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“Dearly beloved, avenge not yourselves, but rather give place unto wrath: for it is written,

Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord.”

Romans 12:19 KJV

 


Chapter One

 

 

Texas Hill Country, 1877

 

Quinn Spencer stopped humming. Back rigid in the McClellan saddle, he gathered facts from the surrounding sounds. The rattle of tumbling leaves. Water flowing in the nearby river. His horse’s shoes kicking small rocks. Still, a chill rolled over his skin—an evil finger that tickled his spine. He’d experienced such feelings a few times during his cavalry years. They never bode well.

The chill intensified when his mare’s ears pricked forward as far as they would go. Snorting, her nostrils puffed in and out like a blacksmith’s bellows. Did she react to his unease, or was something out there? He patted her neck. “Easy, Ruthie.”

Quinn tightened his grip on the reins and searched the rolling landscape that ran from the trail to the trees along the south bank of the Pedernales River. He saw no threat in the tall grasses or on the hills or within the clumps of cedars and oaks. Yet his stomach muscles clenched.

A wisp of breeze plastered the linen shirt to his damp chest. He scanned the late August sky—no ominous clouds that might suggest a sudden storm.

His stalwart military horse danced a step to the left. He readjusted in the saddle and spoke in a whisper. “Easy now. Everything’s fi—”

The cat rose from a rocky bluff at the riverbank like a fawn-colored monster from the sea. A handful of yards to his right, the creature stared at him, eyes spitting fire. It crept forward one step at a time. Quinn fought to keep his mount steady while he eased his hand toward his hip, never taking his eyes from the mountain lion.

The skin along his arms and neck prickled. The mare pawed the ground, adding a squeal to the eeriness.

The tips of his fingers reached the holster of his Army Colt revolver. As if sensing his intent, the mountain lion pounced. The mare whipped around. She kicked out with both back legs, jarring his hand away from the weapon.

Pain seared Quinn’s right leg as fangs tore through his new trousers, the leather of his boot, and into his calf. The skin tore, and he drew a quick breath and released it with a loud, anguished groan. It was all he could do to remain in the saddle.

Ruthie screamed again. She bucked and kicked, jerking Quinn free of the predator’s grip but missing her target. She paid the price when the mountain lion raked her with its claws, its weight knocking her sideways. The mare went down with a thud. Her body pinned Quinn’s left leg under her side. Bone snapped. 

Through shock and throbbing agony, he called out, “God, help us.”

The cat released its hold on Ruthie, eyed the tree line, and ran off as dirt kicked up in the spot where it had stood a mere breath before a sharp report sliced the air.

Quinn turned his head toward the sound. A puff of smoke drifted upward at the edge of the tree line across the river. Branches shuddered, and a horse broke from the wooded area. The rider spurred the buckskin forward to splash across the shallow water covering the limestone bed, and his wide-brimmed hat flew up in the breeze. He caught it with one hand, but not before a honey-colored braid escaped.

The buckskin skidded to a stop. Quinn studied his rescuer’s face and blinked, sure the pain played tricks with his mind. No man possessed skin that smooth.

 

***

 

Laurel Tillman stifled the curse on her lips. Not in deference to the man on the ground or because her mother would wash her mouth out with soap. She smothered it because the word came from her old life, and she wanted that life to stay in the past.

She had tracked the cat for over three hours after being alerted to trouble by her dog, finally finding the carcass of one of her ewes hidden in scrub and partially covered with dead leaves. The survival of La Casa del Fuego depended on every sheep she raised, yet killing any living thing, including a predator, left Laurel nauseous. Unfortunately, she felt fine right now.

Not fine, exactly. Boiling mad. She’d missed. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d missed a target. 

It was that blasted man’s fault. He must have moved, drawing the cat to move at the last second. And she would stick to that story. In a way, she was relieved after seeing a cub follow its mother into the scrub. It would have torn her apart to shoot it, too.

Her gaze drifted to the saber in the scabbard hanging from the stranger’s saddle—a military man. She turned away, fighting to swallow the bitter gall rising in her throat at the sight of the weapon of war. 

The injured bay struggled to her feet, and her rider sucked in a breath. Wounds slashed the horse’s neck near the shoulder—ugly, but not life-threatening. While the mare stood strangely calm, Laurel’s gelding pranced and snorted at the stench of blood. Or, more likely, he reacted to the bucking of her nerves.

A grunt brought her attention back to the man pinned beneath the mare. His muffled cry of pain pierced the shell of indifference she tried to maintain. She winced at the condition of his right leg, torn and bright with his life’s blood flowing in a rivulet a few inches below the knee. His left foot turned out unnaturally. 

Laurel dismounted with care, her own right leg stiff from hours without full movement. She took a step before turning to search the landscape, and waited, her carbine at the ready. Instinct told her the cat had fled, leaving nothing but carnage and the mark on the ground where her bullet had pierced the dirt.

The man struggled to stand. He fell back to the ground with a moan. “I think my leg is broken.”

She lowered the weapon. Swiping the back of her leather glove across her damp forehead, she straightened her back and readied herself to face the stranger—if she’d heard right, a Yankee stranger. 

A wavy lock of dark hair sprawled across his forehead. His was an impressive build—a thick neck, wide shoulders, and broad chest. Muscles bulged under the shirt sleeves. Her husband would have called them a field hand’s muscles. An intimidating man, even with the pain contorting his bearded face. 

