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Lily Spero is searching for her stolen heritage, for a place in the world that is all her own. Sixteen years ago, she lost her parents and siblings to a villain on a white horse. Since, she's hungered for family, for that love she'd once known. When she visits the Swinging A Ranch, her past collides with her present, opening wounds long buried and shockingly creating hope where none had been before.
Deacon Tolbert is the foreman and a contributing partner to the Swinging A Ranch. He's carved a niche in the world all his own, finally feeling worthy of the goodness he's found for himself. But when Lily Spero arrives, the girl he abandoned years ago, he's forced to face the most gut-wrenching moment of his life.
Despite the pain, love surprises them and blossoms, bringing hope for the future. But the villain from the past comes to haunt them, to steal what they're trying to build. Deacon and Lily must brave vile evil in order to stay together, and fight with all they have to keep the promises they made to each other.

Dedication

For the first responders, the sandwich-makers, the drywall-hangers, the country-boy navigators, the laundry-doers, the all-night-prayers...those Harvey fighters...

Be still and He will raise you up on eagle’s wings.
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And for Cecily and Crystal. Thank you for your support, your insight, and for being women who inspire future generations.
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Prologue
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Houston, Texas

August, 1865

He would come back soon. He would. He wouldn’t leave her here.

Lily assessed the park with its strong oaks and maples and winding packed dirt paths. She bit her lip and worked hard not to cry. She was a big girl. She was eleven, and he’d asked her to be brave while he was gone.

As she hid in the shade, she sank down to the grass, huddled against a trunk and hoped no one noticed a frightened, stranded, black girl. Where was he? What was taking so long? He only went to find food for them.

Morning turned into noon. People came. Some to eat their lunches on blankets they spread on the ground. Others to walk the picturesque paths. She pulled her knees into her chest and buried her nose in her dirt-caked pinafore. It had been yellow once. A pretty color as bright as the sun.

As she rocked back and forth, she prayed. She repeated over and over the words her mother had taught her. With her eyes clamped shut and her lips moving without ceasing, she implored to Heaven for Deacon to return.

But hours passed. Faces swam before her, asking her questions, giving her food. She couldn’t answer the nice strangers. Just gazed down the path, hoping, waiting, her heart dying.

Where are you? Please come. Please come back.

She silently begged to see his familiar form, dressed in overalls and a threadbare work shirt, coming around the bend to carry her away. But he didn’t come. And the kind people didn’t leave. They took her home with them, and Lily didn’t argue, even though their pale skin struck uncertainty in her heart. She couldn’t think. Deacon, she grieved.

And his name was the pained whisper on her lips every night, the perpetual cold ache in her heart...that could never be filled.
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Chapter One
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Pike’s Run, Texas

July, 1881

––––––––
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“MY WIFE’S GOT COMPANY comin’.” J.T. Davis wiped his hands on his bandana then dusted dirt from a denim-clad thigh. “Some friends of hers. Should be here today.”

Deacon focused on his ranching partner, noting the man’s shifty gaze. Silence followed and stretched, and Deacon waited, knowing there was more to this conversation. In an effort to smother his annoyance at J.T.’s unusually slow story-telling, Deacon fiddled with the knot in his lasso. He continued to survey the land in front of him from astride his horse.

On this surprisingly cool Tuesday morning, cattle roamed the rolling prairie dotted with oak trees. Cowhands cut two hundred or so out of the main herd to move them to a greener pasture. The low of the animals was music to Deacon’s ears. He preferred the sound over his partner’s nervous throat-clearing as he tried to tell Deacon whatever the hell he’d ridden over to share with him.

“Two of her girlhood chums. From Houston,” J.T. continued. “Seems one of them, the Widow Armstrong, got the idea that I wouldn’t mind lettin’ her play cowboy.”

And there it was. Deacon removed the toothpick on which he chewed and turned his attention to his partner. “And how’d she figure that?”

J.T. let out a resigned exhale. “When we visited my brother-in-law last month, the widow cornered me with all kinds of questions about range riding and cowboying, and she didn’t let me go until I promised I’d show her around.”

Deacon grunted.

“Look, she’s a ball-buster. Wait until you meet her, and you’ll see.” J.T. adjusted his hat in agitation. “Kyle didn’t give me as much grief as you are.”

The corners of Deacon’s mouth tipped up, then he focused back on the rumbling, lazy steers. “I haven’t hardly said anything.”

J.T. sucked air through his teeth. “You can be the most irritating person alive sometimes.”

“Don’t get your apron strings tied in a knot,” Deacon said with his grin still affixed. If J.T was going to force all of them to deal with a woman while herding steers, then he would have to deal with some teasing. “I guess you didn’t learn your lesson when you made your wife come along on our first drive. You’re a glutton for punishment.”

