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Synopsis

More than fifty years have passed since “peak oil”
has left the Earth without access to modern technology while great
Cloud Cities for the rich float above the oceans.

On the ground below, Vivian Yates leaves Oklahoma on
an epic 700-mile journey east to her ancestral home. Early on, she
encounters Elizabeth, who preys on Vivian’s inexperience and
naivety, luring her into a brief affair that ends in disaster.
Betrayed and withdrawn, Vivian sets out again on her eastward trek.
Along the way, she meets the beautiful, lighthearted Ida. Together
they face obstacles both natural and manmade. Ida brings Vivian,
wounded in both body and spirit, back to life. Destiny has thrown
them into each other’s arms where they find not only love, but
hope, trust, and forever.
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Chapter One

Vivian Wildfire Yates raised the brim of her Stetson
to scan the dusty landscape. She could barely make out the cloud
city of Houston over the distance between where she stood and where
it hovered near the horizon. Its enormous floating silhouette was
hardly visible against the cobalt sky, like some faraway
mountaintop untethered from the earth. In a different lifetime, in
a different era, maybe she’d have been up there instead of down
here, but not in this life.

Vivian pulled up the bandana around her neck to
shield her face from the new dust devil that formed outside the
animal enclosure where she was standing. Green pastures had once
been the norm across the Southeast Texas Territory, or so her
grandfather had told her. But that was over a hundred years ago,
before peak oil and before the depletion of the huge natural
aquifer that once resided under the middle of the entire Midwestern
region. Now, in the spring of 2185, fossil fuels were only
remembered in history books.

The land spreading out to the west was like an open
palm baking in the merciless noontime heat. It was practically
uninhabitable. As a result, those who dwelt nearby clung to the
eastern edge of the Texas Territory, where the possibility of some
limited cattle grazing and fresh water still existed. Oklahoma to
the north, where Vivian had migrated from just over a month ago,
was worse off than East Texas. Even still, this country, dry and
nearly barren, was Eden compared to parts farther west where the
ever-expanding desert made it impossible for anything or anyone to
live.

The midday sun had settled high in the arid sky. The
unfiltered sunlight peeked under the lip of Vivian’s hat,
momentarily blinding her. She lowered her hat and settled back into
the task at hand. She primed the pump handle again, sloshing water
into the deep wood-hewn trough where several thin and thirsty
cattle gathered expectantly.

Vivian left Oklahoma Territory after her grandfather
had passed. He was the last remnant of family holding her in place
and was one of only a few tribal elders of the Cherokee Nation who
kept their oral traditions alive. Frequently since his passing, his
words would come back to her. In the beginning, there was only
darkness and water. Now there seemed to be only heat and
dust.

Vivian had left with nothing but what little
possessions she could carry in a knapsack over her shoulder. She
had decided to head east in search of her grandfather’s ancestral
home in the Blue Mountains. Her ancestral home. She had walked
southeasterly for days, picking up odd jobs along the way for food
and board. Vivian had never known a time when hard currency
existed. Barter was the only economy she and generations before her
had known. The only real commodities in this modern age were land,
houses, grain, cattle, and survival skills.

After several days, Vivian stumbled onto the Hudson
Ranch. They were looking for hands to tend cattle and to do other
light farm tasks. Vivian, being more masculine than feminine in
both stature and habits, asked for work and was accepted. That was
little more than two weeks ago, and now she thought each day should
be her last. She needed to continue her journey. But the truth was
she still felt tired from the ground she’d just covered, and a few
more days of steady meals and shelter might put her in the right
spirits to continue her move toward the sunrise.

If she were honest with herself, Vivian reckoned that
there might be a reason besides fatigue that slowed her departure.
She raised her head just enough to observe discreetly as that
reason moved across the large patch of dry earth in front of
the Hudsons’ main house. Vivian’s direct gaze hid beneath the
shadow of her hat as Elizabeth Hudson pulled her chestnut-colored
mare to a stop several feet from the porch. She dismounted in one
swift movement and loosely draped the reins around a post before
trotting up and into the house.

