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Bernadette Cook, called Blaze by her family, tiptoed into her sister’s hospital room and whispered, “Anna? Anna, are you awake?”

A slight beckoning movement of her sister’s hand let her know Anna had heard. “Blaze, come in and help me sit up.”

She hurried to the bed. “No, don’t stir yet. You need a lot of rest. Kenny is with the preacher’s wife until I return for him. I’ll make sure he’s well-cared for until you’re well and can take charge. Relax and concentrate on recovering.” 

Against the white sheets, her poor sister’s bruises shone dark purple and angry red. The sight forced Blaze to choke back tears for Anna’s pain. Older by four years, Anna had been a good example when they were growing up. Now Blaze was the one who needed to care for her big sister.

Struggling, Anna rose to her elbow and pulled papers from under her pillow. “I’ve written this out for the judge. You’ll need them if Lester succeeds in killing me next time. I sure don’t want Kenny living with Lester.”

Never would Blaze let that happen. “Don’t even think about him doing this again, much less killing you.” Blaze knew another beating like this one would surely end her sister’s life.

“He would have this time if you hadn’t arrived. Once you’re a mail order bride, there’s no hope for me unless I can get to where you are. Oh, but Kenny is the one who matters. Promise me you’ll take him when I’m gone.”

Blaze fought for composure, hoping to reassure her sister. “I’ve promised, haven’t I? Please don’t talk like that. I plan for both of you to join me. All you have to do is get well enough to travel. The train goes all the way to the town nearest Mr. Wagner’s ranch.” 

She lowered her voice again. “Remember not to let Lester know we’re going to Texas. Keep saying I’m going to Montana Territory so he can’t track you.”

Anna’s split lips curved slightly. “Blaze, you’re a dreamer, but I’m grateful you’ve included me in your future. Sister, something is wrong and I... I don’t think this baby will be all right. I don’t think I will be, either.” 

Blaze’s voice caught in her throat. “What did the doctor say? Has he mentioned anything wrong?”

“No, but a woman knows these things. I remember when I had the two miscarriages and then when Kenny was born and the months prior to his birth. I feel different now, not at all the way I did any of the other times. Something has changed inside me.”

Her sister’s admission hurt Blaze to her soul. If she were a murdering person, she would have shot or stabbed her useless brother-in-law by now. Instead, he continued to beat and intimidate Anna, supported by his worthless lawman friend, who said a husband had a right to beat his wife. 

Rule of thumb, they called it. He could beat her with anything no thicker than the size of his thumb. In her brother-in-law’s case, that meant huge, beefy hands were threat enough without the rod. She’d like to see the same rule applied to a husband. Why shouldn’t a wife defend herself with the same size cane?

She held her sister’s hand. “Maybe that means this baby is a girl and things will be all right. We’ll be together in Texas and Lester won’t be able to find us. We’ll have a good life there.”

Anna gave a gentle squeeze of her fingers. “You’re the best sister in the world. I’m depending on you to safeguard Kenny. Keep those papers with you in case I’m right.”

After accepting the papers, Blaze folded them and stuffed them into her skirt pocket. “I’ll keep them and do my best, Anna. But I’m not his father or mother, and I won’t be given a chance to care for my nephew. I’m surprised Lester let Kenny stay with me last night.”

“Lester cares nothing for the boy.” Bitterness tinged Anna’s voice. “He only uses our son to hurt me. He says, ‘Do this or I’ll beat the brat.’ Or, ‘Do that or I’ll take it out on the boy.’ He’s not a natural father.”

“He’s no kind of a husband, either, that’s for certain.” Blaze wished she could have bitten back the words. “I’m sorry, I spoke out of turn. I remember you loved him at first, before he revealed his true nature.”

Tears ran from Anna’s eyes. “I certainly don’t love him now. He’s a monster and I’ll be glad to get away from him.” She turned her face toward the wall. “You’d better go to Kenny. He’ll be hungry and you need to eat as well.”

Blaze leaned over to kiss her sister’s bruised cheek. “Don’t give up. I’m determined to get you and Kenny away from here.” She paused at the door and gazed over her shoulder. “Goodnight. I’ll see you in the morning. Have sweet dreams of ranch life.”

Blaze hurried to the parsonage. Overhead the sun shown. A slight breeze swayed the moss hanging from the trees. With such a beautiful day, it was hard to believe evil like Lester existed. But she’d just come from seeing her sweet sister and witnessing proof that wickedness dwelled nearby.

