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Chapter One

 

Today was just one more day in a long string of stormy days Liberty Calvert wanted to erase from her memory.  As she sat in the passenger seat of her father’s truck, wiggling her toes in shoes that cramped her feet, she realized any relief she craved was futile.  Her father was dead.  And the expression on the face of the Texas Ranger leaning against his truck in her driveway as they pulled up to the house let her know he wanted to find out why.

	She turned to the man driving the pickup truck.  “They didn’t waste any time, did they,” she said with a slight groan.

	“Do you really want them to?”  Cole Rivers was more than a ranch hand on the Bucking Hills Ranch.  He’d become family, even if it wasn’t legal.

	 Liberty considered Cole’s words a second.  “I wish they never showed up here at all.  The least this ranger could have done was wait until my dad’s memorial service was over before charging in here with questions.  It would have given us time to…”

	“Figure things out?”  Cole shook his head.  “The time for that is long past.  You know all about facing a storm head on, Libby.  This is just one more storm.”

	“What I wouldn’t give for some pleasant weather for a little while.”

	Cole chuckled, reaching across the seat and squeezing her hand before looking at the man standing in the driveway.  “He’s not going away.”

	She stared at Cole for a long minute, weighing the situation back and forth until she made her decision.  

	“If you want, Lib, I’ll get out of the car first.  Maybe he just wants to talk to me.”

	Tears that had eluded her the past few days suddenly weighed heavy in her eyes.  She was Texas stock right down to the bone and there was no way she was going to let this intruder, even if he was a Texas lawman, get the best of her or take away more than she’d already lost.

	“Thanks.  But I can hold my own.”

	Cole shrugged.  “I just thought it might be easier.”

 	The truck pulled to a stop.  Libby waited long enough for the dust from the gravel drive to blow forward and then settle around the Texas Ranger before she stepped out.

	The man tilted his tan hat in greeting as she slammed the truck door.  “Good afternoon, ma’am.”

	Libby remained silent.  She was already wearing shoes that were cramping her toes and a dress that…well, the last time she’d worn a dress was at her cousin’s wedding.  That was six years ago.  She was going to have to wait change into her comfortable jeans and worn-in boots until she dealt with the man.

	Work.  That’s what she needed.  Not questions or probing.  Work kept her grounded.  Work made her forget.  Well…

	Despite saying she’d take care of it, Cole stepped out of the car first.  Libby waited.  The tall Texas Ranger who’d come to investigate her father’s death wasn’t a stranger.  She’d seen him a few days after her father’s limp body was found up in the back pasture.  Jackson Gentry was his name.  He was an authentic navy hero, if she was to believe some of the whisperings about him in town, and now he worked as a lawman in Texas.  

	As she climbed out of the car, she finally had herself a good look at the man. 	Now that she was standing, she could see just how tall Jackson Gentry really was.  The slight creases along his eyes told her he was a good eight to ten years older than her.  His nose wasn’t exactly straight as if he’d had it broken at least once.  But it didn’t take away from the rugged features that made him look appealing. 

	He tipped his tan cowboy hat at her once again.  “Good afternoon ma’am.”

	Libby laughed bitterly.  “What’s so good about it?”

	He gave one long look at the way she was dressed and his expression fell to the ground, his skin as gray as a dry riverbed.  

	“I…I thought the funeral for your father was weeks ago.”

	“It was,” Cole said.  “Today was private, to spread Buck’s ashes.  Just for family.”

	Jackson Gentry’s solemn eyes looked down for a brief moment.  “I’m sorry for your loss, Miss Calvert.  If I could, I would have picked a better time to call on you.”

	Cole turned toward Libby, taking her by the arm as they started to walk toward the house, passing the Texas Ranger without answering.

	“Unfortunately,” Jackson continued, stopping them.  “This is too important for me to wait any longer.  There are some loose ends in your father’s death and I need to complete my report, ma’am.”

	Libby stopped and turned toward Jackson, wishing like hell she could keep the unshed tears that had eluded her all day from flowing now.  She sniffed back a sob.

	“If you must, then at least let me get changed out of this dress.”

	“It’s a nice dress.  I’m sure you get lots of compliments when you wear it.”

	She frowned.  “I wouldn’t know.  Last time I wore it was to my mother’s funeral.  No one was really in the complimenting mood that day.”

	He didn’t reply. Instead, he nodded.

	“I’ll just be a minute.  Make yourself comfortable in the living room.”

* * *

	Jackson followed Libby into the house.  The man she’d been with, Cole Rivers, had disappeared somewhere and he wanted to know why.  Talk in town was that the ranch hand was quite protective of Buck Calvert’s only daughter.  He couldn’t say he blamed him.  Liberty Calvert was as pretty as a Texas flower.

	“It’s cooler in here,” Libby said, extending her hand to invite him into the living room.  

	Cathedral ceilings planked with natural wood soared above him.  In the center of the room was a seating area in front of a stone fireplace that was big enough to fit him and the leather chair he sat down in.  

	“Thank you,” he said.  But Libby had already disappeared out of the room.

	With nothing better to do than twirl his cowboy hat in his hand, Jackson glanced at his surroundings and saw nothing of the girl he’d met a few short minutes ago.  The great room was furnished with a man in mind, most likely decorated for the very man whose death he’d been sent here to investigate.  Above the mantel hung a painted portrait of who Jackson presumed was Buckland Calvert.  He stared at the picture, at the stern face and stiff posture, and then looked at the chair the man was seated in.  It was identical to the one he was sitting in.  It was almost as if Buck was scolding him from the grave for intruding on his daughter while she was grieving.

	“You couldn’t have picked a better time?” he said quietly.

	“What was that?”

	Jackson turned to find Libby standing at the doorway to the living room.  She had changed out of her black dress and jacket and was now wearing a fresh t-shirt and jeans.  Her feet were bare as she walked into the room and plopped down on the sofa opposite him.  In her hands she had a pair of clean argyle socks and a pair of cowboy boots.  She proceeded to put them on as if he wasn’t even sitting there.  Jackson wondered how many times in her life Libby had repeated this same action sitting in front of her daddy’s portrait.

	“Nice socks,” he said.

	“First the dress?  Now the socks?  You’re really stretching for conversation, Ranger.”

	“You have to admit the socks stand out.”

	“Hmm, but not the woman wearing them?”

	He’d walked into that…or she’d led him there.  Either way he couldn’t really say exactly what type of impression the woman had made on him in the short time since they’d met.  Liberty Calvert was not exactly a woman a man wouldn’t notice.  Unlike some women who always checked to see if a man was favoring them, Libby went about her business as if she simply didn’t care.  

	There was something intriguing about that and made Jackson all the more interested in learning more.  But now wasn’t the time to find out the answers to all those questions about Libby that had nagged at him since he’d first laid eyes on her.  And it wasn’t the right time to flirt with a woman whose eyes were as blue as the Texas sky.  He was here on official business.

	Her lips lifted on one side, giving him a half grin that quickly disappeared.  “They were a gag gift from my friend Hannah.  But I like to wear them, especially now that she’s serving overseas.  Makes me think of her.”

	“Your friend is in the military?”

	“Yes.  I’m hoping she’ll be home soon.”  She slipped her foot into her cowboy boot and dropped it to the floor with a thud.  “I dread telling her about my father.  It’ll devastate her.  She doesn’t need that now.”

	“Is she in a dangerous position?”

	“She’s in Afghanistan, and she’s in the army.  That’s dangerous enough for my liking.  But she won’t tell me where she is.  Or can’t tell me.  I’m not really sure which.  I wish she were here now.  So, what questions do you have about my father’s death that are so important it couldn’t wait?”

	Jackson’s stomach dropped.  He hated this part of his job.  “I think your father’s death wasn’t an accident.”

	Her shoulders slumped.  “Of course it was an accident.”

	“Did you know that your father’s ranch was in trouble?”

	“It’s my ranch now.  And no, the ranch isn’t in trouble.  It won’t be either.  Not if there’s a single breath left in me.”

	“It’s mortgaged pretty high.  The note is recent.  Yet your father’s bank account doesn’t seem to have much in it to account for the money he took out.  Do you know why that is?  Or didn’t your father trouble you with ranch business?”

	Libby shifted uncomfortably in her seat, yet kept her eyes steady on him.

	“This ranch is neither a trouble to me or in trouble, Ranger.  I’d be careful where you take this.”

	He twirled his cowboy hat in his hand slowly before he spoke.  “You can call me Jackson.”

	“I’d rather keep this professional, Ranger.  Quite frankly, after the investigation last week I thought you’d be only too happy to finish your paperwork and rid yourself of Liberty, Texas.  Nothing ever happens here.  It’s just a small Texas town where one day looks like the last.  It’s not even a dot on any of the Texas maps.”  

	“Sounds like you’re eager to get rid of me.”

	“Eager?  Don’t flatter yourself.  I simply want to move on and get back to work.  As you can imagine, my father’s death was a devastating blow, especially so soon after my brother’s death.”

	“And your mother?”

	Her eyes widened and immediately glistened with unshed tears.  “My mom,” she said, softly.  “She died ten years ago.  It’s just me here now and I have a lot of work to do to keep this place up on my own.”

	“I’m sorry to hear that.  You have no other relations in town?”

	“No.  My father’s family came from Mexico.  Most are still there.”

	“And your mother’s family?”

	“What does all this have to do with the investigation?”

	He looked at her sincerely.  “Nothing.  I just wondered…  It’s tough being alone at a time like this.”

	“I’m not alone.  Cole is here.”

	He pulled out his notepad and started flipping through it.  “That’s right.  That would be Cole Rivers.”

	“You know it is.  You just saw him outside.”

	“Yes.  I knew he worked here as a ranch hand.  He lives here?”

	“Yes.  We have a small bunkhouse on the other side of the barn.  He stays there.”

	“He’s not originally from Liberty, is he?”

	“I imagine any questions you have about Cole are best directed to him.”

	“You mean you don’t know?”

	“I don’t understand why this line of questioning is so urgent for me to answer today of all days.”

	“I didn’t know about the private memorial for your father.  I’m sorry.”

	Libby stood up and smoothed down the denim of her jeans with both hands.

	“No, you’re not.”

	“I beg your pardon?”

	“You heard me.  You’re only sorry that you can’t get the information you want from me.  And you’re not going to.”

	“Why is that?”

	“Because I don’t have any.  You see, the way I see it is you’re not really here to uncover evidence about the accident that killed my father.  You’re here fishing for information.  Every few years someone from the law comes to Liberty fishing for something.  I haven’t a clue what that is and I don’t really care.  I do know that I don’t have the time to wonder about it.  In case you haven’t noticed, there is one less person on this ranch to do the work.  So unless you have some direct questions to ask me about what I personally know about my father’s accident, I’d say we’re done.”

	Jackson looked up at Libby as she propped her fists on her slender hips and glared down at him as he sat in her father’s chair.  And suddenly Jackson knew who she’d gotten that stern and stubborn glare from.  He wondered, too, if Libby Calvert would have ever had that much fire talking to her ol’ man.

	Jackson stood up slowly.  As he did, Libby kept her eyes fixed on his and it became completely apparent how much taller he was than her.  But she didn’t shrink back as he towered over her and for that he couldn’t help but feel a little bit of admiration, even though the visit here was a bust.  She was a pistol, for sure.

	“I don’t believe your father’s death was an accident.”

	She sighed.  “What are you implying?”

	“Were you good in math?”

	“Math?”

	“Yes.  One plus one equals two?”

	She folded her arms across her chest, clearly irritated.  “You’ve come here to give me a math lesson?”

	“No.  But I can see this is a bad time for us to talk.”

	She chuckled without any humor.  “You think?”

	He’d overstayed his welcome.  If he’d ever really been welcome at all.  Jackson propped his hat on his head and nodded to her.  He’d give her a few days to work through her feelings and then he’d be back.  There were enough people in town he still needed to talk to before he could wrap up this investigation and be on his way out of Liberty.

	“I’ll just see myself out,” he said.  Jackson started to walk toward the foyer, but then turned around.  “I’m not leaving Liberty.  One way or another I will get the answers I need for my investigation.”

	Liberty Calvert lifted her chin with determination and fire.  “I would expect nothing less.”

* * *

	Only when Libby heard the front door shut completely did she allow herself to breathe again.  She slumped down into her father’s chair, leaning her head back and smelling the leather fabric that she’d come to recognize as his scent.  But her thoughts were not on her father.  The chair was still warm where Jackson Gentry had made an imprint.  The strong features of his face consumed her mind as she closed her eyes and tried to steady her rampant heartbeat.

	“Are you okay?”  Libby opened her eyes to find Cole standing in the doorway.  He was still dressed in the clothes he’d worn to the memorial service where they’d spread her father’s ashes.

	“Don’t look so worried.”

	“It’s kind of hard not to given all you’ve been through.”

	“I’m fine.”

	“It’s been a trying day for you.  This visit from the ranger didn’t help.”

	Libby heaved a quick sigh.  “I have a feeling this is only the beginning.  He’s asking questions about you, Cole, and that can only mean trouble.”

	“For who?  Me or you?”

	Libby thought about it for a minute while she rubbed the dull ache at her temple gently.  What started out as a small, throbbing pain was now shaping up to be a full-blown headache.  

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	Cole gave her a half smile. “Okay, fine.  Why don’t you take a nap?  You look wiped out.”

	She didn’t need a nap, especially when she knew sleep was the last thing she’d get.  Left alone with her thoughts, she’d think and she didn’t want to think about much of anything lately.  

	Especially not Ranger Jackson Gentry.  

	She’d spent more than just these past few minutes thinking about the man.  How could she not?  She’d seen him in town over the last couple of weeks.  Any woman with a pulse would stop dead in her tracks the moment she laid eyes on his baby blues.  Libby was no different.  She may be damaged goods, but she wasn’t dead inside and she still had stirrings that made her notice a handsome cowboy.

	“Lib?”  Cole was staring at her.  

	“He’s coming back.”

	Cole simply nodded and dug his hands in the pockets of his coat.  “Then I suppose I should get out of this suit so I can tend to the animals.  Tomorrow, we should look into getting you some help around here.”

	“Why would I need anyone else around here?  We’ve been doing just fine on our own.”

	“Lib?”  She heard the same warning in his voice that he’d given her for the past few weeks.  “We talked about this.  And now the ranger is snooping around, wanting to dig deeper.”

	“Don’t worry.  He’ll be leaving soon.”

	“But what if he doesn’t?”

	“Tomorrow,” she said, shaking her head.  She didn’t want to deal with any more today.  

	She heard the front door close as Cole walked out of the house.  And then she was truly alone in her father’s house for the first time in her life.

	If Jackson Gentry got too close to the truth, she’d be alone on this ranch as well.  All the more reason to get him to leave Liberty as soon as possible.  This home had dealt with tragedy before.  Her family had weathered many storms through the years.  She was all that was left.  Just her and this ranch.  But if Libby was anything, she was a survivor.  And she would survive long after Jackson Gentry left Liberty.

 # # #

 

 


Chapter Two

 

	There were days he hated his job.  After his encounter with Liberty Calvert, Jackson decided today was one of them.  He glanced over the paperwork he’d collected over the last couple of days on Buck Calvert’s death.  Accidents happened every single day.  Sometimes they couldn’t be explained.  Everything pointed to Buck’s death being an accident except for the fact that he’d been killed from a shot at least fifteen feet away from the weapon.  Add the fact that Cole River’s fingerprints were on the very gun that killed Buck and things didn’t add up.   

 	Although Texas Rangers had worked on many high profile cases throughout history, including aiding in stopping Bonnie and Clyde, and stagecoach robber, Sam Bass, most of the work Jackson did was follow-up for local law enforcement when they’d hit a dead end in their investigation, and needed reinforcements to close a case.  Sometimes it was easier to have a fresh set of eyes from the outside.

	Right now his eyes were failing him.  Pinching the bridge of his nose, he closed his eyes, hoping to ease the strain he felt. 

	In this case, the local sheriff had called him to investigate Buck Calvert’s death.  The math analogy he’d given Libby earlier wasn’t his.  It was exactly what the sheriff, Levi Nolan had said on the phone when he’d called three weeks ago.

	“One plus one shouldn’t add up to three,” Levi had said.  His deputy, Dane Bancroft, didn’t think the math was a problem and had voiced his opinion on the matter during their first phone call.  That kind of disconnect was enough for him to get in his truck and check things out for himself.   

	Now he was stuck in Liberty, Texas under delicate circumstances doing math that didn’t add up.  What’s worse was the fact that he had taken a liking almost immediately to Liberty Calvert, making it harder for him to put on his usual pressure during questioning.

	She hadn’t seemed as broken as she’d been the first day he’d met her.  His first few days in town he’d spent looking over files and getting to know who Buck Calvert was to the community.  Experience had shown him getting familiar with all the principals of the case first would tell him what questions to ask without rattling too many cages.  

	Libby Calvert seemed unflappable.  Even though he could have pushed her more today, he’d pulled back.  He saw the same stubborn determination in her as he’d seen in his brother Cody his whole life.  In Cody’s case, it had taken the loss of his eyesight to break through the rough exterior.  That and the love of a special woman who’d helped pull Cody out of the hole losing his eyesight had made him fall into.  Lyssa McElhannon had been a blessing to Cody and Jackson was thrilled when the two were married.   

	But Jackson had a lot of work to do before he could enjoy a family reunion with his three brothers.  Dropping the paperwork on the small table in his hotel room, he phoned his captain at the main office in Austin.  

	Paul Townsend answered on the first ring.  “I wondered when you’d check in with me,” he said after the initial greeting.

	“It’s not as open and shut as I thought it would be when I first got here,” Jackson said, scrubbing his face with the palm of his hand.  “I’m going to need to dig a little deeper.”

	“I thought you said it looked like an accident.”

	“At first, it did.  But the rifle was found on the ground at least fifteen feet from the body.  Buck Calvert was a lifelong sportsman.  He knew gun safety.  It seems too clumsy a move for a man with his experience to place his rifle down so that it would discharge if it fell.”

	“What?”

	“He had another rifle beside him.”

	“This is Texas.  Lots of ranchers carry more than one rifle with them when they’re out checking their property.”

	“Then why place one down and keep the other handy?  See what I mean?”

	“Is there a motive for any wrong doing?  How about the daughter?”

	“Liberty Calvert is…”  

	What?  Jackson couldn’t quite put the words to his reaction to Liberty.  Somehow he didn’t think telling Paul that Liberty Calvert was beautiful and that he longed to see her smile.  Every time he’d seen Libby she’d been stoic, dealing with her pain.  Although, there had been a moment earlier when her eyes lit up and he thought he might actually get to see it. 

	“Jack?”

	“Ah, sorry.  I got distracted for a moment.”

	“Liberty Calvert is now sole heir to the ranch.  Is that right?  Would she have done something?”

	“No.  She’s been completely broken up about her father’s death.  And she seems…almost too fragile to have done something like this intentionally.  Besides, her fingerprints weren’t on the gun.”

	“Did you find any other prints?”

	“I got prints that matched the victim but also another set from the ranch hand.”

	“Have you questioned him?”

	“I was going to today.  But I walked in at the tail end of the memorial service.”

	Paul made a grunting sound.  “Bad timing.”

	“You could say that.  No one was in the mood to cooperate.”

	“Are you going to be able to wrap this up in a few days?”

	Jackson thought for a moment.  When he’d first come to Liberty to investigate Buck Calvert’s death, he’d been convinced he was only going to be in town for two days.  Three tops.  It had been two weeks since he’d arrived. 

	“If I can get what I need tomorrow then it should be finished by the end of the week.”

	Jackson hung up the phone and wondered why the idea of finishing his investigation left a sense of longing in him.  He didn’t know Buck Calvert or anyone else in Liberty, Texas for that matter.  Glancing at the names listed in his notes, his eyes settled on Liberty Calvert and he knew the reason he was hanging around.  

	Liberty wasn’t just a beautiful woman.  There was something about her.  She was fragile and full of fire all rolled up into one.  On the few occasions he’d had the pleasure of watching her, that much was clear.  She’d be a challenge.  But this was one challenge Jackson wanted to take. 

 * * *

	As Libby had suspected, work was her savior.  It had been a long time since she’d worked in the barn and she’d forgotten how much she missed simple dirty work.  Hannah had always thought she was crazy whenever she said that.  Well, it was no crazier than Hannah’s decision to up and join the army when Libby’s brother, John, was killed in Iraq after his truck had been hit by snipers.  

	Losing her brother had been bad enough.  Losing her best friend had been more than Libby could handle.  Trying to be supportive of her friend had been hard, especially long distance.  But they’d been best friends since the cradle and whatever differences of opinions they had were never enough to keep a wedge between them.

	The grounds outside were quiet except for the horses in the paddock.  Occasionally she’d heard the sound of a cow or chicken.  But as she finished saddling up Spirit, the chestnut mare she’d raised since birth, she realized she hadn’t heard Cole come back from town.

	Standing by the barn door, she scanned the yard and then the driveway.  She didn’t see his truck.  Her stomach dropped.  Had he decided to leave like he said he might?  

	After a few seconds of worry, she realized the ringing she heard wasn’t coming from her head.  It was coming from the phone in the barn.  She turned and ran through the barn to the other side to catch the call.

	“Lib?”

	It took Libby a second to realize it wasn’t Cole calling her from town.  “Dane?  This is an unexpected surprise, you calling me in the middle of the afternoon.  I was working in the barn and almost ignored the phone.”

	“Good thing you didn’t.  This isn’t a social call.”

	“Oh?” Libby’s stomach sank. “Is something wrong?  You didn’t get word about Hannah, did you?”  If something had happened to Hannah, surely they would have called her directly rather than have Dane send her word.  Her heart pounded in her chest.

 	“No.  Nothing like that.”

	Libby breathed a sigh of relief and pushed wayward strands of hair away from her face as tears filled her eyes.     

	“Oh, good.  What is it then?”

	“I take it you’ve met Ranger Gentry?”

	“Ah, yes.  He stopped by the house yesterday.”

	“He just brought Cole to the station.”

	That station would be the police station.  

	“What?  I thought all the questions about my father’s accident had been answered.  What’s he fishing for?”

	“Don’t know.  And I shouldn’t even be calling you.  But I know how close you and Cole are.”

	“Do I need to hire a lawyer, Dane?”

	“That’s not for me to say.  They’re just talking.”

	Libby bit her bottom lip and swallowed hard.  “Thanks for letting me know.”

	She hung up the phone and turned around.  Spirit was all saddled up and ready to go.  She’d needed this ride as much as Spirit did to clear her mind.

	She walked over to Spirit and stroked her nose, lovingly.  “Sorry, girl.  We’re going to have to take a rain check on that ride.”

* * *

	Damn Jackson Gentry.  Libby drove the entire way to the police station, fuming about the mess this ranger was making of her life.  Didn’t she already have enough to deal with?  If grieving wasn’t enough, she still had a ranch to run.  Without Cole on the Bucking Hills Ranch to help her pick up the extra work, everything would fall apart.  As much as she longed to get back to work, to feel a sense of normalcy again, Libby knew she still didn’t have her full strength back.  

	And that thought only reminder her there was work to be done down by the creek beyond the pasture.  Three of her cattle were spotted on the roadway the other day.  They were getting out somewhere, which meant there was a break in the fence.  She’d have to find it and repair it herself if she didn’t succeed today.  Just one more chore added to a long list of things this ranch needed.

	Libby parked her truck in the visitor's parking lot alongside a familiar black pickup.  Jackson Gentry’s truck.  She killed the engine and stepped out into the heat, digging her boots in the hard ground.  She paused only to check her purse to make sure she hadn’t forgotten the envelope she’d taken from the house safe.  Then she walked toward the front door of the police station, head held high, ready for battle.

