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			Chapter One

			Moses Wilson took to Texas life as if he’d been born there and not in faraway Kentucky. He liked the life of a cowboy and ranch hand, comfortable in the saddle. It suited him more than being a farmer back home, although sometimes he missed his folks there. Still, he liked the Double B Ranch very well, and he had two of his brothers there. The youngest of them all, Ezekiel, had grown up into a fine young man who bunked alongside him in the bunkhouse. His oldest brother, Boone, served as top hand and lived with his growing family on one side of a dog trot cabin. Boone had been the reason he came to Texas in the first place. After first hearing the news Boone had been shot and would die, then that he would be hanged for a murder he didn’t commit, Moses hightailed it to Texas. He had figured he might find Boone dead and buried, but his brother beat the odds as well as the murder charge. Moses had come to love Boone’s wife, Rachel, as a sister, and his brother’s two young ones were as dear to him as if they’d been his own children. Jemima, named after their mother, at three, almost four was beautiful and sassy. They called her “Mima.” Their boy, Robert, was named after their long-dead father, but everyone called him Rob. If Moses wasn’t mistaken, Rachel had been breeding again when he left.

			He’d just returned from trailing cattle to Abilene, Kansas. When he’d left in the spring, after round-up, Texas had delighted him with the soft green grasses. Even the mesquite, pesky and prickly as it was, had leafed out. Moses first arrived in Texas in stark winter, and spring was always welcome. In South Texas, it didn’t always get as cold or as snowy as back in the Kentucky hills, but he savored the warmth of spring. He’d first come to the ranch in the spring with his brothers at a time of jubilation. It remained the best season, Moses thought. Summer could be very hot and often dry, winter cold and fall wet. Although it rained in spring, that seemed better than the fall rains, which were often chill.

			July heat bore down as hot and heavy as a wool blanket as he rode with the other dozen cowboys who’d made the trek, Ezekiel among them. Moses rode lead along with Mac, a Scotsman who had served with Boone in the war and been a cowboy since. Deke – short for Deacon – was the trail boss or point man now, although he understood that Boone had once held the position. Zeke had long since graduated from riding drag at the rear of the herd. Moses craved a long drink of the ranch’s cool well water, his throat as caked with dust as his clothes. Over the more than three months on the trail, he’d grown lean. With any luck, Rachel might cook a feast for their return, and if not, Cookie would provide decent grub at the bunkhouse. Liam’s wife, Maggie, also laid a tasty table, but he’d eaten there less times than he could count on one hand.

			If Maggie wasn’t married to his boss, who’d also become a friend, Moses would have fancied her. He admired her dainty German prettiness, with blonde hair and blue eyes. But she was taken, and he’d never poach on another man’s woman, especially not Liam’s. He’d often wished she had a sister closer to his age, but he’d never heard anything about her family except that Liam met her in San Antonio.

			“We’re nearly home,” Ezekiel shouted as he rode up beside him. “Ain’t far at all now.”

			“I’m glad,” Moses replied. He’d get a good wash, some decent grub not cooked over a campfire, and tonight, he’d sleep in a bed, not on the ground. Most of the time, he didn’t mind the trail, relishing the change of scenery and the comradeship around the evening fire. What he didn’t like was the endless dust, the frequent storms, dangerous lightning, the chance for a stampede, the possibility of rustlers, illness, or the plentiful rattlesnakes. They’d lost a man on the trail this time to bee stings, of all things. Ol’ Matt had been stung multiple times, swollen up, and died. They’d buried him along the trail, but a death was always a somber moment that made a man think about his own mortality.

			“Reckon Boone knows we’re coming home?”

			Moses gazed ahead, his hand shading his face. “I believe that’s him just ahead,” he told his  brother. “Let’s ride to meet him!”

			The few cattle, almost all bulls that they brought home wouldn’t be as likely to stampede as a full herd, so Moses kicked his horse, Gypsy, forward. Ezekiel followed suit, removing his hat and waving it above his head as he whooped with delight. Riding at full gallop, they reached Boone, who remained stationary, waiting.

			His brother wore a lazy grin and had a lit smoke in one hand.

			“‘Bout time you got back. I been lookin’ out for you about a week now.”

			Boone would never admit it but he’d likely been worried. After their pa died, Boone had done his best to fill their father’s shoes even though he’d been very young. Having ridden the trail for years, he knew the dangers all too well.

			“Weather held us back,” Moses said. “I’m over the moon to get here, though. Trail seemed long this time out.”

			“You both look well,” Boone remarked.

			“We had a round of the back door trots, though,” Ezekiel added. “Didn’t last long.”

