. Late as it was, tired as she was, all she could think of was what Faith was already doing, ripping old clothes for bandages. A pot of vittles would be a good plan, as well. Battles didn’t stop for empty stomachs, and they’d need to set in extra stores of water, too. There’d be no going to the well once Hurley and his men were camped outside their door. 
 
    “You all go to bed,” she finally decided. “I’ll take the first watch.” 
 
    But Gage stopped her. “We can break up into shifts, if that’s what you really want, but the only thing that’s going to do is tire us out faster. My gut says tomorrow is when they’ll hit us. If we want to be ready, we’ll need our rest tonight.” 
 
    Millie wanted to argue. Not because he wasn’t right—deep down, she thought he probably was. Still, every nerve inside her sparked to fight for no reason other than because for almost five weeks now, she had been prepared to have her first night of marriage be with John. Nice, safe John, whose plans regarding their nuptial life together included his continuing to stay in town. He worked at the bank, after all. It had never made sense to either of them for him to ride a mile each way, every day, just to live with her when his whole life, both the obvious and the secret side, resided in Harmony. Especially since neither of them had had any interest in making this a marriage. 
 
    The same could not be said of Gage. Suddenly, unexpectedly, without a single discussion, all the plans and sureties she’d had regarding the rest of her life had changed. Now everything felt so… real. She wasn’t ready for that. 
 
    She didn’t know what to say or do. 
 
    “Let’s go to bed then,” she agreed, doing her best to put on a smile and praying no one could see the panic building just under the surface.  
 
    Mary looked at him. Still holding on to the bullets, she dropped her dirty hands to her sides. Vanishing back into the kitchen long enough to toss each loudly, pointedly—clunk! clunk!—on the counter, she came back out wiping her hands on her equally filthy apron. She walked right past Gage, not taking her eyes off him, even when she paused to press a fond kiss on Millie’s forehead. From Mary that was unusual, but the unspoken message was clear enough to hear even without words. 
 
    “Come on, Faith,” she told her sister, who was already putting her pile of bandages aside.  
 
    Faith gave Millie a kiss too, although that was every-day normal. She also flashed a quick, slightly sympathetic you-asked-for-this smile to Gage. “Welcome to the family,” she said, and followed her sister upstairs. 
 
    “It’s good to have family,” Gage said, a little too brightly once they were alone again. All except for Grandpa, snoring in his chair by the window. “It’s nice that they look out for you.” 
 
    “Your family doesn’t?” Finding a blanket in the pile of things her aunts had brought to the living room, she shook it out. Every nerve in her body tingled in awareness of him as she slipped past Gage to lay the blanket over her grandfather. 
 
    “My family’s not here,” he pointed out. “But yes and no. They’ve had a few things to say about my chosen occupation, but I know where they are when, like now, my back’s up to it. I also know help is coming. We just have to hang in long enough for it to get here.” 
 
    She hoped he was right, but that wasn’t her biggest fear at the moment. 
 
    She fussed with her grandfather until it became clear, even to her, that she was only stalling. When Gage collected the bullets from the kitchen, she blew out all the lamps but two. Leaving one for the colonel, in case he woke up, she took the other, and when Gage gestured for her to precede him, she led him upstairs. 
 
    She passed both her aunts’ and her grandfather’s rooms, taking him to a second narrow staircase tucked behind a door. When she was a little girl, being in the attic bedroom had made sense. She was small, it was small; together, they were a comfortable fit. But then her parents had died, freeing up a room on the second floor with the others. All through her teenaged years the offer was there, but Millie couldn’t make herself take it. And of course, these days she had more to worry about than the size and location of a room she would only use while sleeping. 
 
    This was different now, too. His shoulders were so broad, Gage had to climb the staircase sideways. He crouched when he topped the last step. A good head shorter than he was, Millie had to duck in spots, but only around the bed. Gage had to duck everywhere. 
 
    “We can move to the extra room downstairs tomorrow,” she told him. 
 
    “This is nice,” he said, glancing around while she set the oil lamp on the bedside table. 
 
    Millie tried to be sensible, but her hands still trembled when she turned down the bed covers. It wasn’t a big bed. Two people would have to be cozy to share it, but she supposed that would also change. The bed in her parents’ old room was bigger too. 
 
    “What side do you like to sleep on?” Gage asked, taking off his hat. 
 
    Rattled as she was, she didn’t think she had a preference. “This’ll do fine, if that’s all right with you.” 
 
    The bed had two pillows.  
 
    “Do you need both?” he asked. 
 
    Sometimes she hugged one, but Millie shook her head. 
 
    Putting the cartridge boxes on the other side table and dropping his hat on top of them, he picked up the book he found there, paused to read the title, and then passed it across to her. “Don’t suppose you have an extra gun and a blanket, do you, darlin’?” 
 
    “What’s the caliber on the shot?” she asked, as if such things were conversations all newly wedded couples had in the quiet of their bedroom. 
 
    Gage smiled, maybe even thinking the same. “Something I never thought I’d hear a woman say with both of us standing in her boudoir.” He answered her question, and she went to fetch him two rifles that she had stashed in her wardrobe. 
 
    While he loaded both in turn, she got the blanket he’d asked for. Warm as summer nights here were, she barely used the one she had on the bed, but she took her winter quilt out of the chest at the foot of the bed. She would have spread it over the bed for him, but he stopped her. Leaning the rifles up against the wall by his nightstand, he took the quilt and spread it out on the floor instead. 
 
    “Thank you, Millie.” Snagging the pillow closest to him, he dropped that on the floor too, flashing her a smile. He sat down on the edge of the bed long enough to take off his boots and his vest, making a neat pile of them on the floor beside his makeshift pallet. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked, startled and rattled, and trying above all things not to add rejected onto the list of what she was feeling when he got down on the floor. 
 
    Picking up his hat again, he said, “Giving you time to get used to me.” He tossed her a wink, then covered his face with his hat and laid back, everything except his stockinged feet and the hems of his brown trousers disappearing from view. Those stuck out almost two feet longer than her bed. Granted, some of that was due to the nightstand being in his way, but her little bed was definitely too small to hold a man his size. 
 
    Her whole body flushed, first with relief, then because she couldn’t help being embarrassed the longer she stood staring at his feet. Or that she couldn’t stop remembering the width of his shoulders as he’d been coming up the narrow stairs behind her. Or the size and strength of his hands, when he’d helped her down out of the wagon, or touched the small of her back, politely nudging her into Reverend Goodnight’s church house ahead of him, or even when he’d grabbed her arm, spilling her down across his lap before spanking her, hard and fast, and full of swift no-nonsense for what she’d done. 
 
