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About the Author

September, 1880

Pike’s Run, Texas

When she was little more than a child, Willa Kramer went to extreme lengths to save her family from their abusive father. After that horrible day, her mother and siblings moved to Tennessee, and Willa had hoped to leave Texas, its memories and Lonnie Davis, the only boy she ever trusted, behind. But fate is unpredictable.

Five years have passed, and Lonnie finds himself reunited with Willa, the only girl he’s ever loved. He’s determined not to let her slip away again, but a figure from the past looms, threatening his hopes for the future.

Dedication

For Annie...Shakespeare wrote you best...though you are little, you are fierce.

For my husband...my love, my life. You make Lonnie a hero worth writing.
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Chapter One
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September, 1880

Pike’s Run, Texas

An empty noose swung in the hot breeze. Its rope gleamed. Its knot coiled. The loop smiled, waiting. She climbed the stairs of the scaffold, her hands trembling. With each step she took, her breath grew shallower. Her throat ached. But she went without a fight. She kept her arms at her sides, the strength to flee escaping her.

The rope scratched her neck. A desert sea stretched before her. No one else stood on the scaffold. Yet, the noose pulled tight, ripping her skin and snatching her breath. Even with its merciless grip, a scream rose, strident and desperate, slicing through the burning air...

Willa gasped as her eyes shot wide. She blinked rapidly, fighting to see reality instead of the nightmare. As her harsh breathing filled the unfamiliar bedroom, she forced calm to penetrate her panic. The dream grew too real. She could see it too clearly, feel it too severely. It would happen. Now that she was back in Texas, it would happen.

With a shove, she pushed the quilt off her body then sat. She flicked her gaze over the room, the shadowed furniture a normalcy that failed to dispel the haze of her premonition. 

She got out of bed and stumbled to the basin. The cool water in the bowl would help calm her. With a shaky hand, she wet a handkerchief then set it at her forehead. After a few moments, balance returned. But she knew rest wouldn’t come.

Needing some kind of distraction, she put on her robe then headed downstairs. The creaks of this house were unknown to her. She didn’t fear them, but they couldn’t be predicted.

She stood in the dark kitchen, the area strange to her if non-threatening. With no idea where glasses were kept, she decided against getting a drink of water from the pump. While the people who owned the house were dear friends, Willa couldn’t rummage through their cupboards.

The faint whinny of a horse caught her attention. She moved onto the back porch. A light gleamed from the cracks in the barn door, and the sight of it caused relief to wash over her. She hurried down the steps toward the signs of another restless person. The groan of the side entrance announced her arrival.

Her brother glanced up when she entered. As Willa had suspected, Greg leaned on the half-wall of the animal’s stall, a long-fingered hand on Tracks’ muzzle.

“You couldn’t sleep again?” he asked her as she walked toward him. Greg knew about her repetitive nightmare.

“It’s getting worse,” she confided. “It feels all too real.”

“It’s because we’re back.”

She said nothing as she studied the proud animal Greg loved so dearly. While she watched the horse move closer to her brother’s touch, the silence grew around them. She reclined against the stall next to Tracks’.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “We’re among friends, and no one knows, except those we trust, what really happened five years ago.”

She slid her hands into the pockets of her linen robe. “I know.” But the knowledge didn’t soothe her disquiet. A reckoning was coming. She sensed it. No one could protect her from fate. From destiny.

“It’s good to see Alice and Conner. I’m glad we’re getting to spend time with them.” He left Tracks to sit on a hay bale across from Willa.

Alice and Conner Lonnigan were some of the few people Willa trusted. She knew she closed herself off from others, especially those who didn’t know her past, but years of being on her guard couldn’t be vanquished quickly. And she wasn’t sure she wanted to give up her walls. She needed them. And maybe now more than ever.

“Willa,” Greg called, pulling her from her thoughts. His tone cajoled, seemed to plead with her to have hope, to participate in his happiness.

“I’m thankful we’ll be staying with them while Mother and our step-father are on their honeymoon,” she answered, trying to recover from her helpless thoughts. “Especially since Mother is very happy.”

He gave her a look. “You’re worrying too much. It’s all over your face. We’re safe here, you know. For one thing, Conner is the sheriff, and for another, no one is gonna dig around inside our past.”