Deacon felt J.T.’s annoyed gaze on his profile. “I guess I’ll just have to make sure you’re the one showin’ her around then, huh?”

Deacon stiffened. “You do, and I promise she’ll have a horrible time, and who is your wife gonna scold?”

Another noise of irritation came from J.T., but instead of a scathing reply, he put his spurs to his horse’s flanks and left Deacon.

Deacon chuckled while his friend rode away. He breathed in deeply and assessed the cattle, the efficient work of the hands and the golden rays shining down on the ranch that had become his home. Finally. After years of searching, he’d managed to stumble on a place that gave him a measure of peace.

A black man didn’t have many choices in the world, but thankfully, he’d found the Lonnigan and Davis families. People who saw past his color and admired his hard work and his wisdom. He was thirty, with sixteen years of ranch experience. He’d learned from the best. First from Bose Ikard on the Goodnight Ranch, then on the King Ranch and finally under the wing of Howard Whitehead at the Double H in Houston. Now, he’d been with the Swinging A outfit for the last five years, riding with J.T. Davis, Lonnie Davis, and Kyle Lonnigan.

He’d left the Double H, where he’d held a position as cowboy, because J.T. Davis had offered him the job of foreman with a seven percent take of the profits. Now, he was a full-fledged partner, had his own cabin on the far west side of the range and people he considered friends. It was a solitary existence, but he liked it.

And the first mayoral election would take place at the end of the month, and he’d taken on the challenge of encouraging the men of his kind to vote. Most of the people like him lived in Bordersville, which was on the northeast side of town. He’d been sitting down with them, trying to assuage their fears of casting their ballots. Sometimes Sheriff Lonnigan came with him. He hoped soon to convince Richard Morrison, one of the candidates, to visit the clustered area. The other candidate, Rupert Taylor, wouldn’t set foot near that section of town, but Deacon wasn’t sure if that was Taylor’s choice or his wife’s.

It didn’t matter. Deacon would forge ahead and do whatever it took to get people to vote. He hadn’t allowed himself to dream he’d ever feel a sense of community, of kinship, as a man of his color seldom did, but it had happened. He’d hungered for this freedom, for this sense of peace, and had finally captured it. Nothing could snatch it from him. He felt like a damn king. He leaned against the pommel of his saddle and basked in the beauty of the morning.

* * * *
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LILY SPERO KEPT A DEATH grip on her side of the buggy as the driver, a madcap who happened to be her dearest friend, turned in sharply to the front yard of Angelique Davis’ house. The conveyance lifted, leaning on its left wheel while the right danced in the air for a breath-stealing second. Lily suppressed a scream. When the vehicle slammed down into the correct position, the jar resonated through her, making her head snap back. She wished a sharp reprimand to the driver would curtail the wild ride, but Elinor Armstrong listened to no one. Especially when she was excited.

When Elinor tugged on the reins, finally stopping the whirlwind into which she’d whipped the horse after clearing the gate to the ranch, Lily closed her eyes and let out the breath she’d been holding. The two hour ride from Houston to the Swinging A Ranch was over.

Elinor called for Angelique, alerting all in the house, and probably everyone within a one hundred yard radius, that they’d arrived. The front door wrenched open as Elinor vaulted to the ground. Lily had grown used to her friend’s manly dismount, but she still marveled how the lady could do it in skirts and petticoats and not fall flat on her face.

“Lily! Elinor!” Angelique exclaimed, flying down the steps then into Elinor’s embrace.

They squealed as they hugged, almost toppling over. One would think they were still children. Lily climbed down carefully, taking in the house that would be their residence for the next month.

A two story, with chimneys on either end, rose before her. It was painted a light blue and had white shutters. Lily smiled to herself as her friends chattered. The home looked exactly as she’d suspected of Angelique.

“And Lily,” Angelique called, disengaging from Elinor in order to greet Lily. “I’m so glad you came, too.”

While she and Angelique embraced, Elinor said, “As if she wouldn’t. She pretends to be delicate, but deep inside she’s hungry for adventure, as well.”

Lily let out an exasperated breath, but doubted she’d ever grow tired of Elinor’s personality. After a sixteen year friendship that showed no signs of breaking, Lily was too used to her ways. In fact, she didn’t know what she would do if she wasn’t a part of Elinor’s life. The lady and her parents were the only family Lily had.

“Thank you for having me, Angelique,” Lily said when she pulled back so she could see her hostess’s face. “It’s been too long.” She hadn’t attended the gathering at the Double H when Angelique and J.T. had visited.

Angelique waved a hand in the air, a slight breeze tousling the blonde tendrils dangling at her cheekbones. “Babies keep you busy.”

Lily lifted a brow. “Not to mention your medical studies.”

“Would you two quit your chatting,” Elinor ordered as she hefted her trunk out of the boot. “There’ll be plenty of time for that. I want Angelique to see the outfits I brought. I need to make sure they’ll do for range riding.”