She had plans—after she traveled to Texas to meet her groom, she’d send for her sister and nephew. Though normally they wouldn’t have, Anna’s next-door neighbors had pledged to help Anna and Kenny escape Lester. Everyone except the lazy lawman viewed her brother-in-law as a powder keg about to explode. Lester was an irritable man at best and violent when crossed. He enjoyed brawling in his favorite saloon. 

When he saw her, Kenny smiled and reached to be lifted. He was an adorable child who, fortunately, took after her Cook side of the family. In fact, Kenny acted happy unless he saw Lester. When that happened, the little boy hid as far out of sight as possible.

Blaze scooped him into her arms. “How’s my favorite boy in the whole world?”

He laughed and patted his chest. “Good boy.”

Mrs. Burleson, the preacher’s wife, laughed. “He’s been a very good boy and I told him so. Such a delightful child. How’s your sister?”

“Still very weak. She looks awful with bruises on her face and arms. I’m sure the rest of her is also covered with marks, too. I can’t understand a man evil enough to strike his wife or any other woman.”

“I know how you must feel. I’ve often wondered the same thing. Bring Kenny back in the morning when you need to visit with your sister. He’s good company.”

“You’re very kind to help with him.”

The minister’s wife appeared wistful. “Having him here makes me miss our grandchildren even more. We’ve decided that when your sister is settled, we’ll go visit our son and his family.” She snapped from her mood to hug Blaze. “We’re praying for your sister and nephew. My husband and I also pray for your brother-in-law.”

“Perhaps I’ll be able to eventually. Right now, I can’t find it in my heart, may the Lord forgive me. After seeing her beaten so many times, I confess I can find no love for him.”

Blaze tickled Kenny’s tummy. “Come on, let’s go home, good boy.”

Once she had her nephew fed and tucked into bed that evening, she quickly tidied the tiny kitchen portion of her rooms. Afterward, she resumed checking her trunks for her trip to Texas. At long last, she was ready and all the possessions she intended to take with her were packed. 

As soon as Anna was able to leave the doctor’s small hospital, Blaze would leave Georgia. She’d saved enough to pay Anna’s fare to Texas because the groom who’d sent for her had sent her fare. She, Anna, and Kenny would have a fresh start. 
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Andrew Wagner peered across the snow-covered landscape. Snow this early promised a hard winter. He believed he had enough hay and feed, but hated to be tested. “Joe, we’re gonna need to get more hay put out on the back range today. You and Mack take care of that, will you?”

“Sure thing, Drew. We’ll take the big wagon.” Joe Coble turned his horse and headed for the barn.

Mack Mulligan followed him and the cattle dogs followed the men. 

Bub Farris gazed the way the other men had ridden. “Boss, you want me and Henry to cover the north range?”

“You read my mind. I’ll take the front pastures.”

Henry George, the oldest of his cowhands at forty, held up a hand in protest. “Now, Drew, you said none of us could go out alone. You got to use the same rules we do even if you are in charge. You get yourself killed or freeze to death and we’ll sure enough all of us be in trouble. ‘Course I ain’t worried about your carcass none, but I’d sure hate to lose my paycheck.”

Drew sent the older man a glare. “Why do I feel like I work for you, Henry?”

“Reckon it’s cause I’m the only one ain’t afraid to speak up to you. Could be ’cause I knowed you since you was a little sprout.”

“All right, let’s get the other wagon and get the hay out. We have to get this taken care of today. Tomorrow, we get the house in shape for the mail order bride I ordered.”

Henry perked up. “You mean a woman’s finally gonna show up here?”

“Reckon so. She said she’s waiting for her sister to heal after an accident, and then she’ll be on her way. I’m hoping she arrives before any more snow.”

Bub glanced at him. “This the one from Georgia or the one from Virginia?”

“A small town close to Atlanta, Georgia. I sure hope she can cook as well as she says. Man, I’d appreciate a home-cooked meal one of us didn’t make. I reckon she’ll take over a lot of chores, like our laundry and milking the cows and feeding the chickens and slopping the pigs. I look forward to having a passle of children.”

Henry shook his head. “Son, you got it all wrong. She ain’t coming to be a combination work horse and brood mare. You better sweet talk her some or you’ll find yourself sleeping in the bunkhouse with us.”

“Oh, no. This is my ranch and she’ll do as I say. A woman is subject to her husband’s wishes. Says so in the Bible.” Drew adjusted his hat. ”If I recollect right, that’s in the Book of Ephesians.”

Henry grinned at Drew. “I look forward to seeing this marriage take place. Bub, we might oughta sell tickets to the
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