Laurel turned her head at the sound of hoofbeats. Her daughter, Becky, and friend, Camille Arneau, slid their horses to a stop a few feet away.

Bounding to the ground with all the femininity of a rambunctious nine-year-old boy, Becky’s eyes widened, the apple green irises so like Laurel’s. “Jumpin’ Jehoshaphat!”

“Rebecca Irene Tillman, I will not abide such language. Do you hear you me, child?”

Becky scowled and hung her head, her blonde braids falling forward. “Yes, ma’am.”

Even wearing trousers, Camille dismounted in ladylike fashion with a grace Laurel hoped her child would adopt one day. “Merci, mi Dios. I began praying once I heard the shot, Laurel.” Camille gripped her arm. “Are you all right?” 

Laurel suppressed a half-hearted chuckle. When Camille became flustered, her French and Spanish ancestry burst forth in a combination of languages. Leave it to her friend to pray at the tiniest inkling of trouble. She sobered at the thought. Between the two of them, God would not hesitate to answer Camille, whose darkest sin—whatever it was—could never match Laurel’s. 

“I’m perfectly well.” She jabbed a thumb over her shoulder. “See what you can do for him.”

Camille checked on the wounded man while Laurel shuffled over to examine his horse. Both the mare and her master would need stitching. She would leave that task to her mother, a woman who had trouble deciding which of her two best dresses to wear to worship or what flowers would look right near the porch. Unlike her daughter, though, Ellen Chamberlain possessed flawless expertise with a needle and excellent nursing skills. 

Laurel ran her fingers down the trembling mare’s blazed face and whispered in her ear. “There, there now. Those nasty wounds will heal. We’ll take good care of you.” The horse blew out a noisy breath and nuzzled her hand.

“What about him, Momma? Are we gonna take care of him?” Becky pointed to the man.

Too many lives depended upon Laurel’s common sense, protection, and determination to see her husband’s ranch outlive her. Too many lives to risk on a stranger.

The “him” grimaced. “How is Ruthie?”

Laurel huffed. Her earlier guess had been correct. A Yankee born and bred. Most likely, a mule-headed Yankee to boot. “The cat missed the windpipe. She’ll be fine.” 

She turned to her friend without answering her daughter. “Well, Camille?”

“I believe he broke the small outer bone, but the larger looks to be intact. The right leg needs to be stitched.”

Laurel raised a hand over her brows and searched the landscape. “Where’s Charlie?”

“I left him to guard the flock.”

“Momma, I don’t see the cat.” Becky scanned the ground. “Where is he?”

“He ran off.”

Her daughter’s eyes widened. “You telling me you missed?” She raised on tiptoe and stretched her hand to feel Laurel’s forehead. “Are you sure you’re not sick? Did you shoot him instead?” She pointed to the man.

Laurel brushed the pale-yellow bangs from her daughter’s eyes. “No. I did not shoot him.”

Becky slowly nodded. “Then I reckon you saved him.”

Laurel shut her eyes and drew a deep breath. Yes, I did.

There had been a day when she would have taken that man’s life without a shred of remorse.

 

***

 

Through the burning and throbbing pain, Quinn thanked his heavenly Savior for his life and Ruthie’s. As an afterthought, he added a reluctant appreciation for his earthly savior, the gun-wielding southerner with a foul temperament.

The woman named Camille Arneau smiled down at him, her odd accent faint enough to be deemed imagination. Warmth swept through him while staring into her deep brown eyes, as welcoming as a hot cup of chocolate on an Ohio winter’s eve. There was nothing brazen or flirtatious in her conduct, but her femininity, hidden under masculine attire, raised too many memories. He turned his face away.

He considered himself blessed not to have his wounds tended by the one with the icy manner and a mouth that seemed set in a perpetual frown. Miss Arneau called her Laurel. If she were a battlefield surgeon, she would have amputated his leg by now.

Tall and slender, her slim face tapered to a pointed chin. If the woman ever removed that dour expression and smiled . . .

She limped over to her daughter. Despite her hostile attitude toward him, she lovingly stroked the girl’s cheek. Quinn’s opinion of her rose half a notch. 

“Laurel, we must have the wagon.”

The woman’s eyes narrowed and lips parted, ready to argue with Miss Arneau. After eyeing Ruthie, her face relaxed. “Becky, ride back to the house. Have Issy prepare the buckboard and bring it here. Tell Granmomma about the man’s legs.”

“Yes, ma’am.” The little girl mounted and sent her horse running toward the trees.

“What is your name?”

Quinn turned his attention back to the angel-faced woman at his side. He clenched a handful of grass and held his breath when she carefully removed the boot from his broken leg. “Qu-Quinn Spencer, Miss Arneau.”

“And your rank?” The question came from the surly one with the distinct drawl, one he’d heard too often during the war.

“Mister. I resigned my commission as a major and left Fort McKavett a week ago.”

He followed her glance to the saber hanging from the scabbard, a gift from his former superior and another obvious mark against him. He had grown used to seeing that same bitterness in other southerners during Reconstruction. Even after twelve years, some Rebs couldn’t stop licking their wounds long enough to allow them to heal.