    She didn’t particularly like that part of his character, but she had pulled the trigger on him. She’d done so knowing full well she was firing off a blank, but her intent had been to scare him. Hindsight being what it was, she had to admit, she’d deserved it. 
 
    And now here he was, not pushing his husbandly rights just to give her time. 
 
    “Do you need help undressing?” 
 
    She startled back to herself, still just standing there and staring. And he knew it, too. “No.” Sinking down to sit on the bench at her dressing table, she unhooked her shoes and took them off. Her stockings followed. After that, it got harder, because there was nothing left for her to remove that didn’t make her feel caught somewhere between scandalous and salacious. 
 
    “I thought I might keep my dress on,” she finally offered. “Just in case.” 
 
    “Don’t get caught with your drawers down,” Gage agreed from the floor. “Good thinking.” 
 
    It was what he was doing, she realized. The only things he’d taken off were his shoes and his vest. Obviously, he’d already thought of this. 
 
    “Do me a favor, Millie,” he drawled from out beneath his hat. “Open a window. I want to be able to hear what’s happening outside.” 
 
    She had two small attic windows. She opened them both as wide as they would go, letting in a whisper of cool air. The curtains billowed softly as she padded softly back to bed. 
 
    “Do me another favor,” he said again, not sounding at all sleepy. “Turn the lamp down low, but don’t blow it out. I know it’s a waste of good oil, but just in case, I’d like to be able to see what’s around me if I need to get up.”  
 
    She obeyed and then, with nothing else to do, feeling strange to the point of wondering if she were dreaming, she quietly got into bed. Even fully clothed, lying down on top of the blankets with a man in her bedroom was beyond what all decency said she ought to be doing. Folding back the blanket, she crawled in under the sheet, which made her feel marginally better. 
 
    Hugging the pillow beneath her head, she stared at the shadows in her room, lit by a glow of low amber lamplight. It was late. It had been a long, hard day. She ought to be just as tired as tired could be, but her eyes refused to shut and her heart had a strange, hard rhythm to its beating. She could feel it in strange places. Not just in her chest, but in the heaviness of her breasts, compressed as they were by her corset, and way down in the pit of her too-warm belly. She could feel it even lower than that, truth be told. She could feel it between her legs and no matter how tightly she squeezed her thighs, that thumping sensation would not go away. 
 
    It was the anticipation, she told herself. God knows, she’d been running scared for a while now. Being here, in this room with Gage, made it feel both less and more real in ways she didn’t know how to analyze. It made it better and worse. He was an added responsibility she didn’t want to carry, and yet having him here also felt as if she didn’t have to keep shouldering this all alone. He was making decisions. Not for her, but with her.  
 
    She was scared. 
 
    She was grateful. 
 
    She felt like she ought to say something so he’d know. 
 
    “Are you asleep?” she finally gave in and whispered. 
 
    “No, ma’am,” he replied, seeming more amused than tired. 
 
    With the lamp wick turned as low as it was, all she could see were the shadowy lumps and folds of her blanket, turned into mountains on her bed. She lay, staring out over the peaks of them and feeling the distance. 
 
    “It can’t be all that comfortable,” she hedged, “lying down there on the floor.” 
 
    “Last night I slept in a carriage, on a hard wooden seat, next to the sweetest ol’ lady you’d ever met… if only she’d take a bath and get rid of that yap dog she was loving on. Cussed thing must have peed on her four times and she never once changed her traveling clothes. Trust me, this right here is all kinds of luxury. Besides, when I’m on the trail, I sleep on the ground.” 
 
    Millie burrowed into the softness of her pillow and wished she were a little braver. A braver woman would know the right combination of things to say in a circumstance like this. All she could think of was, “All I’m saying is, you don’t have to spend our wedding night on the floor. Unless, of course, you… really want to.” 
 
    He was quiet, but only for a moment. She heard the rustle of cloth a half second before the shadow of him sat up and removed his hat. She could barely make out the features of his face, the angle of his brow and cheek, the strong line of his jaw sloping toward his chin and the shape of his mouth. Was he smiling? She thought he might be smiling, which did all kinds of wonderful and terrible things to her already chaotic insides.  
 
    That throb between her legs pulsed harder. She gripped her pillow tighter. If she didn’t, she might do something awful, like reach down under the sheet and touch herself there. Press it. Rub it, maybe. Whatever she had to do to win herself a little peace. 
 
    She should have taken her dress off. She was such a coward. 
 
    “Millie, love,” he said, and something inside her snapped. 
 
    “Don’t make fun of me,” she warned. “I was just being nice, is all. I know you’re only here to… because… hell if I know what made you want to stay. If all you want is a marriage in name only, you can have my parents’ room downstairs. Go there right now, if you want. It makes no never mind to me. I’ll just pretend you’re John; it’s not like I wasn’t resigned to that kind of living anyway. I wasn’t offering you anything, anyhow. I was only thinking of your comfort!” 
 
    She snapped over onto her other side, bouncing the bed in her aggressive need to escape the embarrassment. Perched as she was along the very edge of the mattress, she nearly knocked herself off onto the floor. Yanking the sheet up to her chin, she hugged her pillow tighter and wished she hadn’t said anything. 
 
    “Well, all right,” Gage said affably. “Let’s go on and have that conversation. Number one—” 
 
    Flattening her mouth, Millie rolled her eyes. The man certainly had a thing for counting. 
 
    “—I’ll admit we never said how we wanted to make our arrangements until death do we part, but I’ll tell you, I don’t rightly think I want a marriage in name only. What good will that do us in the long run? Did you really go through all that’s happened to you, fight as hard as you’ve fought to hold on to this place, only to have no one to pass it on to in forty or fifty years? No, ma’am. I’m thinking four or five healthy young’uns running around underfoot, learning how to work this farm might just be the way I’d like to go. But you don’t yet know me, so I thought I’d sleep on the floor to give you a chance to get used to it. That’s number one. You go on and invite me up into your bed again, see what happens. Before you do, you might want to keep in mind I won’t be coming up there to sleep. At least, not right away. Also, you won’t be keeping that dress on. Nor your underthings, neither. When we get to sharing a bed, Millie, I have every intention of stripping you down to your skin where I will proceed to touching, and tasting, and loving on every inch of you. Just so you know, that’s number two. Number three, I wasn’t fixing to make fun of you, Millie. I’m not a man who finds joy in hurting the feelings of others, and especially not those of the woman I vowed before God to love, honor, and cherish. I will thank you not to mistake me for that sort again.” 
 