Vivian had allowed her mind to drift, until a shadow
fell across where she stood. Walt Hudson was looking at her with a
frown, as if he’d just eaten something sour.

“Stop daydreaming, Yates. Finish here and get those
cows in the south pasture up here and out of the heat,” Walt
demanded. “And then go help Anders haul hay to the barn.”

His posture conveyed arrogance and so did his left
boot on the edge of the water trough. He paused long enough to spit
into the dirt and look back at Vivian before he turned toward the
house.

“Yes, sir,” said Vivian.

Walt was one of the main reasons she shouldn’t linger
on the Hudson Ranch. Despite the fact that she was at least two
inches taller than Walt at nearly six feet, he still managed to
look down on her. His every directive was delivered with the
intention to make her feel small. How he could be the brother of
someone as pretty as Elizabeth defied genetics. She shook her head
as she gave the pump one last downward stroke.

Vivian pushed thoughts of Elizabeth from her mind.
Stay focused. Get fit, rested, and keep moving. Vivian
needed to make this her mantra. Pining over the fetching Elizabeth
Hudson would never amount to anything. Her daydreams and late-night
fantasies were only serving to delay her departure plans and
nothing more.

Vivian’s back was toward the house, but she turned as
she heard footsteps approach. She figured it was Walt back to give
her more orders.

“Would you mind seeing to my horse?” Elizabeth asked,
holding the reins out to Vivian.

“Sure.” Vivian feared that the look on her face
communicated her earlier internal monologue. It was almost as if
her musings had called Elizabeth forth.

“You can take the reins. I won’t bite.” One side of
Elizabeth’s mouth curled up into a smile.

Vivian took a moment to savor Elizabeth’s green eyes,
fair skin, and shoulder-length brown hair shimmering in the sun’s
rays. Vivian couldn’t help but notice how the sun practically
danced in her sparkling green irises. As was her habit, Elizabeth
wore a fitted blouse and snug riding pants with tall black
boots.

Get it together. Stop staring. Vivian reached
for the narrow leather straps. “I’ll take care of her.”

Vivian took the reins and led the horse into the
weathered barn’s dark interior, pausing to run her fingers through
her thick damp hair and adjust her hat. Vivian patted the horse’s
dusty neck once and got her into the stall. She removed the saddle
and blanket, and set a bucket of water and grain near the back of
the stall. It wasn’t until she’d placed the saddle on its rack that
she turned and realized Elizabeth was standing beside her. Vivian
froze. A combination of excitement and panic rose in the pit of her
stomach, and she was sure the look on her face was something akin
to a spooked deer.

Elizabeth reached over to place her hand on Vivian’s
forearm, exposed below her turned-up shirtsleeve. The contrast of
Elizabeth’s delicate, slender fingers against Vivian’s sinewy,
tanned forearm was striking, as if further emphasizing their
differences.

“I wondered if you could help me with something.”
Elizabeth was looking down, her eyes focused on the spot where her
fingertips brushed across Vivian’s skin. “Something in the
house.”

Heat registered under Elizabeth’s fingers on her arm.
Vivian was struggling to decipher what she was feeling about both
the touch and the request. Every fiber in Vivian’s body was sending
her a warning signal. But Vivian knew that whatever Elizabeth
requested, she would be powerless to refuse. Vivian still remained
hopeful that it was something as innocent and mundane as catching a
feral cat who’d found itself trapped in the pantry. Somehow, she
figured that wouldn’t be the case.

“Sure. What do you need help with?”

“Come with me and I’ll show you.”

Vivian had only been inside the main Hudson house
twice, and both times only through the back door and into the
kitchen. This time she followed Elizabeth up the front steps and
into the sitting room. She was glad to take notice that Walt was
nowhere in sight as she closed the front door behind them. Upon
entering, Vivian stopped, looking down at the cleanly polished
plank floors and at her muck-covered boots. Elizabeth turned and
responded to Vivian’s questioning look. “Just take them off and
leave them by the door.”

Vivian sat on a bench along the foyer’s wall and
slipped off her worn boots. Unfortunately, her boots had protected
her from revealing the sad condition of her socks. Large holes
ventilated each of her toes.