His sound reasoning did nothing to convince her that collection of a debt wasn’t coming. 

“After all this time,” he continued, “no one is gonna start asking questions. Everyone thinks Conner killed Pa. And after what Pa did to Mother and Alice, most people thought Pa got what he deserved.” He held out his hands. “What is there to fear? How would anyone learn the truth?”

It would be impossible. But sometimes, the impossible happened. She took a deep breath then forced herself to smile at him. “You’re right. I’ll try to remember.”

He tipped his head toward her and lifted his brow. “And maybe you’ll also try to enjoy yourself tomorrow?”

Tomorrow. Alice had invited the entire Lonnigan and Davis families over to meet her and Greg’s new step-father. Their mother had remarried and had chosen to spend her honeymoon in Galveston. Willa and Greg were staying with Alice and Conner for the month while their mother and step-father were gone.

Their mother had decided on Galveston because it was in Texas. Which meant she could visit Conner, Alice and others before she and her new husband continued their journey. While Willa loved these people, returning to Pike’s Run had been the last thing she’d ever wanted to do.

Alice had said she’d asked everyone to come to the gathering tomorrow. Everyone. Which meant he would be there. Lonnie Davis.

Just the mere thought of his name caused her chest to tighten. After all this time.

Greg’s boots scuffed in the dirt as he came toward her. With a gentle grip, he wrapped his fingers around her upper arms then dipped to catch her gaze. A merry twinkle greeted her. “If you’re not careful, I’ll ask Mr. Davis to pull out his fiddle and make you dance with me during the party.”

She made a doubtful noise. “You wouldn’t.”

He shrugged and released her, his grin still affixed. “Might be fun to annoy you.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “And it might be fun to toss you in the creek. I bet J.T. and the others will help.”

He pretended to think about it. “You’re right. Pretty sure those cowboys will want to see me all wet as opposed to watchin’ me twirl you around the yard.”

The point managed to make her smile slightly.

He chucked her under the chin and said, “It’ll be good to see everyone again.”

She caught the hopefulness in her brother’s tone. She closed her eyes and took another deep breath. He couldn’t wait to reacquaint himself with Lonnie again. Lonnie had been many things to her family. For Greg, an older brother. For their sister, Shelby, a friend. For her...it couldn’t be put into words what he’d meant to her. She’d stopped trying and had done her best to break the feelings she held for him. If the emotions racing through her were any indication, she’d failed.

She opened her eyes and caught her brother’s anxious expression. What she wanted to say was forced away. “I promise to smile and be sociable.”

He gave her an encouraging grin. “Liar.” 

At only sixteen, how was he able to read her so well? But they’d been through too much together, and she realized she couldn’t hide everything from him, no matter how hard she might try.

He put a comforting hand on her shoulder and said, “It’ll be all right. You’ll see. You’ll forget your worries and have fun.”

For him, she’d try. Her family was the most important thing in her life. Nothing was too difficult to conquer if it meant keeping them safe and happy. Nothing.

* * * *
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A SAGGING HOUSE STOOD before Oscar Kramer. His blood boiled. What the hell had happened to his brother’s home? The damn place was falling apart. The weeds rising around the rotting wood served as evidence something had gone wrong. He spat tobacco on the ground.

While he considered possible scenarios, he cracked his knuckles and narrowed his eyes. If someone had ruined his brother, Oscar would rip his heart out then get back everything that had once belonged to his kin. The acres of wheat and corn surrounding the house were in good condition. What was going on?

A cheerful whistle distracted him. He turned his head toward the sound and found a man with a hoe slung over his shoulder walking down the dirt road. Oscar stalked to the gate. “Whoa, there.”

The wiry man noticed him and paused. Caution spread over the whistler’s face. “M-Mornin’.”

Oscar jerked his head at the decaying structure behind him. “You know the people who lived here?”

The man swallowed then nodded.

When he didn’t continue, Oscar had to tamp down irritation. Grabbing him by the throat wouldn’t help get the answers he needed. “Where are they?”

“Gone.”

“Where?”

The man’s face paled. “I...uh...I don’t know. Their man died.”