    Millie stared at the fluttering window curtains, her anger—if it truly had been anger to start with—having already abandoned her. The shadows inside were darker than the night sky, punctuated with bright starry dots that faded in and out with the passing of midnight clouds.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said faintly, because she probably owed him that. Also, it was much safer than what she really wanted to say. A house full of children sounded nice. She’d never let herself hope for that before.  
 
    “Apology accepted.” Gage lay back down again. 
 
    She heard the shifting of his hard body as he made himself comfortable, the soft plop as he dropped his hat back over his face, and the even softer sigh as he folded his hands on his chest and probably even closed his eyes. 
 
    A house full of kids meant sooner or later that hard body of his would be bending the springs of this old bed beside her. Her nipples perked, her breathing quickening as her chest grew hot all over again. She tried to imagine what that would feel like, the heat of a man’s chest burning against her back and the weight of his arm, draped around her while they slept. She knew what sex was. No one raised on a farm went blindly to the marriage bed. When the rooster rubbed tailfeathers with the hens, they got eggs. When the stallion mounted the mares, they got foals. She’d never seen a naked man before, but she wasn’t an idiot. Her mind had no problem filling in the blanks on all the whys and hows of whatever he had, fitting itself to what she had before all the rubbing commenced to happening. 
 
    Her body pulsed in molten time with her runaway heart. The more she tried not to think about how it might feel to rub on Gage or vice versa, the harder that place between her own legs throbbed. 
 
    Things like that, though, simply weren’t said. Millie had no idea what words one could even use to express such thoughts, so she kept quiet. Until the longer the silence droned, the harder it became to interrupt it. 
 
    But the feeling wasn’t going away. Like an itch she couldn’t scratch hard enough, it just became that much rawer, until at last she couldn’t help herself. 
 
    “Gage?” she whispered, soft as she could just in case he might be sleeping. 
 
    His response was immediate, and he still didn’t sound the slightest bit tired. “You needing me to help you take your dress off, darlin’?” 
 
    Her throat tightened; her breath caught. Beneath the sheet and all her skirts, her thighs scissored, rubbing ever so slightly in opposite directions. The most useless of scratches for an itch that would need a great deal more before it was sated. “Yes, please.” 
 
    When he got up, so did she. Damn it, her hands were shaking all over again. She fumbled with the buttons of her blouse while he came around the bed. Thank God the lamp wick was low. It would be hard enough to get through this without him seeing what a mess she’d become. 
 
    Then his hand found hers in the semi-darkness. She knew he couldn’t help but feel her trembling, yet he said nothing. Instead, his thumb passed a wandering caress across her knuckles as he moved her fingers out of the way, and helped her from her clothes. Blouse first, then skirt. Corset, followed by petticoats, until at last she stood there in nothing but her drawers and camisole, with her nipples thrusting so hard that with every breath she took all she could feel was how coarsely they scoured at the insides of her unders, as if her camisole were made of burlap sackcloth.  
 
    That was when he touched her for the first time, for real. Gentle and soft. Intimate in a way she’d never felt from another human being, and all he did was let his big hands drift up the outsides of her arms to settle upon her shoulders. He stroked along her camisole’s neckline seam, following the edge from her shoulder straps to her chest, until he found the last row of buttons he’d have to work through. 
 
    He was three buttons down when her nerves gave out. 
 
    “Maggie Harris from town,” she blurted, soft as a whisper and shaky as a leaf, “s-she says it hurts the first time.” 
 
    He paused only a heartbeat or two, and then his hand came drifting up to catch her chin. He tilted her face to his, the caress of his thumb across the bow of her bottom lip positively stealing her breath. 
 
    “Not if I can help it,” he promised, just before the heat of his soft lips found hers in the dark. 
 
    She trembled the whole time she kissed him back. Trembled, and burned, with her knees trying constantly to buckle out from under her, and her heart just a-stumbling along, like an old drunk with a pocket still full of pay. Damn if she didn’t feel drunk too, as his fingers plucked at the final two buttons and her camisole at last fell to the floor. 
 
    Thank God it was dark. Thank God he couldn’t see her. 
 
    One kiss, one touch, one breath-catching caress at a time, his hands saw everything instead. And where they wandered, his lips had a habit of following—from her lips to her neck, to the breasts that he briefly cupped before his mouth ventured down to take its turn and his hands moved on to unexplored places south of her waist. 
 
    Holding on to his shoulders, it was all Millie could do just to keep breathing as her nipple was engulfed in suckling wet heat, and with a pluck of the strings, her drawers abruptly loosened and fell to her ankles. 
 
    For the second time today, she found herself with a man touching her naked bottom. This time was nothing like the first. Gage did a lot more gripping, molding the fullness of her flesh in the palms of his rough hands.  
 
    He did a lot more squeezing. With his lips and tongue teasing the swollen tips of each breast in turn, and his restless fingers tracing, holding, cupping and exploring as they wandered from the hills of her buttocks into the valley in between.  
 
    He did less smacking, too. She still startled when she felt it, but unlike earlier out on the porch, this time there was no pain and the only heat that flared when he did it was the throbbing burn that just kept building hotter between her shaky legs. Until he touched her there, and her legs nearly gave out beneath her. Every bit of air she hadn’t realized she’d been holding came shivering out past her lips on the tail of what fit more as a whimper than a moan. 
 
    Millie snapped her mouth shut. She wasn’t a whimperer and never had been, but he gave her no time to be upset about it. Not when his strong arm wrapped itself around her waist, taking all responsibility off her shaky knees as the wandering fingers of his other hand skimmed around her hip, slipping down in between them, over her mons and straight down in to play in the rawness of her hot, wet, throbbing, aching need. 
 
    He cupped her, and her trembling became shaking. 
 
    He stroked her, fingers searching, and it felt good. 
 
    “Cover your mouth, darlin’,” he whispered. 
 
    She did, with both hands, and she was glad of it only seconds later when his slick fingers found what they’d been looking for. If he hadn’t been holding her, she’d have landed on the floor when her legs gave out completely. 
 
    She had no idea when exactly they ceased to be standing and suddenly the bed was at her back and Gage was lying on top of her, but Maggie Harris could not have been more wrong. There was no pain. Oh, he mortified her—how could she not have been with how easily he made her gasp and writhe as he touched her. He shocked her, but what woman wouldn’t have been when the man she was lying with suddenly spread her legs open wide so he could replace the devilish rolling of his fingertips with the feasting of his mouth. His hungry, nipping, licking, suckling, teasing, heaven-sent mouth. 
 