 “My name is Camille Arneau.” The brown-haired angel spread her arms, indicating the vastness of their surroundings. “I work for Mrs. Tillman on her ranch, La Casa del Fuego.” She tipped her head toward the woman who stared at him with almond-shaped eyes.

Quinn refused to wither under that sharp emerald gaze. “Thank you for saving my life, Mrs. Tillman, and Ruthie’s.” If that cat hadn’t flinched at the last second, it would be dead. He’d never seen a woman shoot with such accuracy from such a distance. In fact, the best shot in his company couldn’t have done better.

She rubbed the mare’s neck. “A fine horse is a treasure and one not to be wasted . . . Mister Spencer.”

He coughed, disguising the laughter that tickled his throat. She’d made her priorities clear.

Whenever Quinn moved, pain shot through his broken leg and sent his head spinning. He had never broken a bone before now, but had such an occurrence caused Mrs. Tillman’s limp? Though not extreme, perhaps it added to her dour attitude.

He had been fortunate during the war to have received only a jagged scar from a stray ball. It ran along his left jaw line and remained hidden when his beard was long enough, like now. Had he—like the cat—not moved at the last moment, Quinn would be buried a few feet under the Virginia soil at Spotsylvania.

“May I ask what you were doing on my property, Mr. Spencer?”

“Traveling to the town of Bold Creek, Mrs. Tillman.” The removal of the right boot produced an inward grimace from Quinn. He held his breath until it was over.

“And will you be settling there?” Miss Camille pulled a lace-edged handkerchief from her trouser pocket and doused it with water from a canteen. She cleaned away the blood caused by the cat’s bite. After offering him what remained inside the canteen, she picked up his black slouch hat from the ground and set it on his head.

Quinn gulped the water and brushed the back of his hand across his wet lips. He snatched at the conversational lifeline that took his mind off his legs. “I’m to work for Arthur Bruner in his law office—a temporary position until I open my own. His son, Henry, was a boyhood friend of mine back in Ohio and a corporal in my regiment during the war.”

“You are a trained attorney?”

“Yes, Miss Arneau. I completed my studies and a good portion of my apprenticeship before the war. Recently, a Texas judge pronounced me competent to practice the law.”

“Perhaps, with that practice, you will one day acquire the competence to be successful.”

Camille’s eyes widened at her employer’s rudeness. “Laurel! What is wrong with you today?”

Quinn pitied the husband of the woman. Under other circumstances, he might consider her smooth face and intelligent eyes attractive. Instead, she looked as though she had drained a pickle barrel.

“It’s all right, Miss Arneau. She’s correct. I intend to take advantage of Mr. Bruner’s years of experience and knowledge. In a sense, I will be practicing. My goal is to work hard to become a well-respected attorney . . . perhaps engage in politics in the future.”

“Well respected? Then I suggest you keep your distance from us, Mr. Spencer.” Mrs. Tillman stood as erect as a private at attention, looking in the opposite direction.

From that moment on, they waited in predominant silence for the expected help to arrive.

It seemed forever before the wagon rolled into the clearing. A well-endowed young woman in men’s trousers and a plaid shirt set the brake. She leaped to the ground. Becky jumped off the back of the bed. Her mother closed her eyes and shook her head.

A stately woman, who appeared to be in her mid-fifties, remained on the wagon bench—the only female present wearing a dress. She glanced around and wrung her hands as if uncertain about whether to leave her post on the seat.

Mrs. Tillman moved to the buckboard and held out her hand. “I’m glad you’re here, Momma.”

“Becky said someone was hurt. I brought your father’s bag.” Her gaze fell to the hands twisting in uncertainty on her lap.

“Good. Here, let me help you down.”

The older woman smiled like a schoolgirl receiving approval from the teacher. She clasped her daughter’s hand. “I am sure I can help.”

“I’m sure you can.”

“Mr. Spencer, this is Mrs. Tillman’s mother, Mrs. Ellen Chamberlain.” Miss Arneau then pointed to the wagon team’s driver. “The young lady is Miss Isabel Krueger.”

What an odd lot—females wearing trousers, shirts, and chaps. Surely, they took no pleasure in being seen this way. He tried not to stare—nor see his beloved Amy in their faces.

Where were the male ranch hands and Mrs. Tillman’s husband? Where was this Charlie she had mentioned?

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Spencer.” Mrs. Chamberlain’s voice held a hint of home.

“New York?”

“Eastern Pennsylvania. And you?”

He smiled, glad to hear a friendly accent. “Ohio. Do you still have family there, ma’am?”

“No.” She examined the bite first and then ran her fingers along his left leg, a few inches above his ankle. He tried not to wince. “You’re very fortunate, Mr. Spencer. Only the fibula, the small outer bone, fractured. However, we must set it before we move you. Laurel, I need—”

“Yes, ma’am. Issy, bring the bag.”

“And the quilt, Issy dear.”

Ellen Chamberlain opened the medical case and dug through the contents, removing a large roll of bandages. She stared into Quinn’s eyes. Her brown gaze was stronger and more resolute than he had seen from her thus far. “I am sorry, but this will hurt.”

Quinn nodded. Miss Arneau and Miss Krueger held his shoulders. He thought he had prepared himself. Then the pain shot through him when the older woman straightened the two broken pieces of bone by pulling his foot into its normal position.

Though he vowed to show no weakness in front of a group of women, even ones who seemed to defy proper society, a loud groan betrayed him.