			Boone narrowed his eyes as he looked them both over with a sharp gaze. “Dysentery? You’re all right now, though?”

			“Right as rain,” Moses said. “How’s the family?”

			His brother’s grin faded. “We had a bit of a rough patch, but it’s all good now.”

			“What happened?”

			“Let’s ride on, and I’ll tell you everything going on at the ranch.”

			Hours later, once the horses had been tended and stabled, after Moses and Zeke had cleaned up and then put on fresh clothing, Boone told them all the news.

			“Rachel was with child,” he said, eyes sad and voice deep with emotion. “But she lost it, and I thought for a while I might lose her too.”

			Moses knew full well how much Boone loved his wife and could imagine how concerned he’d been. “I wish I’d been here for you. Is she well now?”

			Boone nodded. “She is, but I think it near broke her heart. She was awful quiet for a few weeks, but she’s perked up some. Having both of you back will likely help. Don’t let on I told you, though, or she might get sad again.”

			“I won’t,” Moses said. They were sitting outside under a tall shade tree. “Mima and Rob are doing fine, I suppose.”

			“They’re my pride and joy, though they devil me something awful.” Boone’s grin was back. “My baby girl talks as much as Ma ever did. Little Rob is chattering, too. I can even understand him about half the time.”

			Moses laughed. “I wonder if she even recollects me.”

			“That child? I’m sure she does, Moses.”

			Ezekiel sprawled out in the grass. He’d be chigger bitten, but Moses didn’t say a word. The kid was old enough to know better, and he’d itch if he didn’t.

			“Any news from Ma and the rest back home?” Zeke asked. As the youngest, he might be the most partial to their mother, although Moses missed her more than he would say. After Boone left, first for the war, then for Texas, he’d become his Ma’s right hand. His other brothers, save Garrett, were all married.

			“Not awful much,” Boone said. “Ma’s hankering to see us, she writes.”

			Moses digested the information. “Is Ma wanting us home to kill a fatted calf?”

			Ezekiel sat up and brushed off dry grass. “Oh, snap, is she?”

			Boone shook his head. “Naw, she’s thinking about coming down here one of these days.”

			“Horsefeathers!” Moses exclaimed. “Ma couldn’t make that long trip. She’s not much on horseback as it is.”

			“I imagine she could manage on the Iron Horse,” Boone said, referencing the train. “Railroads are getting closer all the time, and she’s stubborn enough she just might up and do it.”

			
			

			“I don’t reckon Ma’s ready for Texas,” he said. Boone laughed.

			“More like Texas ain’t prepared for Ma,” he said. “That’s the news from Kentucky.”

			“Did we miss anything on the ranch?”

			“Liam bought a few new horses up around Austin way and Maggie’s in the family way. He’s looking for a boy this time around, and so is she. He’s sticking closer to home these days – baby’s going to be born come late August, he says. She’s some frazzled and so he got her some help.”

			“Did he hire a gal from Laredo?” Zeke asked. “Maybe she can make tamales.”

			“Doubtful,” Boone said. “He sent for one of her sisters up to San Antonio. She got here not long after y’all headed up the trail. Name’s Matilda, but they call her “Mattie. You can ride into Laredo for tamales now that you’re back.”

			“I can,” the youngest Wilson brother said. “And I likely will once I get my wages.”

			“I’m ‘bout ready to mop up a plate of anything, even whistle berries,” Moses said. “We ate cold biscuits for breakfast this morning to head out for home.”

			“I’d ask you to supper, but Rachel wasn’t expecting company, so I doubt there’s enough,” Boone said. “But come with me and visit with her a spell before Cookie rings the dinner bell.”

			The dog trot cabin sat beneath some tall trees within view of the main ranch house. For now, Boone and his brood lived on one side, and the other remained empty. As they approached, a very small girl rose to her feet on the porch and dashed down the steps.

			“Daddy, Daddy,” she cried, her feet flying below her calico dress. She rushed toward Boone, who scooped her up into his arms as she giggled. Then she saw Moses. “Mo-Mo, it’s Mo-Mo.”

			The nickname pleased him and he grinned as she held out her hands to him.

			“Told you she ain’t forgot you,” Boone said as he handed his girl over. “Not Zeke, neither.”

			Mima hugged his neck tight, then showered his cheeks with sloppy, wet kisses. Moses knew the moment she saw Ezekiel because she began chanting, “It’s Z, too! Z came back, too.”

			Zeke cuddled his niece with the same affection she had for him. 

			Moses had loved his niece since she was born, but almost two years ago, he’d stayed at Boone’s because both his brother and Rachel had been down sick with a bad case of influenza. No hand at nursing, Moses had offered to tend young Jemima. Raised in a large family, he couldn’t remember a time when there weren’t little ones trailing around. He rocked her, sang some of the songs he remembered Ma had sung, and made up stories. As little as she’d been, Mima remembered.