The explanation knocked Oscar on the jaw. “What the hell do you mean? Willard Kramer is dead?”

White appeared around the informer’s lips. “I-I...”

Oscar shoved the gate. “Get the damn words out before I rip them from you!”

The man’s eyes shot wide. “The sheriff shot him. K-Killed him. A-After Kramer beat up the schoolteacher, Miss Parker.”

Murdered? His brother had been murdered? Because of a woman? He blinked as a roaring grew in his head. The sound of harsh breathing reminded him he wasn’t alone. He snapped out of his haze. “Get the hell out of here,” he growled.

The man didn’t hesitate. Dust followed in his wake.

Oscar’s hands trembled. He whipped back to the house. The sheriff would pay for this, and he’d find his brother’s children and take them from that bitch of a wife. He gritted his teeth as he cracked his knuckles again. No one murdered a Kramer. No one.

* * * *
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HE WOULDN’T COME. WHY would he? This gathering wasn’t an affair for his family. It was to honor hers, and he wasn’t obligated to attend. He didn’t owe them anything, and she’d been nothing but trouble to him.

But he was respectful. And kind. And other members of his family were here. Willa took a deep breath to squelch the flutters in her stomach. He was going to come.

She clenched her jaw and did her level best not to check the entry to the parlor. People milled about, talking, smiling, happy to see the Kramer family. Their hugs and kind remarks, though, did nothing to distract her from the realization that he was going to walk through the door. Lonnie.

The first man she’d ever trusted. The first she’d ever depended on. Of course, he’d only been barely eighteen then. Still, his steady, calm nature had not only soothed her fears, she’d leaned on him during the worst moment of her life. Willa swallowed as memories assailed her. How she wished they hadn’t returned to Texas.

“We’re relieved your family has found peace and contentment in Memphis,” Mrs. Davis was saying as she sat beside Willa. Her red hair was swept up in a loose bun, and her bangs fell over sparkling, blue eyes. “Your step-father seems smitten.”

Willa smiled through the tension, wishing Lonnie’s mother hadn’t chosen to sit near her. Willa admired the lady greatly, but her presence only served as proof that Lonnie would arrive at any moment. “He is.” She couldn’t seem to say more. The anxiety swimming in her stomach made her too nervous to think.

Mrs. Davis grinned. Children toddled through the parlor, giggling as they escaped with sugared candies. The joy dancing through the house should have distracted Willa, but she couldn’t keep from listening for the sound of approaching horses.

“And are you glad to be spending a month here, with Alice and Conner?” Mrs. Davis asked Willa.

Willa shifted her attention to Alice, who stood talking with Willa’s mother and step-father near the entrance to the room. Her heart squeezed. “It’s a treat.” She cleared her throat. “One I didn’t expect to have.”

“Greg is excited, as well, it seems,” Mrs. Davis added.

Willa turned back to Mrs. Davis. “I think he anticipates seeing your boys.”

The older woman quirked an eyebrow. “They aren’t boys anymore.”

And with that statement, Willa’s anxiousness spiked. Lonnie was the woman’s son, and no, he wouldn’t be a boy anymore. The sound of clopping hooves alerted her to the arrival of more guests.

Mrs. Davis craned her neck over Willa’s head, looking through the lace curtains. “And here they are.” With a pat to her knees and her eyes twinkling, she said, “Now the place will get rowdier. I hope you’re ready for it.”

Willa gave her what she hoped was an eager expression. How could she tell Mrs. Davis it was the calmer son for whom she wasn’t ready? Deep commands for the animals to stop came through the glass.

“Pa’s here,” a child exclaimed as her little legs hurried down the narrow entry.

Willa took a breath. How would she manage this? But, still, why would he come? After all the trouble she’d caused him, after she’d ignored his letters until he’d stopped writing, why would he want to see her? But if he did want to see her...

Her heartbeat picked up speed. She couldn’t go back to what they’d been. Friends. Close. She couldn’t depend on him again.

The door opened.

Boisterous greetings resounded.

Willa kept her gaze on the floor. However, male forms could be seen from beneath her lowered lashes. She took another deep breath. Men stood in the entrance to the parlor. One shook her mother’s hand. Another bent to scoop up a toddler. And a third...