	Cool air bathed her face immediately as she walked inside.  She’d been here before with her father.  Years ago a group of kids had been vandalizing fences on the far side of the property and letting the animals out to run loose.  She’d been fourteen years old then, long before she worried about the implications of snitching on a classmate, who turned out to be Hannah’s boyfriend at the time.  Dane.  Yeah, that had turned out real well.  She’d nearly lost her best friend over that one.  

	But Hannah wasn’t here.  She was still stationed overseas in the military.  And Dane, well, he’d forgiven her quick enough.  Especially when all the punishment he’d gotten was to work fences for the county for the summer to pay restitution.  His scrawny kid frame had turned every muscle in his body hard and sculpted.  Hannah had eventually thanked her for that.

	“Hi, Mrs. Wayland,” she said to the dispatcher sitting behind the window.

	Mrs. Wayland’s smile was sympathetic.  “How are you holding up, dear?”

	“Well, you know me.  Is Officer Bancroft here?”

	“He’s still in the back with Cole and that Texas Ranger fella’ that is investigating the accident at your ranch.”

	She forced the lump down her throat and took a deep breath of air.

	“If you could tell Dane that I’m here, I’d appreciate it.”

	Mrs. Wayland picked up the phone and dialed.  “Miss Liberty Calvert is out front.”

	She put down the phone and motioned to the seats in the waiting area with her hand.  “Coffee is fresh…and good. I made it myself.  Nothing like that mud the others pass off as coffee.  Why don’t you make yourself a cup while they finish up in there?”

	Libby poured herself a cup of coffee and topped it off with milk.  She wanted cream, but there was none.  She didn’t bother to take a sip.  She just sat down in the cold metal chair and wrapped her fingers around the warm paper cup.  She waited the better part of an hour before Dane finally came into the waiting room.

	“I thought you might have taken off,” he said.  Despite the fact that Dane had been in law enforcement for several years, Libby still had a hard time getting used to him wearing a uniform.   

	“Where else would I go if Cole is still here?  He is, isn’t he?  Still here?”

	Dane nodded.  “Ranger Gentry is still talking to him.”

	She lifted her head high.  “Okay.  Then I can make bail for him now, right?”

	“Bail?”

	“Yes.”  Libby dug into her purse and pulled out the envelope that held the cash she’d taken from the safe in her father’s office.  “If memory serves, you need cash to bail someone out.  I have cash.”

	Dane lifted his lips to a slow smile.  “If Cole is arrested, and he hasn’t been arrested for anything, you’re going to need more than the hundred dollars you and Hannah came up with to bail me out of jail fifteen years ago.”

	“I have more,” she said, resolutely.  How much more she’d need for whatever charges Jackson Gentry drummed up on Cole, she didn’t know.

	The door opened and Jackson walked out into the hallway along with Cole.

	“Cole!” Libby said as she ran to him.  She gave him a squeeze and gave him a good look over.  

	Jackson glared at her as if he were hurt.  “Don’t worry.  I didn’t beat him up.”

	“I wouldn’t put it past you the way you were so focused on him yesterday at the ranch. What do we do now?” Libby asked.  “Is there going to be a hearing?  When can I pay the bail so we can go home?”

	“Cole hasn’t been arrested.  There is no bail.”  Jackson looked at Cole hard.  “We just had a talk.”

	“Is that true, Cole?  You haven’t been arrested?”

	The haggard expression Cole had when he’d emerged from the interrogation room faded as he gave her the brotherly look she’d come to rely on. “I’m fine.  Nothing to worry about.”

	“Then we can leave?”

	“Sure,” Jackson said.  “As I told you yesterday, I just needed more details about the accident.”

	“Good.  Then I’m sure you’ll wrap all this up and be headed out of Liberty.”

	Jackson shook his head.  “On the contrary.  I don’t plan on leaving Liberty any time soon.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“I’ve decided to stay on, I still need to write up my report.  If I have any other questions, I’ll get back to you.  This investigation isn’t over until the report is filed.”

	“It is as far as I’m concerned,” Libby shot back at him.

	“Well that’s too bad.”

	“Why?”

	“Because you’re going to be seeing a lot more of me while I’m in town.”

# # #

 


Chapter Three

 

Jackson rolled his pen between his index finger and thumb as he stared down at the paperwork in his hands.  It wasn’t his office.  It was a strange desk in a town he’d never been to before.  But that was nothing new.  He was used to traveling to different towns in Texas to investigate crime that fell under his jurisdiction.

	But it wasn’t just his job that weighed heavy on his mind.  It was the woman who’d been consuming his thoughts for days now.

	Libby was right about one thing.  This case should have been wrapped up and tied with a big ribbon weeks ago.  If it were any other case, he’d have filed his report and moved on to the next town.  That’s how he lived his life.  He’d hid from troubles that had fractured his family over the years, starting with his father’s rages as he reared four active boys, and ending with the death of his mother, something that had shattered them all.  He hadn’t always been away, he’d been hiding in his work.  But every so often he met someone who showed him through action exactly what he’d been doing. 

	Almost from the first, Jackson had seen something in Liberty Calvert that he recognized in himself.  She was a survivor.  He was, too.  He just never realized what he’d been driven to survive.  Libby wore her pride and her heart on her sleeve.  She was ready to do battle to defend anyone who dared take what was precious away from her.  That much was evident when she’d charged down to the police station ready to save Cole Rivers, a man Jackson was sure didn’t need anyone saving him.  He had to admit to feeling more than a twinge of envy at the way Libby had stood up for Cole.  

	When his family had fallen apart, Jackson and each of his three brothers had dealt with it differently.  Beau had left home and worked his way up to being a championship bronc rodeo rider.  Cody had thrown himself into the family ranch and trained cutting horses, making a name for himself with the National Cutting Horse Association.  The youngest of the Gentry boys, Brock, had his music to help him heal and was now touring and promoting a new country hit.

	Jackson was good at his job.  He prided himself on being thorough for every crime he investigated.  Buck Calvert’s death hadn’t started out as a crime, and he wasn’t sure it would end up that way.  But he wasn’t going to use a rubber stamp to close the case until he knew Libby’s father’s death was truly an accident.

	There was nothing about Cole’s story that should have given him pause, except math.  Things still didn’t add up.  Not in Jackson’s mind.  The fact that Libby came down to the police station with bail money in hand when all he was doing was questioning Cole was another red flag.  She wouldn’t have thought Cole would be arrested unless she believed he’d done something wrong.  

	Yeah, that part nagged at him the most and was enough for him to warrant a deeper investigation into their lives.  He couldn’t deny the attraction to seeing Libby again.  He just hated the reason.

	Scratching the back of his neck, he tossed the pen on top of the papers in front of him and leaned back in his chair.  The bed he slept in at the hotel was lumpy, and now his back ached.  But who was he kidding?  His fatigue had more to do with how long he’d laid awake in the dark thinking about Libby Calvert.

	Jackson shook his head to help rid himself of the feelings that had taken hold of him.  For heaven’s sake, the woman had just lost her father, and all he could think about was how warm and smooth her skin would be against his naked body.  What kind of man did that make him? 

	“You hungry?”

	Jackson glanced up to find Dane standing in front of him.

	“I’m heading out to that little diner across the street to get some takeout.  Thought maybe you could use a bite to eat.”

	The paperwork in front of him was strewn about on the desk.  “I’m a long way from finishing here.”

	“It’ll still be there when you get back.  But if you want to keep at it, I can pick you up a burger and fries.”

	“Heart attack city.”

	Dane laughed.  “Janine makes a mean rodeo burger.  You can’t leave town without trying it at least once.”

	Jackson stuffed the unfinished report in a folder and dropped it in his briefcase.

	“I’ve been sitting here too long anyways.  A change of scene might do me some good.”

	If someone were hiding something that needed to be revealed, the only way to find out would be to stay in Liberty and talk to the locals.  Since Jackson’s report wasn’t getting written, now was as good a time as any to make some introductions.  At the very least, it would take his mind off Libby.

* * *

	The old suitcase sitting by the door in the kitchen had Libby’s heart stopping. A blue denim jacket was draped over the suitcase.

	“What’s all that about, Cole?”  Libby dropped the sponge in the sink full of hot sudsy water and then wiped her hands with a dishtowel.

	Cole walked fully into the kitchen.  “The cows have been milked and the horses are fed.  I didn’t get a chance to stock the feed pen yet but I’ll do that before…”

	“What’s going on?”

	“Isn’t it obvious?”

	“Your reasons aren’t.”

	“I don’t want to leave,” he said with a heavy sigh that pulled his broad shoulders down.  

	She’d been in town with Cole on several occasions and seen the glances from pretty girls who thought he was handsome.  And he was.  But Libby never looked on Cole that way.  He’d always been just Cole, her friend and steady rock during so many storms in her life.

	Twirling his cowboy hat slowly in his hand, he said, “You know this is the only home I’ve ever felt truly comfortable in.  But being here is only going to get more confusing as things move forward.  I don’t want to bring on trouble you don’t need.”

	Her heart stopped.  Cole had been like a brother to her ever since her own brother had been killed in Iraq.  Losing Cole, felt like losing John all over again.  Her bottom lip trembled.

	“It’s time, Libby.”

	She waved him off with her hand.  “Time for what?  This is your home.  It’s always going to be your home.”

	He smiled at her in that warm way he always did when he was ready to argue his point.  “Are you sure about that?  You wouldn’t rather be with someone else?”

	Her mouth dropped open.  “What are you saying?”

	“I saw the way you looked at Jackson Gentry.  You like him.”

	“Get real.  He’s annoying.  He’s a ranger.  Yeah, he’s doing his job.  But he’s nothing but an ornery old man who--”

	“Ornery?”  Cole laughed.  “Yeah, okay.  I see the way he looks at you, too, by the way.”

	She started to protest, but Cole cut her off.

	“This day was going to come eventually.  Your father gave me a good home here for a time when we both needed each other and I’ll never forget that.  But I let myself get too dug in here and I stopped looking over my shoulder.  That could spell trouble for you, and I won’t let that happen.”

	“How can you leave now?”

	“If I wasn’t here—”

	“What?”

	“Maybe things would be different for you.  Maybe it would free the way for you to get something more for yourself.”

	“You mean, marry me a cowboy?  Fat chance!  My dad wanted me to marry a cowboy so there’d be a man at the helm of Bucking Hills Ranch.  He never wanted me to run this spread.  I’m perfectly capable of doing it myself.”

	“I didn’t say you weren’t.  And it doesn’t matter what your dad wanted, Libby.  Buck’s not here anymore.  And when I go, it’ll be just you running this ranch by yourself.  It’s time.”

	Libby’s eyes filled with tears.  She knew Cole well enough that he would wait to leave until she was asleep so neither one of them had to feel the pain of goodbye.

	With resolve, she turned toward the office.

	“What are you doing?”  Cole asked.

	She turned back.  “Jackson Gentry is not going to run you out of Bucking Hills Ranch.  If anyone is leaving Liberty, Texas, it’s him.”

	Cole looked down at her thoughtfully.  “Are you sure you wouldn’t like him to stay?”

	Shock took hold of her. Cole had always had some sixth sense when reading her.  And there was something there.  She couldn’t deny that.  Something about Jackson Gentry continued to creep into her mind when she wanted so badly to be thinking of something else. 

	But before she could say anything, Cole added, “Don’t bother answering, Lib.  I know you won’t even tell yourself the truth.”

	No, she didn’t want Jackson to leave Liberty.  But how could he stay when Cole was here.  There’d always be a threat hanging over their heads, something for Jackson to discover that would ruin the life that was holding them together.

	Cole grabbed his cowboy hat from the rack and propped it on his head as he walked out the door.

	And Libby didn’t go after him.

* * *

	The house was eerily quiet.  Every so often Libby heard a bang or the sound of the wind against the window panes.  Funny how she never seemed to notice those things before.  Maybe she had but didn’t pay them any mind.  Someone had always been with her in the house.  This was the first time in her life that she was truly alone.  Not just in the house, but on the ranch.

	Libby took a deep breath and reached for the towel she’d set out on the vanity.  The scars that had once scared her enough not to look were still red and raw.  But they didn’t scare her quite so much.  These days she never thought of them like she used to when she’d had her first surgery.  Back then, she’d thought everyone could see how her body had been marked forever.  But now she only thought of them when she was dressing or showering.  She could look at herself in the mirror now and not cry.

	Jackson was going to leave.  It was just as well.  Libby couldn’t change his leaving any more than she could change the scars on her body.  And did she really want to?  Well, she’d change the scars if she could.  But not Jackson Gentry’s leaving.  

	Cole had accused her of not telling herself the truth.  Well, it was hard to look at herself and not see the truth.  There would be nothing left for Jackson in Liberty when he was done with his investigation.  

	The heavy heart that beat in her chest was almost unbearable.  She was losing everything.  Everyone who’d ever meant anything to her was leaving or already gone.  And soon she’d lose this ranch if Jackson Gentry got too close to the truth.

	She glanced at herself in the mirror and touched the scar on her chest.  It was just as well he was leaving.  When he learned the truth about her, he’d want to leave too.  The truth wouldn’t matter at all.

###

 


Chapter Four

 

	Her pickup rolled to a stop in front of Clyde’s General Store.  Libby hesitated before she pushed the door open and climbed out into the Texas heat.

	“Been a while, Libby,” Mrs. Palmer said as she walked down the sidewalk toward her parked car.  “I was so sorry to hear about your daddy.”

	“Thank you,” she said, swallowing the lump in her throat.  She wasn’t ready to try to be normal around folks in town.  As long as she was busy, she could get through the days ahead. 

	“If there’s anything you need, just give me a call.”  Mrs. Palmer said, waving to her through the open window after she climbed into her car.  

	“I will,” she said, knowing she’d never make that call.  

	She waved back to Mrs. Palmer as the woman drove away and then took a deep breath of hot air before stepping through the store door.

	The cool air from the air conditioner bathed her face as she walked down the aisle, picking up items as she went.  She had no idea if any of the things she was picking up off the shelf were needed.  But it gave her a reason to talk to the storeowner.

	The day she’d met Mr. Duncan as a child, he was standing behind the counter like he was now.  He always busied himself straightening items that didn’t need straightening, rearranging things on another shelf, or swapping something else out for an item that had sat there too long.  Busy work her father had called it.  Every once in a while the teenage boy who’d started working at the store last summer would come out with a fresh batch of goods for Mr. Duncan to rearrange on another shelf.

	When he caught Libby coming his way, Mr. Duncan straightened his shirt and walked to the register.

	“It’s good to see you out and about, Libby.”

	“Were you afraid I’d become a vampire and shield myself from the sunlight?” she teased.

	“Well, you sure could use a little more color,” he said in a fatherly tone.  “It’s good to see you in good spirits.  What do you have there?  Andy get Libby a basket before her arm breaks and she drops these items all over the floor.”

	The teen rushed behind the counter and grabbed a small blue shopping basket.  One by one he took the items from Libby’s arms and dropped them inside the basket.

	“Here you go, ma’am,” he said.

	“Thank you.”

	Satisfied, Mr. Duncan waved Andy back to his task and turned to Libby.  “You usually send Cole out for supplies but he hasn’t been here in a few days.  I hope he’s not under the weather.”

	Her stomach sunk.  “He’s out of town.  On business.”

	The worried look on Mr. Duncan’s face changed to sympathy.  “So you’re alone at the house?”

	She tried to make light of it.  “I can finally have a long bubble bath without anyone complaining I’m taking too long.”

	Mr. Duncan looked at her warmly.  She was glad he didn’t push.  “Let’s get this rung up so you can get back to your day.”

	“I appreciate that.”

	She remembered what it was like after John died.  Every time she’d stepped off the ranch someone would give her condolences.  People meant well.  She knew that.  But she needed normal in her life.  The best way to get back to normal was to get back to ranch business and get on with life.

	Thirty minutes of walking around town would show the world around her that she had.  And if she kept telling herself that, maybe she’d believe it too.

	* * *

	Jackson hadn’t expected the “back in thirty minutes” sign on the town hall door.  He glanced at his watch.  It was five past noon.  Sighing his frustration, he turned and read the signs of all the small businesses along Main Street.  

	The diner may be a good place to look for the town clerk.  Rumor was Mrs. Estabrooks had been working the same desk for the last thirty years.  If there was anyone in town who knew everything about what happened in Liberty, it would be her.  He wanted more information about Cole Rivers.  As the town clerk, she’d known something about every resident in Liberty.  And what better place for him to connect with her in a non-threatening way than down at the local diner?

	As Jackson walked down the sidewalk toward the diner, his stomach growled.  If Mrs. Estabrooks was there, he may as well get a meal while he was at it.  Just as the thought crossed his mind, he saw Libby walking out of the general store carrying a bag that looked too large for her frame.  He quickly ran down the sidewalk toward her and grabbed the bag from her hands.

	With the movement, she tripped over her foot as she stumbled.  Then caught her footing again.  Wide-eyed with surprise, she glared up at him.  “What are you doing?”   

	“Helping you.”

	“Do what? Fall flat on my face? I nearly landed on the ground when you yanked the bag out of my arms.”

	“I was trying to keep you from dropping it.”

	She sputtered.  “I’ve been lugging bags of feed and lifting hay bales all my life.  I think I can handle a little bag from the hardware store.  Don’t you think you’re being a little—”

	“Gentlemanly?  There must not be very many of them around here if you don’t recognize one when you see one.”

	“There are plenty.  But every single one of them knows when to open a door for a lady and when not to tackle her.”

	Heat rose up Jackson’s face fast and hot.  “Sorry about that.  I was really just trying to help.”

	She blew out a quick breath and shook her head.  “Forget it.”

	“Where’s your truck?”

	She pointed to one of the many trucks parked along the road.  “That one’s mine.  But you don’t have to carry it to my truck.”

	“Will you be quiet for the five seconds it takes us to walk down the sidewalk?  It’ll take longer if you argue with me.”

	She opened her mouth, ready to fire back, but she quickly shut it again and began to walk.  When they reached her truck, Libby yanked open the passenger’s side door before turning to Jackson to take the bag.

	“I’ve got it,” he said, moving in close and dropping the bag on the floor of the passenger’s side.  The sweet fragrance of lavender and vanilla invaded his senses being so close to her.  He pulled back and looked down at Libby.  Her eyes said volumes.

	“You look like a lost little girl,” he said gently.

	“Yeah?  Don’t worry.  I know my way around town.”

	“I wasn’t talking about your sense of direction.  Life is going to be difficult for a while.”

	“Made worse by your meddling.”

	He shrugged.  “Meddling is my job.  Some people call it investigating.  But that doesn’t mean I enjoy it all the time.  Why don’t we not talk about this and just get a bite to eat at the diner?”

	“What for?”

	“Because I hate eating alone.  Because I tried Janine’s rodeo burger and it’s to die for.”

	“I’m not hungry.”

	“Of course you’re not, but you’re going to eat anyway.”

	Her lips pursed into the cutest bow as she eyed him.  “I told you—” 

	“When was the last time you ate a meal?  I mean a real meal.  Something that wasn’t just an apple or piece of toast you popped into your mouth.”  

	His voice was sharper than he’d intended it to be.  But he’d seen that kind of stubbornness before.   

	“I’m not going to let you waste away.”

	“Who says you have to watch?  You’re not responsible for me.”

	Frustration surged through him.  “Have you always been this stubborn?”

	“Yes.”

	He looked at her for a few seconds and realized she wasn’t being flip.  She’d answered him honestly.  He chuckled, thinking about Libby as a child.  She probably drove her father crazy with her stubbornness.

	She folded her arms across her chest.  “I grew up on a ranch with ranch hands and an older brother who liked to boss me around.  It’s called survival.”

	“Then use a little of that stubbornness to get yourself healthy.”

	Her back straightened and her arms dropped to her side.  “Who told you I’m not healthy?”

	“No one has to.  You look as white as a sheet and are so scrawny that you’ll probably blow away with the next gust of wind.”

	Except there was nothing scrawny about Libby Calvert.  She had curves in all the right places and softness to her that made a man’s fingers itch to touch her skin.

	But he didn’t want to go there.  The kind of thoughts he was having about the woman may have been giving him sleepless nights but Libby was driving herself into the ground for another reason.

	Her bottom lip quivered and she clamped down on it hard as if she didn’t want him to see.  Too late.

	“Well, don’t hold back.  Tell me what you really think of me.”

	Jackson felt like he’d been sucker punched by her drawn expression.  She’d taken his concern the wrong way and there was no way he could correct it without her knowing his feelings or thinking he was back peddling.

	“Isadore is the housekeeper at my family ranch in Steerage Rock.  She makes a mean enchilada that would put fire in your belly.  I know Janine has enchiladas on her menu but I doubt they’re as good.”

	The slight tremble he’d seen in her lip had stopped and she was looking at him quizzically.  “I’ve never had Janine’s enchiladas.  I’ve always cooked for everyone at my house.”

	“I’d like to sample some of your specialties while I’m here in town.  You know, to keep me from having to eat diner food the entire time I’m here.”

	“Would you now,” she said skeptically.

	“But since there’s no one else overseeing kitchen duty at your place, something tells me you haven’t done a whole lot of cooking for yourself lately, which is why a pretty girl like you is looking so thin.  I’m right, aren’t I?”

	Her turned down glanced told him it was true.

	“The way I see it is I’m going to worry about you wasting away instead of doing my job here.  If I can’t do my job, then I’ll never finish this investigation and I’m going to be hounding you for a long time.  So the quickest way to get rid of me is to just have lunch with me.  One meal at the diner will do you good.  That way I can get back to work and you won’t pass out on the sidewalk from malnourishment.”

	“I’m not going to—” 

	“If you do, people will think you’re swooning over me.”

	“Really?  You’re that confident in yourself?”  She laughed and shook her head.

	“You’re pretty when you smile.  If I do one other thing today, it’s going to be making you smile like that again.”

	She looked away as if she were embarrassed.

	“Come on.  It’s getting hot on this sidewalk.”

	She looked at him for a long moment.  “What are you doing?”

	“I told you.  I’m hungry.”

	She shook her head.  “You could eat alone.”

	“I’d prefer to eat with you.  And since I just heard your stomach growl, I know you’re hungry, too.”

	“It was that talk of enchiladas.”

	He laughed.  “Let’s see if Janine can make as mean an enchilada as Isadore.”

* * *

	Twenty minutes later Libby was seated across from Jackson at the diner in the center of town.  She didn’t have to see what Janine had on the menu.  Libby had eaten here many times as a teenager when she used to come here with Hannah and Dane after school.  Dane had even worked as a short order cook in the back one summer, giving Hannah an extra reason to want to hang out here.

	“People are staring at us,” she said, playing with her napkin.  

	“They’re staring at you.”

	“How do you know that?”

	His lips lifted to the most irresistible grin.  “Because it’s hard not to stare at such a beautiful woman.”

	“I thought I was scrawny.”

	“You are scrawny.  But you’re still beautiful.”

	Heat crept up her cheek.  “Don’t be thinking all this sweet talkin’ you’re doing is going to get me to confess my secrets.”

	His smile grew wider.  “That’s intriguing.  Let’s talk about your secrets.”

	“I thought you had paperwork to do?”

	“It’s going to get done.”

	“This was a bad idea,” she said, picking up her purse from the bench seat next to her.

	“What’s so bad about it?”

	“Nothing.  Forget it.  Let’s just eat so I can get back to work.”

	“Tell me something.”

	“No.”

	He chuckled, something Libby hadn’t expected.  She was acting like a spoiled child, annoyed with herself as much as with life itself.  And now Jackson was laughing at her.  