    He made her come completely, horrifically, embarrassingly undone. First with his mouth, and then with his mouth and his fingers both, and no matter how hard she tried, she just couldn’t hold still. She smothered herself with her blanket and pillow, but she couldn’t be quiet. And her body became a devilish thing, belonging to someone else. Belonging to Gage, who took her from writhing and muffling her squeaks, to riding his hand with the kind of franticness she’d never experienced, much less heard of. 
 
    He was inside of her before the second wave of soul-robbing spasms had stopped. That hadn’t hurt either, not any more than a faint pinch of discomfort followed by a fullness not even his fingers could rival. 
 
    “Wrap your legs around me,” was all he said, but Millie didn’t. She couldn’t. She wrapped him in both her arms and her legs, fumbling in her franticness until she’d found a companionable rhythm in which to move with him. Her franticness built up again and this time, when he rode her smaller body all the way into the breathtaking spasms that first rocked and then shattered her, he shattered himself too. 
 
    He’d kept his promise; it hadn’t really hurt at all. 
 
    The only part, in fact, that could have made it better, Millie found herself thinking in the sleepy aftermath—apart from not having a giant wet spot in the bed underneath her—would have been not having to go through what she knew was coming with the rising of tomorrow’s sun. She liked lying here like this, with her head pillowed on his chest and the beating of his heart lulling her heavy eyes closed. Just touching him, skin to naked skin. 
 
    Next time, she decided as she was drifting off. Maybe next time, they could spend all day without any worries and just do that. 
 
    It wasn’t likely. 
 
    Still, a girl could dream. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Gage startled awake from the comfort of a too-small bed, under the warm weight of a naked, raven-haired beauty, to the ear-splitting crack of a rifle being shot downstairs. He jerked, knocking both himself and Millie out onto the floor. 
 
    From the dining room below, the colonel belted out, “Ha, ya yellow-dogged Grayback! Didn’t think I could see you skulking about the corn there, did ya?” 
 
    “Grandpa,” Millie groaned, floundering to untangle herself both from him and the blankets.  
 
    Gage came awake much faster. Crap, had it started already? 
 
    She squeaked when he dumped her off him and grabbed his pants. He’d be sorry about it later. Yanking his britches on, he started for the stairs, then changed his mind. 
 
    Hell. He was new-married, after all. 
 
    “You’re mighty fine on the eyes first thing in the morning,” he said, stealing a quick kiss—make it two. Grabbing the rifles from beside the bed, he ran downstairs.  
 
    He found the colonel hunkered down at the window near the bottom of the stairs, reloading his rifle and chortling. “I may be old, but you’ll have to do better than that if you aim to sneak up on me.” 
 
    Ducking both to better see outside and, hopefully, not get shot, Gage said, “Morning, Colonel.” 
 
    “Captain,” the old man growled back, rifle once more butted up against his shoulder as he took careful aim outside. 
 
    “How many we got?” 
 
    “Four, at least. Hiding in the corn. Cowardly bastards keep trying to surrender.” 
 
    Following the direction of the old man’s aim, Gage watched until a shadow of movement rustled through the deep cover of the corn, bending the grassy stalks just before a stick with a handkerchief tied to the end, popped up above the field. It waved, winning another shot from the colonel’s gun in return. 
 
    “You crazy old goat!” someone shouted. “I said don’t fire! I come to talk, dammit!” 
 
    It was a voice Gage immediately recognized. “Ben? That you?” 
 
    “Sunny sweet Jesus, thank you!” snapped the reply. “Somebody put that man in a cage!” 
 
    “Hold your fire.” Ignoring the colonel’s glare, Gage headed for the door. He’d left his shirt and shoes upstairs, but there was no changing that now. Stepping up to the straw bale barricade at the top of the porch steps, he called, “What you doing here, Ben?” 
 
    The corn stalks rustled, but no one appeared out of them. 
 
    Muffling a curse, Hurley’s lead caporal grumbled, “Been trying to quiet my damn conscience, something that was a helluva lot easier to do before I met you! Can I come out or what?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the colonel chuckled from the open window behind him. “Bring ‘em closer, Captain.” 
 
    “Give me that!” Gage heard one of the aunts snap, and suddenly the colonel’s rifle was snatched back into the house. 
 
    “Insubordinate!” the old man hissed. 
 
    Although he couldn’t see her, Gage knew Millie had come downstairs because he could hear her scolding, “Grandpa, you behave yourself, or I’m not going to let you fight with the rest of us!” 
 
    “Blame it all, woman, not you too? Who runs this outpost?” 
 
    “Best not, Ben,” Gage called back. “We got an unknown variable in here. I’ll come out to you. I, uh… I don’t suppose you’ve got you a gentleman’s promise not to shoot me if I do?” 
 
    After a moment’s silence, the cornfield replied, “You got one for us?” 
 
    Taken aback, Gage asked, “How many is us?” 
 
    “Nine, including me.” 
 
    Whispers broke out in the house behind him, interspersed with insistent demands from the colonel to, “Give me that gun!” 
 
    The long, dark business end of a steady rifle protruded through the open window, training unerringly on the crop. Easing sideways, Gage smiled when he caught his first welcome glimpse of raven-dark hair, wisping all over everywhere because she hadn’t brushed it yet. She had her eye trained down the rifle sights. He didn’t doubt for a second that she could and would hit what she was aiming at. He could not have been more proud of her. 
 
    “You want me to come to you?” Ben called out. 
 
    “No,” Gage decided, liking his options better now that he knew who had his back. “I’ll come to you.” 
 
    “If’n it goes south, get down fast,” Millie softly warned. “And don’t you dare get killed.” 
 
    He leaned far enough over so she could catch him winking. 
 
    She kept her eye trained on the field and stubbornly refused to look up, but the apples of her cheeks pinkened. 
 
    “Don’t you worry,” he said smugly. “We’re going to have us plenty more nights like last night.” 
 
    “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Mary snapped from somewhere just out of sight. “This ain’t the time nor place for that kind of lovey-doving! Get on out there. Find out what they want!” 
 
    The things he did on account of his morals, a well-turned pair of legs, and his unyielding conscience. 
 
    Stepping down off the porch, Gage picked his way across the yard, coming to within ten feet of the neat corn rows. A good ten feet further out, the corn rustled and stalks waved, and eventually Ben emerged from the green leaves and yellow silk tassels. 
 