“I could mend those for you,” said Elizabeth.

“That’s kind of you. I can mend them. I should have
done it already.” Vivian cleared her throat, set her hat on the
bench, and stood to follow Elizabeth down the long entry hallway
and up the stairs to the second floor, quietly padding along.

“In here.” Elizabeth motioned for Vivian to follow
her into one of the upstairs rooms, and once inside, she opened the
door to a rather tall closet. She pointed to a wooden box sitting
on the top shelf. “That’s my problem. I wondered if you could reach
it for me?”

Vivian realized she wasn’t offering any service that
a well-placed chair couldn’t accommodate, but she was flattered and
at the same time excited to have something that Elizabeth needed.
In this case, five or six extra inches and maybe some added
upper-body strength.

Elizabeth stepped aside so that Vivian could move
past her into the small space. As she reached up to retrieve the
box off the top shelf, Vivian became hyperaware of Elizabeth’s
nearness. Vivian let the box fall back onto the shelf and lowered
her arms slowly, as if trying not to spook the beautiful young
woman staring up at her. Elizabeth reciprocated by sliding her
hands down Vivian’s rib cage. Both of them exhaled sharply at the
physical contact.

“What are you doing?” Vivian kept her hands up and
out at her sides, as if waiting to catch something that was about
to fall.

Elizabeth grabbed Vivian’s shirt, just above where it
was tucked into her belt. “What does it seem like I’m doing?”

“Whatever it is, it’s not a good idea.” Vivian said
the words even though they were at odds with her heart, and her
libido.

She felt Elizabeth release her shirt and step away
from her. The loss of contact stirred something in Vivian. Why was
she worried? They were alone, and obviously there was a mutual
attraction. She took Elizabeth firmly by the shoulders and kissed
her hard. She felt the softness of Elizabeth’s breasts press into
her chest as she leaned into her against the back wall of the
closet. Vivian came to her senses after a few seconds, pulling her
lips away, breathing hard, only to have Elizabeth close the space
between them again.

An alarm sounded somewhere in the back of Vivian’s
hormone-addled brain, and she pulled away again. She envisioned
Walt bursting in on them, not the least bit happy to find his baby
sister making out with the hired help.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that,” said Vivian.
She ran her fingers through her hair to calm herself.

“Don’t be sorry.” Elizabeth was still leaning against
the rough boards at the back of the closet. It was hard to read the
expression on her face, but Vivian was fairly certain it wasn’t
regret.

Vivian stood awkwardly, not sure what to do next.
Elizabeth stepped around her and pulled the door to the bedroom
closed. The click of the latch snapped loudly in Vivian’s head,
although she knew in reality there’d hardly been any sound.

“Do you need help with something else?”

“Yes, I do.” Elizabeth’s hand moved from the doorknob
to the buttons of her fitted white blouse. She released the
fasteners that Vivian noticed earlier had been straining over her
full breasts. Vivian couldn’t help allowing her eyes to linger on
the buxom cleavage as the buttons of Elizabeth’s shirt gave
way.

This wasn’t the first time a woman had asked for
assistance with this particular thing. Vivian was lucky enough to
have something that women seemed to be drawn to. It started when
she was in her late teens and had not lessened in frequency. But
for some reason, this felt different. Elizabeth slipped out of her
shirt and her bra before she worked on the buttons of Vivian’s
trousers. Vivian couldn’t help feeling a little like the fly who
falls in pooled nectar at the bottom of a beautiful carnivorous
plant right before she’s about to be eaten.


Chapter Two

Ida leaned against the porch railing and sighed. She
would miss the view of the water, but not enough to stay. She heard
footsteps behind her and turned, smiling at Kate, who approached
carrying two cups of steaming tea.

“I love this view in the early morning.” Kate cradled
the warm cup in both hands as she sipped the hot liquid. Ida
noticed her hands wore several small cuts and scrapes from her
woodworking.

“Is John up?” Ida asked.

“He left really early. Something about helping his
friend Jason with a barn repair. I think I was too sleepy to fully
grasp what he was saying.”