	“What’s so funny?”

	“You are so damned determined not to have a good time, aren’t you?”

	“I don’t like you.”

	“I don’t believe you.”

	“I don’t really care.”

	“Sure you do. You wouldn’t have agreed to come to lunch otherwise. You like me, Libby Calvert.”

	Her mouth dropped open.  “Of all the cocky—”

	“Whoa, now.”  He leaned forward and lowered his voice.  “We’re in public.  You don’t want to say anything you’ll regret.”

	“I’m already regretting this.  Let’s face it, Ranger.  The only reason you asked me to lunch is because you’re fishing for something.  And it’s not Janine’s enchiladas.”

	“You’re afraid I’m going to grill you about the investigation?”

	“Isn’t that what this is all about?”

	He looked away and let out a slow sigh.  “You and me are a lot more alike than you think.”

	“And I suppose you’re going to enlighten me on that.”

	“Yes, I am.”  He leaned forward with his elbows on the table, making him uncomfortably close to her.  He lowered his voice.  “You and me are very focused.  You’re focused on the ranch and protecting whatever it is you don’t want me to find out about.  And just for the record, I know there is something you don’t want me to find out.  I just don’t what that is yet.”

	Her heart beat faster in her chest.  But Jackson didn’t seem to notice. 

	“But for today, let’s just say we call a truce and just be two people enjoying a meal together.”

	“That’s it?  That’s all you want?”

	“Yeah.  You know, people do that sort of thing all the time.  They meet and talk about…stuff.”

	“Stuff.  What stuff?”

	“You know.  Stuff about yourself.  For instance, I can guess where your name comes from.”

	She fought the smile pulling at her lips.  “Yeah, Mom and Dad were pretty original there.”

	“But I don’t know the story behind it.”

	“What makes you think there’s a story?”

	“Because that’s what parents do.  The story of a person always starts with their name.  No one is ever born with a name.  Parents take months figuring out that perfect name for their kids.  In my case, my parents didn’t name me.”

	“They didn’t?”

	Jackson shook his head.  “My great-grandfather did.”

	Libby dropped the menu on the table and sat back in the seat.  “Really.  His name was Jackson, too?”

	“No.  It was Colbert.  But he was a big Johnny Cash fan.  He loved the song Jackson.”

	Libby couldn’t help but laugh.  “You’re named after a song?”

	“That’s what they told me.  Being the first born, I apparently took my sweet time coming into the world.  My grandfather and great-grandfather decided to go down at the local pub and wait things out.  They spent a fair amount of time there listening to the jukebox and having a drink or two or so while waiting for news of my arrival.  When news didn’t come, the men decided to go to the hospital to find out what the holdup was from the women in the family who were waiting there.  They were…feeling pretty happy.”

	“Oh, no.”

	Jackson laughed, his eyes twinkling as he told the story.  “Well, it was a joyous occasion, my birth and all.  But both my grandmothers were plenty angry and told them so.  So they decided to serenade them.”

	“In the hospital?”

	“Right in the maternity waiting room.  The women were yelling at them to knock it off.  The men just kept singing louder.  Almost got them all thrown out, except, at that moment I decided to make my grand entrance.  My great-grandfather declared it was a sign my name had to be Jackson.”

	Tears welled in her eyes from laughing.  “Is that true?”

	“So the story goes.  Now tell yours.”

	She shrugged.  “There’s nothing to tell.  It’s certainly nothing as interesting as your name.”  She shook her head.  “You know I’m never going to be able to hear that song and not think of you.”

	His lips curled into a slow smile.  “Now that’s a nice thought.  You thinking of me.”

	Her insides stirred in a way she wasn’t used to feeling.  She was thankful when the waitress appeared at the table to take their order.  She was hungrier than she’d felt in weeks.  But Jackson had managed to stir another hunger in her that had been dead for a long time.   

# # #	  

 


Chapter Five

  

It had been three days since Libby had shared a meal with Jackson at the diner.  Three days.  And the days that followed had her glancing down her driveway every time she heard a car drive past the house.  Nothing.

	Until today.

	When she spotted the cloud of dust behind the pickup coming down the driveway, she knew better than to think it was Cole coming back home.  Cole was always true to his word.  He’d left to protect her.  He wouldn’t jeopardize that as long as a Texas Ranger was sniffing about.  That meant only one thing.

	Jackson was back.  What irked Libby the most was that she’d actually been waiting for him.

	She pulled her attention away from his approach and went back to spreading manure in the side garden with her pitchfork.  She usually loved tending her own garden of flowers and vegetables.  But the only person who’d be enjoying the spoils would be her if Cole didn’t come back.

	She worked with determination.  Her face was hot and the muscles in her chest were screaming at her.  But exercise was good and she’d reward herself with a hot bath later to ease some of the kinks out.  

	When the sound of Jackson’s boots on the ground stopped, Libby lifted her head and stopped working, conscious of the fact she probably looked like a sweaty wreck.  To her surprise, Jackson wasn’t even looking at her.  

	“You have a real nice spread here,” Jackson said, looking around.  His gaze swept over the pasture.  His eyes slowly took in each detail from the slight swell of the land as it reached the hills in the distance and the pond nestled just on the other side of a lush green patch of trees.  His lips lifted to an appreciative smile.  For some reason that mattered to Libby.

	“This is beautiful country.”

	“I’ve always thought so.  My father always wanted John to take over the ranch, have a bunch of boys to carry on after him.”

	“It’s what every man wants, isn’t it?”

	Her breath caught in her throat.  “I hope not.”

	Jackson glanced at her then.

	Libby shrugged.  “That leaves half the population insignificant in the eyes of men.”

	A small chuckle escaped his lips.  “Not hardly.  I’d say that the female population has a whole lot of significance to most men.”

	Her jaw tightened.  “But not for the right reasons.  This may come as a shock to you, Jackson, but women aren’t just playthings.  If you open your eyes you might actually find one who knows how to do a thing or two on the ranch that’s useful.”

	He eyed the pitchfork in her hand.  “I imagine you’d have no problem showing me your talents with that thing.  But I’ll pass for now.”

	“Too bad.  I’ve got an itch to show you.”

	He laughed.  “Why so hostile?  And here I thought we had a nice connection at the diner the other day.”

	“Long day already.  Sorry.”

	“You said your family owned this place for a while?”

	“Generations.  But I imagine it doesn’t compare to what your family has up north.”

	“It’s different.  This is…smaller.”

	Libby chuckled.  “A few thousand acres can’t really compare to the tens of thousands of acres in Steerage Rock, Texas.”

	Jackson’s lips tilted into an irresistible grin.  “What do you know about Steerage Rock?”

	“Enough to know that your brother, Beau, is a famous bronc rider who up and left the circuit right before he had his shot at world champion.”

	His eyebrows narrowed.  “Beau had his reasons.”

	“It was quite a bold move.  Big news around here.  People were talking about it for months.  This is rodeo country, after all, and my dad was a big fan.”

	He turned his attention to her directly.  “Anything else?”

	“Every once in a while I hear Brock Gentry’s music on my radio when I’m driving to town or when I have the radio on in the kitchen.  He’s good.  I like his music.  And your brother Cody is—”

	Jackson shifted uncomfortably.  “So my brothers have made a name for themselves and obviously left an impression on you.  I get it.”

	She couldn’t help but smile.  “Jealous?”

	He shook his head.  She doubted he was.  What could a man like Jackson have to be jealous about? 

	“I chose a different path for my life.  I went into the military and then became a Texas Ranger.  Nothing quite as newsworthy as what my brothers do, but just as important I think.”

	Libby’s stomach dropped.  “Is that why you’re here?”

	“Partly.”

	“Cole’s not here.”

	“I know.”

	She relaxed just a little.  Did he know Cole had left town?

	“Then why are you here?  I’ve already told you everything I know about the accident.”

	“You know where Cole is.”

	She sputtered and dug the pitchfork’s teeth into the dirt.  “What makes you think that?”

	“You’re saying you don’t?”

	“I knew he was leaving.  He didn’t tell me where he was going.  I can’t help you.”

	“You expect me to believe that?”

	She lifted her head to look at him directly.  She was no match for his height, but she had other assets that were just as intimidating.  “I don’t expect you to believe anything, Jackson.  In fact, believe whatever you want, even if it’s not the truth.  I’m just telling you what I know.”

	“You're awfully pretty when you get riled up.”  His voice was like a caress against her skin, soft and slow and tender.  And when he spoke to her like that, she actually believed him.

	Damn him.

	“Save that for the pretty girls back home.  It doesn’t work on me.”  She gripped the pitchfork tighter, turned her back to him and walked away.

	“You think all that steam and fire you just threw at me is enough to get me to leave Liberty?”

	“One can hope.”

	“I’m not going anywhere, Libby.”

	“Fine.  Do whatever you’d like,” she said, not turning back.  “I have work to do.”

* * *

	Jackson watched Libby as she stalked back toward the barn.  Sashayed was more like it.  He wondered if she even knew she was doing it.  Or if it were natural.  Did her hips sway like that whenever she was walking away or did she only do that when he'd gotten her riled up?  A man could spend hours just wondering about this woman.  And he was wasting a whole lot of time doing it.

	“You don’t have any other ranch hands here?” he called out to her.

	As she got to the barn door, Libby turned to him.  “I thought we already established the size of this ranch.  Cole was it.  My father didn’t need anyone more than the three of us.”

	“So now you’re down two men.”

	“We’ve already established that, too.”

	She disappeared into the barn.  Jackson followed her.  He’d somehow put his foot in his mouth again where Libby was concerned.  How that kept happening was a mystery to him.

	He found her in the first stall.

	“I just meant…you could use some help here.”

	She dug the pitchfork into the soiled hay in the stall and carried it to the waiting wheelbarrow without acknowledging him.

	“I’m going to be in town for a little while until I finish…filing my report.”

	Libby kept working.  Lord, the woman was beautiful when she was irritated.  And now she was irritating him.

	“I could help you.”

	She stopped dead in her tracks.

	“Are you kidding me?”

	“No.”

	“Why in hell’s blazes would I want you on this ranch?”  Realization seemed to cross her face.  “Oh, wait.  You don’t want to help me at all.”

	He blinked his confusion.  “I just offered, didn’t I?”

	“Yeah, but only so you can dig up dirt on Cole.”

	She may as well have stabbed him in the heart with her suspicion.  “If digging up dirt is needed, then I’m happy to help you do it.  But the offer was to help you with the chores.  Libby I’ve come out to this ranch a few times and each time something more needs to be done.  You’ve been out in the sun for I don’t know how long today but half the day isn’t even over you look like you’re about to topple over. You can’t do the work of three men all by yourself.”

	“If I have to, I can.”

	He shook his head, baffled by her stubbornness. “Hasn’t anyone ever offered genuine help to you before?

	She stared at him for a long time, weighing him, thinking.  “I’m used to… It doesn’t matter.  I didn’t realize you were serious.”

	“I am.  To lose two people you care about so quickly and then be saddled with all this work is enough to break anyone.  I can’t believe you haven’t had a neighbor or someone from town offer to help you out.”

	She sighed.  “They have.  I’ve said no.  Despite what you think, I’m not saddled with anything here.  Everything I do is a labor of love.  I love this ranch.”

	“Have you even looked into getting help?”

	“I haven’t had time since Cole left.  It’s going to be hard to replace Cole.  He did the work of five men, I swear.”

	“Then I have a lot to live up to.”

	* * *

	Jackson had spent the rest of the day helping Libby get caught up on some much-needed work on the ranch.  Most of the day they worked independently.  Jackson had checked the fences on the far side of the property where the cattle were somehow getting out.  He’d been gone for hours, taking Spirit with him.  

	She had a mixed sense of envy that Spirit would enjoy the afternoon’s ride with someone else, and pride that Jackson would see all the hard work she’d put into training Spirit.  Not all horses took to strangers well.  But of all the horses on the Bucking Hills Ranch, Spirit had the sweetest temperament and would not give Jackson any trouble.  

	Libby actually felt guilty for sitting down on the porch with a glass of iced tea during the time Jackson had been gone.  He’d been right about her.  Her body wasn’t as strong as it used to be.  But it had nothing to do with her grief over losing her father.  She had to be easy with her body if she expected it to heal well.

	It had her thinking about what Jackson said about finding someone to replace Cole.  Part of her hoped that the investigation would be over so Cole could come home.  If he did, there would be no need for her to hire another ranch hand.  But Jackson would have to leave Liberty for that to happen.   

	She decided her break was over when she’d drained the last of her iced tea.  If Jackson was out fixing her fences, then she couldn’t very well rest all afternoon.  There was plenty of work to be done in the barn.

	She was just finishing up spreading fresh hay in one of the stalls when Jackson came trotting in with Spirit.

	She greeted him with a smile, but it quickly faded when she saw the scowl on his face.

	“Why haven’t you reported the breaks in your fencing to the sheriff?” he asked, climbing down from the saddle.

	“Animals break through fences all the time.  Neither the sheriff or Dane has time to deal with that sort of thing.”

	“Animals break out from inside.  This break was made from the outside, Libby.  Your father and Cole had to know that.  There were three sections that were broken into.  Someone was doing this on purpose.”

	She shifted uncomfortably.  “We live close to the Mexican border.  Someone might have wandered over.”

	“Might have?  Do you know who this is?”

	It took her a few seconds to weigh how much to tell Jackson.  “My father spotted some teenagers on the property during a ride.  They might have been a little older.”

	“When?”

	“A few days before he died.”

	“Is that why he was carrying two rifles with him?”

	“He wasn’t.  Cole was using the other one.”  She swallowed hard, fearing she’d just gone too far.

	The look of surprise on his face made her turn cold.  “Why didn’t you tell me Cole was with him?”

	“Because he wasn’t with him.  He found him.”

	Jackson shook his head.  “You’re not making any sense.”

	“Because it doesn’t make any sense.”  

	Her outburst boomed inside the confines of the barn, spooking the big gray quarter horse they called Skittish.  It hadn’t always been his name.  But as he grew and it became clear he was easily startled, he grew into it.  	“Cole was riding Skittish,” she said calmly, stroking the horse’s nose and face.  Skittish quickly recovered from Libby’s outburst.  “Skittish threw Cole off the saddle and took off on a run when he heard something in the mesquite bushes.  Cole went to check it out, but didn’t find anything.  Then went to look for Skittish.  That’s when he found my father.”

	“Was he dead when he got there?”

	She shook her head.  “Cole saw it from the distance.  Skittish was still spooked when he ran into my father.  He reared up again.  Cole didn’t see the rifle fall from the saddle, but he heard the shot.  When he got there, my father was dead.”

	Tears spilled over her eyelids and fell down her warm cheeks.

	“Why didn’t you tell me any of this?”

	“Cole feels responsible.”

	“Why?  As you say, it was an accident.  That being the case, why did he leave town?  And why did you show up at the police station with bail money?”

	“Oh, come on, Jackson.  What was he supposed to think?  What was I supposed to think for that matter when you come down here asking all kinds of questions?  Do you really blame him for leaving?”

	“Yes.  He left you with this ranch to deal with on your own.  Why kind of man does that?”

	“The way you came at him, interrogating him like he purposely killed a man he’d spent years working with, a man who treated him like the father he never had, well, you just about killed him, too.  He loved my father.”

	“Does he love you, too?”

	She blinked hard, thrown by the question.  “What?”

	“It’s a simple question, Libby. Do you really need me to spell it out?”

	“You’re out of line.”

	“That’s what I thought, too.  Until Cole disappeared.”

	Libby stalked to the faucet on the other end of the barn, yanked a clean bucket from the stack by the door and started filling it with water.  When she turned off the water, she straightened up and turned to him, pushing an errant stand of hair away from her face with back of her hand.

	“Tell me the real reason you went after him the way you did.”

	“I told you.  The accident details didn’t add up.”  He gave her a hard look, but kept his eyes fixed on hers.  “Tell me the truth.  You’re in love with him, aren’t you?”

# # #

 

 


Chapter Six

 

He’d done it again.  Libby didn’t owe Jackson an explanation of her relationship with Cole Rivers outside of the investigation he was charged to do.  And yet, that burning desire to know her answer coiled in his stomach as he waited for her to respond.   

	She laughed so loud Skittish bobbed his head.

 “You’ve got to be kidding,” she said.  “He’s practically my brother.”

“That’s not exactly an answer, is it?  Besides, he wasn’t too happy having me around you either.”

“Do you blame him?”

Libby walked over to Spirit and began to undo the straps of her saddle.  When the straps were free, she slid the saddle off Spirit’s back. It wasn’t the weight in her arms that Jackson noticed most.  It was the way Libby winced when she lifted her arms.

	“Give that to me,” he said, taking the saddle from her hands.  He carried the saddle to the tack room and laid it on the makeshift sawhorse where she’d retrieved it earlier.  She followed with the blanket.   

	“It’s been over a month since my father died.  I’ve got to move on.  I can’t keep having this hashed out.  My father died from a stupid accident.  I wish to God it hadn’t happened, but it did.”

	“You didn’t answer my question.”

	“Does the answer really matter?  It doesn’t change your investigation.  It doesn’t change the fact that there is more work here than I can handle.  I just want to move on.”

	The tears in her eyes broke his heart.  “It matters to me.”

	“Why?”

	“Because I like you.  And if you weren’t so damned stubborn, you’d admit that you like me, too.”

	She heaved a heavy sigh.  “I won’t start what I can’t finish.  I don’t have time to like anyone.  And by the way, don’t you have family and a life somewhere else?  You’ve been stuck in Liberty for weeks.  When is this investigation going to end?”

	“I’m not comfortable with the fact that someone has been breaking through your fences.”

	“That’s my problem.  Not yours.”

	“I’m making it mine until you can get Deputy Bancroft involved.  The local law should be aware of this.  And you shouldn’t be here alone.  But…”

	“But what?”

	“Unless there are any new developments, the investigation into your father’s accident is closed.”

	“Really?”

	“Based on what you just told me, the explanation of how Buck was shot with a rifle that was fifteen feet away from him is plausible.  I don’t know why Cole didn’t mention any of this to me when I questioned him.”

	“Because he feels responsible.”

	“If I can get Cole to submit a statement to what happened, that should be enough to close the case.”

	“That means you’ll be leaving town?”

	“Cole can send his statement to me in the Austin office so…yeah, there’s no need for me to stay.  Make sure you let him know.”

	“I can’t.”

	“What do you mean?”

	She was quiet a moment.  “He left because of me.”

	“Why?”

	Libby hesitated a moment.  “He told me a few weeks ago he didn’t want to stand in the way of my happiness.  He thought by being here…  But it doesn’t matter now.  You’re leaving.  Will you be going back to Steerage Rock?”

	“No.  If I do that, my brother Cody will think I’m back to take over the ranch now that Dad has retired and is spending so much time in Houston.  No, I'll go to visit and for special occasions.  Except for that period of time when Cody didn’t have his eyesight, I’m mostly on the road.  Eventually I’ll probably settle down and work at the Silverado Ranch again.  But…”

	“No.  Don’t stop there.  Finish what you were going to say.”

	“It doesn’t matter.”

	“It does to me.”

	“My mother always hoped her boys would one day run the ranch together.  Now that she’s gone it’s been hard to be around the ranch.”

	“I know the feeling,” she admitted.  “But this is home.  I don’t know where else I’d go.  I guess I just can’t imagine it. My dad hoped it would be my brother John who’d take over the ranch when he was gone.  After he was killed…I don’t think he thought anyone would.  And then Cole came here.”

	“You were always here.  I’ll bet you surprised him with what you could do on your own.”

	A bittersweet smiled tugged at her lips.  “Yeah, I guess I did.  But my father was very old fashioned.  I think he thought I’d marry one day and my husband would run the ranch.  That’s not going to happen.”

	“The running of the ranch or the getting married?”

	“I have no intention of letting a husband of mine run this show alone.”

	“Does that mean you’ll share?”

	“Marriage is a partnership, if nothing else.”

	Jackson smiled wickedly.  “Well, I hope it’s a whole lot more than that.  At least in the bedroom.”

	She flushed.  “I have work to do.”

	“No, don’t blush.”

	She waved him off as she walked away.

	“And don’t run away.”

	Jackson looked around.  There was a whole lot of work that was still left to do.  Libby had made a dent while he was out checking the fences, but it was a small one.

	“Have you eaten?”

	Libby kept walking until she was outside the barn. “I will after the animals have.”

	“They’re not going to be, if you collapse from exhaustion."

	“I’m fine,” she said, picking up the pitchfork that had been propped against the barn.  She started poking at the bales of hay that was stacked neatly next to the paddock and added some hay to the hay box.

	Jackson grabbed the pitchfork from her hand.

	“Let’s eat,” he said, his tone firm.  “When we’re done eating, we can both finish up and make sure the animals have what they need.”

	Anger surged through her.  Her chin lifted the heat in her eyes was unmistakable, like a viper about to strike out at him.  Jackson almost wished she would.  He wanted to see just how much fire there was in her.  She was full of passion, full of spirit.   

	But Libby didn’t strike out.  Instead, her shoulders slumped.  “I can do this, Jackson.  I can.”

	“I didn’t say you couldn’t.  But I’ve been out in that pasture all afternoon and quite frankly, I want to spend a little time with you without talking about investigations or ranches.  I’d like a few minutes with you all to myself.  Don’t worry.  I won’t kiss you.  Unless of course, you want me to.”

	The glare she leveled him with had him laughing.  

	“Why don’t you hold that steam for later when we’re mucking stalls?”

* * * 	

Jackson was leaving.  What should have given Libby a sigh of relief only made her ache inside more than the pain of the surgeries she’d had.	It was just as well, she’d told herself all morning while working.  She was getting stronger every day.  Her body reminded her of its limitations less and less each day.  Pretty soon she wouldn’t be reminded at all of the ordeal she’d been through over the past few months. 	As soon as word got around that Jackson had left Liberty, Cole would return.  At least, Libby hoped he did.  In the meantime, she’d keep working.

	It had been ages since she’d taken Spirit for a ride around the ranch.  She decided it was time to give them both a treat after her morning chores were done.  Jackson had mentioned the three breaks in the fences.  She’d only known about one of them.  Jackson had only been able to use a felled tree to close up the opening in one of the breaks.  That left two others where her livestock was getting loose. The sun was hot on her back as she rode along the trail that led to the pond she and John used to swim in when they were kids.  Sweat was dripping down her back and settling in the seat of her jeans.  Her skin felt like it was flaming beneath the fabric of her shirt.  All the sweat and manure that had smeared on her jeans now stunk.  And her bones were aching more than she’d ever remembered.

	Despite all that, Libby was a country girl, through and through.  She wasn’t going to let the heat get to her.  Sitting in the saddle, her backside protested with each sway of her horses stride, so when she got to the pond, she decided she’d had enough.

	“Whoa, Spirit,” she said soothingly.  When Spirit stopped at the bank of the pond, Libby climbed out of the saddle and arched her back to get the kinks out.  She let go of Spirit’s reins and Spirit walked over to the water, bending her head for a much-needed drink of water.

	Pulling off her cowboy hat, Libby pushed her sweat off her forehead and glanced around.  It wasn’t unusual for her to ride out to the property line alone.  This was one of her favorite spots to come to get some clarity.  Months before making her decision for surgery, she’d spent a lot of time sitting on the boulder just looking at the sunlight on the water.  Spirit had been her quiet but loyal companion, listening to her as she talked.  Sometimes Cole would find her.  Oh, he tried not to make his presence known, but she’d always known he was there, hiding behind a swell in the land or pretending to come out just to check on the cattle.

	But Cole was gone.  And as Libby looked around, she realized Jackson wasn’t coming today either.  She was truly alone. 