			The day Rob was born, a year ago, back in January, both he and Ezekiel had entertained the girl. They had taken her for a short visit to the bunkhouse and then to Maggie’s. 

			“You’re as purdy as your mama,” he told her now. “And near grown up too.”

			Mima giggled. “I’m a little gal, Mo-Mo.”

			“Could have fooled me.” He raised her high into the air, then spun her about till she screeched with delight. He put her down because his head was spinning, too. As Moses waited for the world to stop so he could get his bearings, Rachel came out onto the porch with the baby.

			Rob must be two years old now, he reckoned. The kid had Boone’s brown hair but it surrounded his face with a curly mop. He rode his mama’s hip and gazed at Moses without any recognition. Rachel, however, offered him a small smile.

			She looked haggard, he thought, and skinnier than he’d ever seen her. But the welcome in her eyes was genuine, and when she handed her son over to Boone, the look they exchanged warmed his heart. Rachel still loved his brother, he noted, and it was mutual. She hurried down the steps and hugged him, then Ezekiel.

			“Welcome home, both of you,” she said. “I don’t have near enough cooked for you to join us….”

			“They’ll come for supper tomorrow,” Boone told her. “We can have beefsteak with beans, maybe biscuits.”

			Moses laughed at the joke since the fare they’d eaten for months on the trail was the same.

			“No, we won’t,” Rachel said. “I’ll kill a couple chickens and fry them.”

			“You don’t have to go to all that fuss,” Moses replied, although the idea of fried chicken made  his mouth water. “We ain’t picky.”

			“Pshaw,” she said with a light laugh. “You both missed the Fourth of July, still out there. I’m happy to cook. I’m glad you’re both back safe. I worry when you’re out on the trail.”

			Boone joined his wife, and with his son tucked in one arm, he slung the other around her shoulders. “You worry all of the time, honey, about everyone.”

			Rachel rolled her eyes. “You give me good reason, Boone Wilson.”

			They made casual talk until Mima hung on her mama’s skirts, and the baby began to fuss with hunger. Realizing it was likely supper time, Moses made his excuses and headed back toward the bunkhouse with Ezekiel in tow. Midway there, he stopped.

			“I think I’ll go swap howdys with Liam,” he told his younger brother. “Then I’m beat. I’ll be heading for some grub and bed.”

			“I’m hungry enough to eat my boots,” the kid said. “I’ll see you there.”

			Moses ambled toward the ranch house, eager to share a few trail stories with Liam. Deke, as trail boss, would have already made a report, but he’d like to embellish it a little.

			When the slender blonde woman exited the house and headed for a small, well-tended garden nearby, he thought it was Maggie, but when he caught a glimpse of her face, Moses realized it wasn’t. Must be the sister, he thought, named Maddie or Mattie or some such.

			Her soft yellow hair had been braided, then wrapped about her head to resemble a crown. Moses had seen many hairstyles with braids, but he favored this one above all others. The woman moved with a soft grace that made him think of elegant swans swimming across a placid lake. Back home, one of the richest families in the region had a lovely lake in front of their mansion, with swans and he had long admired their beauty. She wore a simple calico dress, but it suited her. The dark blue pattern contrasted with her ivory skin as she sauntered into the garden with a basket on one arm.

			Moses watched as she picked leaf lettuce, then pulled a few carrots and a few herbs. As she moved, her position changed so that she faced him, and he gained a full view of her lovely face. Her eyes were a deep blue, framed by golden lashes darker than her hair. Her small nose turned up on one end, and her lips were the pink of spring roses, full and curved. He thought he’d never seen a prettier woman, as dainty and delicate as a china doll on a store shelf.

			Once she’d filled her basket, adding new potatoes she dug from the ground, green beans from the bush, and more carrots, she hefted it higher on her arm. It appeared to be heavy, and without thinking, Moses stepped forward.

			“Let me carry that for you.”

			She halted and stared at him, scrutinizing his face. “I don’t know you, cowboy,” she said finally, her voice touched with the same light accent Maggie had. “I thought you were Boone Wilson, but I see you’re not.”

			Moses swept his hat from his head and bowed. “I’m his brother, ma’am, Moses Wilson.”

			Her blue eyes didn’t waver as she met his. “I’ve not had the pleasure. Are you new on the ranch?”

			“No, ma’am, but we just got back from the trail,” he said. “I reckon you arrived on the ranch whilst I was away.”

			Her head dipped toward her chin in a quick nod. “I came here in late May to help my sister, Mrs. Rafferty.”