 

***

 

Laurel had worked to harden her heart against feeling sorry for this blue belly in his suffering. Now, she wrestled with an urge to reach down and smooth the wrinkles that creased his damp forehead. His teeth clenched so hard against the pain, it was a wonder they didn’t crumble like crushed rock.

Her mother rolled each end of a baby’s quilt and eased his leg between the rolls. She wrapped the blanket with the bandages. “This will hold the bone in place until we reach the house. We need to keep that foot raised so it doesn’t fall outward again.”

At least Spencer hadn’t passed out, which would have made settling him into the wagon bed harder. Afterward, Laurel left him to the ministrations of her mother and Camille while she led his horse over to her own.

Ruthie. What brawny military man named his mount something so namby-pamby? She shook her head and chuckled under her breath. At least his mare had a name, something she couldn’t say about her gelding.

“Issy, take Camille’s horse and check the sheep in the north pasture. I’m taking the mare to the house.”

“Don’t you want me to ride for the doctor?”

She met the quizzical gaze of her young ranch hand. “That’s twelve miles one way. He’s in no danger of expiring.”

Laurel mounted and pressed her gelding’s sides until he broke into a trot, followed by Ruthie. Five pairs of eyes bore into her back, willing her to change her mind. Momma would see to his injuries well enough.

She slowed the buckskin to a walk and kept the pace for nearly a rolling mile back to the ranch house. What would she do with the man? Neither he nor his horse were in any condition to be fed and sent on their way. Yet, hers was a homestead with four women, one child, and no man. Where would he stay?

Wherever she housed him, it would not be for long. She’d held her home and business together for the past six years without the presence of a single male—a single human male. And she would continue to do so, no matter how much she longed to live the traditional life of a lady.

Laurel frowned and her stomach tumbled with the peculiar feeling that this man’s presence would throw into turmoil those rare moments of calm she had found in Texas.

 


Chapter Two

 

 

Laurel raised the braided loop made from the material of one of Becky’s old dresses and opened the gate to the small enclosure next to the barn. One day soon, she needed to fix the gate properly. She had allowed places around the ranch to fall into disrepair, but nothing was as bad as the burned condition of the house when John purchased it. Upon first seeing the place, her husband had insisted they name the ranch La Casa del Fuego—The House of Fire.

Slapping the hindquarter of the unsaddled buckskin sent him across the sod, kicking up his heels. She would groom him after settling her guest.

Laurel stalled Ruthie for Momma to tend to her injuries. What provoked her to shoot Spencer with words as sharp as porcupine quills? She had met other Yankees over the past twelve years. Many of the residents of the county had supported the Union in the war. So what riled her about Mr. Spencer? The saber?

A shiver rolled down her spine. The sooner he left, the better.

The wagon rolled into the yard, and Becky hopped out of the bed before the wheels stopped spinning. “Granmomma wants to know where they should put Mr. Spencer.”

Oh, to share her daughter’s enthusiasm about life. “She could have shouted that out for herself, Peanut.”

Once Laurel made the hard decision, she refused to change her mind, a stubborn trait that had caused her no end of trouble in her life. With Issy gone, she must help Camille get Spencer into the house. Cursing her southern upbringing and the code that required hospitality, Laurel lowered the end gate of the wagon. “We’ll take him to my room.”

“I don’t want to put you out, ma’am.”

“Don’t argue, Mr. Spencer, or you’ll keep company with your horse.”

His low chuckle vibrated her shoulder. “It wouldn’t be the first time, ma’am.”

An image of him using Ruthie’s belly as a pillow almost made her smile. “I am not above temptation, sir.”

It took all three women to help him to the house while Becky kept his foot in place. He was a solid man, and with the weakness in her right knee, Laurel strained to keep her balance. Together, they must be quite a sight—the lame carrying the lame. All were huffing and puffing by the time the women eased him onto Laurel’s bed.

Camille smiled down at him. “I hope you feel better soon, Mr. Spencer.” She frowned at Laurel and left the room.

When the others followed, abandoning her, Laurel wished to join them, but someone must see to the man’s comfort. Besides, she loathed leaving this stranger alone with her possessions. The war taught her how Yankees treated a southerner’s property.

She sighed. The man couldn’t walk. How would he steal anything?

A chorus of bleats from the ewes and lambs recently separated during the weaning period penetrated the walls of the room. Stepping to the window, she drew aside the flimsy yellowed curtain. During the past six years, her flocks had multiplied many times over. They grazed the small hills and pastureland of her acreage. Sheep were such skittish things, bolting at the least little intimidation.

Laurel moved to the corner. She would not bolt. Neither would she carry on a conversation with the man lying in her bed.

Momma entered the room carrying an enameled pan. Steam rolled upward in the air and in front of her face. With clean rags tucked under her arm, she tiptoed so as not to slosh the water over the edge. “Would you bring Daddy’s bag, dear? And some whiskey?”

“Right away, Momma.” Laurel dashed from the room as if that mountain lion licked her heels. So much for not bolting.

 

***

 

Quinn took a deep breath and leaned back against the bed’s headboard while Mrs. Chamberlain cleansed his wound with hot water. Mrs. Tillman could have sent for a doctor, but he assumed she had faith in her mother’s ability. Clearly, the older woman’s confidence benefited from the task given her.