	She loved this spot because of the privacy it afforded.  The temperature was inching higher as the sun passed over the sky.  Cool water drops hit her face, causing her to glance over at Spirit, who was bobbing her head up and down spraying drops of water at Libby.

	“Feels good, girl, huh?” she said, chuckling.  “I think you’re on to something there.  No one but you is going to see me, right?”

	Spirit neighed as if she were answering.  But Libby didn’t need much of a push to strip down and get cooled off.  She dropped her hat on the ground and pulled off her boots, laying them next to the hat.  She quickly stripped the rest of her clothes off and placed them on top of her boots.

	The cool water shocked her hot skin as she dipped into the water.  She’d never gone skinny dipping because she knew her father would never approve.  But she was only going to stay in the water long enough to cool off her skin so she could tolerate the heat on the ride back to the house.  Spirit was a good distance away, so Libby decided to dunk herself completely and swim out to the middle of the pond and then make her way back to shore floating on her back.  But as she flipped over, feeling the sun against her wet face, she footsteps. 

	“Well, look what we have here!”

# # #

 

 


Chapter Seven

 

	“Underneath all that sass, I knew there was a hot woman who loved to let loose.”

	Libby’s hands flew to cover her breasts.  “What are you doing here?”

	“I came back to finish fixing the broken fencing.  When you weren’t at the house I thought I’d come and investigate.”

	“Again?  I thought the investigation was over.”

“I don’t mean that investigation.  I mean looking for you.  Your truck was still at the house so I got worried.” She splashed some water at him and turned away, covering her chest with her arms.  “Go away!”

	“I never thought you’d be the shy type.”

	“I’m not…just go.”

	“Don’t worry, I’m not peeking.  I want to.  I’m just being honest with you about that.  But I’m not.  I have pretty futile imagination and based on the underthings sitting here on top of your boots—”

	“Jackson Gentry!”

	“I’m pretty sure…” She peeked over her shoulder and saw his deep intake of breath.  “Want some company?”

	“Not if it’s you.”

	“That hurt.”

	“Oh, for God’s sake, at least turn around.”

He did as he was told but continued to tease her.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to join you in there?”

	“No.  You just stay put while I get out.”

	Now that her skin was cooled off, goose bumps rose on her arms and legs as her wet skin hit the warm air.  She quickly ran up the bank to where she’d dropped her clothes on the ground.  Pulling her hot, dry clothes over wet skin proved more difficult than she’d anticipated, but she continued to watch Jackson as she labored through dressing.

	“Did you see anything?” she asked, pulling her shirt over her head.

	“Oh, yes, I did.  And what a mighty fine—“

	Panic struck her hard.  “What did you see?”  

	“Those slender shoulders.  That beautiful long neck as you tossed water on your back.  Your face turned up to the sun while you—“

	“What else?  I mean before I knew you were there.”

	“What else?  What more did I need to see?”

	“Oh, please.  Are you going to tell me that you found a naked woman swimming alone and you didn’t peek?”

	“I’m a man of my word.”

	“You’re a man.”

	“Okay, I peeked a little.”

	She swallowed hard.  She quickly pulled her pants on as she watched his back.

	“So you’re one of those guys.”

	He started to turn around.

	“What are you doing?  Don’t look!”

	He blew out a frustrated breath.  “How can a woman feel comfortable stripping down naked in broad daylight and then get all flustered about showing off a little skin?  I didn’t see anything, okay?  And what kind of ‘guy’ are you talking about?”

	“The ones who say, ‘your lips are saying no, no, no, but your eyes are saying yes, yes, yes’.”

	Jackson laughed, which grated on her nerves more than she cared to admit.

	“I think we’re there, sweetheart, but I’m not going to take anything you’re not fully willing to give me.  I’m not that kind of man.”

	“You won’t be getting anything.  You’re supposed to be leaving town.”

	“I’m starting to get a little bit of a complex about your wanting me to leave so badly.”

	“Poor baby.  Why are you still here?”

	He was quiet a moment while she waited, then turned just his head to look over his shoulder at her.  “Because I like being with you.  I thought I made that pretty clear.”

	His words stopped her dead in her tracks.  The knee-jerk reaction she had was to tell him he was full of himself.  But the look he gave her told her he was telling the truth.  Warmth spread through her hotter than the sun beating down on her head.

	“I don’t know why,” she said quietly.  “I’ve done nothing but yell at you and push you away since you stepped foot on my ranch.”

	He smiled then, a wide smile that showed straight white teeth and a deep dimple on his left cheek.  “You’re a challenge.  I’ll give you that.”  He looked at her feet and then back at her face.  “You’re going to get dirt in your boots if you’re not careful.”

	“So,” she said, as he walked over to her.

	“So you’ll end up with sores on your feet walking in those boots.  Here, put your hands on my shoulders.”

	Libby did as she was told as Jackson bent down in front of her, lifting her foot off the hard, dry earth, and brushing the soles of her feet with his hands.  She closed her eyes at the feel of his hands on her skin.  She liked his hands.  They were strong and reassuring.

	Today wasn’t the first time she’d noticed them.  When he’d been working in the barn the other day she’d noticed them.  He wasn’t just a man who pushed paper and pens around.  He got himself dirty and didn’t mind it.  She liked that about him.  So many men wanted to prove something.  But Jackson didn’t hide behind a title or his badge.  He was real.    

	“What?  No sock?” he asked.

	Libby dropped to a grassy patch on the ground and grabbed her socks from inside her boots.  “I can do the rest myself.  Thank you.”

	Jackson sat down next to her while she finished getting her boots on, staring at her feet with a wide smile.

	“What?” 

	“Bows?”

	“You have a thing about my socks.”

	“I have a thing about you.  You’re…”

	“What?”

	“You never cease to amaze me.”

	“Good.  It’ll keep you on your toes.”

	He threw back his head and laughed up at the sky, which did wonders to calm the panic she’d felt when he’d found her.

	“You’ve already done that, sweetheart,” he said, adjusting his cowboy hat on his head.

	She looked at him for a brief moment, her head spun.  Uneasy by how close he was to her, how the scent of him still swirled around her, how the heat of his closeness affected her to the core, she abruptly got up from the ground.

	“I need to get back.”

	“Why don’t we ride back together on Spirit?  I left the supplies for the fences in the back of the truck.”

	“You walked out here in this heat?”

	Jackson got to his feet.  “Yes, ma’am.  It was a nice walk, made even more pleasant with my finding you in the pond.”

	Her cheeks flamed again.  “Forget about that.  Let’s get back to the house.”

	They both climbed on Spirit, who took to carrying both of them in stride.  Having her back up against the heat of Jackson’s body was only made hotter by the sun beating down on them.  But she liked the feel of his arms loosely draped around her waist.  Every once in a while on the ride back, Jackson would lean forward and whisper something in her ear, tickling her senses.  

	It wasn’t anything romantic or erotic.  He just mentioned something he noticed on the ranch.  Yet her mind wandered to places she hadn’t allowed herself to go in a very long time.  She loved the feel of Jackson’s body against her and wondered what it would feel like to be flesh-to-flesh, making love.  

	Her blood stirred just thinking about it and she was infinitely glad she was sitting in front of him where he couldn’t see her expression. She was sure her expression would betray her thoughts.

	When they reached the barn, they worked together to get Spirit settled in the paddock where she could enjoy some fresh water and hay, and then put the saddle and gear away in the tack room.

	The refreshing feeling of swimming in the pond was long gone.  Libby’s skin was still hot and electrified from being so close to Jackson during the ride back to the house.  

	When she turned to leave the tack room, Jackson dragged her into his arms.  

	“Hold on a second,” he said.

	Her legs melted beneath her and the only thing holding her upright was Jackson.  In his arms she felt small and whole and special in a way she’d never known.  

	Libby had dated men over the years.  She’d thought she’d been in love once.  But nothing had ever felt like this.

	Jackson pulled her closer, pressing her chest against his.  But she didn’t feel the sensation she’d expected with the contact.  

	She fought all the usual fears she’d had about what it would be like to be with a man and just allowed herself to feel.  Would he know the difference in her?  Would it matter?  She didn’t want to think about it.  Instead, Libby focused on the feel of Jackson’s arms wound tightly around her body, and the stirring she felt in her belly, as she pressed herself up against his hot skin.

	His strength and the gentleness of his hands as his fingers dug into her hair.  When he finally bent his head and his mouth covered hers, it made it easy for Libby to forget the struggles she’d been facing.  Oh, it would be so wonderful to stay in Jackson’s arms, she decided.  Nothing could hurt her there.

	Jackson pulled away to gaze into her eyes and take a deep breath, but it only left her wanting more of him.  Everything inside her screamed that this was so right.   

	“I’d wondered what it would be like to taste you,” he said, looking down at her with a smile that stole her breath away.

	But before she could find the words to respond her pleasure, the sound of a truck coming down the driveway pulled their attention toward the barn door.

	She looked up at him, still shaky from their kiss.  “I wasn’t expecting company.”

	“Do you think it might be Cole?”

	She shook her head, not wanting the irritation about his focus on Cole to ruin the wonderful moment they’d shared.

	“We’d better go see who it is then,” he said, brushing his fingers gently along the curve of her cheek.

	She touched her hand to her chest as she walked beside him.  Outside, she had to squint her eyes to focus on the truck now parked in front of the house.  She didn’t know who it belonged to, but she did recognize the emblem on the side of the truck, a telltale sign of the man’s profession.  He was another Texas Ranger.

	She glanced up at Jackson and his smile told Libby he recognized the man now standing beside the truck.

	“I wasn’t expecting to see you until I got back to Austin,” Jackson said.  “Libby, this is Ranger Doug Dunlap.  I work with him on occasion.”

	“Some of us are chained to a desk and don’t get all the perks of working in the field,” Doug said, tipping his hat at Libby.  “Nice to meet you, ma’am.”

	“Likewise.”

	The awkward silence let Libby know the ranger was probably here on official business.  A knot formed in the pit of her stomach.  

	“Your timing is lousy,” Jackson said as Doug handed him the manila folder he’d been holding.

	“I’m not sure it was what you were looking for but it’s interesting reading.  I could have faxed all this to you.  But then I wouldn’t have had an excuse to come out and see what was keeping you here in Liberty all this time.  Now I know.”

	The knowing smile Jackson gave her made her blush.

	“Where are my manners?  Would you like a glass of iced tea, Doug?” she asked.  “I made a fresh pitcher before I left for my ride.”

	“That would be nice.  Thank you.”

	Doug tipped his hat at Libby as she turned away.  Walking to the house, she wondered why on earth a Texas Ranger would travel all the way from Austin to Liberty when a phone call would do.  And she wanted to know what was in that folder Doug had just handed Jackson.  

	And she wanted him to leave as quickly as he came.  Her mother would be appalled by her behavior.  She’d been raised better than that.  But Libby couldn’t help but want to rewind the minutes back to when she was in Jackson’s arms and she felt safe.   

  	She kept a watchful eye out the kitchen window at the two men as they talked in the yard while she pulled clean glasses from the cabinet and put them on a tray.  Then she quickly poured the iced tea.

	As she pushed the screen door open with the tray in her hand, she saw the back end of Doug’s truck as it sped down the driveway.  Jackson was sitting in a chair on the porch.  Libby walked over and dropped the tray on the wooden table.

	“I thought Doug wanted a drink?” she said.

	Jackson kept his eyes on the pages in the file folder.

	“Jackson?”

	“It’s interesting.”

	“What is?”

	He put the folder on the table next to the tray of iced tea.

	“I look around and I see a functioning ranch.  The barn has a roof that is patched, not replaced.  The house is in good shape, but nothing is updated. You have about half the head of cattle a ranch like this could hold.  You had one ranch hand.  One.”

	“My father and I—“

	“This ranch isn’t working to capacity at all, Libby.  And I had to wonder why.  I’ve been around ranching all my life.  I know when a ranch is failing.  This ranch isn’t failing.  It’s under-producing.  Didn’t you think I’d wonder why?”

	“You said the investigation was over,” she said quietly.

	He ignored her and said, “The only reason I could come up with was that the ranch was cash poor.”

	“Since when was my family’s ranch practices under investigation?”

	“Since I saw the bank statements.  There’s nothing there.  I knew the property was mortgaged but the full report didn’t come in until yesterday.  Doug knew I was wrapping things up here so he brought the report to me personally in case it had some bearing.”

	“This is my family.  My privacy you’re invading.”

	“It’s my job to find out what happened to your father, Libby.”

	“You said it was over.”

	“Where’d the money go, Libby?” 

	“How dare you do this?”

	Jackson pushed himself to his feet and came toward her quickly.  “Did Cole take it?”

	“We’re back to Cole?  Are you crazy?  Cole never took a dime more than his paycheck.  Never.  He’s the most honest person I know.”

	“Large amounts of cash withdrawals have been taken out of the account.”

	“My mother was sick for a long time.  She had breast cancer.  My father did everything he could to make sure she had whatever care she needed.  Some of that was experimental treatment that the insurance company refused to cover.”

	“Your mother died ten years ago.  A ranch like this could have bounced back.  These transactions are recent.”

	“Don’t push this, Jackson.”

	“Why not?  Where did the money go, Libby?”

	The last thing she wanted was Jackson’s probing gaze keeping her still.  But there she was.  Her biggest fear realized.  Forced to confess things she wasn’t yet ready to talk about.

	“Don’t you need a warrant to get personal information like this?  Why didn’t you tell me?”

	“I didn’t need to.  I was investigating Buck Calvert’s death.  His name is on the bank account.  None of that will transfer to you until his estate goes through probate.  Mortgage information is public record and this ranch was recently remortgaged.  I had to check it out, Libby.”

	“I told you.  We had a lot of medical bills for a long time.  It took a toll on my father.  After my mother died, my father threw himself into the ranch again and John decided to leave for the military.  It was John’s way of coping with my mother’s death.  That’s when Cole came to work at the ranch.  I’d just graduated high school about that time.”

	“In the ten years since your mother passed, your father should have been able to bring the ranch back to its potential.  But still, the ranch is in full debt.  More money is going out than is coming in.” 

	“I know you’ve done your homework, Jackson.  You know my brother was killed in Iraq.”

	Jackson’s demeanor changed.  “Your father had a lot of grief to deal with.  I understand that.”  He sighed and she could see the war raging on his face.  The man who wanted to be sympathetic still had a job to do.  So he pushed on.  “Are you telling me your father gave up?”

	“No.  The man didn’t have quit in his vocabulary.  I think there were times he wanted to, but…I think he kept a brave face for me.”

	“Does the debt on this ranch have something to do with the fence breaks?  Was there someone threatening your father?”

	“No.”  

	“What aren’t you telling me?  Why do I feel like I’m pulling teeth to get the most basic information from you?”

	“Because I’m a private person.  I don’t talk about my private life with just anyone.”

	His face registered hurt like she’d never seen.  “I didn’t realize I was just anyone.”

	She sighed and looked away.  “You have to admit that our relationship isn’t exactly normal.  You didn’t come here for me, Jackson.”

	“I’m staying for you.  Talk to me, Libby.  Tell me what’s going on.  You know I’ll dig into this further and find out myself.  But I’d rather it come from you.”

	“I can’t.”

	Defeated, he said, “You won’t.”

	And it was true.  The deeper she got into the truth, the harder it was for all of them.

	“Is this why Cole left?”

	She shook her head.

	“Because for the life of me, I can’t wrap my head around why a man who supposedly cares for you would leave you alone.”

	“The reason he left no longer matters,” she said.

	“Are you sure?”

	How could she tell him the truth?  Cole had left because he thought he’d hold her back from having a life with someone else.  And it wasn’t until that moment that she realized he was right.  If Cole had been here on the ranch, she would have never allowed herself to open up to Jackson the way she had.  She’d have been too afraid for Cole and what Jackson might find out.

	But now she realized none of that mattered.  When Jackson found out the truth about where the money had gone and why, he’d be leaving anyway.  She was sure of it. 

	“If you don’t mind, Jackson, I’d like you to leave.”

	“The fences aren’t fixed.”

	“I’ll take care of it.  Please, just go.”

	He didn’t argue. “I’m coming back, Libby.  One way or the other we’ll have this talk.”

	She watched him walk toward his truck, start the engine and then speed down the driveway, leaving a cloud of choking dust in its wake.

	And then she was alone again.

# # #

 

 


Chapter Eight

	

The ranch didn’t look any better than it had yesterday.  Libby had been determined to drive him off her property.  It was her right.  He could only push so far before he overstepped his bounds.  He only hoped she didn’t throw him off the ranch today.

	She didn’t want to open up to him.  He had a job to do.  But deep down he didn’t give a rat’s ass about the investigation.  He cared about the woman.  And that was a shock to his system that he hadn’t expected when he’d arrived in Liberty weeks ago.

	Every step he took forward in this never ending investigation took him one step closer to the truth and two steps away from Libby.   

	“Fourth generation rancher and the place is a mess.  What secrets are you keeping here?”  

	Jackson looked around and knew he couldn’t just walk away.  Not only did every bit of training he’d had over the years tell him the story of what happened on this ranch ran deeper than an accidental shooting, but something had a hold on Libby Calvert so strong, it was driving her into the ground.

	He heard the sound of water running in the barn.  It was probably Libby so he decided to go see her there.  As he suspected, Libby was mopping a stall as if she were out for revenge for something.  Her hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail but tendrils of hair and pulled away from the elastic band and were now pasted to the sweat around her face.

	She didn’t stop what she was doing, even when it was clear she would have heard his approach.

	“Libby?”

	“I have work to do, Jackson.”

	“Slow down.  You’re going to burn yourself out.”

	“I don’t slow until the work is done.”

	“Or you drop?”

	“Something like that.”

	“If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to avoid that.”

 	With every push of the mop on the floor, Libby’s breathing was hard and raspy, making him uncomfortable.  She was a worker.  But something was laboring her breathing.  She kept at her task, spraying down the floor as if something was driving her.  Then she turned her attention to the wheelbarrow she’d used to clear the stall, pushing it outside the barn.  	

	When Jackson couldn’t watch her anymore, he yanked the wheelbarrow out of her hands, spilling the contents of old hay and manure.

	“Look what you did,” she said, her shoulders sagging in defeat.

	“Stop it.”

	“I can’t.”  She grabbed the handle of the wheelbarrow, but he held tight to it.

	“Is this about yesterday?  About my finding out about the ranch?”

	“After you left yesterday I went over the books for the ranch.  My father had things under control.  But it won’t make a profit this year if I don’t start thinking about selling off some of the herd.  We don’t have much of a reserve.”

	“I know.”

	She glanced up at him, shielding her eyes from the sun.

	“You showed up at the police station with petty cash in an envelope to bail out Cole.”

	“I’m not going to lose this place, Jackson.  It’s all I have.”

	“It’s not all you have.”

	“I have barely enough money to pay for ranch hands this year.  And that’s if I can manage to bring in what my father brought into the ranch last year.  I need to get back to work.”

	He held her back by holding her shoulders with both hands.

	“What are you doing?”

	“I’m stopping you from killing yourself.  You can’t do all this alone.  Even you and I together can’t do it all.  I believe you when you say Cole did the work of five men.  He’d have to work that hard to get everything needed to be done on this ranch finished.  But even he couldn’t, which is why the ranch is underperforming.  I’m sure between your father and Cole they managed just fine.  But you can’t do it alone.  You can’t, Libby.  It’s going to kill you.”

	Libby swayed in his arms.  It was almost as if the sudden stop in movement threw her off balance more than the constant motion.

	“Libby?”

	“I don’t feel well,” she said in a voice that was small.

	The next thing Jackson knew, her body went limp.  His heart hammered in his chest as he saw her eyes rolled back.  Her face turned ashen.  And he was just able to get his arms around her before she fell to the ground.

 * * *

	Seeing Libby open her eyes did wonders to calm Jackson’s nerves.  However, his heart was still beating like a racehorse on a run.  If he lived a thousand years he didn’t think he’d ever get over the fear of seeing Libby faint.  He knew she’d been pushing herself.  When you work on a ranch, large or small, work is just part of life.  Animals need to be fed whether or not you were up to the task.  

	But although Libby’s spirit was up to task, her body clearly wasn’t.

	“Hey there, beautiful,” he said as her eyes fluttered open.

	She looked around the room, her eyes barely open.  “What happened?”

	“You fainted in the heat.  At least I think it was the heat that did it. Dr. Gordon is going to check you out.”

	As if on cue the white curtain slid open.  “Well, good of you to wake up, missy,” Dr. Gordon said.  

	Libby’s eyes filled with tears when she saw Dr. Gordon.  “It happened again?”

	“You mean this has happened before?” Jackson said.

	The doctor checked Libby’s pupils.  “A few times.  It’s to be expected when you push yourself like this.”  

To Jackson, he said.  “Why don’t you have a seat in the waiting area.  Libby and I are going to have a little chat.”

	He looked at Libby.  “You sure?”

	She nodded with a weak smile that seemed to melt away the fragments of his anxiety.

	As he walked out of the room toward the waiting area, the full impact of what had just happened hit him fully.  His whole body became cold and shaky.  What had happened to her?  She’d looked so frail and gray laying there on the ground that he’d thought the worst.  And this wasn’t the first time?

	Jackson was trained for emergency situations.  He’d been a first responder on the scene of many accidents and had witnessed gruesome acts of violence in the years he’d been a Texas Ranger.  But in all his years working in law enforcement, he’d never been as terrified as he had been when Libby had collapsed.

* * *

	“We’ve talked about this before, Libby,” Dr. Gordon said, leveling her with a stern look.

	“I know.  But things have changed.”

	He gave her a sympathetic smile.  “You have to give yourself time to grieve just as much as you need to still give your body time to heal.  Your last surgery was less than two months ago.  With so much going on, it’s only right that it’s going to take you longer to heal than most women.”

	A hot tear trailed down her cool cheek.  “I can’t.”

	“Cole will take care—“

	“No, he won’t.  He’s gone.”

	The tears she’d held back for so long flowed fully now.

	The doctor sighed.  “Can you sit for a minute?”

	Libby sat up on her gurney.  The doctor handed her a tissue box.  She pulled out two tissues, blew her nose with one and dried her eyes with the other.

	“I’m not selling my ranch,” she told the doctor.

	“Did I say you should?”

	“No.”

	“The other thing you’re not doing is taxing your body like this again.  Ever.  There is a reason your father wanted you to slow down.  He wanted you to be on this earth for a very long time.  You took all the steps needed to make sure you were going to be healthy and strong.  Don’t undo all that by overloading yourself.”

	“But the ranch.”

	“Cole is gone, so hire a few ranch hands.  There are always strong Texas boys willing to do grunt work around here.  Even some of the local teenagers would welcome some extra money after they’re done with their own daily chores.  Leave the work for someone else for a while so you can get back on your feet fully.  I’m not asking Libby.  You need to make this happen.”

	“Okay.”

	Dr. Gordon listened to her heart and took her pulse. 	“This does pose a problem though.”

	“What’s that?”

	“With Cole gone, there is no one at the ranch to check on you to make sure you’re okay.  Cole was always good about that.”

	“So?”

	He shook his head.  “I don’t like the idea of sending you home after an episode like this without some supervision.”

	“Hiring a nurse to come out again is out of the question.  I don’t have the funds.”

	“You don’t need nursing.  Just someone to make sure you eat and don’t collapse again.”

	“Are you serious?  Even Jackson said that I was only out for a few seconds.  I came to right away and was awake the whole ride to the clinic.”

	“And then you fell asleep on the gurney as soon as you got here.”

	Uncomfortable, she said, “I haven’t been sleeping very well.”