			“Maggie.”

			“You’re familiar?”

			“We all know Liam’s wife,” Moses said. “Here, let me carry that basket.”

			He took it from her, careful not to spill the contents, wishing she’d tell him her name. He figured he knew from what Boone had told him, but he’d like to hear it from her lips.

			“Danke,” she said, then blushed. “Thank you. It was a bit heavy.”

			It wasn’t, not to him, but he carried it as she strolled back toward the ranch house. As they reached it, Liam emerged onto the porch and grinned. “Maggie’s looking for you, Matilda. Thought  you’d got lost in that little ol’ garden. Moses, you’re a sight for those sore old eyes. Good to see you back, man.”

			“Always glad to be home,” Moses replied. In the short years he’d been on the ranch, it had become that and more.

			“Come in, join us for supper,” Liam said. “It’s near ready, and it’s some kind of German beef concoction, but I can vow it’s tasty.”

			“It’s rouladen,” Matilda said. “With fried potatoes and that cornbread that you Texas folk like so very much. There is plenty.”

			“Then I’m much obliged, and thank you kindly,” Moses replied. “Maggie’s a fine cook.”

			The pretty blonde he’d just met gazed at him, eyes glinting with pride. “My sister is, that’s true, but I prepared the meal.”

			“I reckon it’ll be right good, then.”

			Moses placed the laden basket where Matilda directed him and sat down at the large round table with Liam’s family. He greeted Maggie, who was very pregnant but still pretty, and bowed his head for the blessing. Matilda served the food, and at his first bite of the unfamiliar dish, Moses sighed with pleasure. Rouladen turned out to be beef steak pounded then, filled with carrots, onions, and bacon, and then wrapped into a bundle. The meat was tender and delicious. He couldn’t complain about the taters or the cornbread, either.

			Although Liam had already been briefed about the drive by Deacon Lee, he asked about the trail, and Moses replied, adding a few stories to liven the conversation. When he told about the five-foot-long rattler he’d killed at a watering hole, both women shuddered, but Liam grinned.

			“I hope you ate it.”

			“We did,” Moses said, although at the time, he hadn’t relished it a bit. “Cook boned it, cut it into chunks, and fried it. Wasn’t half bad.”

			“I hate snakes,” Matilda said. “I don’t think I’d care to eat one.”

			Moses smiled at her. “If it’s up to me, you won’t never have to, Miss Matilda.”

			“I’ll hold you to that,” she told him with a pert smile. “Call me Mattie.”

			For the first time since he’d come across her in the garden, she offered him a full smile, and he realized he was smitten. Moses didn’t taste the rest of the meal or remember much of the discussion, focused on the lovely young woman. When he left, he tripped over his own feet on the way out but managed to make it to the bunkhouse.

			“You look addled,” Zeke said when he fell into bed. “You alright?”

			“Never been better.”

			“Where’d you go anyhow? I thought you were right behind me.”

			“Liam asked me to take supper with his family,” he said. “And I think I met an angel.”

			Ezekiel snorted and rolled over to sleep, snoring within minutes, but Moses lay awake, hands folded under his head, and thought about Mattie.

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Two

			She had always vowed she’d never get tangled up with a cowboy, and when she first learned her parents wanted her to spend the summer months at the ranch to help her sister, Mattie balked. Town raised in San Antonio as the daughter of German immigrants, Hans and Isle Baumann, she considered herself very American. Although German had been her first language, and she spoke it well, she preferred to speak English. She’d attended the German-English School through the eighth grade and had considered becoming a schoolteacher, but instead, she’d been tasked with helping at home with her younger siblings. Mattie dreamed big, hoping to become the wife of a prosperous merchant. She wanted a nice house built from brick or stone on Madison or East Guenther Street, one with parquet floors, solid furniture, and room for the children she hoped one day to have. 

			Mattie enjoyed shopping in the stores on the plaza, strolling past the Menger Hotel to exchange a glance or two with the gentleman who stayed there. She’d walk past the Alamo to smile at the soldiers stationed at the quartermaster’s post. Her parents wanted her to marry a good German man, and they had several on a short list, all older, most at least 40, and all established craftsmen. Their favorite was a brewer, Christoph Voight, a heavy-set widower with three children between the ages of three and seven. Mattie turned up her pert nose at him and dreamed.

			After her sister wed Irish Liam Rafferty, the Baumann parents became more determined to make sure their other children wed to someone with a German heritage. It didn’t matter that Liam had managed to build a successful ranch, had read law before the war, and supported Maggie with a solid living or sent money back home. He wasn’t German, and that would never change.