To quell the physical sting, he concentrated on the faint scent of lilacs on the pillow and sank into the straw mattress under his body. For years, he’d slept on the ground or—when not on patrol—on a straw-filled tick in his quarters. The first thing he would look for in Bold Creek would be a boarding house with goose down bedding.

His gaze strayed to the frame sitting on the bureau a few feet away. The mustachioed, one-eyed man in the wedding photo wore his butternut uniform with authority. Despite the groom’s lack of a smile, the eye without the black patch flashed with humor, as if the photographer had made an amusing comment. He sat in a plush, fringed chair while his younger bride stood partially behind him, her hand resting on his shoulder. 

Laurel Tillman appeared to have been in her late teens when wed. Her loveliness would have pumped pride through any man. She still retained the same regal bearing, the slung-back shoulders and raised chin, the slim frame and soft tresses—and the same melancholy stare. An unhappy match? 

The eyes of his men held that same look after a wearying Union defeat. In his spirit, Quinn sensed this woman had experienced things in her life that had damaged her character. Beyond repair? He shivered at the voice inside that assured him no vessel was beyond repair when placed in the hands of the Master Potter.”

The mattress shuddered, sending a sharp spasm through Quinn’s broken leg. He bit back a groan as Becky bounced on the edge of the ticking. “How you feelin’, Mr. Spencer?” 

Better until you jumped on the bed. Quinn mustered a half-smile. “Good.”

“This is Prudence.” The multi-colored collie whined in pleasure at Becky’s loving pats on her head. “Her husband, Charlie, is guarding the flock.” 

Charlie was a dog, not a male ranch hand? So where were the men? He found it ludicrous to suppose Mr. Tillman only employed females.

“They’re going to have babies soon. Did you know dogs can have lots of babies at one time, Mr. Spencer? Why do people have only one or two? Two are called twins. I didn’t have a twin. I had a big brother, but Momma was a twin, wasn’t she, Granmomma?”

Mrs. Chamberlain turned a sharp gaze to her granddaughter. “Rebecca, you have no business in here. Now scoot. And take that hairy mutt with you.” Becky’s expression said she considered spouting a rebellious reply. “You heard me. Go.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” The girl slid off the bed and sulked out the door. Prudence trotted behind her.

Quinn bit his bottom lip to hold in laughter mixed with physical misery. 

“I am sorry, Mr. Spencer. I love my granddaughter, but she can send a teetotaler on a regular trip to the sherry decanter. She’s just like her mother at that age—more boy than young lady.”

Quinn released the laughter, his mood improving with the woman’s unexpected admission. “I am sure she’ll grow out of it and into a woman as handsome as her mother.” He cringed at having freely shared such a private assessment. 

Mrs. Chamberlain provided him with an old quilt and took the scissors to his new trousers. “Oh, I hope it won’t take as long with Becky as it did with Laurel. Of course, the war didn’t help.” 

“Didn’t help what, Momma?”

Ellen Chamberlain examined the gash as her daughter came into the room carrying the medical bag and a large clear bottle holding a golden liquid. “I think we can agree that the war helped nothing, dear.”

Quinn settled the quilt over his body, leaving his lower legs exposed.

“I depleted my store of carbolic acid.” Mrs. Chamberlain raised her head and smiled at Quinn as she dabbed a small amount of whiskey onto his wound. “This will have to do.”

He gripped the sheet on either side of his body to keep from shooting off the bed. So this was what being on fire felt like. He clamped his teeth together and pressed his eyes shut until he figured they’d fused together. Quinn inhaled a series of quick, shallow breaths during her ministrations with the alcohol.

“Would you like me to blow on it, Mr. Spencer?”

He glared at the woman standing in the corner. “N-no, Mrs. Till-man. I would not.”

She shrugged and turned toward the window as she had earlier.

Ellen Chamberlain dug through the bag. “I’m afraid I’m out of catgut as well. Dr. Cameron was to provide me with more, but his shipment of supplies has been delayed. Laurel, we must resupply your father’s bag soon. In the meantime, well, I guess . . .”

“Thread, Momma?”

“Yes, thread will do.”

“I’ll get your sewing kit.” Mrs. Tillman returned a minute later with a box. 

Mrs. Chamberlain dug through it and held up two spools of thread. “Now, Mr. Spencer, which color would you like?”

She may as well have asked a man facing a firing squad which color blindfold he wanted. “I’ll leave it up to you, ma’am, as long as it isn’t red.”

“The red is not silk, Mr. Spencer. Only the black and brown are suitable for sewing wounds.” She spent several moments in decision.

“I believe the black would be proper, Momma.”

“Black it is, then. Unless you have an objection, sir?”

For Pete’s sake, woman, get on with it. “No, ma’am. Black will do.”

She disinfected the thread with the alcohol and held out the bottle of whiskey. “You might need this.”

“I don’t imbibe.”

Mrs. Tillman returned to her corner of the room. “You will shortly.”

Her smirk made him even more determined to refuse the liquor. “Go ahead, Mrs. Chamberlain.” It took all his willpower, but Quinn survived the next few minutes with his pride intact.

After dressing the wound and wrapping the leg with bandages, the older woman patted him on the shoulder. “I fear that’s all I can do for you. However, you cannot remain in these torn and dirty clothes. Laurel, will you get one of John’s nightshirts from the trunk?”