	“That’s understandable.”

	“I’ll be fine.  I promise to go straight to bed and get some rest.”

	“And tomorrow you’ll be right back out in the barn pushing yourself.

	Dr. Gordon glanced at the open door leading to the waiting area.  He couldn’t see down the hall, but Libby knew what he was thinking.

	“Oh, no.”

	“He seems like a nice man.  I heard he was hanging around down at your place.”

	“What?  Does the whole town talk about this?  Doesn’t anyone have anything better to do?”

	The doctor laughed.  “Not really.  You grew up in this town just like the rest of us did. It shouldn’t surprise you.”

	“That doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

	Dr. Gordon rested a hand on her shoulder.  “Some secrets are kept the way they’re supposed to be, only to be revealed when the time is right.”

	“Sounds like something my mother would say.”

	“I treated your mother for a long time before she passed.  I knew her since she was a young girl.  She was a wise woman.”

	Libby’s stomach burned.  

	“Should I talk to him or do you want to?”

	“I can call someone else.  Karen Bennett offered to come over and check on me.”

	“That’s a start.  But I’d rather someone be there through the night.  At least for tonight.  The alternative is you stay under observation at the hospital tonight.  I’m not flexible on this, Libby.  I knew your father long before I started my practice here.  I considered him a friend and as his friend, I won’t allow you to stay alone.”

	Libby’s mind raced with possibilities.  Karen was out of town at least until tomorrow evening.  A few of her friends had already headed up north to the livestock show this weekend.  As she flew through the list of possibilities, her mind came up blank.

	“Could you send Jackson in?”

* * *

 	It was going to be a long night, Libby thought as they rolled down the driveway.  Jackson had readily agreed to stay at the house with Libby, even before Dr. Gordon had approached her on the subject, making it harder for her to make a case for him not to be there.  

	In the end, common sense won out.  She may be stubborn, but she wasn’t hardheaded.  She hadn’t finished feeding the animals when she’d passed out.  If she refused Jackson now, she’d only end up calling someone else to come and take care of the animals before she could turn in and rest.

	Much as Libby hated to admit it, Jackson had been a big help since Cole had left.  She couldn’t have gotten what little she had managed to get done without him.  

	But the questions in his eyes, questions she couldn’t answer while at the clinic, were still there on the ride home.  But he didn’t push.  She doubted she’d get through the night without having to confront them.  And she didn’t want to see his reaction when he learned the truth.

	Coward.  Yeah, she was being one.  But Jackson was the first man she’d met that made her question the choices she’d made months ago.  The fear she felt now was unlike anything she’d felt, even before her decision had been made many months ago.

	“I’ll make sure you get inside okay and then I’ll tend to the animals,” he said, getting out of the truck.  

	He walked across the front of the truck over to the passenger side.  She pushed the door open on her own and climbed out before he could extend a hand.  If nothing else, it was clear Jackson was a gentleman, something her mother would have noticed and made sure Libby did as well.  But it was hard not to notice every little thing about Jackson Gentry.

	“I’m fine,” she said, looking at him.  “I am.  I’d appreciate you taking care of the animals.  I can make us some dinner.”

	“Libby you—“

	“I can at least do this, Jackson.  I’ve never been a woman to just sit while the men worked.  Neither was my mother.  Even when she had cancer, she’d get herself up and do something.  Life isn’t worth living unless your dare to be a part of it, she’d say.  I’m not going to sit in bed and forget that I’m still here.”

	He looked at her for a long moment that dragged on longer than she could stand.  She hadn’t meant to lecture him, but it sounded exactly like that.  And now all she could do is look at his questioning gaze.  Those eyes could pull any woman within a hundred feet of him into a drugged daze.  She’d definitely fallen under his spell.  

	“Okay,” he finally said.  “I look forward to sampling some of that cooking you were bragging about the other day.”

	She sputtered.  “You doubted me?”

	“No.  But I’m also not picky.  I could eat a whole cow right now.”

	“Gee, thanks.”

	He offered up a crooked smile that made her head dizzy. 

	“Don’t mention it.”

	Libby turned and walked slowly to the house, listening for the sound of his boots on the dry pavement.  She only heard hers.  When she got to the door, she turned around.  He was waiting for her to get inside.  Gentleman.  Her mom would have loved him.

* * *

	Of all the times to be stupid, Jackson thought as he saw the trail of blood on his arm.  First Libby’s fainting and now his stupidity.

	His hands were filthy from working in the barn so he walked to the faucet, and used the cold water to wash his hands and clean the blood off his arm.  The scratch on his arm didn’t look too bad upon inspection.  Libby most likely had a first aid kit in the house.  He’d patch himself up before dinner.

	With all his work done, he gave a quick look inside the barn.  The animals were either eating or content in their stalls.  He closed the barn door and headed to the house.

	When he reached the back door, he paused at the doormat and scraped his boots, something his mother had drilled into him and his brothers when they were little.  Once inside the mudroom he took his boots off and set them next to Libby’s smaller ones.  There was another set of larger men’s boots next to hers.  He paused for a second thinking they might be Cole’s.  But then Jackson remembered.  They were probably her father’s and Libby hadn’t summoned the courage to remove them yet.

	The weight of seeing two sets of boots side by side hit Jackson hard.  In the mudroom back at the ranch, the boots were lined up in a row.  The house was always overflowing with cowboys.  But Libby’s entire family was gone.  No wonder she was driving herself hard.

	At least, he hoped that was all it was.  The burning in the pit of his stomach told him otherwise.

	Libby took one look at him and dropped the serving spoon in the frying pan.  “I leave you alone for five seconds and look what you did?” she said, walking over to inspect the trail of blood on Jackson’s arm.

	“I went head to head with a rusty nail.”

	The kitchen smelled wonderful.  Jackson didn’t know what she was cooking up for dinner but it sure smelled good.

	“You’ve been busy,” he said, watching her drop a first aid kit on the table and pull out gauze and tape.

	“Not really.  It’s an easy recipe.  Don’t expect much.  You need a tetanus shot.”

	“I had one last year.  Job hazards and having to deal with all types of situations make it necessary I keep up to date on my shots.”

	She walked over to the sink and ripped open a large piece of gauze, running it under the warm water to soak it.  

	“Come here,” she said.

	Jackson did as he was told, holding his arm over the sink.  The soft touch of her hand against his skin made him lightheaded and made the sting of the hydrogen peroxide she poured over the wound less noticeable.

	“Are you going to pass out on me?” she teased.

	“Only one fainting per day.  We’ve reached our quota.”

	She chuckled as she inspected the cut on his arm.

	“You’ve done this before,” he said.

	“A time or two.”

	“Your medical box is filled with supplies.”

	“Always good to be prepared.  Now you can sit down at the table so I can patch this up.”

	He glanced down at his arm.  “A little bandage will do.”

	“I want to cover it good.  If this gets dirty it will get infected.  Don’t argue.”

	Sitting in the chair, he had to look up only slightly to see Libby’s face as she concentrated on her task.  Her beauty caught him off guard and stole his breath away, making it hard to look away.

	There’d been beautiful women in his life who loved being with a Texas Ranger for any number of reasons.  Carol, a young girl from Amarillo, had wanted to feel safe after a breakup with an abusive boyfriend.  Nice girl, but it hadn’t lasted long.  Jennifer only wanted everyone she knew to know she was dating a real Texas Ranger.  He couldn’t run from her fast enough.  There’d been others not as memorable for many reasons.  But Libby…

	He kissed her and yet that had a way of burning in his mind more than any other woman he’d made love to in the past.  His dreams of Libby had a way of keeping him up at night as he lay in bed in his motel room.  The feel of her hands on his skin, the heat from her body close to his, was nothing in his dreams compared to what he was feeling now.  But unlike his dreams, they both were fully clothed.  

	As she brushed her fingers across his forehead, he felt his body respond.

	“How’d you get this one?” she asked.

	“What?”

	“This scar above your eyebrow.  It’s faint but it looks like it was a nasty one at one time.”

	Pulled from his thoughts of the two of them naked in a heated embrace, Jackson focused on what Libby was saying.

	“Beau hit me in the face with a shovel.  He said it was an accident.”

	“Your brother did this to you on accident?  And you believed him?”

	He shrugged.  “That’s what he said.”

	“What was her name?”

	“Excuse me?”

	“It had to have been about girl for you to be talking so casually about it.  So what was her name?”

	Jackson laughed, drinking in the scent of her.  Libby had taken a quick shower and her hair was still a little wet.  She smelled like lavender and something more.  Feminine.  Good God he wanted to kiss her again.

	“Actually, I think it was female.  But it was a horse.  I was eleven and Beau was ten.  There is a reason he rides broncs and I don't.”

	“Ah, well priorities at that age.”

	“Exactly.”

	Her expression changed and she had a faraway look that told him she wasn’t in the room with him at all.  She’d gone somewhere else.

	“Hey, come back to me.”

	“What?”

	“You went somewhere.”

	“I was just thinking.”

	“It’s just a scar.  Just another story to tell.”

	She touched her hand to the scar again.  “Is that how you see them?  Stories?”

	“Living on a ranch you’re bound to get a few of them.  I have my share.”  He smiled up at her.  “You must have them, too.”

	She didn’t smile in return.  “I have a few,” she said quietly.

	“Yeah, any interesting story to go with them?”

	“That’s for another time.”  She turned away and snapped the lid to the first aid kit closed.  “Dinner is almost ready.  Why don’t you wash up a bit and I’ll get the food on the table.”

	She turned away from him, leaving him dizzy and cold and wanting to reach for her.  But he didn’t.  He just walked to the washroom and left her to her busy task of feeding him.  At least the house was cool and he didn’t have to worry about her falling down from heat exhaustion.

	It hadn’t been Libby’s idea to have him stay the night.  But he was glad he was here.  Everything about her from the little tilt of her nose to the way she played with the end of her ponytail sometimes all the way to those crazy socks she wore, intrigued him.

	And yet, even when he was standing close to her, like he had in the kitchen, she felt so far away.  He decided that was something he very much wanted to change.

# # #

 


Chapter Nine

 

Libby looked at Jackson across from the dinner table.  He’d found a set of candlesticks in the cabinet when they were setting the table and insisted they dine by candlelight.  When she told him they were having Shepherd’s Pie, hardly a candlelight dinner meal, he still insisted.  Libby decided maybe a little romantic atmosphere wouldn’t hurt.

“You surprised me today,” she said.

Jackson’s face glowed against the low light of the candles.  His hard features would be menacing if she didn’t find him so handsome.  He didn’t have the typical chiseled look of a stud from a magazine ad peddling cologne or some other product.  Jackson was real.  And he was here with her.  Libby fought to keep from making a fool of herself by sighing or doing something equally as silly as that.

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“You don’t even know what it is that surprised me.”

“That you noticed anything at all about me is flattering.”

A blush burned her cheeks.  She didn’t want to be here with Jackson Gentry like this.  Aside from Cole, she’d never been alone in this house with another man.  She wasn’t a teenage girl with her father watching over her, making sure no boys were taking liberties they shouldn’t.  She was a woman.   

“What?”

She hadn’t realized she’d chuckled, but seeing the quizzical look on Jackson’s face, she realized she had.

Shaking her head, she said, “I was just thinking about my father.”

She loved Jackson’s expressions.  They changed so readily that she couldn’t imagine how he could ever play poker and win.  You knew his emotions just by looking at him.  Right now, all she saw was deep sympathy in his beautiful blue eyes.

“What were you thinking?” he asked.

“That he would have liked you.”

His eyebrows raised.  “Really?”

She nodded.  “My father didn’t like games.  He was honest to the core.  As annoying as this investigation has been for me, he would have liked your straight forward approach, making sure the job got done right.  He admired that in a man.”

“That’s a nice compliment.”  Jackson looked away as if he were hiding a blush and then shook his head with a smile.  “Two compliments in one night.  I don’t know if I can stand it.”

	She laughed then.  “You’ve reached your quota, Ranger Gentry.”  She reached across the table and picked up her empty dish and glass.  He did the same.

	“I’ll get it,” she said.  

	“Isadore would whip me.”

	She laughed.  “Sounds like Isadore ran the show at your ranch.”

	He shrugged.  “My mother did, but Isadore was a close second.  And after mom passed…”

	“Your mother must have been quite a woman.”

	He cornered her at the sink.  “You’re quite a woman, Libby.”

	She’d seen desire in him before, fleeting in between his professionalism.  He’d always pull back and remain distant when talking about her father’s case.  But the attraction between them was always there.  And it was there now.  Except this time, like in the barn, Jackson did nothing to hide it.

	She watched the rise and fall of his chest as he stood beside her.  Then as his hand reached up and touched her cheek, slowly moving along her delicate skin, sending shivers through her body.

	Still, she did not look away.

	“I didn’t plan on this,” he said.

	“Does anyone?”

	He kissed her lips lightly and then pulled back with a smile.  She wanted more, but the playfulness of his smile had her curious.

	“Come to San Antonio with me,” he said. 

	Her mouth dropped open.  “Why would I do that?”

	“Because I asked nicely,” he said, revealing his deep dimple with his smile.

	“You’re out of your mind.”

	“I’m not denying that.  But I have a reason.”

	“I can’t just go skipping off to San Antonio.”

	“It’s a two and a half hour ride.  You can sleep in the car to rest.”

	“What’s so big about San Antonio?”

	“Aside from getting to spend a whole lot of time with me, my brother and his band are playing at a club in San Antonio.  He just texted me when he found out I was here in Liberty.  I haven’t seen him in a while because he’s been on the road and recording some new music.  You said you liked his music.”

	“I like a lot of music.”

	“Are you always this difficult?”

	She couldn’t help but laugh.  “Yes.  I hear I get it from my mother.”

	“That’s funny.  On more than a few occasions I could swear you were looking at me with that same scowl your dad has in that portrait hanging over the fireplace.”

	“I don’t scowl.”

	“If you say so.”

	“I…don’t think it’s a good idea.”

	“Of course you don’t.  You don’t think anything that has to do with me is a good idea.  But let me put it this way.  You’re not going to get rid of me regardless.  I’m either going to be here working with you where, as I now know, you intend to drive yourself into the ground.  Or I’ll be with you on the way to San Antonio where you will get a much needed break from killing yourself with work.  I’m sure Dr. Gordon will be only too happy that I am dragging your backside out of town for the day.”

	“Chores still need to be done.”

	“Yeah, I know.  That’s why I called Dane and asked if he knew of some ranch hands who wanted some extra work.  Luckily for you, he did.  His three nephews just came back to Liberty for a visit with his sister.”

	“Dane’s nephews?  But they’re kids.”

	“Hardly.  The youngest one, Colton, is almost sixteen and is used to working on his farm.  The oldest is twenty-two.”

	“I knew Dane’s sister Mallory had kids, but I hadn’t realized the boys had gotten so big.  It’s been years since I’ve seen her.”

	“He said they’re hard workers and don’t expect much in the way of pay.  They’ll work at the ranch for the week.  Dane said he’ll be stopping by to check on them.”

	She shook her head.  “I have some petty cash I can use to pay them.  But I can’t afford—”

	“You can’t afford not to, Libby.”

	She bit her bottom lip and thought a moment.  “John Bennett has had his eye on one of my father’s rifles for some time.  My father always said that rifle was money in the bank if we ever needed it.  Maybe he’ll buy it.  If Dane’s nephews are anything like Dane, they’ll be good workers and get a lot done, so it’ll be money well spent.”  	Libby hated the idea of selling off family items.  But if it got the job done, then she’d do it.  When she glanced over at Jackson, she saw nothing but sympathy.

	“I know this is hard on you.”

	“Do you?”

	“Yes.  I’ve never been in this position.  But I do know what it’s like to feel lost like that.  When my mother died, I saw my father become something I’d never seen before.  Bitter.  It effected everyone.  Especially Brock.  It took a long time for him to come into his own and now he has.  I’d like to see him in his element and I’d like to share that with you.”

	Her chest squeezed tight with emotion.  “Why do you have to be so sweet?”

	“It’s a disguise.  I’m really a big meany.”

	Libby chuckled at the face he made.  Time away from the ranch, even if only for the day, might do her some good and get her out of the funk she’d been in for so long.  She couldn’t remember the last time she’d gone to San Antonio.  It was probably with Hannah before she’d left for the military.  Before life got so crazy that she didn’t recognize it.

	“When is your brother playing?”

	“Thursday night.”

	“I’ll give Dane a call.”

* * *

	Libby had never understood quite what the allure of her father’s rifle was to John Bennett.  But she was happy that John had jumped on the chance to buy it when she’d called him.  Lucky for her, she’d done some research on the Internet about the worth of that old rifle so she could negotiate a much higher price than what John had originally offered.  The smile on the man’s face as he’d paid Libby told her he was not only pleased with his purchase, but that she’d given him a good run for his money, even though she’d settled lower than the value of the gun.  

	“It’s a win-win for both of us, Libby.  Your dad would be impressed,” was the last thing John had said before she’d left.

	John had no idea the impact his words had on her.  She drove home wondering if her dad would approve of her decision or if he’d be angry that she’d relented in giving John Bennett something he’d hounded her father about for years.  As she parked the car in front of the house, she decided it didn’t matter.  

	Sitting in the front seat, she recounted the cash in the white envelope.  Regardless of how her father would feel about selling the gun, it gave Libby a sense of relief.  Not only did she have more than enough money to pay Dane’s nephews a full week’s wage, but she had enough money to carry the expenses of the ranch for the rest of the year while she sorted out her father’s estate.

	Two hours later, Dane introduced her to his nephews and they got to work.  She soon learned that like Dane, they weren’t afraid of hard work and took to her instruction well.  At the end of the first day, it had Libby wishing they could stay longer than the week. 

	She was just sitting down on the porch with a glass of lemonade when she saw Jackson’s truck rolling down the driveway toward the house. 

	“I wasn’t expecting you today,” she said when Jackson walked slowly up to the porch.

	He seemed to struggle for words, as if weighing exactly what to say.  In the end he just shook his head.  “I have no reason other than to see you.”  His playfulness was more than Libby could handle.  She’d felt good getting things back on track today with the boys handling chore after chore.  With one smile from Jackson and she suddenly felt off kilter again.

	She stifled a smile.  “Don’t you have a job?”

	“Right now, you’re the only reason I’m in town.”

	“Me?  Aren’t you done with the investigation yet?”

	“I wish.”

	Her mood went south with the expression he gave her.  	“If Cole was still here I could ask him some questions.  But he’s missing.”

	“He’s not missing.  He’s just not here.  Please don’t try to make this into something it’s not.”

	“Did you know your father hired a private investigator to find out information about Cole?”

	She heaved a heavy sigh.  “Yes.”

	“Are you going to tell me why?”

	“My father was helping him.  He wanted to find his father.”

	“Why didn’t Cole hire the private investigator himself?”

	“That was between my father and Cole.  You’ll have to ask him.  Does that satisfy your curiosity enough?”

	He opened his mouth and then closed it.  

	“Did your father keep all the ranch’s guns out in the open?”

	“All the rifles, except for my father’s prized pieces, are kept on the gun rack in the great room. They’re available for anyone on the ranch to use if need be.  The one I just sold was one my father kept in his private safe in his office.”

	“Are all the guns accounted for?”

	“As far as I know.  Why?”

	“I talked to Dane earlier about the breaks in the fences along your spread.  He told me they’d found some slaughtered cattle along the highway up north.”

	“What does that have to do with us?”

	“No one has been here to count your head of cattle.  Are you missing any?”

	She shook her head.  “I honestly don’t know.  We live pretty close to the border of Mexico.  There have been times when people have wandered onto the ranch looking for food or work.”

	“Has Cole contacted you?” Jackson asked, averting her gaze, but not before she saw the flash of jealousy in his eyes.

	She looked out at the ranch, at the pretty colors the sunset had painted on the sky as the day faded to night.  “That’s one of the most beautiful sunsets I’ve seen in a long time.  Do you want sit here with a glass of lemonade and watch it with me?”

	“You’re changing the subject.”

	“Yes, I am.  You see, today was a good day.  And tomorrow we’re going to San Antonio.  It’s been a long time since I did something just for fun and I don’t want talk of guns or investigations to spoil it.”

	“Is that homemade lemonade?”

	“Any Texas gal worth her salt wouldn’t serve anything else.”

	* * *

	Libby slept most of the way down to San Antonio.  Jackson had hoped it would give them both a chance to talk without having the investigation, her father, Cole or the hard times on the ranch become the main topic.  He truly wanted to get to know Libby and discover what was driving her so hard.  

	And then there was the little things that curiosity had him thinking about.  He wanted to know why she always covered her glass of lemonade with the palm of her hand when she held the glass.  And after that first day of seeing her put on funky socks underneath her cowboy boots, he had the odd obsession of always wanting to know what kind of socks she wore.  He was a grown man and he was obsessed with Libby’s socks.

	But rather than get all those burning questions answered through conversation on the drive to San Antonio, Jackson let Libby sleep.  Her fatigue was more pronounced than he would expect in a woman so young and so full of life.  With any luck, she’d be full of energy again when they arrived at the club where Brock and his band were playing.

	As he pulled the truck into the parking lot, Libby’s eyes drifted open.  He parked the truck next to the band’s equipment truck, killed the engine and sat for a few seconds, giving Libby time to get her bearings.

	“We’re here already?” she said, her voice groggy.

	“We made good time.”

	Libby wiped her eyes with her fingers and then smooth down her hair with her hand.  She wasn’t wearing much make-up and her jeans were new.  Jackson had noticed.  But she hadn’t needed any pamperings to be beautiful.  She just was.

	“I can’t believe I slept the whole way.  I must look like a wreck,” she said, touching the red mark on her cheek from where she’d been leaning against the seat.

	“You’re beautiful.”

	Glancing at her watch, she said.  “Aren’t we early?  I thought you said the show doesn’t start until seven-thirty.”

	“Brock and the band are doing a sound check right now.  We’re going to have dinner with Brock and Josie when they’re done.”

	He stepped out of the truck and looked around to see where the entrance to the music hall was.  A door on the side of the building was open.  The sound of someone hitting a drum in a monotonous beat filtered out into the parking lot.

	“I guess this is the way,” Jackson said.  As they walked toward the building, the sound of the music grew louder.  Jackson took Libby by the hand and led her inside of the darkened arena.  They moved through the back hallway until they reached the door to the arena.  A man holding a clipboard stopped giving instructions to one of the workers backstage when he saw them.

	“No one is allowed back here during sound check,” the man said.  “You’ll both have to come back tonight through the main door.  You can purchase tickets there if they aren’t sold out.”

	“Brock Gentry is my brother,” Jackson said.  “We’re supposed to be meeting him here.”

	“Your name?”

	“Jackson Gentry.  This is Liberty Calvert.”

	The man looked at the list of names on the clipboard, and then nodded his head.  Pulling two stage passes out of a stack he had fastened to the clipboard, he said, “Okay, you can go on through.  They’re just finishing up sound check now so wait to the side.”

	The man moved aside so Jackson and Libby could walk into the arena.

	“I’m impressed,” Libby said, leaning into Jackson as she followed behind him.  “Are you sure he’s your brother?”

	Her teasing smile made Jackson’s heart melt.

	“He got all the talent but I got all the good looks.”

	Libby rolled her eyes as she laughed.

	“One more time with the bass drum,” a woman called out from behind the sound board which was located near the middle of the arena.  “I’m getting weird feedback on it out here.”

	The drummer began kicking a steady rhythm on the bass drum.  His expression was one of boredom.

	“Okay, that’s good,” the woman called out. 