While Elinor carried her trunk up the steps, Angelique asked in a dubious whisper, “Is she really expecting to play cowboy while she’s here?”

Lily chuckled. “Absolutely. She’s practiced roping for weeks. Like to drive the housekeeper and her staff to drink. She’s broken a number of vases, not to mention the rose bushes she’s stripped of petals. Your husband shouldn’t have promised her the opportunity to herd cattle. I don’t think he realizes what he’s in for.”

Arm in arm, they walked up the steps and into the hustle and bustle of Angelique’s home. The scent of baking bread wafted toward Lily as she entered the great room. It was more rustic, and quite a bit smaller, than what she and Elinor lived in, but it was cozy with its dark wood furniture covered in light blue fabric. An oil painting of the range hung over the rich mantle, while a long, pine dining table sat behind the carefully appointed settee and chairs.

A set of stairs led to the second floor, its railing black Cherrywood. The entry to the kitchen opened to the right of the base of the stairs. Carpets in various shades of blue anchored the simple seating arrangement and lined the steps.

Elinor set her trunk on the floor then squatted with her arms outstretched, coaxing one of Angelique’s children to come and give her a hug. Lily watched the little boy, who couldn’t be more than four, look askance at the newcomer. Even though they’d visited with Angelique a month prior, their children had stayed behind with Angelique’s mother-in-law.

“I think he’s wary of you, Elinor,” Lily advised.

Elinor lowered her arms and rose. She tossed her almond-colored braid over her shoulder. “I can’t blame him.”

“That’s John,” Angelique informed them. “His twin, Anne, is upstairs playing with her doll.”

John’s light brown hair curled a little, making Lily’s heart tug. He leaned against the settee, absently running his hand down the smooth fabric. He kept glancing between her and Elinor, probably wondering how these people fit into his world.

“And this is Ethan,” Angelique continued, pointing underneath the table at another brown-headed child playing with a wooden train. He was making “choo choo” noises and crashing the toy into the legs of one of the ladder backed chairs.

Angelique moved to a cradle next to the settee and bent down to lift a tiny bundle swaddled with a blue blanket. “And here’s Morgan.” She carried the baby toward them, her face lined with love and devotion as she gazed at her child. “He’s so quiet and cuddly.”

Along with Elinor, Lily leaned over to peek at the infant. His delicate nose and pink cheeks brought a smile to her lips and an ache in her chest. She longed for a child but had no hope she’d ever have one. She was half-white and half-black. Avoided by many blacks and abhorred by most whites. But not by Elinor and her parents. Despite being white, they were the only constants in her life who loved her.

Pushing aside the despairing thoughts, Lily stepped back. “I need to get my bags out of the buggy. I forgot them.”

“What would you like to drink?” Angelique asked. “I have tea, coffee and lemonade.”

“Whiskey?” Elinor chose with a hopeful tone.

Lily rolled her eyes. “Tea is fine.”

“With a little whiskey,” Elinor added as Lily opened the door.

Lily shook her head at her friend’s wildness, but Elinor’s risk-taking nature couldn’t be stymied. When Elinor had been seventeen, she’d shocked everyone by marrying a man of her parents’ generation. Walt Armstrong had never been wed, choosing instead to devote his life to his profession. He’d made his wealth from the railroad industry. Then, at fifty, he’d decided to settle down and possibly have children.

Elinor hadn’t loved Walt, but she’d respected him. She’d accepted his hand, surprising her parents and Lily. Eight years later, there’d been no children, and Walt had passed of a heart seizure at his desk.

Now Elinor had no plans to remarry, had a great deal of money she didn’t know what to do with, and intended to experience as much of this world as possible. She gave to many charities and did everything she could to help those in need.

Lily gripped the handles of her bags and lifted them from the conveyance. As she rounded the corner, a cowboy who couldn’t be older than eighteen sauntered toward her. Alarm moved up her spine, and she took a deep breath as she waited for his response to her.

He removed his hat. “Ma’am.”

She nodded.

“My name’s Greg Kramer. Are you one of the Davises’ guests?”

“I am. Lily Spero.”

He gestured with his Stetson toward the horse still hitched to the buggy. “Nice to meet you. May I take care of the animal?”

His polite nature eased her worry, and she lessened her tight grip on the handles of her bags. “Of course. Thank you.”

“May I help you with your luggage?”

Lily smiled softly. “No, I’m all right. I have them.”

He nodded again as she adjusted her burden. With a goodbye, Lily ascended the steps and went back inside the house. Chatter came from the kitchen, and after she set her bags next to Elinor’s trunk, Lily went in search of her friends.

A kettle was on the stove, while Elinor sat at the work table with Morgan in her arms. John and Ethan played at their mother’s feet while she scrubbed dishes at the sink. Lily settled into a chair and watched the children as Elinor exaggerated the stories of Society and its debutants in Houston.