Her throat closed up. She didn’t need to see him fully to know he had come. Lonnie. He was taller. Broader. Lean and muscular. Her heart pounded ferociously.

She bit her lip as his presence dwarfed the room. He was quiet. Calm. And if she looked into his eyes, she knew she’d encounter a steadiness that would claim her heart once more. She took another deep breath. The action did nothing to quell the tension.

She had to get out.
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Chapter Two
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As soon as Lonnie caught sight of Willa, he had to struggle to maintain the control he’d managed on the ride over. Even though he spied her for the briefest of seconds, it was enough time to take in everything that had drawn him to her years ago. Her almond hair was pulled back from her face, revealing dark lashes, a pert nose and a wide mouth. She still was, and always had been, a beauty. But it was the fierce strength living inside a delicate frame that called to him most.

As he forced his attention to Willa’s mother and step-father, the image of her curled fists set on top of her knees caused unwanted questions. Was she afraid of something? Had someone upset her?

When it was his turn to shake hands with the newlyweds, Willa suddenly rose and dashed from the room. He inhaled slowly and couldn’t keep his attention from straying to where she’d disappeared. Was she trying to escape something? Or...someone?

He frowned and glanced at his mother, who remained in the seat she’d occupied next to the absent Willa. His mother gave him an encouraging glance then nodded her head in the direction Willa had gone. Should he go to her if he was the reason she’d raced out of the parlor?

Lonnie excused himself from Willa’s parents, and despite his silent commands to give Willa space, he couldn’t keep from following the lady who had occupied his thoughts for the last several years. It would be odd not to speak to her. They’d been close. Once.

When he stepped into the vacant kitchen, he caught sight of her form through the screen door. She stood on the porch, her hands lightly gripping the rail, gazing at the outbuildings, field and the trees shading Glebe Run. The breeze caressed her, sending wisps of her hair to float around her face.

He paused. His chest tightened. He’d waited a long time to see her, had wondered if he ever would. Years ago, she’d wrapped him around her little finger, and he’d grown so attached to her, he’d thought about moving to Tennessee to be with her. But then she had stopped writing. To say it had hurt would be an understatement. But he hadn’t been angry. He could never be angry with her. Never. And now she was back and near. It was too tempting.

After taking a deep breath, he moved forward then went through the screen door. Even though it gave a loud creak, she didn’t turn. Did she know it was he who stood behind her?

The light breeze ruffled her skirt. Her long, velvety hair grazed the small of her back. An ache centered in the pit of his stomach. He’d missed her. And now she was here. “Hello, Willa,” he said, hearing the gentleness of his tone.

She tensed before facing him. Her gaze was shuttered, as if she needed to protect herself from him. Was she afraid? Had he said something in his letters that had hurt her? An urgency gripped him.

“How are you?” he inquired, tamping down the questions he really wanted to ask. Instead, he searched her face for clues as to why she seemed guarded. In the past, he’d been the person she trusted, the person she leaned on. What had he done wrong?

“H-Hello, Lonnie. It’s good to see you.”

Was it? She didn’t seem happy. “It’s...really good to see you, too,” he couldn’t help admitting.

“Did you meet my step-father?” she asked.

“I did. Seems like a nice fellow.”

“He is. He makes Mother happy.”

When she didn’t continue, he racked his brain for a response. Nothing came to him. Her upturned face held determined lines, and the barriers in her hazel eyes left him silent. 

“Greg likes him,” she inserted into the awkward silence stretching between them.

He linked his thumbs through his belt loops. “I haven’t seen your brother yet. Where is he?”

She nodded her head in the direction of the barn. “Checking on his horse. He brought Tracks with us. He loves that animal too much to be apart from him for long.”

Lonnie understood. He was the wrangler on the family ranch and dealt with horses most of the time. He had a special relationship with the animals. “And Shelby?” he asked, inquiring about her sister. If mundane conversation was what Willa wanted, he would respect that. Besides, did he really want to ask why she’d stopped writing? Did he really want to return to the road that led to Willa Kramer? It had taken a while to stop feeling something whenever he thought of her. And he still thought of her. Every day.

“Married. She lives in Oregon. She hasn’t met our step-father, but I’ve written to her about him.”