	Jackson knew from talking to Brock that the woman behind the sound board was Josie Tibbs, the new love of Brock’s life.  By the way his brother talked, things between Brock and Josie were pretty serious.  He was happy to finally be meeting her.

	“Brock, let me hear a few lines through your microphone,” Josie called out.

	The sound check continued for a few more minutes until Brock noticed Jackson and Libby standing on the sidelines.  His brother’s bored expression immediately brightened.

	“Hey, you made it!” Brock yelled into the microphone, causing feedback that made everyone wince and groan.

	“We all thank you for that, Brock,” Josie said, laughing.  Glancing over at Jackson and Libby, Josie waved from her position behind the sound board as Brock jumped off the stage.

	Brock winked at Josie as he ran over to Jackson. It had been a long time since he’d seen his younger brother. Brock had been on the road for a while. He had been on the road even longer. It only emphasized how much distance Jackson had put between himself and his brothers since their mother died. 

* * *

	Libby couldn’t believe she’d slept nearly the entire way to San Antonio. She probably looked like a disaster. But Jackson hadn’t said anything even when she’d woken up and felt her hair sticking up on one side of her head from the way she been propped up as she slept.

	She wasn’t normally one to get star struck over celebrity.  Even though Brock Gentry wasn’t exactly a big-time celebrity, she had heard his music on the radio and she’d even bought his CD. It felt a little surreal to meet him with Jackson. Side-by-side the family resemblance was striking, something she hadn’t noticed before now. The two brothers were clearly happy to see each other.  Seeing the two of them embrace suddenly made Libby miss her brother John.

	“Libby this is my kid brother,” Jackson said.

	Brock gave Jackson a mock dirty look.  “At least I’m not an old man.”

	“Who are you calling old?  Besides, I’m better looking.”

	“Then how come I’m the one the pretty women hang around.”  He winked at Libby and draped an arm around her shoulders.

	“You must be Liberty.  It’s nice to meet you.”

	“Same here.”

	After listening to the exchange between the brothers, Josie came over and said, “Never mind the pretty women.  You only need one and you already have her.”

	“That’s right, I do.”  

	Brock stretched his arm out and Josie slipped into his embrace.  She reached out a hand to shake Jackson’s.

	“It’s so good to finally meet you,” Josie said.  “I’m always amazed how much all the Gentry boys look alike.  It’s like you’re all clones.”

	“I was just thinking the same thing,” Libby said. 

	Josie shook her head.  “Brock, I think your brother has you beat.”

	“How’s that?” 

	“You don’t have all the pretty girls.”

	Libby felt heat creep up her cheeks with Josie’s compliment. “Thank you.” 

	“Are you all set here?”

	Josie nodded.  “Sound check is finished. I can tweak the sound later when the show starts.”

	“Are you hungry?” Brock asked.

	“Starved.  But aren’t we waiting for Beau and Cody to come with us?”

	Brock shook his head.  “Cody called earlier.  Beau and Mitch are bringing in some new horses to the ranch.  It’s a last minute thing.  Cody said Lyssa has had morning sickness all day and can’t figure out why they call it morning sickness.”

	“Morning sickness?” Jackson gave a hoot as he chuckled.  “That was fast.”

	“Yeah, Lyssa and Cody are pretty happy about it.”

	“Cody is a few years younger than me,” Jackson told Libby.  “He got married just a few months ago.”

	“He’s the one who trains cutting horses?”

	“Yeah.  So I guess it’s just the four of us.”

	They settled on a Mexican restaurant on the River Walk because the day was so nice.  Brock and Jackson exchanged near non-stop chatter, clearly making up for lost time between them.  Despite the time apart, it was clear the brothers were close.

	As Brock and Jackson talked, Josie turned to Libby and asked, “So how long have you known Jackson?”

	“Just a few weeks.”

	“You’ve only been together a few weeks?”

	“Oh, we’re not together.”

	Josie raised her eyebrows.  “Really?”

	“Why?”

	“He spent an awful lot of time talking with Brock about you on the phone.  I thought for sure the two of you were…”

	“A couple?”  Libby played with the napkin on the table.  “We’re just…friends.”  

	She didn’t know why stating their relationship that way bothered her so much.  And even friend was a stretch that she hadn’t given much thought to until this week.

	“He is in town on business.  But…he won’t be staying.”

	Josie leaned forward and said quietly, “I’ve seen the way he looks at you, Libby.  Maybe it’s time to give him a reason to stay.”

# # #

 

 

 


Chapter Ten

 

	The drive back home after the concert seemed longer.  Libby had enjoyed dinner and the concert more than she thought she would. It only drove home the fact that she’d been so isolated this past year.

	She glanced over at Jackson as he drove.  His arm was draped over the steering wheel.  Every so often a highway light would illuminate the cab of the truck and she could see the strong features of his profile.  A small smile played on his lips.

	“What are you thinking about?” she asked.

	“He liked you.”

	“Who?”

	Jackson gave her a quick glance before returning his attention to the road ahead.  “My brother.  I like Josie, too.”

	“They complement each other.”

	“He seemed different tonight.  Much more comfortable in his own skin.”

	“Is that big brother talking?”

	Jackson shrugged.  “He’s a lot younger than me, Beau and Cody.  It’s almost as if Brock grew up on his own.  I don’t care how old or how famous he gets.  He’s always going to be my kid brother.”

	“And you’ll always look out for him?”

	With a shrug, he said, “I don’t need to anymore.  Josie’s got that all covered.”

	Her stomach squeezed with envy.  “Yeah, I guess she does.  They make a nice couple.  Looks like you’ll have another family wedding to look forward to when his tour is over.”

	Jackson glanced at her without saying anything.  He reached his hand across the seat and covered hers with his.  That only added to the heaviness of her heart.  She pulled her hand away from his comfort.

	“It won’t always be like this,” he said quietly.

	“What’s that?”

	“That feeling that you’re all alone.”

	“But I am all alone.”

	“I’m here.”

	Tears burned her eyes so she turned her face toward the window.  For weeks she’d been battling reality.  Jackson investigation had threatened the one person she still had left.  Cole.  And yet, he was telling her he was here.  

	“Today you are.  You’ll be leaving Liberty soon.”

	He sighed slowly.  “I heard what Josie said to you.  You could give me a reason to stay, Libby.”

	Libby closed her eyes, wanting to believe that there was hope for something more than the hand DNA had dealt her.

	“Your family is important to you.”

	“Yes, of course.”

	“You want to have a family of your own someday.”

	“Of course.  A whole big brood of Gentrys.  Doesn’t every man want that?” 

	She swallowed.  “I guess.”

	“You guess?  Don’t you want a family?”

	“Of course.”

	What shocked Libby, was that for the first time in her life, she actually had a face to go with that elusive person she’d dreamed about one day having a child with.  And that thought terrified her to the core.

	It was well after midnight when they arrived back at the ranch.  Rather than have Jackson drive back to the motel, she’d offered him the bed in the spare room that used to be John’s bedroom.  

	Knowing that he was sleeping just a few feet away from her bedroom made her restless.  As she tossed in bed, a war she couldn’t avoid continued to rage inside her.  She was falling in love with Jackson.  

	She recalled a saying her mother had said once when she was working in the yard.  It was only days before she’d finally succumbed to cancer.  The closer you are to death, the more alive you feel. 

	All Libby could think was that the closer she got to falling in love with Jackson, the more terrified she felt.  Alive, yes.  But terrified just the same.  Unable to just stay in bed any longer, she tossed the blanket off her body, grabbed her bathrobe and went downstairs.  

* * *

	The breeze coming up the stairway from the open front door was alarming.  Jackson had heard Libby’s bedroom door open and then heard her feet on the floor.  But what was she doing outside at this time of the night?

	He stepped outside, careful to shut the screen to keep out the bugs, and then glanced around the porch in the dark.

	“Libby?”

	She moved only slightly.  Her white cotton bathrobe moved enough so he could make it out in the dark.  Her body was leaned against the porch rail as she looked up at the stars.  His eyes were drawn to where she was looking.  Without the moon, the stars were brilliant and mesmerizing.

	“It’s beautiful,” she finally said.

	“Yes, it is.”

	“Sometimes when there’s a new moon like this, I come out here for hours.  I love the sounds of the night.  It’s like these stars are watching over all creatures, keeping them safe.”

	Jackson walked over and stood beside her, feeling the heat of her body stronger than the heat of the Texas night.  When he bent his head to look at her, he saw her cheeks were wet.

	His heart ached for her.  She’d gone through so many losses and his investigation had only made matters worse.  It took every bit of strength he had not reach out and pull her into his arms.  He wanted to comfort her.  But he wanted her to feel what she had to feel.

	“It’ll get easier.  Not better, but easier,” he finally said.

	“What?  Oh, you mean my dad.”  She sighed.  “I keep wondering what he’d be saying if he saw me right now.”

	As she began to sob, something took hold of Jackson that made him throw all caution out the door.  He dragged Libby to his chest and held her tight.  To his surprise, she didn’t pull away.  Instead, she stayed comfortable against his body as if she’d been molded to him, as if they’d been made for each other to fit this way.  He was in no hurry to change it.  

	“It’s going to get better. It won’t always hurt as much as it does now.” 

	“It’s not that,” she said.

	“You’re not missing your father?”

	“I am, but…”

	She pulled away from his arms and though the night air was still warm, it left him cold.

	“I…like you.  And I don’t want to.”	

	He chuckled, feeling his heart swell at the same time.

	“I guess Texas Rangers have that effect on some people.”

	“That’s not what I mean.  I like you. And pretty soon, you’ll be leaving.  And I’ll…  Why the hell did you stay this long anyway?  It would have been so much easier if you’d have just filed that damned report and left already. You have no business here.  No reason to stay.”

	“That may be true if you weren’t in the picture. I keep picturing you like you were down at the creek and thinking—“

	She pulled further away from him and turned away.

	“You’ve got so much fire in you and yet you’re so modest.  That’s pretty intoxicating.  Don’t worry.  I didn’t see anything—”

	“No, you didn’t.  I…almost wish you had.”

	He chuckled and shook his head.  “What?  Lady, you’ve got my head spinning.  One minute you’re as shy as a school girl on Sunday.  Then next… Well, not every woman would strip down to nothing in the middle of a hot day and take a bath in a cold creek.  You must have been freezing.”

	“I was,” she said quietly.  “Are you sure you didn’t see anything?”

	He was in deep trouble.  He wasn’t a man to lie and the truth was, what he had seen had set his whole body on fire and left him with thoughts of the two of them naked in the creek, the bath and the bed. He found his imagination was healthy and fertile where Libby was concerned.  Nothing would make him happier than to share that with her.   

“I told you that day.  I saw the shape of your bare back.  Smooth skin glowing under the sunlight.  It made me want to touch you.”

He touched her hair, sending shivers through her body, electrifying every sense.  Then his fingers caressed the tender skin below her earlobe.   

“I wanted to kiss you here,” he said.  He bent his head to kiss her neck.  But Libby backed away, once again confusing him.  

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“That’s okay.  If you don’t want me to touch you, I won’t.”

She inhaled a ragged breath and exhaled on a sob.  “It’s not that at all.  I want you to.”

* * *

The smile Jackson gave Libby broke her heart.  Even in the dark she could read his expression, feel his reaction to her words.  If she were whole and completely healthy and could give him the life he wanted, that smile would mean hope.  

Fear coursed through her at a mind-numbing speed.  She’d always known a moment like this would come.  She’d played it out in her mind a hundred times.  But it had always been with a faceless man.  It had never been someone special.  It wasn’t Jackson.

	And now she didn’t know if she could go through with it.  Mustering up more courage than she thought she possessed, Libby walked to the front door, opened the screen and turned on the porch light.  Then she walked back to where she’d been standing with Jackson.

	“What are you doing?” he asked.  Now that he could fully see her fear and the tears she’d been shedding.  She couldn’t hide any of it from him anymore. “Tell me what’s wrong?”

	Beginning was the hardest.  Finding the right way to say what she wanted to say without running away.  

	Jackson tipped her chin up with his fingers, making her look at him.  But she couldn’t get through this and look at his face.  She couldn’t bear it.

	“You know my mother died of breast cancer,” she started.  “But what you don’t know is that my aunt and my grandmother also died of cancer.  They had something called a BRCA mutation.”

	She glanced at him quickly to see his reaction and found only concern.  Taking a deep breath, she continued.

	“Before my mother died, she urged me to get tested to see if I had the same mutation.  My aunt was just twenty-eight years old when she developed breast cancer.  The same age I am.  She died three years later.”  She took another deep breath.  “My mother was thirty-one when she was first diagnosed.  She fought it for ten years and then developed ovarian cancer as well.  So did my grandmother.”

	Her body suddenly felt cold.  The closer she got, the harder it was to continue.  Tears flowed freely down her cheeks.  She glanced at Jackson, but couldn’t see his face through her tears.

	“After my brother, John, was killed in Iraq, I saw how devastated my father was.  I didn’t want him to lose me to cancer, too.  So when I got tested and found I had the same BRCA mutation as my mother…”

She bit her bottom lip to keep it from trembling.  She fumbled with her bathrobe, wanting to stay in that make-believe world where she could tell herself that her body didn’t matter.

	“Do you have cancer?  Is that what you’re trying to tell me?  Is that why you’ve been so tired?”	   

	“No.  I’ve been told I’m cancer free right now.” 

	She couldn’t look at him.  She wanted to run into the house and lock herself in her bedroom.

	She heard him breathing steadily, as if it were taking every bit of his control to keep from reacting.  Libby grabbed the front of her robe and held it tightly in place.

	“You said scars told a story.  Well, that’s true enough and I have my battle scars to prove it.  I just don’t know what the rest of my story is going to be.”	 

	She closed her eyes to shut out her fear.  But the tears continued to flow heavy.  “This is harder than I thought it would be.  If you were just anyone…but you’re not.”

	“You don’t have to do this, Libby.”

	She sniffed back a few sobs, and said, “I elected to have a double mastectomy to lower my risk of developing breast cancer like my mother and other family members did.  I had reconstructive surgery right before my father was killed.  All this time I’ve been recovering.  But it’s been a slow process.”

	“But you’re healthy, right?”

	“Right now, yes.”

	“You’re amazing,” he said.

“What?”

“To have gone what you’ve gone through, that’s amazing.”

	“I don’t feel very amazing.  I feel…broken.”

	“Libby, were you afraid I’d reject you?”  

	She nodded. “I know I made the right decision.  The weight of developing breast cancer has been lifted from me.  But all this time I never thought beyond surviving.  I didn’t have someone in my life who made me care about what I was giving up, about not being able to share the things that everyone else can.  Jackson, I’m not going to have a white picket fence life.  With me, there is a very real possibility you may never have children.  I may have to have a hysterectomy because ovarian cancer is the other risk I face.”

	He looked at her for a moment.  “You’ve given up.”

	“I have not.  I took what life gave me and I made the best of it.  Do you know what a woman looks like when she’s had a mastectomy, even after reconstructive surgery?”

	“No,” he said honestly.  “But it doesn’t—“

	“It doesn’t matter?” Anger surged through her.  “Don’t you say that.  That’s the worst thing you can say to me.  It does matter.”

“Not in the way you think.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“Yes.”

His voice was resolute, but how could she possibly be sure.

“I’m scarred forever.  Not like that little scar on your forehead.  My whole body is scarred from my stomach where they took muscle and on both breasts.  I don’t even have nipples anymore.”

His sharp intake of breath scared her more than her admission.  Frustrated, she went on.  “What was I thinking?  I couldn’t even look at myself in the mirror at first.  Cole had to help me change my bandages when the nurse couldn’t come out to the house.”

“Wha… You had Cole do that?”

“Don’t look so jealous.”

“It’s hard not to be.”

“Cole is one in a million.  You asked me if I loved him.  Well, I do.  But I’ve never been in love with him.  It’s easy for me to see Cole as a brother and not as a man.”

	He was clearly uncomfortable with her relationship with Cole, more so than the truths she’d just told him.

	“You’re different.  This is…harder with you.  I almost wish you were a stranger I didn’t care about.  I could whip off my shirt and say, ‘See, these are my tiger stripes.  These are my battle scars and I’ve kicked cancer right in the teeth.’”

	“And you’re still standing.”

	“Yeah.”

	“I don’t understand why it is so difficult with me and not others?  Why not with Cole?  It’s easier for you to let him see you and touch you, but you don’t want me to?”

	“I never said I don’t want you to touch me.”

	She looked up at him and saw the spark ignited in his eyes.

	“I just…can’t, Jackson.  It scares me.  More than scares me.  It terrifies me.”

	“Do you really think I’m so shallow that I’d reject you because of this?”

	“I know you’re a kind man, Jackson. A gentleman. You’d tell me all the right things.  But I couldn’t bear to see the truth in your eyes.  You don’t hide your emotions.  You can’t.  You’re an open book when we’re together.  You couldn’t hide that from me.  And to be perfectly honest, I’m not afraid of what you’ll say.  I’m so terrified of what I’ll see.” 

# # #

 


Chapter Eleven

 

Jackson’s heart pounded in his chest.  If there was ever a moment in his life that was more defining of him as a man, he couldn’t think of it.  He couldn’t think of one thing he’d done while in the military or in his job as a Texas Ranger that was more important than right now.

He shook where he stood, wanting this moment to play out right, needing to let Libby know that no matter what, his feelings for her were real.  

	“Show me.”

“What?”

“I don’t want you to hide anything from me.  I don’t want you to be afraid of me seeing you.”

	“But I am.”

	“Then let’s walk through this storm.  Let’s do it together and we won’t have to fear it again.  Neither one of us is going to know how this will be until it happens.”

	Her lips trembled and he wanted so much to still them with a kiss.  A kiss to give her comfort and to show her she had nothing to fear with him.

	With her face turned to the side, she slowly opened her robe, keeping the long collar covering her breasts right at the nipple.  Jackson drew in a slow breath and waited, allowing Libby to be the one to reveal herself.  If it took all night, he’d stand there and wait.

	“Look at me,” he said quietly.  “You’re not going to know how I feel unless you see me, too.”

	With tears streaming down her face, she turned to him and fixed her eyes on his face while she slowly opened the rest of her robe.  The small sob that escaped her lips was heartbreaking.

	The scars on her chest were still red and raw.  Just as Libby had said, she had no nipples, just smooth skin over soft mounds of flesh.

	“Are you still in pain?” he asked.

	“No, it just feels tight sometimes.  Itchy other times.”

	She took his hand and brought it to her left breast, allowing him to cup her.  

“You’re warm and soft,” he said.

“There are some places it still feels numb.  They don’t feel the same to me when they’re touched.”

He brushed his fingers in a circle on the outer edges of her breast, beyond the scars.  Libby drew in a sharp breath.

“Do you feel that?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said with a weak smile.

“Good.  It just means I need to be more creative to find your sweet spots.”

She chuckled with a small sob.

He closed Libby’s robe and fastened it with the tie.  The he pulled her into his arms and held her until he felt her body relax against him.  He wished to hell he could see her face.  The last thing he wanted was for Libby to think he was rejecting her as a woman.  But he needed to hold her.  He needed to, for himself as much as for her.

	She began to pull away but he kept her still in his arms, then forced her to look up at him by tilting her chin with his hand.

	Brushing a kiss against her cheek, he whispered, “When I make love to you—and just for the record, I do intend to make love to you, Libby—it won’t be when you’re needing comfort or feeling pain from loss and you’re looking for open arms.  You have them.  I’m here for you all night and for as long as you need me.  But when the time comes when we do make love, I want you coming to me because you want me, too.”

	A tear rolled across his finger.  He reached up and gently wiped away the others that had fallen.  

“I want you, Libby.  Make no mistake about that.  I can wait as long as it takes for you to know that in your heart.”

	“I think…I believe you.”

	“Well, then I have a lot of work ahead of me.  Because when we do finally get naked, you’re going to know how much I want you.  How much I have been wanting you since the moment we met.  You won’t need any convincing from me on that.”

	“Thank you for that,” she said quietly.

	“And just for the record, those aren’t battle scars, Libby.  They’re battle stars.”

	“Yeah?”  She giggled and it sounded like music to his ears.  “Then maybe when I get my nipples tattooed on I’ll ask them to do the bronze star instead.”

	He chuckled softly.  “You’ve surely earned them.”

	“Yeah, I guess I have.”

	“The sky is starting to get light.  Why don’t we go inside?  There’s a perfectly good sofa that is big enough for two.  I’m sure we can get comfortable.”

He’d held her the rest of the night as the sun came up and the room filled with light.  He had a feeling it was the first good bit of sleep Libby had had in months.

* * *

She’d told Jackson the truth.  What’s more is she’d shown him.  

And he hadn’t run away.

When her mother had told her about the BRCA mutation that she’d had, that caused the death of both her aunt and her grandmother as well, Libby’s mother had urged her to get tested, and if she had it, consider elective surgery to prevent having to live in fear and with eventual sickness.  

Libby was just a young girl when her mother had been diagnosed with her first occurrence of breast cancer.  She remembered all too well the battle her mother waged against her cancer.  With each treatment, each surgery, she was sure she would beat the odds.  She’d continued to work on the ranch and be the mother she’d always dreamed of being to both Libby and John.  And Karen Calvert was a wonderful mother.  

But Libby also remembered sitting on the top step of the stairway and listening to her mother and father in the living room downstairs.  She remembered the fear in her mother’s voice and the sound of her father crying.  Buck Calvert was a strong Texas cowboy, but his love for her mother was stronger, and losing her was the only thing that could break him. 

That is until the day they’d received word that her brother John had been killed in Iraq.  Libby had sat on the top step that night, too, and listened to her father weeping in the living room alone.  

She remembered the day she’d gone to her doctor after finding a small lump in her breast.  The lump had been benign.  But the fear had grabbed her by the throat, and Libby had seen that same desperation in her father’s eyes that she’d seen when they’d learned her mother’s cancer was terminal.  

Libby couldn’t let her father live with the fear that he would lose his entire family.  So she elected to have her breasts removed, and later have reconstructive surgery.  Buck had remortgaged the house when their health insurance wouldn’t cover the cost.  He would have sold the entire ranch if he’d had to. 

Now Libby was alone, broken and scarred.  But when Jackson had learned the truth, he’d stayed.  He’d held her the entire night and whispered to her softly.  He didn’t just tell her she was beautiful.  He made her feel beautiful, something she hadn’t felt in a very long time.

But her journey wasn’t over.  Her breasts were scarred, and her chances of developing breast cancer were reduced significantly.  But her grandmother had died of ovarian cancer and that was still a risk she had to consider.  

Her window to have children was very small. There was a time when Libby didn’t think the possibility of having any children existed.  She didn’t have a man in her life to make her dream that big.  But now even the chance at having one child of her own seemed within reach. 

	Last night had been terrifying.  It had been wonderful and beautiful.  But in the light of day, it didn’t feel the same.  He’d left early this morning after getting a phone call from his office in Austin, making the fear she’d had about telling Jackson about her surgery rush back.   

  She didn’t feel any sense of relief until she heard Jackson’s truck come into the driveway again.  She decided to go out to the porch to greet him.  But instead of seeing his usual smiling face, complete with the dimple she found so adorable, his face was drawn.

“What’s wrong?”

“Cole is in custody.”

“What?  What happened?”

“I know about Cole, Libby” Jackson said, standing on the porch, looking toward the edge of the ranch.  “What I don’t understand is why you didn’t tell me.”

“Tell you what?”

“Don’t play dumb with me.  You’re not a stupid woman and I’m not a fool.  At least I’m trying not to be where you’re concerned.”

She loved this man.  Libby was sure of it.  But she loved Cole, too.  She wouldn’t be the one to reveal his secrets.  They were his.  And she’d fight tooth and nail to make sure no one wronged him.  Even Jackson.  But she didn’t have to utter a word.