“Can John even use a hammer?”

Kate laughed and shook her head. “I’m not sure, but I
think he was feeling a bit ‘out-butched’ with all my boat building.
He was clearly needing some ‘man time.’”

They were silent for a moment, enjoying the quiet.
The water’s surface was so glassy that it looked more like a large
lake than the Gulf of Mexico. A light breeze, scented with salt,
stirred Ida’s hair.

“Kate, I’m going home.”

“What?” Kate exclaimed with surprise.

“I’ve been homesick for a while now. You and John are
settled and happy. I want to go home.” Ida paused, tilting her head
to meet Kate’s concerned gaze. “I can go back now and not worry
about you.”

“But I might worry about you. I don’t want you
traveling alone. It’s too far, Ida.”

“I feel so special when you worry about me.”

“Don’t make fun of me. You know I’ll worry about
you.” Kate gave Ida her best I’m serious look.

“Well, don’t.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure. It’s what I want.” Ida fussed
affectionately with the collar of Kate’s shirt. “I miss my brother,
and I haven’t seen my niece in more than a year. I’m sure she looks
like an entirely different person by now. I don’t want her to grow
up not knowing her aunt.”

“Promise me you won’t travel alone. I’m serious. I
won’t let you leave if you do.”

Ida smiled at Kate’s old habit of looking after her.
They’d been best friends since they were kids. Despite her
admonishment for Kate not to worry about her, she knew if their
situation were reversed she’d be just as concerned for Kate.
Caretaking, for Ida, was as much a part of her DNA as blond hair
and blue eyes. Ida was the caretaker and Kate was the adventurer.
They would have made a perfect match if Kate had developed any
romantic interest in women, but she never did.

“There’s a family heading north and then east to
Alabama. I’ve already worked it out to travel with them. Don’t
worry about me, okay? I’m going to be fine. And so are you.”

Ida had made the journey from North Georgia to
Southern Mississippi with John and Kate over a year ago. They’d
headed south about a month after Ida’s mother died. It had fallen
to Ida to care for her mother in the last year of her life, which
she did without regret. Her brother Samuel had a wife and a
daughter, and in their father’s absence, the entire farm to run
while Ida was left to tend their mother.

The necessity of caring for her mother also gave Ida
an easy out from a stagnant relationship. She and Chris had
struggled for months, maybe longer, before Ida used the excuse of
her mother’s illness to make the break official. Chris fought the
decision, attempting to block the breakup or at the very least,
control it, as she tried to control everything else in their
relationship. Ida felt as if she had lost her identity while they’d
been together and she desperately wanted to find herself again. The
decision to leave Chris and care for her mother probably seemed
like a sacrifice to an outsider, but it wasn’t.

Ida loved her mother dearly, but witnessing the end
of her life only cast in stark relief the fact that Ida had settled
for less in hers. The bottom line was Ida wasn’t happy. So when the
offer from Kate and John came to travel south, she jumped at
it.

In hindsight, Ida knew she’d left because she badly
needed a change of scenery. She needed an escape from the familiar
and some distance from a house that was a reminder of the sadness
of her mother’s passing. But once she’d been clear of all of that
for several months, she began to long for home. Not for the life
she’d had with Chris. That was most certainly over. But she longed
for her childhood home in the foothills of the Blue Mountains.

“I’m guessing we’ll both worry about each other. Old
habits are hard to change.” Kate pulled Ida into a hug. “If you’re
sure you have to go, then I guess I’ll let you. I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you, too.” Ida released Kate from their
embrace to hold her at arm’s length. “I think I’m attached to the
Blue Mountains the way you are attached to the sea.”

Ida felt sadness, but she knew she was making the
right decision. For weeks, Ida had been suffering homesickness but
hadn’t talked about it with Kate and John because she knew they’d
feel bad about having brought her with them. She yearned for the
farm her family occupied in the foothills. If a place could be
sacred, Ida felt that the Blue Mountains fit that description, at
least for her. She felt the absence of place like the loss of a
loved one.