    Hooking his thumbs in his pockets, he waited until the other man had ventured as close as he seemed to dare. “I didn’t figure Hurley would send you to do his business.” 
 
    “He didn’t.” Eyeing the house, Ben made an obvious effort to hide his unease. “I reckon him and them others is still dividing into groups and making plans. They were waiting on riders when we snookered out the back. No, sir, I’m here ‘cause of you, Gage, and I can’t say as I’m very happy about it.” 
 
    The corn rustled again, and Gage glanced past him to the men quietly closing in around him. “That so?” 
 
    “I been all this time without hearing no never mind out of my nagging soul, then you come along. Now suddenly I figure it don’t do much good to feed my kids if I can’t bear to look them in the eye.” He thumbed to his companions. “We figured you might need a hand afore the night’s through. We’re here to give one, if you and the Hacketts’ll have us.” 
 
    Gage stared, unable to believe what he was hearing. “You’re joshing me.” 
 
    Ben arched both eyebrows. “Son, I’m too old to go joshing anybody. Besides, if’n I were, you can bank I’d have picked a funnier joke. This one’s as like to get us all killed.” 
 
    “Wait right here,” Gage said, and quickly jogged back to the porch. 
 
    “What do they want?” Millie whispered as soon as he reached the window. 
 
    Bending down, hands braced on the sill, he grinned at her. “They come to join us to fight off Hurley. Think you all can manage not to shoot them if I invite them inside?” 
 
    “Depends,” Millie said, taking her eye off the rifle sights, although she didn’t lower it. “Did they bring extra bullets with them?” 
 
    “You are so amazingly practical.” Ducking in under the window, he caught the back of her neck with his hand and her startled lips with his. She was every bit as sweet as he remembered from last night, and when she hitched that faltering sigh just before melting into his touch, Gage almost forgot where he was. Her lips softened, parting and inviting him to come inside if that’s what he wanted. 
 
    Her Aunt Mary was quick with a slap to the back of his head to help realign his priorities. “There’s a time and place, boy, and this ain’t it. Of course, she’s practical. Considering the situation, what the hell else could a body ask?” 
 
    From the field behind them, Ben called out, “You folks wouldn’t happen to have something we could eat, do you? We lit out this morning afore breakfast.” 
 
    Tsking, Mary rolled her eyes. “Men,” she grumbled, and headed for the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Mary made oatmeal, eggs, bacon, biscuits and coffee, and continued to keep a pot fresh all through the morning. Mary sat on the colonel, who wasn’t at all pleased to have a bunch of ‘Johnnies’ in his living room. Bad enough to be Graybacks, but to be deserters, too… well, that just wasn’t to be tolerated no matter what flag a man saluted.  
 
    The livestock were turned loose, just in case the barn got torched. It was too far away for them to try and protect, and dividing their forces against the kinds of numbers Hurley had coming would only have led to catastrophe. Ben sent two of his men out into the field to keep watch. The barricades scattered throughout the yard were pulled in closer. Millie signed on nine new farmhands to help out once the fighting was over. They’d be working on credit, of course, and while it might have been premature, Gage liked that Millie was making sound plans for her future. It meant she thought she had one, and he would do anything to make sure she got it. 
 
    Problem was, he was a trail boss. He knew cattle, and though he had been in gunfights before, he’d only been in enough to know he wasn’t soldier material. He didn’t like living with a gun in his hand. He didn’t like knowing he’d taken a life—outlaws, rustlers, hostile Indians and thieves, it didn’t matter. Over the course of his career, he’d taken the lives of three men. All of them in fights he hadn’t started, and hadn’t wanted to be a part of, and it still didn’t matter. If it were possible to go back and do it again, he’d have at least tried to change the outcome. 
 
    As he passed out what bullets they had, he supposed when today was over, he’d probably feel the same way all over again. The only difference between all those other times and now was, now he knew it was coming and what he was doing, preparing them all to kill as many as they could. 
 
    He still hadn’t invited this. He still couldn’t think of any way to stop it. 
 
    He reckoned he’d still feel sorry about it all. If he lived long enough, that is. 
 
    “You can bank on Hurley bringing sixty men, at least,” Ben told him. “There ain’t no cover but the grass out here for him to hide behind, so that’s what he’ll do. When he was drawin’ up plans this morning, he weren’t putting in a whole lot of thought to it. He ain’t going up against an army, after all. Just three women and two idiots.” When Gage snorted, Ben grudgingly amended, “Eleven idiots now, I reckon.” 
 
    “If he doesn’t think women can shoot, then his underestimating us is a point in our favor,” Millie said, before Gage even realized she had crept up behind him.  
 
    She didn’t look scared, not at all. She looked ready. Even her hand was steady when she held it out to him, palm up, waiting.  
 
    He must be the rattled one, Gage supposed, since it took him that long to realize he hadn’t made it around to either Millie or her aunts with the bullets he was passing out. So, here she was to get them. 
 
    “Rifle or revolver?” He couldn’t have been more proud of her if he’d tried. 
 
    “Been shooting rabbits, weasels and coyotes most our lives. We’re comfortable with rifles.” 
 
    He gave her what was left in the box of rifle cartridges. “Less than ten apiece,” he told her, when she opened it to look.  
 
    Her jaw clenched once, but she took the news in stride. It was what it was, after all. He really liked that about her. 
 
    “Think we can get them all standing in a line?” she joked without a smile. 
 
    “The plan was to fan out,” Ben said. “At least, that’s what it was before we lit out. To be honest, he’s got to know we’re gone by now and even a man half as smart as he thinks he is would know where we’d run off to. Good news is, I can’t see how that would change his strategy. You got open terrain here. His only real option is what he already told us: bring the bulk of his riders to distract you out front, while a small group trails around to the rear of the house. If he can separate you to sides of the house, then he’s got a better chance of overwhelming you.” 
 
    He was right, too. With less than half a box of revolver cartridges left in his hand, Gage stared across the dining room, through the window and across the yard. Thirteen people divided down to protect four sides of the house put him with three people on the northern, southern, and eastern windows, and four guarding the front porch. He couldn’t imagine Hurley thinning his herd by more than that, which was good for them. Three people had a good chance of holding off ten gunmen. But then, that still left thirty or more riders coming at the front with only four to fend them off. Those were not good numbers, no matter how many straw bales were lined up to block their shots. 
 
    Which was about when he realized he was staring at the cannon, and had been for quite some time.  
 