			Maggie married for love, and Mattie hoped to do the same. And, although she’d given more than a passing glance to the cowboys who frequented San Antonio as they embarked on cattle drives or raised a little hell, Mattie didn’t think she could marry one. Raised in a fastidious German home, the cowboys seemed too dirty, too rough, too rugged, and too loud. She couldn’t imagine one of them settling down to a sedate life with a wife and babies. So, she ignored them when they whistled at her or called after her, or said she was beautiful.

			Whatever plans for the summer she might have had ended when her father all but ordered her to go stay with Magdalena at the Ranch. Mattie had sulked and fussed, but she went. Of the siblings, she was the obvious choice because she’d learned a few healing skills from her mother and from Frau Zieff, who served as both midwife and makeshift doctor to the German community. For her trouble, Mattie demanded two new dresses when she returned in the fall and Vati had agreed. On the first day of the three-day wagon trip, she hated it, but by the second, she realized that the open Texas plains could be beautiful. There was a certain grandeur about such wide spaces beneath a huge sky. Escorted by her brother-in-law, Liam, and his top hand, Boone Wilson, Mattie began to enjoy the trip. She marveled at the birds and some of the wildlife. And by the second day, she’d adjusted her thinking about cowboys – at least some of them.

			Her brother-in-law might own a ranch now, but he’d begun as a humble cowpoke. He treated her with polite familiarity as befitted a family member and it was apparent that he was capable. It was the other cowboy, the one named Boone, who changed her mind. Although taciturn, he behaved like a gentleman and a guardian as well. Mattie noticed that Boone was always watching, ever alert. If there was a rattlesnake coiled up along the rutted road, he saw it first and dispatched it. When a party of strangers met them along the way, Boone was aware and ready. From the talk around the nightly campfire, Mattie gathered the two men had served together in the late war and that Boone had experienced his own share of troubles since, being shot and expected to die, then accused of a murder he didn’t commit. From their talk, he’d escaped the noose at the last possible moment. At night, both  men slept on a bedroll under the stars, and on the one night, it rained, beneath the wagon.

			He impressed her mightily, and she might have developed a flirtation, except he was married and pined for his wife, Rachel. Mattie could see that his love for Rachel and his devotion to his family topped everything else, and she admired that. Unlike the cowboys she’d seen in San Antonio, he was anything but rough or rowdy, and he gained her respect.

			After arriving at the Double B, Matilda kept busy helping her sister, who was great with child. She cooked, tended her small niece, Grace, worked in the small garden, mended clothes, and did whatever needed doing to make Maggie’s load lighter. Ranch life turned out not to be the exile she thought it would be, and she began to enjoy the rural pace. Both dawn and sunset were often glorious, bright with color, and viewed without any obstruction. Since arriving she hadn’t been to town, the closest of which was Laredo and at least twenty miles distant. She hadn’t gone shopping for as much as a bit of lace or a sarsaparilla. Nor had she worn anything but simple calico dresses, nothing with ruffles or a bustle. Funny thing is, she liked the freedom.

			When she first saw Moses Wilson in the garden, she mistook him for Boone. He did favor his brother, but after a few moments, she had noticed the difference. Moses wasn’t as sober-faced as his brother, and she thought he might be a bit younger. His manner had more merriment in it, and by the time they sat down to supper, she had decided she liked Moses just fine.

			He could spin a good story, she noticed, and he liked to laugh – even if it was at himself.

			“So, Maggie, how long has Boone’s brother Moses worked on the ranch?” she asked her sister the next morning as they sat on the front porch, stitching gowns for the new baby. Inside the house, it was hot, and the porch at least offered an occasional breeze. Mattie schooled her voice to be casual. “He looks a good bit like Boone, and I thought it was him at first.”

			“They are similar in looks,” Maggie replied. “He’s been here since Boone became top hand, about three years or so. Boone’s been with Liam a good five years before that. They served together in the war, and they’re as close as brothers. Ezekiel, the youngest Wilson, came first from Kentucky in 1870, I believe. Moses came later when Boone was in jail, but I suppose he liked Texas enough to stay.”

			“Wasn’t Boone almost hanged?” she asked. “I remember them talking about it on the way here.”

			“He was,” Maggie said. “Liam wouldn’t give up, although it was Moses who finally got the real murderer caught so Boone could go free. And that after Boone was shot in the chest and near died, would have if it wasn’t for Rachel.”

			Mattie tried not to sigh. She knew the bare bones of Boone’s story – it was Moses she’d like to hear about. “How did Moses do that?”

			“You’ll have to ask Liam for all the details, but I know he can be a charmer, talk the birds out of the trees, Liam told me.”

			“Boone served in the war with Liam,” Mattie said, recalling talk she’d heard between the two men on the trail. “Did Moses?”