The young woman’s jaw resembled a rock. “Momma—”

“Please, dear.”

Laurel threw her hands up and sifted through the large, humpbacked trunk at the end of the bed. She dropped a bundle of brown-striped muslin onto the mattress and stomped back to her corner. 

Ellen Chamberlain handed him the nightshirt. “I imagine you can manage this yourself?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Quinn would do so if the process killed him.

“Should you need anything, Mr. Spencer, let me know.”

“Thank you for all you’ve done, Mrs. Chamberlain.” As the women prepared to leave the room, Quinn called out, “Mrs. Tillman, I have no desire to drive you from your room. I saw a bunkhouse. I’ll stay with the other ranch hands.”

“I don’t believe so, Mr. Spencer. Besides, you won’t be here long enough to cause me much additional inconvenience.”

He nodded once. “When will I meet Mr. Tillman?”

Her hand wrapped around the doorknob in a claw-like grip. She stared at—or was it through—him? 

“It depends.”

“Depends? On what?”

“On how soon you want to meet your Maker.”

 

***

 

“I do not understand you, Laurel.” Camille stabbed a beet with uncharacteristic violence. “You only treat our friends the MacMahons with such contempt.”

Issy choked on her coffee. “Friends? How can you say that? They’re arrogant—”

“Issy.” No matter how often Laurel had tried to shift the subject at the supper table to business, it eventually strayed back to Quinn Spencer. 

Issy frowned. “You know it as well as I do, Laurel. How can you tolerate either of the MacMahons? All they want is La Casa del Fuego land. And, Camille, don’t you ever see the bad in anyone?”

Laurel peeked at her friend while slathering peach jam on a biscuit. Although her past contained a deep hurt she had never revealed, Camille looked for the good in people. Her benevolence both intrigued and irritated Laurel.

 Issy didn’t wait for Camille’s answer. “So far, all I’ve found wrong with Mr. Spencer is his typical male attitude toward women.”

“What male attitude?” Becky crammed a large piece of biscuit into her mouth.

Laurel tapped her daughter’s arm. “Never mind. And don’t put so much in your mouth at one time. It isn’t ladylike.” She nearly laughed at Becky’s rolled eyes. The girl had inherited too many of her traits.

“Did you see his big eyes when he found himself surrounded by a group of women wearing trousers?” Issy exaggerated Spencer’s expression, drawing laughter from everyone seated around the table. “Men. It’s as if they didn’t think God gave women legs under all these petticoats.”

“Limbs, Issy. And men should see us differently. Frankly, I am thankful we dress like this in the evening.” Camille fingered the hand-tatted lace at the collar of her blouse and glanced at Laurel. “I have no desire to look like a male twenty-four hours a day. As much as I appreciate the necessities of my employment, I am female, and I do not desire anyone to forget that.”

Issy picked up her fork and grumbled at the potato on her plate. “As if any man could.”

Pity welled inside Laurel at the sour note. The physical difference between Camille and Issy stood out like the only sheared lamb in a flock. The younger woman failed to see that her sense of humor and outgoing spirit reflected an inner loveliness. And how could any man look past those striking eyes, the blue-green of the Atlantic Ocean at midday?

Of course, too many louts lacked the strength to raise their eyes higher than Issy’s ample bosom.

Laurel intervened before the discussion deteriorated into another argument over the role of women in society. “I’ll stay in the bunkhouse tonight.”

Her mother stared at her. “Becky and I will make room for you with us.”

“Momma, that room is hardly large enough for the two of you. Since sleeping on the sofa in the sitting room does not appeal to me, I’ll sleep in one of the extra beds in the bunkhouse. It’ll only be for one night.” Had it not been that Mr. Spencer’s injuries left him unable to walk properly, Laurel would never consider leaving her mother and daughter in the house alone with him. “I want you to place a chair under the bedroom doorknob.”

“Where do you plan to go tomorrow night, dear?”

“Back to my own room, of course.”

Camille set her coffee cup on the saucer. “What about Mr. Spencer?”

“Mr. Spencer will not take up a prolonged residence in this house. I’ll go to Bold Creek tomorrow for supplies. He’ll go with me.”

“I’m siding with Camille on this.” Issy narrowed her eyes. “What is wrong with you, Laurel? You wouldn’t allow me to fetch Dr. Cameron and now you want to throw an injured man out on his ear? He can hardly walk. How can he take care of himself?”

“I’m sure the man will—”

“No.” Silence ruled the room as everyone focused on Laurel’s mother. Her eyes were downcast, and she played with her napkin, but her voice had been strong and decisive. “You will not cause that man further agony, Laurel. I realize this is your home, but what you want to do is wrong. Allowing him a few days of recovery will hurt none of us.”

Laurel gazed around the table. Each face expressed agreement, even Becky’s. She rubbed her temples, tired of the fight and willing to surrender—under certain terms. “Fine. He’ll stay until he can walk with a crutch. Not one day longer. Is that clear?” She slid her chair away from the table and stood.

“I just thought it might be best . . .” The strength and determination on Momma’s face faltered, replaced by the typical uncertainty.

Laurel wished to bite her offending tongue in two. “No, Momma. You’re right.” She dropped her napkin on the table and limped from the room, no longer hungry.