Pangs of envy centered in Lily’s breast when she studied John and Ethan. They were gifts from God, blessings she longed to have but probably never would. She had a future without promises. She had no place in the world, nothing that proved she existed. Her throat clogged with sadness. 

And Elinor, God love her, was Lily’s very loud champion, promising to help her discover a niche that didn’t include being a servant in some fancy home. Despite her education, which Lily owed first to her own mother then to Elinor’s after that, the world didn’t allow her any other avenues than ones of service. And while she didn’t want to be idle, she wanted...her own home. Her own family. A sense of her heritage.

She wanted a life that mimicked the one she’d had before she’d met Elinor. Laughter, meals around kitchen tables, hugs...love. The dull ache that always centered itself in her chest strengthened. What she wouldn’t give for the opportunity to leave a legacy, to know her parents’ love wouldn’t die with her.

The distress her past continued to cause had helped her form a talent for poetry. She loved to string words together, to find the simplest way to impart the strongest depth possible. If she could, if she was a risk-taker, she’d find a way to publish her poems. Elinor was insistent Lily could be an author, but the fear of rejection prevented her from taking the necessary steps. What if no one wanted to buy a bound product of her inner workings of her soul?

To have her penned labors of love in print...it was a dream Lily wanted to touch. And a glorious hope that fluttered in her fantasies. But her timidity loomed larger than her confidence. Her, a writer? Probably not. A wife? Doubts plagued her. A mother? Her heart ripped. How would she ever find the courage, or even the chance, to take the first step toward her own legacy?

She took a sip of her tea to soothe the pain that had swarmed because of the dimpled smiles of Angelique’s children. Lily had to bury her hurt, especially since her upset would dampen Elinor and Angelique’s spirits. She gave herself a mental shake and set her cup in her saucer.

“Hop!”

The exclamation, along with the sound of a jump on the steps, made everyone, including the boys, pause.

“Hop!”

Another jump.

“Hop!”

Angelique wiped her fingers on her apron. “That’ll be Anne.”

Lily smiled, and Elinor gasped in delight. They all turned their attention to the entrance, and when a blonde-headed, blue-eyed angel appeared, her four-year-old frame covered in a pink pinafore, Lily melted.

“Well, good morning, Anne,” Elinor said as she rocked Morgan.

The boys resumed their playing while Angelique let the dirty water out of the sink into the tub waiting below.

“Good morning,” Anne sing-songed politely.

“You can come sit by me if you want,” Elinor said.

“You got Morgan,” the little cherub pointed out.

“But there’s a seat next to me,” Elinor argued with a cajoling tone.

The girl lifted her chin, giving her newest brother a look. “Boys. Always, always boys.”

“Anne wants a sister,” Angelique threw over her shoulder.

Lily and Elinor laughed, then Lily held out her arms. “My lap is free.”

With a little grin and a skip, Anne came forward, and Lily lifted her to sit. Anne’s luminous gaze was on Lily’s face, and she reached up and cupped her cheeks.

“You look like Cappy,” she said then lowered her arms, stuck two fingers in her mouth and leaned against Lily’s chest.

“Cappy?” Elinor prodded.

“Our foreman and business partner,” Angelique explained as she opened a cupboard. “That’s her nickname for him. They have a sweet relationship.” She placed the cleaned and dried mugs inside. “So, tell me, Lily, how is the writing coming?”

While Elinor let out a huff, Lily shifted in her seat, still cuddling Anne in her arms. “Fine. I have a collection of poems.”

“That she’s finished and hasn’t done anything with,” Elinor interjected.

Angelique turned with a pot and towel in hand. As she dried the object, a crease formed between her brows. “Is something wrong?”

Many, many things, but why even discuss them? “I haven’t decided to pursue being published. I’m not prepared to face rejection when my books don’t leave the shelves.”

The statement deflated the joy in the room. Lily needed to change the subject before Elinor started grumbling about her reticence. The first moments of their reunion with Angelique shouldn’t contain an argument. “I think I’ll just work hard at being the favorite of your children, Angelique.”

The woman smiled as she continued to dry dishes. Elinor let out a groan. “Of course you will be. I don’t have the patience you do.”

No one argued, which only caused Angelique and Lily to eventually emit chuckles while Elinor rolled her eyes. “So,” she interjected, breaking into the amusement at her expense.

Her tone caused Lily to let out a resigned exhale.

“Tell me about these cowboys you got running around here,” Elinor continued.

“What do you mean?” Angelique asked, setting a clean dough bowl on the table.

Lily put two fingers to her forehead. The woman was about to shock their hostess, and they might have to put their belongings back into the buggy and head home.

“Any of them lookers?” Elinor asked.

Angelique lifted an eyebrow. “Maybe. Why?”

