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      After the Civil War, Lucinda lost everything except her brother.

      

      Together they set off for the West in a covered wagon.

      

      But when what was left of her world crashes down around her, will Lucinda have what it takes to survive?

      

      Third in the Churning Butter and Companionship series. If you like Kathryn Kaleigh’s Civil War series, follow her into the untamed west.
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      A bee buzzed in front of Lucinda Brown’s face and she swiped it away, nearly losing the stiff leather gloves that were twice her size.

      She winced as she stepped on a rock, shooting pain through the tender part of her foot. She’d have a bruise tomorrow. But she kept walking, her pace matching the steady plodding of the oxen.

      The bell around her cow’s neck jangled steadily behind her.

      She pulled her bonnet down lower to shield the sun from her eyes. In an hour or so the sun would drop behind the ridge of mountains up ahead.

      The mountains they’d been walking towards for five days.

      And now, since three days ago, she walked alone.

      Her throat tightened and she forced herself to breathe past the wave of grief and fear that nearly knocked her to her knees.

      The Civil War had taken away everything but her brother.

      The Yankees had burned their house and then, after their father was killed at the siege of Vicksburg and their mother died of a broken heart, Lucinda and Levi had lost all hope of keeping their property.

      Levi had returned home from the war wounded, but determined.

      Still, the two siblings had to find a way to survive.

      “Lucinda,” Mason, the wagon master called, coming up behind her. “Good afternoon.”

      Lucinda had a tendency to stay to herself.

      Fortunately, her brother’s gregarious personality had made up for her lack of social tendencies and no one had seemed to notice.

      Perhaps until now.

      Now things would have to be different.

      She put a hand up to shield her eyes from the sun and forced a smile. “Good afternoon.”

      “Do you need anything?” he asked, riding alongside her.

      “No. You’ve been very kind.” A trickle of sweat dripped down her back.

      “It’s what we’re here for. To help each other out in times of need.” Mason looked over her at the oxen. “When we stop for the night, I’ll send my son over to tend your stock.”

      Lucinda knew how to care for the animals. She’d worked alongside her family tending to every aspect of their farm. There may have been men’s work and women’s work, but her mother and father made sure that both she and her brother could do what had to be done.

      She almost told him that she could take care of the animals herself. Then her brother’s words came back to her. Never turn down a kindness. It’s an insult.”

      Levi’s time in the army had been good for him. He’d learned things that Lucinda wasn’t exposed to on the farm.

      “That’s very kind. Thank you, Sir,” she said.

      Seeming satisfied with her answer, Mason tipped his hat, and rode ahead.

      Then Lucinda was left alone again with her thoughts.
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      They stopped for the night when the sun dropped below the mountains.

      Lucinda guided her oxen into their place in the circle, putting her wagon in between two others. She liked the safety of the circle, even if she did tend to stay to herself.

      With the setting sun, the temperature dropped quickly to a tolerable level. Her dress was damp from a day spent in the sun.

      Normally Levi would tend to the livestock and she would gather up enough buffalo chips to make a fire. Then he would come back and together they would make supper.

      Now everything was left for Lucinda to do.

      She had just begun unhooking the oxen when she saw a man riding toward them from outside the circle. At first she thought it was Mason, but as he came closer, she saw that he was a younger man.

      The wagon train had forty-five wagons and a couple dozen men who rode horseback. The men who rode, including the wagon master, helped out if anyone had a problem and they occasionally went hunting. After a successful hunting trip, everyone ate well.

      They were the men who had been there for her three days ago. Even knowing this, she barely recognized anyone.

      She’d been too distraught to pay attention.

      The man tethered his horse and approached her. He was a tall lean man with short dark hair and a two-day stubble.

      She immediately saw the resemblance between him and Mason. This was Mason’s son then. He’d promised to send him, but Lucinda had all but forgotten.

      She ran a hand over her hair, aware for the first time in days, of her appearance. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d brushed her hair or even washed her face. By the time they stopped for the night, she was too exhausted to do more than fall onto the mattress in her wagon before she was asleep.

      She normally at least took the time to at least wash the dirt from her face.

      He took off his hat and ran a hand through his hair. “Miss Lucinda,” he said. “I’m Thomas. Mason’s son. He said you might could use a hand.”

      Again, Lucinda fought the instinct to refuse. And again, she forced a smile. “I don’t want to be a burden,” she said.

      “Nonsense,” he said, stepping forward to begin unhooking her oxen.

      She took a step back. “Can I at least offer you something to eat?” she asked, surprising herself.

      It occurred to her then that she’d hardly spoken more than a few words in passing to anyone in days. Even she wasn’t immune to loneliness.

      He smiled over his shoulder. “That’d be right kind of you.”

      She smiled. And this time her smile wasn’t forced.

      Going to the back of the wagon, she pulled out some kindling she kept stashed.

      Within minutes, she had a fire going and cornbread frying.

      She watched as Thomas deftly tended her animals, including her cow. He took the butter pail from her wagon and brought it over, setting it next to the fire.

      She filled two plates with cornbread and added some butter from the butter pail.

      “Thank you,” he said, sitting on the ground.

      “It’s nothing, really,” Lucinda said, suddenly feeling guilty for not breaking out some eggs she had stashed in the flour barrel or at least pulling out some of the beef jerky.

      “I’m really sorry about your brother,” he said.

      An image flashed unbidden through Lucinda’s mind.

      She saw the snake striking out of nowhere. Heard her brother’s yelp.

      The plate wobbled in her hands and the cornbread hit the ground.

      Thomas was up, before she knew what was happening, his arms around her.

      The box she used for a chair was only three feet away. His arms around her shoulders, he eased her down to sit on the box. She noticed that his gray shirt was soft to the touch.

      She wasn’t sure she would have fallen if he hadn’t been there to catch her, but with his arms around her, she allowed herself to lean on him.

      “I’m sorry,” she murmured, her head down.

      “No,” he said. “Don’t be. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      She knew she had been holding onto composure by a thread, but she hadn’t known just how weak that thread was. For the first time in three days, she’d had a moment in time where she felt almost some semblance of normalcy. But that had last only moments, it seemed.

      Thomas reached down and picked up the fallen cornbread and plate. He wiped the dirt off the cornbread. “I’ll eat this one, “he said.

      She almost laughed and looked up into unexpectedly bright blue eyes.

      As they gazed at each other, she soaked in his features. His blue eyes held a kindness as did his kissable lips. Without the stubble on his cheeks, he would have looked boyish, but instead, it gave him a dash of dangerousness.

      She felt heat on her cheeks.

      Lucinda hadn’t had the mental energy to think too much about just how alone she was.

      She’d concentrated on getting through each day, keeping one foot in front of the other. Keeping her mind as blank as possible while keeping her oxen in line and her cow nearby.

      When she and her brother had set out on this journey together, she’d had his protection. Now she was a woman alone in the middle of nowhere.

      At just under twenty years old, she had no idea what the implications of that were. Walking across the country with nothing other than a covered wagon, six oxen, and a cow was certainly not something she would ever even have considered doing if not for her brother’s influence.

      She would have found employment in town as a seamstress and lived out her
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