I deserve to feel no peace.

 


Chapter Three

 

 

Laurel bent her stiff right knee and stepped on the hub of the wagon’s wheel, groaning at the annoyance that seemed especially bothersome this morning.

“Wait, dear.” Momma trotted toward the wagon, waving something white in her hand.

Once seated on the bench of the buckboard, Laurel straightened her indigo cotton skirt and glanced at the sky, its bright shade the opposite hue of the cloth.

“Mr. Spencer asked that you deliver this letter to Mr. Bruner.”

Laurel stared at the folded paper. “Now I am to be his messenger?” She took the missive from her mother’s hand and stuffed it inside the embroidered reticule hanging from her wrist, not caring if the paper wrinkled. The sooner he left La Casa del Fuego, the better.

She ran her fingers across her eyes, the grit of a restless night stinging their lids. Almost two years had passed since the last dream. Laurel thought she had finally outgrown waking in the wee hours with her damp gown clinging to her skin after ill-defined faces raced through her mind. She blamed her night terror on the presence of the former cavalry officer.

She slapped the reins across the backs of the mules, harder than she’d meant to do. “Get up.”

The eastern sun peaked above the hills without a cloud to disturb its ascent. She had hoped for a grayer sky to cool the seven miles to town. At least her bonnet’s brim would shield her eyes from the sunshine.

Once in town, Laurel stopped the mules in the alley beside Schuler’s General Merchandise. She set the wagon’s brake, eased onto the ground, and limped around to the front of the building. She preferred to come into Bold Creek during the week rather than on Saturday when the stores and streets teemed with people.

Her supply order given to Mrs. Schuler, she walked toward Arthur Bruner’s office above the bakery. At the door to May Simpson’s dress shop, she collided with a stout body backing outside while a stream of last-minute orders to the dressmaker flowed from the customer’s mouth. Laurel reached out to steady the woman.

Florence Cade took a step backward and eyed Laurel’s simple apparel. Before walking away, the woman glanced toward May’s shop as though wordlessly suggesting Laurel might want to frequent the establishment.

The snubs from the town’s biddies had long since failed to rile Laurel. Admittedly, to her shame, she sometimes gained a wicked sense of righteousness from their rebuffs. At other times, they made her feel as though she had ridden into town on the back of a cockroach.

“Decent women shouldn’t wear trousers and do the jobs of men willing to work.”

But the women of La Casa del Fuego had no choice thanks to Royce MacMahon and his bootlickers. And they could hardly ride through the hills and brush in their Sunday finest now, could they?

“You shame your husband.”

Of all people, John would understand.

“God will punish you for raising your daughter in a den of iniquity.”

That one always made Laurel laugh. What den of iniquity? Until Quinn Spencer, only her husband slept under her roof. And she had news for them. God had been punishing her long before she rejected Royce MacMahon’s proposals, long before she hired Camille and Issy, and long before her husband and son died, leaving her to run a sheep ranch with only female help.

“Guten morgen, Frau Tillman.” The rotund owner of Oberlin’s Bakery cleaned the front window of his shop, his reflection smiling at her. Laurel was never sure whether his ever-present reddened cheeks were natural or the result of heat from the brick ovens inside the bakery.

“Good morning, Mr. Oberlin.” She sniffed the air, and her mouth watered at the smell of yeast, cinnamon, and sugar. “How is Mrs. Oberlin?”

 “Ach, my Frieda she is much improved. Danke.” He turned and waved a wet sponge through the air. Happiness glowed in the man’s face. “The fever is over, but the cough lingers. Gott bless the dear one who provided the doctor’s fee.”

Anton and Frieda had accepted Laurel and the others, treating Becky as if she were their own grandchild. Their loyalty had prompted her to scrape together enough cash to pay Dr. Cameron anonymously for Frieda’s care.

“That is fortunate.” Laurel smiled for the first time that morning. “Please tell her I hope she’s well real soon. Do you know if Mr. Bruner is in?”

“Ja. I see him earlier.”

“Would you mind wrapping one of your delicious Butterküchen for me? I’ll get it once I finish my business upstairs.”

“You will have the freshest in mein shop.” He bobbed his head and scurried inside the bakery.

She grinned again and started up the steps to the attorney’s office above the bakery. Laurel opened the door to the office and stepped inside. “Mr. Bruner?”

A man, tall and straight as a telegraph pole, walked out of the room to her right. He removed his spectacles and rubbed the glass with a handkerchief. With his gray-streaked, brown hair running past the collar of his coat, she supposed he sought to prove to himself that the large bald spot on top of his head wouldn’t keep him from growing hair in other areas.

His smile was strained. “Mrs. Tillman, what a pleasure to speak with you somewhere other than the cemetery.” Arthur Bruner’s accent matched that of Laurel’s house guest. However, he did not spark the irrational animosity she felt toward the former officer.

“We do often pay respects to our loved ones at the same time.”

She pulled the wrinkled notepaper from her reticule and handed it to him. “This is from Major Spencer. He said you were expecting him this week.”

“Quinn? Yes, I am.” He pointed to a small chair by the wall. “Please sit down and tell me why you’re here and not him.”

Laurel smoothed the back of her skirt and sat on the edge of the straight-backed chair he’d pointed out. Like Camille, she preferred wearing women’s clothing when not working around the ranch. Issy, though, took pleasure in scandalizing society and her family by wearing bloomers to town whenever she could get away with it.