Chapter Three

Vivian tended to the horse while Anders unhitched the
wagon. After unloading the hay near the back of the barn, they both
sauntered over to the long one-story bunk house for their evening
meal. Vivian was last to receive a heaping ladle of beans and
potatoes next to her cornbread. Eugenia lingered for a moment, her
plump hip almost brushing against Vivian’s arm. Vivian looked up to
meet her glare, at which point Eugenia leaned in and spoke in a
hushed voice, “You better watch yourself.”

Vivian gave her a confused look. “What are you going
on about?”

“I saw Miss Elizabeth coming out of your bunk room
earlier. You best be careful.” She paused for emphasis. “That one
is trouble. Don’t you doubt it for a red-hot minute.”

Vivian regarded Eugenia’s hand, the color of
chocolate, still holding the ladle as the large pot rested on the
plank table nearby. It was true, Vivian had felt cautious about any
interaction with Elizabeth, but she couldn’t identify why, so she
ignored it.

“And her brother is trouble of a different kind. He
don’t really like anyone with color, and if he finds out you and
Miss Elizabeth have something going on, well, you just better watch
your back.”

Vivian gave a sweeping glance toward the other men
digging into their food as if it was their last meal. They seemed
to be ignoring the conversation. “If he doesn’t like us because of
our color then why did he hire us?” Vivian asked.

Eugenia veered closer. “He don’t have no problem
having you do work that he don’t want to do, or that he thinks is
beneath his station. But it’ll be a different story if he catches
you with Miss Elizabeth. Trust my words when I tell you that.”

Vivian just nodded as Eugenia moved with the pot back
toward the kitchen. Eugenia had always been kind to Vivian. She had
added extra food to Vivian’s plate when she’d first arrived
probably looking like a walking skeleton. She knew Eugenia would
have no other reason to say something to her about Elizabeth and
her brother except out of genuine concern. And now she wondered
what Elizabeth had been doing in her room. How does she even
know which room belongs to me?

Vivian ate the rest of her meal in silence. As some
of the men settled back into their seats to smoke, she left and
walked down the long porch toward her meager quarters. Vivian
didn’t know what to expect when she opened the door. But in the
sparsely set room, she noticed the new things right away.

In the center of her bed lay a pair of new socks.

Elizabeth had brought her socks. That might have been
the grandest act of kindness she’d received since she’d left
Oklahoma, maybe even before that. Vivian smiled as she remembered
their afternoon together. Elizabeth had been surprisingly
aggressive in bed. If Vivian had tried to guess at Elizabeth’s
preferences she’d have been wrong. Once again, Vivian was reminded
that she had a lot to learn about women.

Vivian poured water from a nearby pitcher into the
bucket on the small table near her narrow bed and began to wash up.
She put on her only clean shirt and her new socks before heading
out for a walk. She tried her best to foster an air of nonchalance
as she left the bunkhouse, but inside she was in a knot of
excitement, hoping she’d bump into Elizabeth. Maybe she did manage
a calm exterior, but as thoughts of sex with Elizabeth traveled to
the front of her mind, her insides began to churn.

Eugenia is right. What are you doing? This has
nowhere to go. But why not enjoy it while it lasts?

Vivian marveled at her own feeble circular logic as
she climbed a slight rise crowned by a grand old oak. The tree had
such immense girth that Elizabeth was shielded from view until
Vivian almost stepped on her. She was seated on a blanket with her
back against the oak’s trunk, facing a flaming sunset made more
vivid by the heat rising from the dry earth between the tree and
the distant horizon line.

“Hi. Imagine meeting you here.”

“I’m just lucky, I guess.” Vivian smiled, pleased
that her evening was likely about to take a pleasant turn. “Thank
you for the socks.”

“You’re welcome. Would you like to sit? There’s
plenty of room.” Elizabeth patted the empty space next to her on
the plaid wool blanket.

Vivian took a seat next to her, but rather than face
the sunset she looked at Elizabeth.

“You don’t want to watch the sun set?”

“Sunsets happen every day. I’d rather look at you.”
Elizabeth smiled at the compliment.