“Any of them...rowdy?” Elinor waggled her eyebrows.

Lily groaned, while Angelique let out a sigh only a long-time friend of Elinor’s would understand.

“Just give me a list,” Elinor suggested. “Point me in a good direction, and I’ll be discreet.”

Angelique shared a look of incredulity with Lily. “Why am I surprised?” she asked Lily.

“Because you keep hoping she’s genteel.”

Elinor let out an unladylike guffaw.

“Two years a widow, and all good breeding has died, as well?” Angelique questioned.

Lily had no answer and could only say, “She’s your friend.”

“No, she’s yours,” Angelique countered.

Lily could only smile then meet the eyes of the lady who’d saved her life in more ways than one. “Be careful,” she mouthed to Elinor.

The woman batted her lashes in answer.

* * * *
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LILY CARRIED A BASKET of biscuits as they walked down a path flanking fifty acres of growing cotton. Angelique had explained that the ranch was divided by Pike’s Run, the creek for which the town had been named, leaving the crops they harvested on the east side and most of the range on the west side of the stream. Her father-in-law farmed cotton, while his sons, along with one of their cousins, Kyle Lonnigan, raised longhorns.

At the moment, Lily and Elinor followed Angelique and her brood over to the home of John and Bonnie Davis, Angelique’s in-laws, for a welcoming meal. Elinor had barely been able to contain her excitement when she’d discovered all the hands had been invited, too. Lily had never been around this many people. While Houston was a big city, she hadn’t mixed much with society. She wasn’t accepted by most people, and the only place she could go without fear of hate or censure was church.

If Angelique’s family was like her, Lily didn’t have anything to worry about, but one could never be certain. However, she’d pasted a smile on her face for Elinor and her hostess and had helped gather items and corral children.

A cabin with a dog-run rose in the distance. Two long tables sat out front, already covered with linen cloths that flapped in the breeze. Dishes atop the surface kept the material from floating away.

Children spilled out from the dog-run, and when John and Anne saw who Lily assumed were their cousins, they ran ahead, their little legs kicking up dust.

“Angelique, you have a large family,” Elinor remarked in wonder, still cuddling Morgan to her chest.

“You’ll meet everyone today, but don’t worry, because no one expects you to remember names.” Angelique smiled over her shoulder. “James will try to test you, but don’t fall into his trap.”

“And James is?” Elinor prodded.

“My sixteen-year-old mischief-making brother-in-law.” Angelique hefted Ethan onto her hip. “He’ll do whatever he can to cause you trouble.”

“We’ll remember that,” Lily promised.

As soon as they reached the yard, Lily found herself shaking numerous hands of men and women of all ages. It was a whirlwind of names and greetings and smiles and good-natured teasing. Some of the people she met were cowboys for the ranch. She decided she could recall Smitty without any trouble. He was an older gentleman, who looked as if a good wind could carry him off, and when he removed his hat in a polite gesture, the few hairs on his head stood at attention. Lily liked him, especially since he was the butt of the joke for many of the cowboys.

The bell rang, making everyone jump, and some put their hands over their ears. An older, redheaded woman stood on the porch, elevated enough where she could be seen. Lily remembered she was Angelique’s mother-in-law, and could only draw forth her name because she knew they were at John and Bonnie Davis’ home.

The lady joined hands with her husband. “Let’s give the blessing.”

“But Cappy isn’t here yet,” little Anne piped up.

“Yes, a few of the hands are missing, but your pa tells me we should go ahead.”

Anne stuck her fingers in her mouth and pouted while she sank onto the steps at her grandmother’s feet.

Being Catholic, Lily fit easily into the prayer, and comfort filtered through her, soothing her anxiety. As prayer usually did. Often her relationship with the Lord calmed the worst of her upset. She’d been raised attending a mission in New Mexico, and it had been the center of her family life.

When Elinor’s family had taken her in, she’d been fortunate they were of the same faith. Although, in order to participate in mass together, her new family had had to attend the colored church in Houston. They hadn’t minded, especially Elinor. Lily smiled at the remembrance of how fast her friend had become a favorite of the St. Nicholas congregation. Elinor didn’t know a stranger, for she treated every new acquaintance as a friend, and wasn’t afraid of anything.

And Lily was unable to say no to her, which was the main reason why she found herself in the midst of people she didn’t know, braving gatherings she had no way of predicting. They took seats, Lily beside Elinor, thank Heaven, and Angelique on the opposite side. The woman across from Lily had raven hair and twinkling, blue eyes.

While food was passed around, Lily could only stare in awe at the magnitude of the meal. So many people. Two long tables that sported thirty seats each. Bonnie Davis was at the head of one and John, her husband, at the head of the other. Lily counted multiple dishes of the same food at each table, so there was enough to go around. Had the women been cooking for days?