“Did you even give a thought to what you were putting in jeopardy?” Jackson asked.  “You tell me you love this ranch.  But his being here as an undocumented immigrant…you could lose it all.”

“I did lose it all.  Cole is a good man, Jackson.  He’s the only family I have left.”

“Libby—”

“Did you hear me?  He’s all I have left.”

“You have me!  I’ve told you that.  Wasn’t I able to prove that to you last night?”

“Last night was very important to me.  You know how hard that was.”

“It all makes sense now.  You weren’t coming down to the police station because you thought Cole was being arrested for killing your father.  You thought he’d been arrested because he was in the United States illegally.” 

Libby’s breath caught in her throat.  The cloud that had been hanging over all of them for so long had now fallen before her.

“What are you going to do?  What’s going to happen to him?”

“I’ve sworn to uphold the law.”

“Did you report him to the INS?”

“I didn’t have to.  Just investigating him was enough for him to come up on someone’s radar.  I probably know more about him than you know.”

“I doubt that.  The private investigator my father hired—”

“Turned him in.  Did you know that?”

“What?  That can’t be true.”

“He was caught blackmailing a client and was arrested.  He gave up Cole in the hopes to win points with the prosecutor.  It didn’t work, but the damage was done.  He turned over all his files on Cole.  Now that the INS is aware he’s been working here for years, the fines the ranch could be levied with for knowingly hiring and housing Cole could put you under.”

“He came to the United States when he was a little boy.”

“Yes, I know.  When Cole was a year old, his mother left Mexico to find his biological father who she claimed was a US citizen.  Except it could never be proven.  And since Cole was born in Mexico, the only citizenship he can prove is his Mexican citizenship.”

“This is the only country he remembers living in.  He’s always thought of the US as his home.”

“There are millions of young people just like him in the same position, Libby.  But the law is the law.  I can’t just walk away from it.”

She grunted her frustration.  “Jackson, you’ve been after him since the day you stepped on this ranch.  All he ever did was try to make a life for himself without trouble.  Do you know he put himself through college and finished with honors at just twenty-one years old?  He didn’t even know he was here illegally until he went to get his driver’s license after he graduated.  Can you imagine how it felt to find something like that out at that age?  It changed everything for him.  He is an innocent in this.  Even you have to understand that.”

“I do.  But I have no control over what the INS will do.  I’m more concerned about what they’re going to do to you because of the ranch’s involvement.”

“He’ll be deported, Jackson.”

“Maybe.”

“To where?  Jackson, where the hell would he go?  He doesn’t know anyone in Mexico.”

“There are people here who are working with undocumented immigrants.  They can help them, Libby.  They’re not interested in destroying lives.  He should have tried to make it legal.”

“That’s just the point.  That’s what my father was trying to help him do.  If he can find his father, then he can prove through DNA that he has at least one parent who is a US citizen.”

“His father is dead.”

“What?”

“The man he claims is his father has been dead for thirteen years.  There’s no way he can get DNA because the man was cremated.  It’s a dead-end.  The INS found the documentation when the private investigator was arrested.  Unless there is some other compelling bit of evidence that proves Cole has been in the country his whole life, he’ll be deported.”    

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?   I mean, it’s no secret you don’t like him.”

“I don’t like that you love him.”

“Of course, I love him.  I thought I cleared that up last night.”

Jackson’s face looked stricken.   

She added in a small voice, “I’m not in love with him, Jackson.  There’s a big difference.”

When he didn’t say anything, Libby went on.

“I need to help him.   

“You say you’re not in love with him.  But I can’t understand this hold Cole has over you.  He’s a ranch hand.”

Libby shook her head.

“You just don’t understand.  He’s family.  I don’t need any papers to tell me so.  I just know he is.”

Jackson took a step toward her.  Libby felt her muscles tense and fought the urge to step away.  She had to face this now.

“You should leave now, Jackson.  Please leave,” she said quietly.

“Not while you’re this upset.  When I know you’re going to be—”

“No, I mean Liberty.  Your investigation into my father’s death is over.  Whatever it is that you’re looking for, you’re not going to find it here.”

“Don’t say that.  You’re what I want.”  His voice was a soft caress.  She could almost feel it running over her bare skin, bringing her shivers of delight.

“Today.  Maybe even tomorrow.  But you have this wonderful family with a wonderful life that is whole.  It’s suddenly clear to me that no matter how I try, I’m never going to be able to give you what you want.  Hell, if I wait too much longer I might not even be able to give you one child, never mind a whole brood of Gentrys like you talked about.”

“You’re upset.  Let’s just stop for a minute and talk about this.”

“Why?  It’s not going to change things.  You’re never going to understand my relationship with Cole because you’ve never been in a place where you needed to step outside your family.”

“No, I ran away from it.  I’m trying to rectify that.”

“So go do it.  Go back to Steerage Rock.  I’ll do what I can to help Cole because he’s my family.  I mean it, Jackson.  There’s nothing for you here.”

“What are you so afraid of?”

Her bitter laugh was soft.  But Jackson heard it.  Even more upsetting was the way he gasped when he saw her tears.

“You’re not going to let this go.”

“Not if it hurts you.  I want to make it go away.  Whatever it is, I want to help you make the hurt go away.”

“You can’t.”

He shook his head.  “It takes time, Lib.  We’re just beginning.  I know I didn’t want anything but work for a long time after my mother passed.  I was hurt and angry.  But I don’t want to be running away anymore.  I want you.”

Her face was wet with tears and she hated herself for it.  She’d shed enough tears over this.  It was time to move on with her life.  Whatever life that was going to be.

“I can’t give you want you want, Jackson.”

He smiled weakly.  “You’re pushing me away again because you’re scared.”

“You’re right.  I am scared.  But I still want you to leave.”

She turned and walked into the house, feeling more shattered than she had last night.  

* * *

Jackson felt the air being sucked out of his lungs.   

Frustrated, he pulled the screen door open and charged into the house.  He wanted to hold Libby in his arms, feel her heart beating strong against his chest. He needed to feel her warm body against his to know those few seconds of terror he’d just felt when she’d told him to leave, he would never have to feel again.

But she turned and walked away from him, shielding herself from him by standing on the other side of the kitchen table.

“What part of leave don’t you understand?”

Anger surged through him.  “All of it.”

“Did you hear me?  I can’t give you what you want.”

“How the hell do you know what I want?”

Her shoulders fell.  “I saw the way you were with Brock. I heard you talk about your family.  You’re never going to have this with me.  And if this issue with Cole continues to stand between us, the window of opportunity for me to have one child will close before we can ever even try to have a baby together.  So you see, it’s impossible.  We’re impossible.”

She sat down hard on a kitchen chair and dropped her hands in her lap.  She took a deep breath, pressing her shirt tight against the lovely curves of her body.  “What I have here is what I’ll have for the rest of my life.  So you see, it’s best that we just end whatever was starting last night right now.  It can’t go anywhere that will lead to happiness.”

“I don’t believe you.”

She sputtered.  “Do you need to see my medical record to believe—” 

“No.  I don’t believe that we can’t find happiness together.”

She stared at him for a long time, her head slightly shaking.  “Didn’t you hear a word I just said?”

“I heard everything.”

He walked slowly toward her and dropped down into the chair next to her.  

“It doesn’t change how I feel.”

There was hope in her eyes.  Just a flash of it.  She quickly turned and looked at the clock on the wall and then back at him.  When she did, that hope was gone.  But it had been there.  She’d wanted it.  She wanted him.  That gave Jackson enough hope to press on.

“It’s not going to change the outcome,” she said quietly.  “Maybe today you think it won’t matter.  But one day it will.  One day you’ll be really thinking of more than just lust and desire.  You’ll be thinking seriously about that future you always envisioned for yourself. You’ll see your brothers and what they have.  You’re going to want that too and  there is a very real possibility that I won’t be able to give it to you.  I’m it.”

“This isn’t just lust and desire, Libby.  This kind of thing between us doesn’t just happen every day.  At least not to me.  I’ve never felt this way about a woman before.”  Her eyes met his and their gazes locked.  “You know it’s true.  Yes, I wanted you last night.  But not for some quick fling.”

“You never planned on staying here, Jackson.  So what does it make this?”

Anger coiled inside of him.  Did Libby really think that?

“I want you to leave, Jackson.  My focus needs to be on Cole right now.  If it were any one of your brothers you’d do the same.”

He knew that was true.  He’d move heaven and earth for his kin.  

She got up from the table and said quietly, “Just go.  Can you please just do that for me?”

Jackson had never felt emptier than he did when Libby walked down the hall to the office, closed the door, and shut him out of her life.  

# # #

 

 


Chapter Twelve

 

Jackson cleared the desk he’d been using down at the police station.  There wasn’t much to clear.  Most of the files he had he’d kept at the hotel.  There was only one thing left he needed to do before he left town.

He said his goodbyes to Dane and the sheriff, and then carried his belongings out to his truck.  He was surprised to see Cole standing by his truck.  He dropped the box he’d been carrying into the bed of the truck.

“You’re really leaving her?”

“Just in time for you to come back.”

Cole looked at him hard.  “I’m not the bastard you seem to think I am.  I made a promise to her father that I’d look after her.  I intend to do that for as long as she needs me.  What’s your excuse?”

	It was exactly as Libby said.  Jackson was jealous of Cole.  That jealousy threatened to choke him. Not because he thought Libby was in love with him.  He knew better now.  But he did have her love.  She had a deep affection for Cole, even though he wasn’t her kin.  They had a history and shared a love of the Bucking Hills Ranch.  She wanted Cole to come back.

	And she’d asked Jackson to leave.

	“A man’s word is everything,” Jackson said, taking his hat off his head and tossing it into the cab of the truck.

	“That’s it?  You’re just going to leave her like that?”

	Jackson stopped with his hand on the door.  “Libby doesn’t want me here.  She made that perfectly clear.  Now that I’ve filed my report on her father’s death, there’s no reason for me stay.”

	Cole swore under his breath.  “She’s not good enough for you Ranger?  Is that it?  Libby is not damaged goods.”

	Anger surged through Jackson, making him jump up from the driver’s seat to face Cole head on.  Cole didn’t back away.  “And I never treated her that way.  She asked me to leave.  She doesn’t want me here.”

	Cole glared at him.  “If that’s all it takes for you to give up on Libby then you don’t deserve her.”

	Jackson wasn’t so sure he disagreed.

* * *

	Libby dropped into the tub and let the hot water seep into her bones.  She remembered her mother doing this years ago, before she’d gotten sick.  And even after when the pain had become harder to take.  She was getting stronger every day.  Today was the last day that Dane’s nephews would be working on the ranch.  They’d been a Godsend, and if all went well at Cole’s INS hearing, he’d be coming home soon.  

As much as having Cole back home was a blessing, Libby couldn’t help but think about Jackson.  He’d been there when Cole had left.  He’d been a big help, much as she’d hated to admit it in the beginning.  Despite his work as a Texas Ranger, he was a ranch working man and she could tell he had a deep love of the land in him.

	It was just one more thing they had in common. 

	And she’d told him to leave.

	She hadn’t been fair to him.  Libby knew that.  He’d been nothing but wonderful to her.  But she couldn’t help that the limitations she had on her life would rob him of the life he’d wanted for himself.  She loved him and she was pretty sure he loved her too.  He deserved more than she could give him.

	She sighed as she sank deeper into the hot water.  Soaping a face cloth until it was sudsy and then ran the soapy facecloth over her body, letting it linger over her breast.  She closed her eyes imagined it was Jackson’s hand moving over her skin again, awakening senses she’d long forgotten even existed.  He’d wanted to make love to her.  They would have been wonderful together.   

A noise downstairs startled her until she heard the familiar slam of the screen door. Her heart lifted a notch.

Cole was home.   

* * *

	The phone continued to ring, piercing the quiet of the motel room.  Moving too quickly to finish the job he’d started, Jackson nicked his chin shaving, causing his skin to bleed.  He bit back a curse, dropped the razor into the sink, and quickly went to phone.

His mood wasn’t any better when he picked up the phone.  “Yeah?”

“It’s me.”  His brother’s voice took him off guard for a moment.  He’d hoped it was Libby.  Disappointment that it wasn’t, had his mood sinking further.

“Cody.”

“You don’t sound so good.  Are you okay?”

“Why wouldn’t I be okay?”

“When you didn’t answer your cell, I got worried.  I was just checking to make sure you were still alive.”

He used his finger to dab at the trail of blood dripping on his chin.  “I’m fine.  The battery died on the cell.  And I just cut myself shaving when you called.”

Cody laughed, irritating him again.  “Haven’t quite mastered that yet?”

“At least I have facial hair.”

“Hey, what’s with the bad mood?  I thought you were ready to be done with Liberty.  We haven’t seen you in a while.”

Done with the town or the woman?  Jackson wasn’t done with either.

“I hear congratulations are in order.  How’s Lyssa?”

Jackson could hear his brother’s happiness through the phone.  “She’s not throwing up at the moment so that’s a good thing.”

“I’m happy for you.”  And he was.  But it had Jackson thinking about what Libby had said.  Yeah, he wanted a family.  He’d grown up in a house full of activity.  But didn’t a family start with two people?  She thought she was holding him back.  But Jackson knew she was scared.

“So what’s her name?”

“Who?”

Cody laughed.  It actually felt good to hear his brother laughing for a change.  The success of Cody’s eye surgery that gave him his eyesight back after months of being blind was only part of his brother’s happiness these days.  His brother had fallen in love, something he never thought would happen to Cody in a million years due to his normally ornery disposition and his dedication to training cutting horses.  A twinge of envy stabbed him.

“Come on.  I know it’s not the air in Liberty, Texas that had you staying so long.  So what’s her name?”

“Liberty,” he finally admitted.

“Fine.  Don’t tell me,” Cody said, frustrated with him.

“I’m telling you.  Her name is Liberty.  She’s named after the town.  People who know her call her Libby.”

“What do you call her?”

That one was a tough call.  Libby was more than just a reason he’d been here in Liberty all these weeks.  She was something…special.  She was like a drug and his need to be with her was something he couldn’t kick.  He loved her.  

“Jack?  So when do we meet her?”

If Libby had her way, the answer would be never.  She didn’t want him in her life.

“Let me get back to you on that.”

* * *

Leaving Liberty, Texas was going to be a hard task.  For a broken town that Jackson hadn’t even wanted to drive his pickup through, let alone stay for six weeks to investigate a murder, it had dug under his skin more than any other place he’d lived.

Scratch that, he thought as he drove down Main Street toward Bucking Hills Ranch.  It wasn’t Liberty, Texas that would be hard to leave.  It was Liberty Calvert and her sass and wild socks that he was going to have a hard time shaking out of his system.

He turned his pickup onto the dusty driveway and drove under the sign with the initials B H R made out of logs.  With every roll of the tires his stomach burned.  Last night had been the pits after hearing the happiness in his brother’s voice and then replaying Libby’s words telling him to leave over in his mind.  Today wasn’t likely to be any better.  But he wasn’t going to leave Liberty Calvert until he at least gave it one more shot to win her back.  

* * *

Libby got down on her hands and knees and planted the tiny vegetable seedlings she’d started in the small greenhouse out back.  She loved her little garden and looked forward to when these little seedlings would grow big and strong.  She only hoped she’d get them all planted before the rain came.  The sky was getting darker by the moment.

The sound of a truck coming into the driveway had her getting to her feet.  She wiped her hands on the back of her jeans as she focused on Jackson’s truck coming toward her.  What the hell was he doing here?  Hadn’t they said their goodbyes—such as they were—the night before?

Cole was out counting the cattle in the high pasture to see if any were missing.  She didn’t really want an altercation between the two of them today.  Seeing Jackson alone was hard enough.

He parked the truck and then got out, slowly walking toward her.

“I thought you’d be long gone by now,” she said.

“Then you don’t know me very well at all.”

“Cole’s back home.”

His mouth twisted just a little to show his irritation.  “I know.”

“Why did you come back?”

“I…”

Jackson started to answer, but the air had changed around them.  He glanced up at the sky and saw the clouds had a greenish hue to them.

“What’s wrong?” Libby asked, lifting her head to look in the direction Jackson was looking.

“The clouds look strange.”  Orange had blended in with the green hue and black of the clouds.  The wind was moving the clouds fast and the air pressure had suddenly dropped.   

He listened, but heard no siren.  They were just far enough outside of town that they wouldn’t be able to hear a tornado siren at the ranch.

“Where is your storm cellar?”  

“Behind the house.  Why?”

“Those aren’t just storm clouds.  Could be a tornado.”

“But that’s not possible,” she said.  “We’re too far south for a tornado.”

“Don’t bet on it.  We’d better get to cover just to be safe.”

Libby looked around the ranch and saw two of her horses that had been grazing in the lower pasture were now running.  “I need to get the animals inside.”

He looked over his shoulder at the sky in the distance as he moved toward the barn.  “We don’t have time.”

“What?  We can’t leave them to the elements.”

“They’re safer out there than they would be in the barn.  If it really is a tornado they have a better chance out in the open where they can outrun the storm than if they’re trapped in a paddock or in the barn.  Leave them.”

Terror filled her.  “But Spirit and Skittish are still in the barn.  We need to get them out of there.”

Libby took off on a sprint toward the barn.  In just those few seconds the sky had changed dramatically.  The air pressure had dropped and the sound of objects hitting something grew louder.

“Hail!  Libby, we don’t have time!” he called out to her.

“I’m not leaving the horses in the barn to die.  I have to give them a chance!”  Libby ran inside the barn and was out of sight.

Jackson ran into the barn and found Libby struggling with the gate to Skittish’s stall.

“Help me, please!  Get Spirit out.  I have to calm Skittish.”

They each went to their task.  The animals were already spooked, making them jumpy inside the confines of the stall.  As experienced as Libby was with animals, Skittish was giving her a hard time, rearing up and then backing against the wall.

“Watch out.  He might run right over you to get out.”

“I know what I’m doing!”

She opened the gate to the stall and took a wide step back against the gate opposite Skittish’s stall.  Jackson did the same a few stalls down.  Spirit wasted no time at all freeing herself from confines of the barn, and took off on a run into the pasture.

“Come on, Skittish,” Libby urged.  “Don’t be scared.  Go!”  She smacked the horse on the back to get him to move, but Skittish’s eyes rolled in his head, clearly terrified by what was happening outside.

Jackson ran to the entrance to the barn and looked at the sky.  “Libby, we have to go.  Leave him.”

“I can’t just leave him.”

“It’s you or the horse.   We need to get to the storm shelter.”

Not waiting for her any longer, Jackson grabbed her by both arms and shook her lightly, just enough to startle her.  “Let’s go!”  Then he dragged her out the door of the barn.  Holding her by the hand, they ran through the field to the back of the house.  A lawn chair nearly hit them as the wind lifted it and launched it across the yard.  

His heart hammered in his chest.  Feeling his body react to the fierce wind was hard enough.  But thoughts of Libby’s hand escaping his as they ran consumed him.  She was so tiny.  The wind could easily claim her.

The door to the storm shelter was in view.  But the roar of the tornado was at their back.  Hail started pelting them just as they reached the door to the storm cellar.  Jackson quickly yanked the door open.  The wind lifting it hard, causing it to crash against the foundation.  Then it lifted back up, smashing against his arm.

Jackson let out a guttural grunt as he pulled Libby to the door and pushed her inside.  Libby quickly raced down the dark steps as he turned to pulled the door closed.  As Jackson closed the latch on the door, a light below him flicked on.

Libby stood at the bottom of the steep stairway, peering up at him.  The light above her drowned out the color of her face and made her fear stark.

“Cole’s out there, Jackson.”

# # #

 

 


Chapter Thirteen

 

“I know.  But there’s nothing we can do about that right now,” he said as he made his way down to her, trying to catch his breath. “Are you hurt?”

She shook her head.  “Listen to that.  It must be right over us by now.  All the cattle are out in the upper pasture.  Do you think they can outrun it?”  Something crashed on top of the door of the shelter.  Libby covered her ears and crouched down.  But Jackson pulled her hands away and crushed her against his chest, as if holding her close like this would somehow make her safer.

“We won’t know for sure until this is over.  But livestock have a sense about storms, many times knowing they’re coming before humans do.  As long as there is room for them to escape, they’ll make a run for it.”

“You’re right.  I know you’re right.  But Skittish…”

“He got out.  I saw him running through the field before I closed the door.  Instinct takes over for animals.”

“Then he has a chance.  But Cole…”

Jackson relived the last few moments of them outside in his mind.  The tornado was still a distance away, but the wind and the vacuum it had created was nothing he’d ever felt before.  He’d been to tornado ravished areas before.  But it had always been after the storm had ripped through and left the crumbled debris in its wake.

In those last moments, Jackson had known a fear he’d never felt before.  The memory of Libby being pulled by the wind against the hold of his hand still felt as real as if it were happening now.

She lifted her hand from his shoulder and looked horrified when she saw the red staining her skin.

“You’re hurt!”

“The door came crashing back up with the wind.”  He glanced down at his upper arm and saw that his shirt was covered in blood.  “I felt the door, but I didn’t realize it was this bad.”

“It’s the adrenaline rush.  You will feel this later.  You may need stitches.  Sit down.”

“I’m fine.”

“Sit down before you pass out.  This is a lot of blood.”

She looked around the tight quarters and fixed her eyes on a small box beneath the stairs.  With a quick yank, she lifted the lid off and exposed supplies.

“My father told me there was a first aid kit in here.”

“It’s not bad.”

“Let me be the judge of that.”

A crash above them had Libby crouching down quickly as they both looked up.

Her eyes filled with tears, but she quickly went back to the task of rummaging through the supply box until she pulled out a first aid kit. 

She opened the box and spilled the contents on the seat next to Jackson.  She selected a roll of gauze and quickly ripped open the packaging.

“You said you were leaving,” she said quietly as she rolled the gauze over the slice in his arm.

“No, I didn’t.  You told me to leave.  I never said I was going to do it.”

She shook her head.  “Why are you making this so hard?  I can’t give you the life you want.”

“You couldn’t be more wrong about that, Libby.  If I left Liberty now I’d be battered and bruised inside just as bad as what that tornado is doing to the ground outside.  That is unless you were leaving here with me.”

“But your job here is done.”

“Lord, woman, are you really so stupid that you think my job is the only reason I’m still here in Liberty?”

She straightened her back.  “I am not stupid.”

“No, you’re not.  So why are you asking me why I’m still here when you damn well know the reason is because I love you.”

* * *

Tears filled Libby’s eyes.  She hated girly reactions and there she was having one right in front of Jackson.  She was melting like a damned fool, turning into a puddle at his feet.

She finished tying off the bandage on his arm.  “It can’t be for me.”

“Why not?  You don’t think you’re worthy of having a man love you?”

“No, nothing like that.  Just not you.”

“Why not me?  If anything, I keep trying to figure out how a woman like you could ever love a man like me after what I’ve put you through.”

“What?”

“You’re strong.  You’re determined.  You’re beautiful and you’re loving.  I keep wondering why you should love me when I’ve given you every reason not to even like me.”

“You think too much,” she said with a chuckle.  “And how can I be beautiful when I walk around half the day with manure stained jeans and windblown hair.”

He smiled and she melted even more.  He did that to her.  Turned her into mush and she both loved him and hated him for it.

“Now you see, that’s where you’re missing things.  I saw you from across the yard with the wind whipping your hair around your face and you took my breath away.  You’re as beautiful and natural as this land here.”

She shrugged.  “I’m simple.  I’m not like other girls.”

“You’re simply beautiful.”