    “Millie,” he said, and pointed at it. “That thing works.” 
 
    He knew it did. He’d been facedown in the dirt because of that cannon, and he’d seen the damage it was capable of in the holes that punched through the exterior of that poor dilapidated building back in Harmony.  
 
    Blinking at the cannon, she then looked at him. “Yes,” she said, cautiously. “Why?” 
 
    Circling around both them and the table, Ben hunkered down at the window to see what they were staring at outside. 
 
    “How many shots do you have?” Gage asked, starting to smile. 
 
    “Four, maybe,” Millie answered, even more cautiously. “Why?” 
 
    “Son,” Ben said, “I don’t know if you’ve got you more smarts than you know what to do with, or stupidity. But if this is the plan,” he chuckled, “I’m all in.” 
 
    “What plan?” Judging by both her tone and expression, Millie didn’t really want to know. “Have you any idea what that thing can do?” 
 
    “Do you?” Gage returned. 
 
    “Yes, I do!” 
 
    “So tell me, darlin’.” Moving in closer, Gage caught her by the shoulders. “If you were a cowhand, half-heartedly riding along because your boss ordered you to, when you know full well what you’re doing is wrong and that under any other circumstances your actions might get you hanged if only the sheriff of Harmony wasn’t so cowardly. If you knew all that, and suddenly you found yourself getting shot at by a cannon, would you keep on riding?”  
 
    She stared at him, understanding slowly dawning.  
 
    “More importantly” —Gage looked to the older man— “would you, Ben, after the first shell explodes right in the thick of you, showering you with dirt and panicking your horses? Once you hear the boom of the second shot screaming on its way, would you keep coming?” 
 
    “Hell no,” Ben replied. 
 
    “Hell no, is right.” Gage grinned. “I’d pat Hurley on the back, tip my hat and say, ‘Yours ain’t the only ranch in the territory with cattle on it, hoss. I’m oughta here.’ And then I’d ride me the other way just as fast as my horse could go.” He pointed out the window at the cannon. “It doesn’t matter, darlin’, which way they come up on us. If we spot them quick enough, we can get off at least two good shots afore they get close enough to shoot back, not with any kind of accuracy while on horseback, anyway. And after the first cannonball hits the ground, at least half will turn tail without ever pulling their pistols. Ben, how many do you reckon Hurley will have left, if we can scatter the cowhands?” 
 
    “Twelve,” the older man said, grinning. “Maybe fifteen at most.” 
 
    “Fifteen to our thirteen is damn fine odds, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Better than sixty or more, that’s for sure.” 
 
    Spreading his hands, Gage rounded on Millie again. “What do you think?” 
 
    “Who’s going to aim it?” she said. “Who’s going to touch it off? Do you know how old it is? We used to have two. You know the other one exploded, right? Grandpa was nearly killed!” 
 
    “We’re all about to be nearly killed,” Ben reminded. 
 
    “I’m not saying it’s not a good idea,” she snapped back. “I’m saying it’s not like pulling a trigger on a gun. If you don’t know what you’re doing, that shot’s just as likely to come out the back and sides, as it is out the front. You may as well not even wait for Hurley. You’ll be just as dead! So you tell me, Gage Pennell, which one of you has experience with a rusty, ol’ 1857 Napoleon?” 
 
    When he and Ben only exchanged looks, she sniffed. “That’s what I thought.” Shaking her head, she folded her arms across her chest. “That settles that, then. I’ll do it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “Ow, ow, ow!” Millie winced, grabbing Gage’s wrist, not that he softened his grip any as he dragged her through the kitchen by her arm. He didn’t stop, though. Hauling her out onto the back porch, he shut the door to give them as much privacy as any two people could have in back of a house full of open windows. Only then, did he release her arm. She stumbled back, rubbing it while he squared off against her. 
 
    “No,” he said sharply. “And not just no, woman. Hell no.” 
 
    Forgetting her arm, she squared off right back, coming toe-to-toe and nose-to-nose, and she didn’t care how fiercely he wanted to frown when she did it. If he thought she would back down, then he could think again. “What part of ‘you don’t know how to fire that thing’ did you not understand?” 
 
    “You just told me that thing could explode!” 
 
    “Damn right it can. That’s why if anyone’s gonna fire that thing, it’ll be me. Of the two of us, I’m the only one who knows what she’s doing!” 
 
    Hazel-green eyes widening, he stiffened as straight as if she’d just punched him. “No,” he said, struggling for a calm she didn’t for a second think he was actually feeling. “No, ma’am, you will not. I forbid it.” 
 
    Her turn to stiffen now, she not only folded her arms, but she scoffed right in his face. “I don’t recall giving you permission to forbid me anything. So right here and now, I am gonna give you a choice. You can either help me carry the shot out there, or you can continue standin’ out here with your mouth hangin’ open. In which case, I will leave you catchin’ flies while I go load it by myself, because I will be damned, Gage Pennell, before I let a man like Hurley Ames just ride onto my property and take everything I have ever loved away from me.” 
 
    Watching the slow bleed of his anger as it dribbled out of him, helped take some of her anger away too. Not that she let that stop her. Squaring her shoulders, stiffening her spine, she still stabbed at him with her pointing finger and snapped, “I’m right and you’re wrong, and you know it. So just admit as much and give me a hand.” The set of her shoulders drooped as she grudgingly confessed, “I’m not so right that I can’t say I wouldn’t be grateful for the help. It’ll make it go faster and easier, that’s for sure. And we just don’t have a lot of time.” 
 
    He cocked his head, something that stopped half a shake shy of full-blown amazement. Rubbing his face with both hands, he stalked away from her to stand at the edge of the straw bale blockade. “God help me,” he said, only half laughing. “You should have been a redhead. Something bright enough to match the very red butt I am so inclined to give you… if only I didn’t also think you were right.” 
 
    The anger of the moment utterly diffused, she let it go. With one exception. “Of course, I am. Wives usually are.” 
 
    “Now that,” Gage said, pointing at her, “we are definitely going to talk about once this is all over.” 
 
    “You still won’t be right,” she said, and walked back into the house. 
 
    He moved surprisingly fast when he wanted to. She was halfway through the door when the flat of his hand offered a hardy swat to help her over the threshold.  
 
    The cannon hadn’t been altered in so long, that it took both of them, plus Ben, pushing, pulling and beating on it to roll it into a new position and change the trajectory. They lined up four lead shots, which she’d dug out of their hiding place in the cold cellar.  
 