Their kindness touched Lily. This event was all for her and Elinor. How odd that a family would go to so much trouble. A lot of talk and laughter swirled while children darted between the adults after already gobbling down their meal. Lily hardly took a bite, she was so astounded by all the animation.

Elinor fit right in. Some of the hands were at their table. A fellow named Slim had Elinor in stitches, but it was Trap who held her interest. Lily knew because whenever he smiled in Elinor’s direction, her friend turned to Lily and gave her a wink. Lord help her, Lily prayed, though not with any real fear.

“Are you overwhelmed, Lily?” the woman across from her asked.

After finishing a bite of potato, Lily said, “I have to admit I am, but everyone is very nice, ma’am.”

“Emma, please.”

Lily nodded.

“I’m cousin-in-law to Angelique,” the woman explained.

Angelique was, at the moment, standing up behind them and rocking a fitful Morgan.

“I hope I remember that,” Lily said.

Emma waved a dismissive hand. “If you don’t, don’t fret. We’ll keep reminding you. Half the time we can’t keep it all straight, either. Everyone continues to have babies. We’re running out of names.”

Lily chuckled then took a sip of water.

“Kyle is my husband.” Emma nodded in the man’s direction. He was several chairs down, his dark head bowed over his plate of fried chicken. “We’ve been married almost six years, and we’ve got four children, with one on the way.” She ran a hand over her belly. “As you can see.”

Lily gave the woman a slight smile, pain making the response difficult. “Family is so precious,” she remarked.

The shine of agreement lit Emma’s gaze. “It’s all that matters.”

Memories flitted through Lily’s mind, tumbling over each other, bringing with them reminders of such sweetness her heart ached unbearably. Her past would never let go. She would never be free, never be allowed to move on. How could she, when everything beautiful and special had been ripped from her?

That man. No more than a ghost. He’d torn it all from her.

No name. No face. He’d sat ramrod straight in his saddle atop his white horse while he commanded his henchman to fire.

A guffaw from the adjacent table startled Lily, snapping her back to the present. She glanced at Emma, who gave her an encouraging look before she took a sip of water. What had the woman seen that had prompted her to reveal an expression of sympathy? Lily didn’t want to peak anyone’s curiosity. She didn’t want people asking questions about her past. She hated whispering. And gossip.

With as much normalcy as she could muster, Lily lifted her fork and speared a green bean. As she munched, she realized lots of people had finished and were now spread about the yard, talking. Some young lady tried to cajole John into getting out his fiddle.

Elinor leaned near Lily’s ear. “Oh, this Trap fellow, he is mighty fine.”

Lily glanced to where the man stood with two other hands. He’d placed his Stetson back on his head and had hooked his thumbs through his belt loops. He didn’t appear to be paying much attention to what his company discussed because he watched Elinor instead.

“You be careful,” Lily whispered. “You hear?”

Elinor sucked air through her teeth in a flippant gesture.

“You don’t know the rules around here, and you might get him fired.” Lily would persist in laying out the consequences even though she knew it would do no good.

“If that were so, Angelique would’ve said something earlier,” Elinor pointed out.

“Maybe, but you don’t know what’ll happen if you have an...affair with the gentleman.” Lily could hardly believe her friend considered it.

“Walt’s been gone for two years. I haven’t had companionship since then, and I’m not getting married again.” Elinor wiped her hands on her napkin.

Lily had heard Elinor’s desires before and didn’t delve into them. It was pointless. Not that she wanted Elinor to get married if she didn’t want to, but having an affair? It was too risky and something Lily would never do.

A cheer resounded, drawing Lily’s attention, and she saw John getting up and walking toward the house. The young lady must have won, and the man had gone to retrieve his instrument.

Emma had left the table to help clear away dishes. Lily quickly swallowed a few more bites then rose to offer assistance. Elinor took the hint and did the same. Even though Bonnie tried to shoo them away from the kitchen, Lily refused to go and helped dry. Elinor played with children, getting down on the ground and letting them climb all over her.

Music drifted through the lace covered windows, along with laughter and clapping. Lily found herself smiling at the happiness shining from all who’d gathered. These families were close, and they included everyone. Their children. Their employees. Even strangers. It was nice.

When every dish was done, many left the too hot kitchen for the breeze of outside. Lily filed along behind and, when Anne yelled out “Cappy!”, she startled and placed a hand over her jumping heart.

“Sorry,” Angelique said from beside her as they stopped on the porch. “She’s a share-all and adores the captain.”

Lily smiled at the girl as she raced across the yard to catch her cowboy friend. “Cappy is short for Captain?”

When Anne jumped into the arms of the man, and Lily saw his form and face, a roaring grew in her ears. Her vision blurred, and she never heard Angelique’s response.

The cowboy lifted the child high, and Lily could see the girl smile. But no sound accompanied the pair. The music, clapping, laughter...gone.

The lines of his face. The curve of his smile. She’d seen it all before.