“And you talk too much, too.”

“You want me to stop?”

“No.”  She laughed again.  

“I meant what I said to you the other night on the porch.  You drive me crazy.  I want nothing more than to love you.  I don’t want you to ever be afraid of that.” 

Before she could say another word, the sound of something scraping against the door above them pulled their attention away.

“Libby?  Are you in there?”

“It’s Cole,” she said, relieved that he was okay. 

Jackson rushed up the stairs and unlatched the door, and then pushed the door open.  Cole took a step back to allow both Jackson and Libby to step outside.  Libby ran to Cole.  	“I’m so relieved you’re okay.”

“We were worried you were caught out in the tornado,” Jackson said.

“I nearly was.  I saw the twister cut right through the pasture.  There are a bunch of felled trees, but none of the cattle were hurt as far as I could see.”

“Did you see Skittish?” Libby asked.

“He was running hard on the far side of the ranch.  Spirit, too.  As soon as the twister moved on, I jumped into my truck and headed back to the house to find you.  I’m glad you both made it to the storm shelter.”

Jackson looked around.  There was debris scattered about in the yard, but the house and barn were standing.

“It’s a good thing my brothers are coming down to Liberty.”

Libby gave him a confused glanced.  “What?”

Jackson hesitated a minute.  “I talked to my brother, Cody, last night.  I told him the ranch needed some work and Cole couldn’t do it all alone.  He offered to come down and help out for a few days.  Beau, too.  Just to get the big jobs done.  Then you can decide if you need more help down the line.”

“Wow,” Cole said.  “I thought you came here to throw me in jail again.”

“You have a hearing with the INS in a few weeks, isn’t that right?”

“Yes. I was supposed to be in jail until the hearing.  But for some reason they allowed me out as long as I stayed at the ranch and worked.”  Realization suddenly dawned on Cole.  “Should I be thanking you for that?”

“Don’t get carried away.  I only made a few phone calls.  It seems that private investigator Buck hired had information about a doctor who treated you when you were a baby. You broke your arm?”

“Yeah.  My mother told me I had X-rays taken but I found out the doctor had died about ten years ago.”

“It seems those old timers were good about keeping records that go way back.  His daughter took over his practice.  If you can managed to get a copy of your medical records, you can use that in court.  It should be enough for the INS to allow you to stay in the US until your documentation is completed.  They won’t deport you.”

“Thank you for doing this, Jackson,” Libby said.

“Like I said.  All I did was make a few calls.  Cole still needs to get that paperwork.”

“Just when I was really enjoying not liking you,” Cole said.

Jackson laughed.  “Likewise.”

“Why would your brothers come down here to help me?” Libby asked.  “They don’t even know me.”

Jackson hesitated a second.  “Because that’s what kin does.  And if you’re going to be part of my family, that means you get the whole lot of us.  The only problem is, they’re going to need a place to stay.”

Libby’s smile was brighter than he’d ever seen.  “We have enough bunks in the bunk house to house them for as long as they stay.  We have plenty of room in the main house too for that matter.”

Cole propped his hat on his head.  “Guess I’d better get the bunk house fit for company just in case.”

When Cole was gone, Libby said, “I can’t believe you called your brothers to come down here to help me.”

Jackson shrugged.  “They offered and I wasn’t going to say no.  It’s just how they are. Besides, they want to meet the girl I want to marry.”  

“You…you told them you want to marry me?”

“Yeah.”

“But you haven’t even asked me yet.”

“First I had to get you to stop telling me to leave.”

She covered her mouth with her hand and laughed.  “I’m so glad you didn’t.” 

“I love you Libby Calvert.  I’m incredibly and helplessly in love with you.  There was no way I was leaving Liberty until you knew that.”

* * *

Libby couldn’t believe her eyes.  How could a day have started so wrong and ended up so right.  Her ranch was a mess.  But the man she loved more than anything in the world had just said he wanted to marry her.

She took a step closer and Jackson opened his arms, wrapping them around her and enveloping her in the warmth and comfort she’d craved.  

“I love you too, Jackson.  I’m just afraid.”

“There’s no need to be afraid.  You’re not alone.  You’ll never be alone.”

“I don’t mean that.  You say you love me.  I believe that you do.  But that’s not enough.  You know as well as I do that people can love each other deeply and still be torn apart by…circumstance.”

“Children?”

“Not having children.”

“We can have children, Libby.  It’s just going to be a little harder than it is for most.  Modern medicine has advanced some over the years.  Now women in their late forties and fifties are even having kids.”

“It won’t be the same.  Not for me.”

“No, but we can do what we can do.”

“What if I can’t have children?  What then?”

“We cross that bridge when we get to it.  There are so many kids in this world who need a home.  We can give them that.  Hell, we might do that anyway just to fill up this house.”

She shook her head.  “You say that now.”

“I’m afraid too.  I’m afraid that if you don’t kiss me now you’ll slip through my arms and I’ll lose you to your fears.”

He kissed her then and it amazed her how good and how right it felt to be in Jackson’s arms.

“You think too much, too,” he said.  “I have a feeling we’ll find a way to fill this house with a whole brood of Gentry kids.  A new generation right here in Liberty.”

“This ranch is nothing like your family ranch up in Steerage Rock.”

“Well, that ranch doesn’t have something this ranch has.”

“What’s that?”

“You.  You make it more than worth it for me to stay, Libby.  I know how much this ranch means to you.  Together we can make it something special again.  That is if you’ll have me.”

She lifted an eyebrow.  “Have you?”

“Marry me, Libby.  I’ll never leave Liberty again.  Not unless you’re coming with me.”

“Of course, I’ll marry you, Jackson.”

She was back in his arms in an instance.  There had never been a time since her childhood innocence was shattered that she’d felt this loved or this much at peace.  Jackson loved her.  All of her.  Their life together was an empty page waiting to be written their way.  She couldn’t wait.

 

The End
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She needed to risk the truth to get a second chance…

 

Poppy Ericksen had spent the year wondering how all their lives might have been different after hearing the deathbed confession of her childhood friend.  She’d left South Dakota years ago because she couldn’t bear to watch the man she loved loving another woman.  But now she knows the truth.  She’ll keep the promise she made to a friend, but will Logan understand when he learns the truth?  More important, can they again recapture the passion that had been between them all those years ago?

 

He needed to face the past… to get the love of a woman he thought he’d lost.   

 

Everyone knows that the Dakotas didn’t get the name Badlands for nothing.  Harsh weather and rough living are a way of life.  But single dad, Logan McKinnon, had seen more than his share of bad times after the death of his wife a year ago.  The last thing he needs is Poppy Ericksen, an old flame and his late wife’s best friend, showing up unannounced to help after devastating floods nearly washed away their hometown.  With no place to stay in town, he has no choice but to offer her a bed at his house.  But can he live under the same roof with a woman he’d once loved passionately without feeling he’s betraying his late wife?

 

Chapter One

 

One look on Logan McKinnon’s face told Poppy that his foul mood had very little to do with the devastating destruction all around the Badlands of South Dakota…and everything to do with her showing up in town after nearly ten years.  

She didn’t have to be standing next to him to feel his anger simmering just below the surface of his composure.  Sitting in her rental sedan was close enough.  What the hell was she thinking coming back home?  Why had she made that ridiculous promise to Kelly?

She parked the car next to his truck and took a deep breath, mumbling under her breath as she pulled the door handle, “This may just turn out to be the stupidest thing you have ever done, girl.”

Truth was, even as pissed off as Logan looked, he was still an amazing sight to see.  Part of her had hoped that she was wrong.  That she’d gotten over him a long time ago.  That she’d take one look at him, make sure he and Keith were okay, and be able to get back in her car and drive right to the airport in Rapids City.

He turned to her, standing tall and proud.  His thick dark hair blew in the March wind, fluttering around his face and making him all the more strikingly handsome.  

Yep.  Stupid.

 He was taller than she’d remembered, and he’d long since lost that too-lean teenage body that had driven her crazy in her youth.  He worked hard on his ranch and it showed in how much his arms and chest had filled with muscles.

Despite the cold, he’d taken off his jacket while he worked in the yard and Poppy had a clear view of just how much his male body had filled out in places she’d dreamed of touching.

Lord, help her.  She was in trouble.  And she hadn’t even stepped out of the car yet.  She pushed the door open and stepped outside to get it over with.  It was either going to be the shortest visit on record…or the life changing experience she’d been dreaming of ever since she was a teenager.  

“Hi, Logan.”

Logan starred at her for a long, agonizing moment.  She read the emotional tug of war playing on his face as the sudden chill from the South Dakota winds bit into her exposed skin like a whipping.

Then his expression turned hard.  “What are you doing here?” 

He must have heard the car drive up.  But Logan’s four-year-old son, Keith, remained so focused on the mud puddle he was poking a stick into to even notice anyone was around.  That was good.  The next few minutes would go easier for both of them if Keith weren’t aware of the tension.

Logan stared at her as if he’d been startled.  Or maybe too focused on making sure his son was safely playing nearby to notice her car had driven up.  

Or perhaps he’d been too pre-occupied with assessing the damage the recent angry South Dakota weather had done to his property.  Poppy had seen just how Mother Nature had shown no mercy to her childhood town as she drove from the airport to the ranch.  She couldn’t exactly blame Logan for being in a foul mood because of that.  

Seeing her was just the icing on the cake.  

“What the hell are you doing here, Poppy?” he repeated.

She took in a deep breath, smelled the muddy earth and decay all around her, and said, “I came to help.”

He took one long look at her, from her high-heeled boots, up the length of her legs, pausing at her hips.  She could almost feel his eyes as if he were staring at the flesh beneath her fresh pair of blue jeans.  When his gaze finally reached her face again, she slid her sunglasses to the tip of her nose and stared right back at him in challenge.  A slow smile played on her lips.  She could never last as long at this as Logan before caving into laughter.  But she knew Logan was in no laughing mood.

“Poppy Ericksen.  Rudolph was practically washed off the map from all that rain we had.  After all this time, what makes you think I need anything from you?”

Even though his voice was even, she could tell he was still pissed.  But he’d never show it.  Keith was still poking at the mud and puddles on the driveway just a little ways away, completely unaware of present company.  

“What’s the matter, Logan?  You don’t look happy to see me,” Poppy said, pulling her sunglasses off her face with a wary smile.

A big splash had them both quickly looking over at Keith, who’d apparently gotten sick of the noise the stick in water was making and had graduated to a rock in favor of something more dramatic.  Even though Logan had outfitted his boy in a heavy jacket and rubber boots, Keith still managed to find every puddle in the yard.  What was left of it.  Yeah, this kid was a McKinnon through and through.

 Turning back to Logan, she caught a fleeting smile aimed at his son before he brought his attention back to her.

As if just noticing a car had driven into the driveway, Keith paused just before testing another puddle and called over to his father, “Who's that, Daddy?”  

Poppy's face brightened with Keith’s attention.  “Hey, little big man!  Remember me?  Auntie Poppy?”

Keith gave a quick glance to Logan and then ran over to him, offering up his dirt-covered arms.  Logan picked up his son without hesitation.  

Logan's jaw tightened as he glared at Poppy.  “What did you expect?  He doesn't even know you.”

Poppy's smile faltered.  “Well, of course he doesn’t know me to see me.  But we talk on the phone all the time.”

Logan’s brow knit tight.  “You talk… When?”

“Just about every day when he's at your Mom's house.  Don’t we, Keith?  I’m mommy’s friend from New York.”

Keith smiled with sudden recognition.  “Auntie Poppy,” he said sweetly.

“That’s right.”

Irritation replaced the angry look.  Apparently Kate McKinnon never told her son that Keith had a phone friend.  Why, she didn’t know.  But Kate McKinnon always had a reason for what she did.

“Mom didn’t say anything about it.”

Poppy shrugged.  “It wasn’t a secret.  I’m sure it just slipped her mind.”

“Every week?”

Their gazes locked for a brief moment, but the connection was cut short as Keith wiggled in Logan’s arms, a signal he wanted to get down.

“Hey, little man,” Logan said, gently putting Keith back on the ground.  “I need a big job done.  Can you help me out?”

“I can give you big help,” Keith said, jumping up and down.

“I know you can.  You're the best.”  Logan pointed to a small pile of twigs a few yards down the driveway.  “We're going to do some burning a little later and I'm going to need those little twigs put in that wheelbarrow over there.  Can you do that big job for me?”

“I can pick up the big sticks.”  Keith stretched his little arms wide and lifted on his toes for added emphasis.

Logan laughed.  “I know you can.  But I don't need the big ones.  Just the little twigs.  Can you do that big job for me while I talk for a bit?”

“Okay, Daddy.”  Keith ran off and quickly moved into task as Logan turned his attention back to Poppy.

“He's doing good,” Poppy said quietly.  “Getting big.”

“We're managing.  You didn't answer my question.”

Her lips twitched.  “I didn't think I needed an invitation to come home.”

“This isn't your home.  Not anymore.”

His words hurt her more than he knew.  Or maybe he did and that was why he said it.  Regardless, Poppy refused to let her emotions show on her face and quickly added, “I, ah, didn’t mean this house.  I meant back to Rudolph.  I know this house isn't my home anymore.”  She glanced quickly at Keith, and shifted her weight to one leg as she crossed her arms.  A move she always did when she was nervous.  “After all the damage the storm did around here, I thought you could use some help.”

“We had a bad few weeks, I'll give you that.”

“It was all over the news.”

“New York City news?”

“National news.  But you forget I have connections here in South Dakota, Logan.  I don't need the news to have me riveted to what's going on back home.”

“You could have fooled me,” he said under his breath.

“What's that?”   

He didn’t answer.  Instead, he looked around at the devastation that had once been her home as a child.  In some ways it was unrecognizable.  Trees that had been standing in the pasture for over a hundred years were toppled over, their roots pulled from the ground by the softening soil from the rising water.  

Poppy took a moment to take it all in, holding back emotion.  

“The house was spared,” he said.

She nodded.  “Thankfully.”

The rest of the place was a disaster.  There was debris and run off from all the water that wind and icy rain had dumped on the Badlands over the past two weeks.

 Yet, as upsetting as it was to see, they’d been blessed.  Poppy knew from Logan’s mom that Logan and Keith had been at the house during the worst of it.  They’d survived.  Everything else could be replaced.   

“Lot of folks close to the river lost everything.”

“I heard.”

Kelly and Logan had been married for nearly eight years before she’d died last year.  It had been over ten years since she’d stepped foot on this ranch.  Kelly had convinced Logan to buy the property when it came on the market again the year Kelly had been pregnant with Keith.  “The house always had good memories,” Kelly had told her.  And yet standing there in front of Logan, the years between then melted away and Poppy felt as if she were still the young girl who’d dreamed of one day loving this man as passionately has she had in her teenage dreams.  

They’d stood across from each other on summer nights hundreds of times.  They'd been inseparable back then.  Sometimes the three of them.  Many times just her and Logan.  Yet Kelly had been the one to love Logan the way that Poppy had dreamed.  How it happened no longer mattered.  Especially since Logan was glaring at Poppy as if she’d let Kelly down in the cruelest and most unforgivable way, not knowing it was actually the other way around.  

She was a stupid woman!  What had convinced her he’d care about the truth now?  

For a fleeting second, Poppy wanted to climb back into her rental car and drive as fast as she could until she reached Rapid City.  She didn’t belong here.  To hell with the promise she’d made to Kelly.  But she’d be damned if she spent her entire life wondering if things would have been different if Logan had only learned the truth.  If she left, she’d never know.

“How’s this, Daddy?”

Logan’s attention turned to Keith, who was quite pleased with the pile of sticks he'd made in the middle of the driveway.  Walking over to him, he said.  “Little buddy, that's a fine pile you just started.  I’m so proud of you.  But we can't have the fire in the middle of the driveway.  Do you think you can move these sticks over to big pile over there?”

“Okay!”  Unaffected by Logan pointing out his error, Keith quickly went on his way of picking away at the pile a stick at a time and running over to drop it in another pile off the driveway.  Poppy was grateful for the slight reprieve of talking with Logan.  

Glancing back at Poppy, Logan sighed.  He didn’t want her there.  That much was evident.  Her determination renewed, she lifted her chin and decided she was digging in if she had to dig a hole to do it.  Logan was going to have to deal with her at some point, like it or not, so they might as well get it over with now.  

As if he’d come to the same conclusion, he took a few long strides toward her.  “Look, I can appreciate you wanting to come out and check on your family home and all.  You lived here your whole life, so that's understandable.  But as you can see, the house is still standing.”

“You can appreciate?  Well, that's very dignified of you to say it that way.”

“In case you hadn’t noticed, I'm not feeling very dignified right now.  So you can just get in your car and head back to New York if you don’t like it.  I don't need you here.”

“You say that.  But I know different, Logan McKinnon.  You need me now more than ever.” 

Logan watched Poppy’s expression collapse, saw the hurt on her face that he didn't want to acknowledge he'd caused with his words.  There was a time when his sole purpose in a day was to make Poppy Ericksen smile.  To hear her musical laugh.  Not today.  But despite his anger, hurting her didn’t make him feel any better.

In the distance, echoes of chainsaws and other equipment resonated from all the surrounding houses and across the fields.  Now that the rain had stopped, everybody was outside trying to do their best with whatever resources they had at their disposal to try to get life back to normal.  

The small town he'd grown up in wasn’t a stranger to floods or other natural disasters.  Harsh Dakota weather was a way of life for the people in these parts.  But they’d never seen anything like the floods that had swept through his town this past week.  Ice, rain and the drought from last year had made the ground prime to nearly wipe some parts of South Dakota clean off the map.  There had been little warning and scarcely any time to prepare for it.  

Did he need help?  Sure.  Every single landowner around here was sorely lacking in resources despite the fact people were traveling from out of state to help.  He'd be stupid to pass up help from anyone willing to pitch in and get dirty.  But Poppy wasn't talking about the flood.

“Why now?  You weren’t here when Kelly got sick.  You didn't come back to see her when she'd spent those last months in the hospital dying.  What makes you think anything you do now will make a difference?”

She looked at him directly.  And damned he'd always admired the woman for that.  Poppy had never been one to sink back from an argument.  She'd always met it head on.  And if she got caught in a wrong, she quickly owned up to it.  Damn her.  Logan didn't want to admire Poppy Ericksen for anything.

“Because Kelly asked me to.”

It was like he'd just been sucker punched in the gut.  Kelly had asked her?

He chuckled sarcastically.  “Those words are pretty easy coming from your mouth with Kelly not here to dispute them.”

“Say what you want about me, Logan.  But when have I ever lied to you?” Poppy asked.  

He was angry.  He'd even go as far as saying he was disappointed in Poppy given the history the three of them had together.  But a liar?  No, she'd never been that.  

He looked at her designer boots standing in the mud.  Her blue jeans must have cost a small fortune and the tailored coat she was wearing probably cost as much as his mortgage payment.  This wasn't the Poppy he remembered, the young girl who always turned his eye with the unexpected.  That girl didn’t need designer threads.  

“What makes you think I'd welcome any help you offered?” 

Before he could even process the cruelty of that statement, she said, “Because right now there isn't a person in this county who doesn't already have too much work to do on their own property who is standing here offering help.  So you're hardly in a position to turn me away.”

Logan couldn't argue that point.  The magnitude of the cleanup work that lay ahead of him was overwhelming.  When he and Keith had emerged from the house yesterday and he saw just how bad the world outside around him was, it nearly leveled him.  And he hadn’t even had the chance to survey the entire property.

Her chest rose and fell on a heavy sigh, then she walked to the back of the car and opened her trunk, pulling out a large designer suitcase.  She kept the trunk open.

“Unless of course, you'd prefer I stay somewhere else.”

“There is no place else in this county that has space available,” he said quickly.  “Hotels are all full up with people who lost their homes or workers from out of town who are here for the cleanup.”

“I was talking about your mother's house.”

“My…my mother?”

She chuckled, shaking her head.  “Don't look so shocked.  I always got along with your family just fine.  I've known Kate McKinnon since I was able to walk across the floor of her restaurant.  When I stopped in town at the diner earlier today, she offered to put me up if you turned me away.”

“You talked to my mother about staying here?”

She laughed and looked up at the sky.  “Men.  Am I speaking a foreign language?  I don't know what you're having such a hard time with, Logan.  It’s not like we haven’t slept under the same roof before.  Your mom thought maybe you could use some help with Keith while you cleaned up since she's going to be too busy feeding people doing cleanup to keep an eye on him.”

His mom had told Logan as much earlier in the day.  Keith loved spending time with his mom at the diner, but too many other people were in need right now for him to monopolize her time or any of his relations.  His brothers would be coming to help when they had spare time, but in truth, Hawk was too busy at the clinic, dealing with injuries and Ethan, his twin brother, was working down at the police station coordinating search and rescue efforts.  His military training was too much of an asset to those in need for Logan to expect him to rush over here.  Word had it Sam was on his way home from Colorado at some point, but he wasn’t sure when.  And Wade…  After four years missing, the notion of his older brother showing up in Rudolph was just a wish, not a likely reality.  

And Keith was his responsibility alone.  Truth be known, Logan didn't want Keith anywhere but with him after hearing stories of flash flooding that swept people right out of the arms of loved ones.  It had been scary enough worrying about Keith with all that water coming in around them during that long night of heavy rains and river swells.  The fact that the house was still standing the next morning was enough to put his brothers’ minds at ease for the time being.

And yet, here was Poppy.  She’d come all the way here from New York City like she’d appeared out of a dream.  Damn her.  He didn’t want to think about Poppy as a dream at all.  He’d let that go years ago.

Poppy reached up and slammed the trunk closed.

“So what's it going to be?  Am I moving into your old bed at your mom's house or my old room here?”

“You can't.”

Poppy's shoulders sagged as she nodded slowly.

“Keith has that room now.  I moved him in there after Kelly died so he'd be closer to my bedroom.  You can take the room down the end of the hall.  It's bigger anyway.”

She picked up her bag and walked slowly toward him, a crooked smile playing on her lips, one that made him feel like smooth velvet rubbing against his skin.

“You afraid of what your mom would have said if you turned me away?” she said, quietly goading him.  “Or are you afraid of people talking.”

People were talking already if Poppy Ericksen rolled into town and stopped by the diner.  Rudolph was a small town and everyone knew everyone.  

He rolled his eyes, then glanced down at her.  She was incredibly close.  And she smelled damned good.  She always had, he remembered.  She’d never been one to wear heavy perfume or makeup.  And today wasn’t any different.  It was just Poppy.  He hated that he was reminded of that.  He didn't want those memories, so he pushed them back where they belonged.  In the past.  He was only allowing Poppy to stay for one reason.

“As you pointed out, I could use help with Keith while I do some cleanup here.  If you could do that for me...it'd be good.”

She smiled then and her eyes lit up.  He'd forgotten just how much they twinkled when she smiled.  Something deep in his gut tightened.

“Good.”  She started walking away, then turned back.  “I'll just bring these upstairs and get changed.  Be back in a minute.” 

Logan took a moment to steady himself while checking on Keith's progress.  The little guy had managed to transfer all the wood, one stick at a time, to a pile about ten yards away from the one he'd made in the driveway.  Logan smiled at his son's tenacity.  “Great job, little man!” 

Keith beamed with pride.  Logan heard the screen door creak and saw Poppy standing on the porch holding the door open, one foot on the threshold and the other on the porch.  Her wide smile was genuine as she gazed over at Keith.  The look she gave him was one of pure affection and admiration.

“Awesome job, Keith,” she called out before walking inside.

He wanted to stay angry at Poppy.  Deep down it was easier that way than dealing with the feelings stirring inside of him from seeing her again.  
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