Vivian nearly jumped when Elizabeth touched her thigh
and moved her fingers slowly across the rough heavyweight fabric of
her pants.

“Elizabeth, I—” Eugenia’s words of warning briefly
rose to the surface then flamed out as quick as a shooting star
when Elizabeth’s hand stroked her leg. Elizabeth’s hand had drifted
dangerously up Vivian’s tightly clenched thigh.

“Were you about to say something?” Elizabeth asked
barely above a whisper.

“Uh, no.” Vivian’s head began to feel fuzzy. Her
hormones were leading her about like a trained pony and Elizabeth
clearly held the reins.

It was as if two voices had separated inside Vivian’s
head and were having a moral debate about the prudence of this
particular sexual encounter. One voice echoed Eugenia’s caution.
The other pressed Vivian to enjoy the moment.

The sun had dropped out of sight although its heat
lingered in the darkening evening air. A slight breeze stirred the
tall dry grass around them, and the rising quarter moon cast a low
glow that made Elizabeth’s pale hands look almost ghostly as they
moved over Vivian’s skin and through her now open shirt. Elizabeth
pushed gently against the center of her chest.

“Lie back, Vivian,” Elizabeth said.

Vivian’s flesh tingled beneath her touch.


Chapter Four

Ida increased the pace of her gait so that she could
catch up with Emily Franklin. Emily had a mane of dark wavy hair
that fell just past her shoulders, skin the color of sweet caramel,
and dark brown eyes. The moment she’d laid eyes on her, Ida thought
she was strikingly beautiful. She seemed young to have two children
already.

The Franklins, Emily and Roy, had two daughters, a
horse, a cow, and a wagon full of household goods. Plus Stanley
Ebbs, who was traveling with them in hopes of staying on to help
work their farm once they arrived at their destination. The group
created a small caravan. Roy had called it “safety in numbers,” and
Ida agreed with him. Mostly, the roads were benign, but not always,
and it was a bit more intimidating to anyone considering
orchestrating an ambush if there was a group to confront rather
than a single nomad.

Emily turned and smiled as Ida caught up to her.
“Hey.”

“Hello. Do you mind if I walk with you for a
while?”

“I’d love the company. Good conversation makes all
this walking a bit more bearable, don’t you think?”

“Absolutely.” Ida nodded as she allowed her stride to
match Emily’s. “Where are you from, Emily?”

“Originally, Baton Rouge. It’s on the coast. Have you
been there?”

“No, I’ve never been to Louisiana.”

Ida knew from her childhood geography books that
Louisiana had at one time extended much farther south, but the
water-lying parts of the state, along with New Orleans, had long
since been swallowed up by the rising Gulf. The cobblestones of the
Crescent City had not been seen since the last category five
hurricane washed over its levees over a hundred years ago. New
Orleans was not a well-off city. As a result, when the wealthy rose
from the ground to the cloud cities that now hovered over the open
seas, New Orleans was left to sink.

Most of the large Southern urban areas had been lost
in the exodus of the wealthy. Only Houston and Miami had risen when
everything collapsed. Jackson, Atlanta, Memphis, Mobile—had all
been left to decay and decline, their city centers abandoned for
open rural spaces where food could actually be grown. The buildings
and trappings of urban life were left deserted to be reclaimed by
the elements. Cloud cities, to most folks, seemed so farfetched.
Their contrast to life on the ground was unimaginable.

As she looked up to study the sun’s position in the
sky, Ida found herself wishing she’d worn one of her dresses rather
than slacks. If it was this hot already, by noon the temperature
and humidity were going to be oppressive.

Roy caught up to them and quickly began to pass them
with his longer legs. “Hello, ladies. Just give a shout if you need
a break.”

“Thanks, honey. We will,” Emily said.

They watched Roy as he drew up alongside the wagon
and checked on his two young daughters. One of the girls reached
for him with outstretched arms. He easily hoisted her out of the
buckboard and swung her to the ground so that she could run along
with the wagon.

“I wish I had that much energy.” Ida adjusted the
large satchel she was carrying, shifting the wide leather strap
from one shoulder to the other. “How long will it take us to get to
Meridian, do you think?”