Which meant Willa had indicated whether or not she trusted the man. Lonnie figured she did. If the man hadn’t earned the respect of Willa, Lonnie doubted her mother would have married him.

“How was the trip down?”

She shrugged. “As comfortable as possible. I hadn’t ever ridden on a train. It was much better than the stagecoach ride from Texas to Memphis.”

The day she’d boarded that coach to leave Pike’s Run had ripped out his heart. He’d watched her go, unsure of what she meant to him, what he meant to her. A week after the Kramer family had left, Lonnie had understood he loved Willa. He’d written. And she’d replied. But then, after the fifth exchange, she had stopped. Without warning. Without explanation. What had he done?

As he looked into her eyes, it was all he could do not to move closer, to cup her cheek with a hand. He was falling again. Or had he ever regained his heart? That invisible tug he’d felt around her had returned. In mere minutes.

He refrained from uttering a curse. It wasn’t her fault he was still drawn to her. He’d probably never been free of her, though he’d worked like hell to forget her. But seconds had destroyed whatever barriers he’d managed to build, and he drowned in her eyes once more. And again, just as it had been all those years ago, he only needed her in order to keep his head above water.

But walls lived in the depths of her gaze. Walls against him. His gut clenched. Hurting Willa was the last thing he’d ever wanted to do, but it appeared he had. The need to apologize burned his tongue.

“Lonnie,” a male voice called.

Lonnie spotted a lankier, taller version of Greg Kramer walking from the barn toward the porch. Gladness gripped Lonnie, overtaking the frustrated helplessness rushing through his veins. He met the younger man in the middle of the yard. They shook hands, grinning at each other. Greg was a welcome distraction.

“It’s good to see you,” Greg said.

“And you. You’re taller.”

Greg laughed. “I can almost look you in the eye, huh? Might be able to beat you at arm wrestling now, too.”

Lonnie lifted an eyebrow, a grin still tugging his lips. “We’ll see about that.” He gestured toward the barn. “Willa tells me you brought your horse with you.”

A sheepish expression came over Greg’s face. “I shouldn’t have asked my step-father to pay to stable Tracks on a train, but I didn’t want to leave him. I just got him.”

Lonnie could feel Willa’s eyes on him. His body tingled with awareness, and if he wasn’t careful, he was going to whip around and jump right over the imaginary fence she’d erected and ask her why she’d stopped answering his letters. He had to put some distance between them. “Can I see him?” he asked Greg.

The young man’s face lit. “Of course.”

As they fell in stride with each other, Lonnie heard the screen door creak. Willa was gone. His heart sank to the pit of his stomach.

* * * *
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LONNIE...

He’d come to find her. Willa slipped her fingers under her knees so no one seated at Alice’s kitchen table would see them shake. Willa hadn’t expected him to seek her out.

Everyone had left, and now it was just Alice and Conner, their three children, Greg and the honeymooners. The newlyweds would be returning to the hotel after dessert, but Greg and Willa would remain with Conner and Alice. While comfortable conversation went around as people consumed cake, Willa could only think about Lonnie. His image swam before her eyes, and the memory of his strong form caused her throat to go dry. He’d been tall at eighteen, but now...he was a man. Her pulse skipped a beat.

“Galveston should be lovely this time of year,” Alice was saying as she gave three-year-old Sean a bite of cake. “I’m sure you’ll discover you picked a good spot.”

Willa’s mother, Colleen, shrugged. “It doesn’t matter if the weather is poor while we’re there. Spending time with my husband and my friends is all I need to be happy.”

Warmth spread through Willa’s heart at her mother’s words. As a child, she’d never dared to hope life would get better for them. Seeing the smiles on her mother’s and Greg’s faces answered prayers she hadn’t had the courage to utter as often as she should have.

“Well, Hartfield,” Conner said. “Looks like your job is an easy one.”

Willa’s step-father chuckled. “She never wants much.”

A bright light centered in Alice’s gaze. “I want to hear about the wedding now. I’ve been waiting—”

“Mama, not the yucky love story,” little Sean groused. He sighed. “Miz Colleen told that a million times today. Every girl wanted to hear it.”

Alice shook her head at her child, exasperated. “No, sweetheart. The wedding. I want to know about her dress and the flowers—”

Sean scrunched up his nose.