			“He was too young. He wasn’t, but about eighteen when they first came to the ranch, all three of the brothers, and that’s about three years ago, so he’s just twenty-one or so now,” Maggie replied. “Just a little older than you.”

			“No wonder Boone is more serious-minded.” Older, a war veteran, and a seasoned cowboy, Mattie thought, and a family man. “Moses seems to be of a merrier nature.”

			“True, but he can be just as sober and steady. Liam said Moses was a driven man trying to keep his brother from being hanged and wouldn’t quit until he did.”

			“The brothers are close, then.”

			“Jawohl! All three are very close. You haven’t met the youngest one yet, have you? Ezekiel? He came here to find Boone when he wasn’t but fifteen years old, came all the way alone from Kentucky.”

			Recalling the trip from San Antonio to the ranch gave Mattie an appreciation. It had taken six days in the wagon. “He must be brave and tough.”

			“Oh, he is,” Maggie said. “All the Wilsons are. Did you see those peaches Liam had the cowboys pick? There’s a good stand of peach trees down by the water.”

			
			

			With her head turned by Moses Wilson, Mattie hadn’t noticed. “No, I hadn’t.”

			“I meant to make a peach cake or pie, but I haven’t yet. If you’d like to take some over to Rachel, I’m sure she’d be happy. She came early to borrow a couple of eggs because she’s cooking up a fine homecoming meal for Moses and Ezekiel, but I forgot to mention the peaches.”

			Mattie had met Rachel and liked her. “That’s Boone’s wife, isn’t it?”

			Maggie nodded. “It is. If I wasn’t as big as the broad side of a barn, I’d bake something myself.”

			“I could bake a peach cobbler and bring it over to her,” Mattie said. Rachel was Moses’ sister-in-law, so maybe she’d catch a glimpse of the cowboy. She recalled that Rachel had recently suffered a miscarriage. Not only had she lost the child she carried, but she’d also bled hard until Boone despaired of losing her. Since Maggie was with child, Liam refused to let her tend Rachel, so Mattie had helped. It’d been so bad that Liam considered riding out to bring a midwife or even a doctor from Laredo. Boone’s concern had been powerful, and so had Rachel’s grief.

			“That would be sehr gut,” Maggie said. 

			Mattie rolled up her sleeves, sifted flour and cut lard into it, peeled peaches, and pounded sugar until she’d made a fine peach cobbler. The fact that Moses would partake of it inspired her to do her best baking. Unless she was mistaken, it would taste fine, and it looked pretty, too. She’d taken the time to make a lattice top crust, cutting strips of the pie dough she made and then layering them over the peaches until it looked like braids. Mattie sprinkled a little extra sugar on the crust and put a bit of milk on it first so it would brown nicely.

			When it had cooled enough to carry, she put it into a basket, took off her apron, and straightened her blue calico dress, the one she liked to think brought out the color of her eyes. Then she strolled toward the cabin where Boone Wilson’s family lived, taking a detour past the corrals where some of the men were working with the horses. She could hear their shouts and whoops as they broke some new horses Liam had just acquired. 

			At the largest corral, she sidled in close and stood beneath the lone shade tree to watch. Moses sat on a paint stallion, one that kicked and bucked in an apparent effort to dislodge him from its back. To Mattie, horses were something you attached to a buggy or wagon. Her family had owned one, an older roan mare named Rose whose primary function was to pull the buggy as needed. She’d seldom ridden a horse and, in fact, had been more than a little frightened when she’d been on one. The animal seemed so far from the ground, and she feared being tossed off. At the edge of the corral, she watched as Boone led another horse, a young mare, on a rope, talking to it in what had to be sweet, gentle tones. Beside him, a young cowboy stood and watched. She wondered if he might be the youngest brother, Ezekiel. Liam had been there earlier but had gone home to see his wife. At this stage of her pregnancy, he was concerned and tried not to leave her alone for too long.

			As Mattie watched, the paint horse went from bucking to rearing on both hind legs. The animal whinnied as it thrashed. Moses clung to the saddle horn with both hands. She held her breath as his hat flew from his head and landed outside the corral near where she stood. Mattie fetched it, shifting the basket containing the cobbler to her left arm and held the hat in her right.

			The gathered cowboys sitting on the rail fence that surrounded the corral or stood just outside it began hollering words of encouragement to Moses.

			“Ride her!” one called.

			“Keep yer heid,” the cowboy named Mac shouted. She recognized the burr of his Scots accent.

			“Hang on,” Ezekiel cried.