“Roy estimated three and half days if we make good
time. I suspect we’ll head north to the main road that runs between
Natchez and Meridian and then head east.”

“I wasn’t sure because when I made this trip before,
the group I was traveling with came by a different route.” Ida was
regretting that she hadn’t asked John to draw her a map before
she’d left McComb. Being too trusting was one of her faults, and
now she realized she was placing her trust in Roy Franklin to know
where he was going.


Chapter Five

Vivian was feeling restless. She was now way past the
point at which she’d expected to be back on her eastward trek. If
she waited too long to leave she’d be finishing the journey into
the mountains after the snow started, and she knew that would make
surviving on the trail much tougher.

Vivian was slowly herding a small group of cattle,
moving them toward water, when she pondered her situation. She was
beginning to chafe under Walt’s ever-critical command. He was not
someone that she looked up to or respected in the least, so the
thought that he controlled her day-to-day existence on the ranch
was becoming hard to tolerate. The only element of her life on the
ranch that tempered her anger was Elizabeth, but even that was
wearing paper thin.

The livestock hit a dry patch, and their movement
stirred a powerful dust cloud behind them. Vivian pulled her
handkerchief up over her mouth and nose, then dropped back a ways.
She allowed her mind to wander to the previous evening when
Elizabeth had paid her a late-night visit. There had been several
stolen kisses since their meeting at the oak, and then Elizabeth
had shown up at Vivian’s door wearing nothing but a thin nightgown.
They had spent the night together, and Elizabeth slipped out just
before dawn, not wanting anyone to see her leaving Vivian’s room.
The fact that Elizabeth was sneaking around and not open about
their time together was a little upsetting. It was also unsettling
that each encounter had been on Elizabeth’s terms and schedule. The
balance of power in their relationship, if you could even call it
that, was obviously not in Vivian’s favor.

Vivian checked the sun’s position in the sky to gauge
the time. Her best guess was two o’clock. She moved forward,
prodding the lazy animals with a rod to get them to increase their
speed. Today they were branding the calves. The sooner that task
was over, the sooner she could end her day and turn in.

Walt had seemed on edge the past couple of days, even
worse than usual. Vivian knew Walt wasn’t stupid and had probably
figured out something was going on between Vivian and his sister.
He seemed more short-tempered, and in his eyes Vivian could do
nothing right. Whether it was spreading hay in the stalls, grooming
the horses, or cleaning tack, she had barely been able to keep
herself from not responding to his angry retort after angry retort.
She was attempting to keep it together until she had at least one
more chance to be alone with Elizabeth. But she wouldn’t put up
with Walt’s ill temper forever.

Vivian had just closed the gate, corralling the
cattle that were to be branded, when she heard Elizabeth’s voice.
She was talking to Walt several yards away near the barn. As Vivian
walked toward them, Elizabeth’s body language told her something
was off. Elizabeth turned and looked at her as if she didn’t know
who she was. That should have been Vivian’s clue to walk away, but
she didn’t. As she drew closer, Elizabeth spoke to her in a clipped
voice.

“I left some things in the back of the wagon over
there. Take them to Eugenia.”

No please. No hello. No acknowledgment
that just the previous night, she had been in Vivian’s bed begging
her not to stop moving her tongue over very sensitive places.

In addition to her hesitation to respond to
Elizabeth’s command, there had to have been a look of disbelief on
Vivian’s face, because that was how she felt. Even still,
Elizabeth’s demeanor didn’t shift. Her glance was cold, and her
body language remained reserved and distant. Vivian must have stood
staring longer than she realized because she felt a shove at her
shoulder.

“Are you deaf? She gave you a direct command.” Walt
had pushed her and stepped toward her as if he was going to do it
again. Elizabeth stood motionless, her arms crossed in front of her
chest. “Oh, did you think because she used you for sex that you
mean anything to her? Or that she won’t treat you like the hired
hand you are?” Walt’s tone was acerbic and his words slammed into
Vivian’s chest as if she’d been struck by a heavy stone.

Obviously, he
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