“Unfortunately, a mountain lion attacked Mr. Spencer. He’s recuperating at my ranch.” She pointed to the note in his hand. “I’m sure the message explains everything.”

While the attorney unfolded the paper and read the letter silently, Laurel looked around the austere reception room. Two doors opened into offices. A small portion of the one straight ahead was visible from where she sat. It, too, contained a simple décor and plain, dark furnishings.

“He says it will be some time before he’s able to travel.” Mr. Bruner paused with his graying eyebrows drawn together. “Would you mind if I stop at your place on Saturday? Quinn and I go way back. He was my son’s friend and his lieutenant during the war. I am eager to see him again.”

Laurel perked up. Surely, Mr. Bruner would insist upon returning to Bold Creek, accompanied by her unwanted guest. “That will be fine.” Laurel hesitated for fear of sounding too inquisitive, but her curiosity overcame the concern. “Until he mentioned it, I never realized you had a son, Mr. Bruner.”

“Henry is dead, Mrs. Tillman.”

At the sharpness in the reply, she wanted to ask if his death came during the war, but it wasn’t her business. “You have my condolences, sir.”

He shrugged and refolded the letter. “How badly is Quinn hurt?”

“A broken leg bone. Momma is taking good care of him.”

“Good. I look forward to the visit.”

Laurel smiled as she left the office. Spencer’s absence would bring her better sleep.

 

***

 

Mr. Schuler’s clerk heaved a sack of rice on top of the bags of flour and sugar in the bed of Laurel’s wagon. He dusted off his hands. “That should do you for a while, Mrs. Tillman.”

“Thank you, Peter.”

The young man steadied her with a hand to her elbow as she climbed onto the wagon bench. “How’s Miss Issy?”

“Outspoken as always.”

He laughed. “She’s a wonder, ain’t she?”

“Yes.”

Laurel gazed at the rail thin young man with the rosy cheeks and contagious grin. Issy needed someone like Peter Belton to show an interest and temper her zeal for women’s suffrage—not that Laurel didn’t agree with women being treated in a more equal manner. Her life proved it. Still, she sensed the nineteen-year-old woman desired to shock more than to reform. Besides, Peter was one of the few men willing to accept her behavior. Not even Issy’s family did so.

Laurel took up the reins and urged the mules back onto the street. As she left the buildings of Bold Creek behind, she glanced at the empty wooden bench beside her. She scanned the floor by her feet. Nothing. She turned her head and shoulders to peer into the bed of the wagon. Not there. Her lips twisted into a scowl. “Where is that Butterküchen?”

Laurel well remembered laying the paper-wrapped cake on the seat before her visit to the cemetery. Either it had fallen off unnoticed when she turned the wagon, or a stray dog had found a tasty meal. She shook her head in disgust. “I’d set my mouth for that treat.”

The hoofs of the mules kicked up small puffs of road dust. She relaxed the reins, allowing the animals to travel at their own pace. Even with the load in the wagon bed, they stepped lively toward home.

A movement at the top of the hill caught her attention, and she squinted as a small figure dodged into the trees next to the road. She reached under the seat for her carbine and set it beside her. A lone woman couldn’t be too careful.

The mules plodded closer to the trees and Laurel kept watch on the foliage. Scrub rustled, and she tugged on the lines. “Whoa, there.” Picking up the weapon from the seat, she rested the butt on her upper leg. Whoever hid at the side of the road would not waylay her. “Come out this instant.”

Stillness and silence.

“I mean it. Come out now.”

Leafy branches parted. “Don’t shoot, ma’am.”

Laurel eyed the young stranger in the loose, dusty trousers and dirty, rumpled shirt. Tendrils of red hair poked out in all directions from a wide-brimmed hat with sweat stains around the beehive crown. “Who are you?”

“Name’s Ernie Goodman, ma’am.”

“Your full name?”

“Ernaline Marie Goodman.” She kicked the dirt. “Nobody calls me by my rightful name.”

Laurel lowered the weapon. From a distance, Ernie could pass for a boy. She took a deep breath, fighting back the desire to flee the young girl’s presence and the memories flashing in front of her.

“Just passin’ through, ma’am.”

 “On your way to where?”

“Can’t rightly say. I reckon I’ll know the place when I see it.”

 Appearing to be only a few years older than Becky, the girl was too young to travel the roads on her own. Laurel stiffened, subduing a familiar urge with the excuse that she could not afford to take in any more strays. She scanned the child from her booted feet to her covered head and snorted wry amusement. Ernie fit in perfectly with the rest of the ranch family.

“Where are you from?”

“Arkansas.”

Such a far distance. “Why are you traveling alone?”

Ernie stared at Laurel. She opened her mouth and shut it again. The girl straightened her shoulders and raised her chin. “Ain’t nobody gonna make me marry Virgil Hicks. He’s old enough to be my grampap.”

Words failed Laurel, but an ache of silent pity burned in her heart.

Ernie swiped her dirty sleeve under her nose and looked away. “If’n you don’t mind, ma’am, I best move on.” She turned and started down the road. Her back pocket bulged with a piece of brown paper—the butterküchen.

Before she could stop herself, Laurel called out, “How do you feel about sheep, Miss Goodman?”
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