She stumbled backward into the dog-run, butting up against the wall. Her breath came in sharp gasps.

Hands gripped her upper arms. Angelique’s and Elinor’s faces swam before her.

And then there was movement.

She was helped to a chair near a cold hearth.

A glass was in her hand.

She drank greedily.

Her mind replayed the cowboy’s movements. His form. So familiar. So dearly familiar.

Her breathing slowed, and she finally heard Elinor calling her name.

She looked up at her friend whose face was now clear.

“Was it the heat?” Elinor asked, her expression tight with worry.

Lily shook her head and slowly turned her attention to Angelique. “Your foreman.” The words came out dry and scratchy. “The...Captain?”

“That’s what Anne calls him,” Angelique said, her eyes wide.

“Why?” Lily prodded, the question stated firmly.

A quick, wary glance at Elinor, then their hostess replied, “Because he tells her stories about—”

“About a ship captain who saves mermaids?” Lily interrupted.

Angelique nodded slowly, while Elinor straightened abruptly. “What’s his real name?” she demanded, taking over the questioning.

But Lily didn’t need to hear Angelique’s answer to know. It was Deacon. Her Deacon. The boy who’d saved her, sheltered her for months as they ran from the ghost, then left her in a park in Houston.

“Deacon Tolbert,” Angelique said softly.

Elinor gasped again while Lily closed her eyes. He was here. He was...alive. Alive!

An ache burned her throat as tears formed in her eyes. Feelings raced through her, too numerous to settle, too many to identify what the revelation meant to her. She took a deep breath, shuddered and let out a sob that had Elinor latching on to her.
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Chapter Two
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After dismounting in the front yard of John and Bonnie Davis’ home, Deacon caught sight of the newcomers and stilled. A vision stood at the entrance to the dog-run. She wore lavender. And her dark hair curled in bouncy ringlets around her milk chocolate skin. His breath stuck in his throat.

“Cappy!”

The familiar call jolted him from his trance, and he leaned down, able to scoop Anne into his arms with his thoughts still on the pretty figure on the porch. He gave a smile to Anne, and while she hugged his neck, he turned and sought the lady. But she was gone.

Had he dreamed her? Had all the hours spent in the Texas heat made him conjure her?

“Anne,” J.T. scolded gently, “give the captain a little breathing room, honey.”

She obeyed her pa and loosened her hold. “Grandma has your food on the warmer.”

Deacon flicked a glance at the dog-run then looked back at Anne. “Does she? Is there enough fried chicken?”

“Four pieces.”

He patted her back in thanks, wondering how he’d captured the cherub’s heart. He was just a blunt cowboy who understood steers more than he did human beings. “Guess I’ll fetch my plate then.”

She nodded, and he set her on her feet.

While she scampered away, Deacon turned to J.T., who had hold of the horse’s reins. “Where are the city gals?”

J.T. frowned as he scanned the porch and chairs around the table. “I don’t know. Don’t see Angel, either.”

“You said one was called Elinor?” Deacon also remembered that J.T. had mentioned a second female. Could that lady be his vision from only a few minutes before? And if he hadn’t imagined her, what the hell would it matter? He had almost no experience with ladies. Saloon gals, but never a lady.

“Elinor Armstrong, formerly Sullivan. Widowed two years ago. She and Angel have been friends for a while. She wasn’t at our wedding, though.”

Deacon shifted from foot to foot, waiting for J.T. to finish and hoping he didn’t have to prod him.

“And she brought a friend, someone who’s been living with her parents for many years. I think they took her in when they found out she had no family.” J.T. hooked his thumbs in his pockets. “She’s the one who isn’t interested in playing cowboy. Name’s Lily. Lily...Spero.”

Deacon’s heart stopped. He opened his mouth, but his brain wouldn’t work. He took a step backward.

“Are you all right?” J.T. asked, a frown marring his brow.

Deacon couldn’t answer the question, couldn’t even draw a damn breath. What the hell was going on? Lily was here? That lady, that beautiful figure, had been Lily?

Had she seen him? Did she know who he was? Had she known he’d worked here, and she’d come to confront him?

“Deacon, what the hell is wrong? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” J.T. gave him a once-over. “Did you get enough to drink today? Let me get your canteen.”

“No,” came a raspy reply. Finally.

J.T. paused.

The lively music drifted around Deacon, a happy tune that mocked the hell of confusion and panic in which he now found himself. “Give me the reins.”

J.T. handed them over. “It’s only Elinor we have to entertain.”

“I heard you the first time,” he said as he mounted up.

“Aren’t you gonna eat?”

Deacon tugged his ride around. “No.” And with that as his closing reply, he spurred his horse and left the revelry behind.

He galloped away, unable to care about the interest his abrupt departure would cause. He had to get away.

He’d left her. Damn it, he’d left her.