“And the cake—”

“Cake?” the boy broke in, all ears.

As merriment resounded, Willa stayed quiet and tried to focus on the topic, but thoughts of Lonnie Davis penetrated once more. It was ridiculous how she made him the center of her attention despite her struggles. Laughable, even. A man like him would never want her, and even if he did, she couldn’t have him. Justice was coming. And it would be fierce. No one could be caught in the middle. It was her debt and no one else’s.

As the future loomed in her mind, cold seeped into her bones. When she would pay for killing her father was a mystery to her, and how it would happen left her fearful. But she must disguise her feelings and not let her mother see the turmoil inside. She had to concentrate on, and participate in, the present.

“Lonnie is gonna be here in the morning to take me out to the ranch,” Greg announced with a quick glance at Willa. “He’s gonna show me the horses he’s working with.”

Colleen beamed at him. “How nice. You’ll enjoy that.”

“Doesn’t think you can find the Swingin’ A on your own?” Conner asked.

Greg chuckled. “Maybe. I don’t know. I might be taller, but I guess it’s hard to see me as older.”

Lonnie always had been the protective sort. He would want to make sure Greg got to the ranch all right. Which meant Willa might see Lonnie again. Already. Her heart jumped at the realization, but at the same time, helplessness moved through her. How would she avoid Lonnie if Greg intended to spend time with him? They would be here for at least a month.

“He said he has time before the drive to Louisiana to show me what it’s like to break horses to the saddle,” Greg added. “He said he wouldn’t mind the distraction from his regular job.”

A drive to Louisiana? Was Lonnie leaving? Willa bit down on her back teeth to keep disappointment at bay. Frustration mingled with the other ridiculous feelings she was experiencing. Her emotions were difficult to control, and she abhorred that realization.

“The Swingin’ A leaves in a few days,” Conner commented.

While her step-father changed the conversation to the drive and what that would entail, Willa tried to take a bite of her cake. As the chocolate icing slid over her tongue, she tasted nothing. At eighteen, she’d barely begun her life, but tonight she felt as if she’d seen a hundred years. Why hadn’t she asked her mother if she could stay in Tennessee? Why?

But she knew why. And the answer only served to increase her feeling of helplessness. She deserved her reckoning. And if part of it entailed falling in love with Lonnie all over again, a man she had no right to wish for, she deserved that pain, too.

When night came, and she put her head to her pillow, she would welcome the dream. Maybe this night it would be real. Maybe it would take her now. Maybe, if she were careful, retribution would come swiftly, and she wouldn’t be forced to be near Lonnie, a man she could never have.
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Chapter Three
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The smell of coffee and sizzling bacon reached Lonnie as he entered Conner and Alice’s home. His stomach growled. He hadn’t eaten yet. The need to see Willa had been too strong to waste time on food.

“Mornin’, Lonnie,” Greg called from the parlor.

Lonnie entered the room and tried not to appear disappointed Willa wasn’t with her brother. “Mornin’. Ready for a day of ranch work?”

Greg grinned. “Sure am.”

Lonnie took a seat. “I guess you saw your mother and step-father to the train?” Which explained why the household was having breakfast later than usual.

The younger man nodded. “With all the hugs and excitement that go with it. I’ve never seen Ma so happy.”

Lonnie was glad for the woman. After sixteen years of probable Hell with Willard Kramer, Colleen deserved the best life had to offer. He would have responded to Greg’s comment if the patter of small feet coming down the stairs hadn’t distracted him. Lonnie turned toward the entry to the parlor in time to see Sean barreling toward him. As usual, a litany of questions spilled from the child’s mouth.

“Whatcha doin’, huh, Lonnie? Gonna ride horses? How come Greg gets to go? I can go. If’n Ma says so.”

Lonnie set the boy in his lap. “You gotta get higher than my waist, sprout, before I can take you with me.”

While Sean pouted, another set of footsteps echoed in the narrow entry. Giggles reached Lonnie’s ears, and when he glanced toward the foyer, his breath caught. A smiling Willa stood in the archway with Conner, Jr. on her hip. The light shining from her eyes punched him in the gut.