    “Ha,” the colonel groused, when he saw them carting the heavy balls up the ladder into the kitchen.  
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” Mary told him. 
 
    Catching his arm, Faith turned him around. “Come on, Daddy. Let’s get you some coffee.” 
 
    “You know, I can operate that cannon better than any of you,” he suggested. 
 
    “And everyone in Harmony knows it,” she replied, leading him around back, where she could watch him once the fighting got underway.  
 
    Millie was just loading the first charge when the man they’d sent out into the field came racing down the road, galloping his horse straight up to Gage as he shouted, “They’re coming! West, northwest! They done broke into groups already.” He shook his head, eyes wide and serious. “We were wrong. Hurley’s got him a helluva lot more than sixty men.” 
 
    “Which is the bigger party?” Gage said, at the same time Millie asked, “Which way’s Hurley coming?” 
 
    “Same answer,” the younger man said, and pointed northwest, out across the distant grassy field. 
 
    When Millie looked, all she saw was grass, a green and golden wave that rippled like water in the summer breeze. 
 
    “Down,” Gage told the rider, and promptly hiked himself up into the other’s place once he had for a look.  
 
    She knew when he’d spotted them. His whole countenance changed. Glancing from field to cannon and back again, he said, “We need to shift the direction a hair. It’s okay to miss them by a little, but we’re not going to scare anyone if we miss ‘em by several hundred yards.” 
 
    “Help me,” she ordered the lookout. Throwing her shoulder up against the wheel, with Gage pointing the way, together they changed the cannon’s direction again.  
 
    “That’s it.” Hopping off the horse, Gage handed the reins to the younger man. “Get back, well back, but don’t go nowhere and don’t let that horse bolt!” 
 
    After that, he took his orders from her like few men Millie had ever met as together they loaded the cannon. Getting up and down off the horse once herself, she checked the trajectory, and the whole time she did it, she refused to let herself think about what would happen once she touched the big gun off. 
 
    “Tell me when,” she said, just as her ears picked up the first tell-tale whisper of many horses galloping in her direction. “If we hurry, we can still hit them both.” 
 
    “Do it now,” Gage ordered, as he and the lookout both got well back. 
 
    Her hand was shaking only a little when Millie got out her matches. She had no problem with hurting people, especially when they were on their way to do her much worse, but just before tapping flame to fuse, she said a quick prayer. She’d never in her life thought she’d ever have to kill someone. Just knowing she might was already dropping dread-filled weights into the sickly churn that was her stomach. 
 
    She lit the fuse. After that, her only thought was getting as far back as she could before the cannon split the air with its first deafening boom.  
 
    Sound hurt more than just the ears, as only those who’d fired big guns could know. The force of that shot knocked the cannon straight back, belching smoke that burned her nose and slapping the whole of her flinching body as if it were a physical hand. When she’d been a little girl, the blast wave used to make her cry. These days, it only blew over her, tossing her hair and her dress and stinging her naked skin everywhere it could find it. She hated the feeling. 
 
    The lookout was back on his horse before Millie even righted herself. 
 
    “Their horses done throwed ‘em!” he shouted with a whoop. “They’re scattering!” 
 
    “What about the other group?” Gage asked. 
 
    “Still comin’!” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    The lookout pointed and both Gage and Millie threw their shoulders against the still smoking cannon wheels, turning it to face the next threat. There was no time to change the trajectory, and Millie knew it. All she could do was scour, tamp and reload as fast as she could do it. 
 
    “Get back!” she ordered, setting the next fuse. 
 
    Trading places with the lookout, Gage hauled himself up onto the saddle to judge for himself the distance. 
 
    “You’ll get ‘em,” he called, but already Millie was striking the next match. She touched it to the fuse just as she heard him yell, “No, wait!” 
 
    Her muscles locked, but too late. If she’d been any closer, the jerk of the booming cannon would have slammed into her or worse, landed on her when it jumped. Instead, because she hadn’t averted far enough, she got a face-full of shockwave-slapping sting and the burst of nose-burning smoke engulfed her. She choked on it, which only sucked it deeper and burned the back of her throat. 
 
    “Wait?” Waving to help clear the smoke, she glared at him. “There is no ‘wait’ once you light one of these things. Did we get them or not?” 
 
    “Oh,” Gage said, his mouth rounded along with his now wide eyes. “We got them.” 
 
    “Are they scattering?” 
 
    He nodded, but he didn’t look happy about it. Not like he had when she’d scattered Hurley’s group.  
 
    Confused, if Millie could have hefted one of those cannonballs on her own, she’d have thrown it at him. “What’s wrong with you?” she shouted. “Are we in trouble still or not?” 
 
    Scanning both directions, he both nodded and shrugged. “They’re running.” 
 
    Finally noticing how she was glaring at him, Gage swept off his hat long enough to scratch his head and said, “I think we just fired on my brothers.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    It was without a doubt the shortest battle in the history of the Territory of New Mexico. If only all battles were fought and won so quickly, easily, and relatively painlessly.  
 
    Millie’s aim had been impeccable, which Gage privately held on to as a source both of pride and consternation. The former because his beautiful wife was a wicked shot and he planned to tell everybody, just as often as he could get away with it. On the other hand, the next time he pissed her off, he immediately halved his chances of escaping the yard. So, there was that… 
 
    Of the two groups they’d fired upon, while both initially scattered, only one regrouped for a second charge. By then, standing on the porch for the added height vantage in which to better see it, Gage watched as his brothers’ riders raced across the prairie, gathering and arresting Hurley’s fleeing forces. And Hurley was among them, thrown from his horse like the rest. His clothes were dirty, his face scraped and bruised, and he was limping when, hands tied behind his back, he was forced to walk in a prisoner line all the way back to the Hacketts’ farm. 
 
    Standing on the front porch, Gage watched as his brothers eventually separated from the rest of their men and rode up to the house to meet him. In duster coats and with hats pulled low, they scowled at the cannon and the barricades and kept coming until they reached the porch. Gage only caught a glimpse of the pistol holsters they wore, both around their hips and under their coats, when they dismounted. He caught a glimpse of their badges, too. Shiny as ever. He was proud of them. Who wouldn’t be, having not one but two US Marshals in the family? He was also mightily embarrassed. 
 
    “This is impressive,” said Sawyer, his older brother by slightly less than a year His gesture encompassed all the yard fortifications. “I can’t wait to hear this story.” 
 