			Moses gave it a valiant effort, but the horse had gone wild. Hooves flew in all directions as the animal contorted in every direction and danced about the corral. It almost seemed as if the horse were intent on stomping something on the ground. At the same time, Boone shouted, Mattie heard the sharp buzz of a rattlesnake. She took two steps back, gazing about to see where the snake might be.

			“Snake!” Boone yelled. “Moses, hang on if you can while I get the rattler.”

			She thought Moses gave his brother a nod, but then he lost his seat and flew over the bucking horse’s head to hit the ground hard. Mattie stifled a scream as Boone pulled his pistol from his belt. He  walked across the corral on steady legs, aimed, and fired once. The horse bolted, running around the corral as Mattie spotted the snake. Until then, she’d only heard it.

			The large rattlesnake still writhed and wiggled, so Boone shot it again. This time, it lay still. He thrust the pistol back into the holster and rushed to his brother’s side. Moses had crawled to the edge of the fence to avoid the horse’s hooves. He grasped Boone’s offered hand and came to his feet, leaning against the fence for support.

			“Are you hurt?” Boone asked, his voice harsh with concern. “Did you get bit?”

			When Moses didn’t immediately answer, Mattie walked toward the corral, worried. 

			“Naw,” he gasped. “Not bad, anyway. Turned my ankle, I reckon, but the rattlesnake didn’t get me.”

			“Are you sure?”

			Moses nodded. “I am, Boone.”

			“Thank God,” the older cowboy said. “You’d likely be dead if you’d got bitten. It’s a big one. You’re bleeding, though.”

			Mattie saw the gash on Moses’ forehead and winced at the blood trailing from it. She dithered about whether to set down the basket, then turned to Liam.

			“There was a snake in the corral, and Moses got thrown,” she told him. “Boone killed the snake. Take the basket.”

			She thrust it at her brother-in-law and dashed over to the fence. Unless she crawled under the bottom rung or climbed over, she couldn’t get to Moses, but she called his name, and he turned.

			“You’re hurt,” she said and handed him the handkerchief she carried in her pocket. “Here, see if you can stop the blood.”

			His smile lit up his dirty face as he took it from her hand. “It ain’t bleeding too bad,” he told her. “I’m more worried about my ankle.”

			Boone touched the brim of his hat to acknowledge her presence. “Thank you, Miss Mattie,” he said, then to his brother. “Can you stand on it or walk on it?”

			Moses glared at his brother. “I’m standing now.”

			“No, you’re leaning on the fence. Give it a try.”

			Mattie reached between the boards of the corral and touched his shoulder. She remained in place when Moses stepped forward and grimaced. He halted and shook his head.

			“It hurts like the dickens when I try, and I swear I thought my leg was gonna give way.”

			“Let’s hope it ain’t broke,” Boone said. He grasped Moses’ arm to steady him. “Let’s get you to the bunkhouse and let Cookie take a look.”

			“I can tend it,” Mattie said. “I know more than a little about cures and such.”

			She hadn’t meant to speak up, but the idea of a cook trying to treat Moses’ injuries upset her. He might do something that would harm more than help. 

			“Alright, let’s get him to the bunkhouse, then,” Boone said. “Rachel can doctor him if need be. She did a fine job with me back when I was shot and near dead.”

			Liam stepped forward, still holding the basket. “Mattie can’t go take care of him at the bunkhouse, and neither can Rachel. Besides, your wife has the children to tend. You’ll have to bring him to my house or to yours, Boone.”

			If they brought him to Liam’s, Mattie would have full access, but she’d been to Boone and Rachel’s cabin many times, too. 

			“Take me to your place, Boone,” Moses said. “I don’t want to be any trouble or be underfoot at Liam’s, not with Maggie so near her time.”

			As the men debated how they would transport Moses, Mattie grabbed the basket back.

			“I’ll go gather some things to help,” she said.

			As she hurried back to the house, Mattie made a mental list of the items she would need. Comfrey always helped, she thought, and she knew well that her sister had plenty of ground comfrey root. She’d need some willow bark tea to ease the pain, and if she could get some fresh peach leaves, she could use  them in a poultice. Garlic, onions, and cider vinegar were other things on her list as she rushed into the kitchen to gather them. Maybe Maggie had an old sheet that could be torn into strips to use as a bandage, and if not, perhaps Rachel would.

			“Didn’t they want the cobbler?” Maggie said as Mattie burst into the house.

			“They will, I’m sure, but Moses got hurt, so I’m going to Boone’s cabin to treat him,” she said. She sketched out what had happened, gathered the necessary things, and headed for the cabin at a fast clip.

			Moses was already there, seated with his injured leg propped up on another chair. He held a wet compress to his forehead, which had stopped bleeding. Boone stood beside Rachel, one arm around her. She’d passed the younger brother and several other ranch hands on the dog trot porch as she entered. Once inside, however, Mattie became almost tongue-tied, uncertain what to say.