But when she saw him sitting with Greg, her sunny expression faded, became tense. That wall she seemed to need rose high between them. Lonnie did the best he could to regain his wits and give her an easy smile in return. He cleared his throat. “Mornin’.”

She replied in kind with a nod of her head. An awkward silence filled the room, making Lonnie hope the three-year-old on his knee would ask one of his many questions.

Before Lonnie could think of anything to say, Willa spoke. “I’ll just go see if Alice wants help with breakfast.”

After she disappeared, Greg called Lonnie’s attention. “Do you have mounts you need to train?” he asked, without an ounce of discomfort in his tone. If her brother had detected Willa’s rigid posture, Lonnie was grateful he’d chosen to ignore it.

“I’ve got all but one broke for the saddle, and now it’s a matter of teachin’ them how to wrangle a bawling steer. A good cuttin’ horse is sometimes hard to come by.”

“Conner said last night you’d be leavin’ soon for Louisiana.”

The fall cattle drive loomed ahead. Lonnie didn’t want to go. Willa might be gone by the time he returned. “We head out in three days. We lost two good mounts this summer. Replacing them was a difficult job. It would be nice if someone started a cuttin’ horse ranch out here. As it is, I’ve got to go to San Antonio and Houston to purchase new stock. While it’s nice to leave town every once in a while, the traveling is tedious.”

Greg nodded his head. He opened his mouth to say something else, but Alice entered the parlor.

“Food’s on. Greg, would you get Conner from the barn?”

Greg followed orders without hesitation. Lonnie set Sean on the ground then rose, but the boy grabbed Lonnie’s hand in his. “Ma, I can go with Lonnie. I can.” He strained on his tiptoes to make himself taller.

Lonnie chuckled while Alice gave her child a rueful smile. “Not yet. You know you can’t be around wild horses.”

“Can so. I won’t walk behind ’em. Lonnie learned me that a long time ago.”

Alice shook her head and said, “Come eat.”

The boy huffed and hurried after his mother, still trying to convince her he was ready for the life of a wrangler. With unhurried steps, Lonnie followed the pair into the kitchen. He saw an extra place had been set for him. Willa was busy at the sink, rinsing dishes. An apron was tied around her waist. The need to go up behind her and kiss her neck came upon him.

He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops and tried to tamp down budding desire. The last thing he wanted was for her to catch him watching and read the want in his eyes. If she wasn’t already afraid of him, she certainly would be then. To avoid the possibility, he shifted his focus from her and shuffled to his seat.

Conner came inside with William, his middle son, on his shoulders, followed by Greg. As chairs were taken, Lonnie became increasingly aware Willa would be sitting next to him. When Greg took the spot across from Lonnie, his realization was confirmed. The only seat left was one beside him. His pulse picked up speed.

“Let’s say the blessing,” Alice ordered everyone. “Set that down, Willa, and come eat.”

Lonnie inhaled slowly. Her skirts rustled as she followed the command.

The chair scraped on the floor as she pulled it out. When her petite, delicate form sat, he swore his heart flipped. He did his best to keep his eyes on his empty plate. What the hell was he allowing to happen?

As they recited the blessing, Lonnie’s thoughts were on nothing else but his reactions to Willa. How had he let her capture him again? He wanted her. And not for a fleeting moment. He grimaced, cursing himself silently for his inability to be impervious to her.

She obviously didn’t want him. He’d done something. Somehow, he’d upset her. He had to find out what it was and, if he could, at least make amends. If she forgave him for his unknown wrongdoing, would he feel free to pursue her? But how could he do that when he’d be gone on the drive?

Platters of eggs, bacon, fried potatoes and biscuits were passed around. Sean and William shoved food in their mouths as if it were their last meal. Alice and Willa spoke quietly about her parents’ departure, and Conner inhaled his breakfast without a word.

Lonnie was glad Conner didn’t engage him in conversation. He doubted he could form a decent sentence. The lady next to him had his stomach tied in knots. He could barely handle eating, but he forced himself to do it. The last thing he needed was Alice asking questions.

When Conner finished his meal, he stood, kissed his wife on the cheek, pinned on his silver star then left for his office on Main Street. A surge of envy gripped Lonnie. Conner had everything Lonnie wanted. A woman he loved and children.