    The eldest of all his brothers, however, was a man of fewer words and a hotter temper. Boone held on to it, though, managing to swing down off his horse and storm all the way up onto the porch, coming within reach of his youngest brother before letting that temper erupt. Whipping off his hat, he beat Gage with it. Twice. “Send for help, then fire on us?” He started to put his hat back on, then changed his mind and smacked Gage one last time. 
 
    “I didn’t know it was you!” Gage protested, offering a shoulder for a whipping post. Frankly, it was better than going knuckle to knuckle with him. He’d rarely won any of those as a kid, and he wasn’t at all sure he could now, either. 
 
    Putting his hat back on, still seething, Boone stabbed an accusing finger at Gage and said the dreaded words no man ever wanted to hear. “I’m tellin’ Mama.” 
 
    “Don’t do that,” Gage cajoled, but already his brothers were walking past him into the house.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    One Week Later 
 
      
 
    Faith and Mary loaded the last of the food and necessities they’d need for their trip into the back of the wagon with the colonel. Ben and another hired hand made last minute checks on the hitches and horses before climbing up onto the buckboard. 
 
    “Nuns, you say?” The colonel blinked at Gage, idly rubbing the back of his neck. “No, I reckon it ain’t right to leave ‘em unprotected. Wars bein’ dangerous and all.” 
 
    “That’s why they’re sendin’ you, Colonel.” Gage stood on the ground beside him, one hand resting on the wagon wall as he bid the old man goodbye. “Those ladies do a right compassionate service for people who aren’t quite balanced. They need all the help they can get. Only the absolute best can be trusted to keep ‘em safe. El Paso is crawlin’ with Graybacks and desperados both.” 
 
    “Oh, I know it.” Bushy white eyebrows crashing crossly down over his eyes, he bent low over the side of the wagon to confess in hushed tones, “I hate leavin’ the outpost, is all. The corporal’s good, that’s why I gave it to her. But” —he lowered his voice even more— “now don’t go tellin’ her this, ‘cause I reared that girl up tough, but she’s still a woman. And just a little one at that. Women have it harder than men. They got ‘em emotions and fragilities.” 
 
    “I won’t leave the outpost undefended,” Gage promised. “Or Millie, either.” 
 
    Confusion crawled through his eyes, stealing the anger away. “Good man, Captain.” He straightened up slowly. “Good man.” 
 
    Climbing up into the back of the wagon, Mary sat down amidst their supplies beside him. 
 
    “You comin’ too, are ya?” he asked her. 
 
    Reaching into his lap to take his hand, his eldest daughter kept her back straight and her head high. “Course, I am.” 
 
    “You won’t get rid of us that easy,” Faith added, planting herself on her father’s other side. 
 
    “I think we’ve got it all,” Millie said as she came out of the house checking the contents of the covered basket she carried one last time. “Wait, where’s his medicine?” 
 
    “Right here, dear,” Faith chirped, patting a carpetbag suitcase. 
 
    Taking the basket Millie handed up, Mary told her, “Stop your fussin’. We’ve checked everythin’ six times now. It’s all here.” 
 
    Climbing up on the wagon wheel, Millie wrapped her arms around the old man’s shoulders. “I’ll come every month to visit. And if you don’t like it, Grandpa, you just say so. I’ll be there in two shakes to fetch you home again.” 
 
    The colonel stiffened. “I ain’t never abandoned a post in my life. Don’t you worry about me. I’ll have those Johnnies knowin’ what’s what in no time.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it.” Tears in her eyes, she pressed a quick kiss to his withered cheek. “I love you. I’ll miss you. Take care.” 
 
    “Bah!” He shooed her off the wagon, his own eyes growing misty as he grumbled, “Waterin’ pots, ever’ one of ‘em!” 
 
    Tucking Millie under his arm, Gage stood by her while Ben clicked to the horses, gave a little flick of the reins, and the wagon began to roll. Together, they watched it rumble from the yard, out past the gate, until the cornfield swallowed it from view. She sniffled, and he rubbed her back, letting her know without words that he was there for her and that he always would be. Turning into his one-armed embrace, she lay her head upon his shoulder. 
 
    “Been a helluva week, hasn’t it?” he mused. 
 
    She sniffed again. 
 
    “Hey, Millie?” 
 
    “What?” she grumbled. 
 
    “How many kids you reckon we’re going to have?” 
 
    Her elbow caught him sharply in the ribs. “Now I’m telling your mama,” she said, pulling back far enough to give him a playful shove. “Don’t think I won’t! Your brothers gave me her address.” 
 
    “That,” he told her, laughing, “is a threat to be used only under the most dire of circumstances. You would know that if you actually knew that woman.” 
 
    She started to walk away, but only made it a few steps before he caught her. Wrapping his arms around her just under her butt, he ignored her startled squeak as he lifted her clean off the ground. He loved that her first instinct was to grab him back. He carried her, just enjoying the feeling of hugging and being hugged on in turn, as he walked with her to the house. 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question,” he teased. 
 
    “Who said anything about children?” she demanded, pretending to be upset. He didn’t for a second think she was. Not with that soft blush stealing up into her cheeks and that flicker of hungry desire just now sparking in her pretty blue eyes. 
 
    “A house full of them,” he reminded her. “I’m determined, darlin’.” 
 
    “This is still my house, my land and my oil. If anyone’s going to make decisions like that, it’ll be me.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” he said good-naturedly. 
 
    “That means I’m the boss, Captain.” 
 
    “I’ll let you be just as bossy as you like,” he agreed. “I know how to trim you back if you go getting too big for your britches with me.” He waggled his eyebrows at her, noting how her breath caught and her gaze heated. “If you want me to prove it, we can have last week’s discussion all over again.” 
 
    Her eyes locked on his mouth. She bit her bottom lip. “Which part?” 
 
    “Which part are you wanting to repeat?” 
 
    Her whole face flushed so bright and hot, the rose color of it stole down her neck all the way into the neckline of her buttoned up blouse. Shyly, she admitted, “That part where you were kissing between my legs felt nice.” 
 
    “We’ve got this whole house to ourselves, too.” He smirked. “Want to go make a little noise?” 
 
    “It’s the middle of the day.” 
 
    He waggled his eyebrows again. “It sure is.” 
 
    “Your brothers could come back from town any minute,” she hedged, but her nipples had pebbled so hard he could see the tiny dots of them thrusting hard through all the layers of her clothes. He knew she was tempted, and that turned his grin positively wicked. 
 
    “I’ll keep one eye on the road,” he promised, carrying her up the porch steps and across the threshold, kicking the door shut behind them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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