			“I brought you a peach cobbler,” she told Rachel. “It may be a bit worse for wear since I’ve carried it over half the ranch by now.”

			“Thank you,” Rachel said. “I’m much obliged. I’m frying chicken for a special homecoming meal for the boys, so now I won’t need to fret over dessert. I didn’t expect Moses to get himself hurt, either. He’s had a bit of willow bark tea, and there’s more steeping.”

			“I’ll see what I can do to help him,” Mattie said. She put his hat down on the table and stood beside him. “Tell me what hurts.”

			Moses tilted his head as he looked at her. “I’ve got a powerful headache,” he said. “A few scrapes and such, but my ankle’s paining me the most. Boone doesn’t think it’s broke, though.”

			Mattie pushed up his trouser leg to get a better look. Already, the ankle was swelling and red. “It’s going to bruise,” she said. “By tomorrow, it’ll look awful and hurt even more.”

			She touched it, her fingers as light and gentle as she could make them, but a moan escaped his lips. Still, she had to see if it could be broken, so she felt the ankle and decided it wasn’t.

			“You twisted it,” she said. “Sprained it hard. You’ll be off it for a bit.”

			“I’ll be up on my feet walking in a couple days,” Moses said with bravado he didn’t feel.

			“You won’t unless you want to end up crippled,” Mattie replied. Even hurt, he had some sass, and she liked it. There were plenty of men who would be taking on much more than Moses with such an injury.

			“I can’t get crippled,” he said. “I couldn’t court you if I was.”

			Moses smiled at her, the expression sweet and tender despite the pain lines in his face and although she should have chastised him, even discouraged him for being so bold, Mattie smiled back.

			“There’ll be time enough for that later,” she told him. “For now, let’s take care of your hurts.”

			The little girl, Mima, came from the corner where she’d been hiding. She touched Moses’ arm then hugged it. “Mo Mo got hurted,” she said. “He’s my Mo Mo.”

			Mattie smiled. “Then we need to make him feel better, don’t we?”

			And she thought but didn’t say that, just maybe he might one day be her Moses too.

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Three

			His ankle hurt, and so did the spot where he’d bashed his forehead open. Moses sat on a chair in the corner of Boone’s main room with his injured ankle propped on another. It could be worse. He remembered all too well the time that a horse called Devil’s Mischief had injured Boone badly enough he’d been in bed for days, but unlike Boone, he was awake and fully conscious. One hand clutched the lace-trimmed handkerchief Mattie had handed him at the corral, although it was now stained with blood that had dried to a rust brown. His brothers hovered, Boone, glaring from across the room, with a worry line dividing his forehead. Ezekiel wore a frown as he twisted his hat in his hands. 

			“Don’t fret,” Moses said, although he could use more than a little sympathy and some tender care. “I ain’t dead or anything.”

			“You could have been,” his oldest brother growled. “Least it doesn’t seem to be broken. I can see you’re hurting, though.”

			That was an understatement. Moses couldn’t decide what hurt the most – his injured head or his ankle. He figured he might have sprained the wrist he’d landed on, too.

			Rachel approached with a steaming cup. “The willow bark tea’s ready, and it’ll help,” she told Moses as she handed it to him. “Drink it slow, though, so it won’t make you sick.”

			His uneasy belly gave a lurch at that, but he nodded and sipped it. She’d sweetened the bitter brew with some honey, so it wasn’t too terrible. “Thanks,” he told her. “I ain’t feelin’ good at all.”

			“Mattie should be here soon,” Rachel said. “She’ll be a help.”

			He almost managed to grin. Moses had thought he’d heard her say she would come but when she hadn’t, he figured he’d heard wrong. When she sashayed into the room a short time later, he could swear he caught a whiff of sweet lavender. 

			The first thing she did was look at his ankle, and she winced. When she brushed her fingers across it, he moaned, then wished he hadn’t. 

			“You’ll be off it for a spell,” she told him.

			“I’ll be up and walking on it in a day or two,” he replied. He wouldn’t and knew it.

			“If you do, you might be crippled.”

			She was so pretty, he thought, and he nearly answered without thinking about what to say first.

			Mattie raised her head and met his gaze. Moses wondered if he’d been too bold and offended her, but then she smiled. Behind her, Boone frowned.

			“Mind your manners, Moses.”

			“He’s probably delirious,” Mattie said in a light tone. “Out of his head with the pain, I imagine.”

			“I didn’t think he was that bad,” Boone said. He came closer and peered at Moses, brow furrowed as if he might
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