All Lonnie had to his name was a cabin. An empty cabin. Even though he had a kitchen, he still ate in the bunkhouse. He didn’t mind being alone, but an end to that state seemed impossible. Especially now. The woman he’d been trying to forget, had thought himself over, was ensnaring him once more without any effort. And it appeared she wouldn’t welcome any closeness.

He glanced at Willa from the corner of his eye. Her lashes were lowered as she fiddled with the food on her plate. A sinking feeling hit him in the gut. He was making her uncomfortable, and he couldn’t force his presence on her any longer. “Are you ready?” he asked Greg. His tone sounded abrupt to his own ears, but the young man’s expression brightened.

“Sure am.”

As they stood, Sean started up with his begging once more. Before leaving, Lonnie chucked him under the chin. “Next time, sprout.” He hated disappointing the little man, but keeping an eye on a three-year-old while he trained mustangs to cut through a herd wasn’t a safe idea.

He tried to ignore the fact he hadn’t said anything to Willa when he left. But he hadn’t acknowledged Alice, either. Or thanked her for breakfast. Hell. He was forgetting his manners. He would apologize later.

Once outside, he and Greg mounted up. The ranch was three miles around the bend from Conner’s house; it wouldn’t take long for them to get there. Lonnie glanced toward the front window and caught a shadow hovering behind the white lace curtains. Willa. She was watching them leave. Because she would miss Greg? Or him?  

* * * *
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OSCAR KRAMER LEANED against an outside post of the Royal Hotel, his hat pulled low. As the sun’s rays touched the buildings on the opposite side of Main Street, he kept watch on the sheriff’s office.

After a half hour passed, a tall man stepped onto the boardwalk then went inside. The sight of the scum caused Oscar’s blood to simmer. He pressed his back into the post, keeping himself from storming into the building and shooting the asshole square. Oscar’s vengeance couldn’t have a quick end. The man who’d shot his brother would pay. Slowly. And in as many ways as possible.

He had to find the others who had been involved in his brother’s murder. Some schoolteacher. His brother had been killed over a woman. The information made his head pound with the need to crack bone.

With a shove, he left the boardwalk and walked toward the post office. He’d hunted for the town gossip, and a short discussion yesterday afternoon with the proprietor of the hotel had revealed the postmaster to be a man who never shut up. Oscar entered the establishment and found a skinny, owl-eyed creature behind a counter.

The cheerful, welcoming grin the postmaster gave him only heightened Oscar’s desire to crush heads. “Mornin’,” he clipped.

“Well, good morning. You’re new in town.”

Oscar gritted his teeth. “I am. You live here long?”

The bony man hooked his thumbs through his suspenders and rocked on his heels. “Going on twenty years now. Name’s Isaac Perkins.”

The lift of Perkins’ eyebrows told Oscar he hoped for the name of the newcomer. Oscar wouldn’t oblige him. “Saw a vacant house on the other side of the river. Fields around it are good. Do you know anything about it?”

“You must be talkin’ about the Kramer homestead. Sad story, that.”

Oscar clenched his hands into fists and shoved them into his pockets. “Oh?” he about growled.

Perkins shook his head. “The fellow that owned it was a bad one. About killed his wife and our teacher. Sheriff shot him. Colleen, that’s the fellow’s widow, lived through the ordeal, took her children up to Tennessee. Ebenezer Noblett bought the land. Guess no one’s wanted the house due to the killing that happened.”

Oscar saw red. “He was killed in his home?” He had to force calm breaths through his nose.

“He was, indeed. And we all said good riddance. Kramer was a poor excuse for a man.”

Maybe he’d kill the postmaster, too. “So the home’s for sale? How do I get in touch with the woman?”

Perkins beamed, revealing teeth Oscar wanted to pull out one by one. “Won’t have to do too much. She’s got her kin staying with Sheriff Lonnigan while she enjoys her honeymoon in Galveston. I think she’s gone a month, but you don’t need to talk to her. Dawson Realty owns the house.” He pointed a thin finger toward the window. “The Dawsons are right across the street.”

A surge of excitement moved through Oscar’s veins. His brother’s children were close. At the damn bastard’s house. They were staying with
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