And he’d done it again.

* * * *
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LILY SET THE GLASS on the side table. Her heartbeat had slowed, and she could think more clearly. Angelique had returned to the party, but Elinor still sat in the rocker near the window.

“Feeling better?” she asked.

Lily nodded. Smoothing her hands down her skirt, she rose then drifted toward her friend. Once close enough, she reached out a hand to lift the eyelet lace curtain, but paused. How ridiculous to peek outside to see if he was there. Especially if she was caught. She lowered her arm.

Another wave of disbelief went through her. She had to keep telling herself her eyes hadn’t played tricks on her, and Angelique couldn’t read minds. She hadn’t been coerced into saying the name Lily had been screaming in her head.

Deacon Tolbert was alive. Alive. After all these years of wondering, praying, hoping...

She took a deep breath. “We need to go back outside.” John’s playing hadn’t ceased for the twenty minutes they’d been in Bonnie Davis’ great room. “This gathering is for us, and people are probably wondering where we are.”

Elinor made no move to get up. “I’m sure Angelique has explained that the heat got to you.”

Lily shook her head. “I can’t hide in here.” She smoothed the sides of her hair then lifted her chin. “I’m ready.”

With an intent look, Elinor leaned forward in the rocker. “Are you sure? I don’t mind. We could go back to Angelique’s. We could even go home.”

While Lily was grateful for the offer, she couldn’t run from the situation. She wasn’t sure what might unfold once she and Deacon came face to face. Truthfully, she didn’t know what she might hope would occur, but there would be no more cowering. “You’ve always been a dear friend. You’ve never forsaken me, even when you lost a number of your friends because of your support and love for me.”

Elinor opened her mouth, but Lily held up a hand to halt her repetitive rebuttal. “I know, I know. But,” she swallowed, “you’ve been dying to visit Angelique and her ‘pioneer’ life for months.” She forced a smile. “Perhaps your cowboy is a willing dancer?”

While her gaze was still reticent, Elinor’s lips quirked up in a slight smile. “I hope he’s willing for a lot more than dancing.”

Lily rolled her eyes and shook her head. “This isn’t fitting. It’s not ladylike. It’s a sin.” She rubbed her temples. “But, lands sakes, why am I trying?”

“Don’t worry,” Elinor assured her with a flippant tone. “I’ll go to confession when we get home.”

Her friend rose, the rocker creaking as it lost her weight. They linked arms and walked outside. Lily’s pulse picked up speed, and she tried to school her features into a normal and polite mask.

The crowd hadn’t diminished. Children ran and played various games. Couples still twirled and skipped down lines to the reel John played. Some stood on the outskirts of the dancing, clapping along, while others were seated at the tables, talking.

Lily scanned the guests for Deacon but didn’t find him. She clenched her jaw. Had he discovered who she was and fled?

“Elinor, Lily!” Emma called. “Come visit with us.”

Elinor didn’t immediately answer the request, silently waiting for Lily to decide what she wanted to do. Grateful for her friend’s support, Lily let out a slow exhale. Even if Deacon was around, what could she do about it right now? Confront him in the middle of a welcoming party? In the yard of Angelique’s in-laws?

No, now was not the time to visit her past, and she didn’t want anyone guessing something was wrong with her. She would have to explain her behavior to Angelique, but others weren’t owed the same. With sure steps, she walked toward the table, her arm still entwined with Elinor’s.

Lily chose a vacant seat amongst the young mothers. Angelique was there, as was a small-statured, brown-haired lady. Lily had met her but couldn’t recall her name.

Before Elinor could take her seat, that Trap fellow asked her to dance. Elinor gladly accepted with a wink in Lily’s direction. Lands. Lily didn’t know what to do with her friend.

With the music as a nice background, Lily shoved the surprising events of earlier to the back of her mind and shared conversation with the ladies. She learned the other woman was Willa, newly married to J.T.’s brother, Lonnie. Lonnie was a wrangler.

“So, our first fundraiser should be what?” Emma asked. “A supper auction?”

Willa shook her head. “I think it should be a reading challenge.”

Confused, Lily asked, “What do y’all need money for?”

Angelique patted the back of a sleeping Morgan. “Alice had an idea to build a library, and we’re trying to start the campaign.”

Lily had no idea who Alice was and didn’t ask. “What a wonderful initiative,” she complimented. “Do you believe the townsfolk will support the building?”

“We’ll see. Alice just mentioned it today,” Angelique nodded at a lady who was dancing a waltz with some fellow. “I’m not sure who else she shared it with.”

Alice was a tall woman, with a graceful frame and olive skin. Lily remembered meeting her before sitting down to eat. “A daunting task. Do you need the mayor’s thoughts on the matter?”

“We’re electing a mayor in a few weeks,” Emma explained. “Either Mr. Taylor or Mr. Morrison will be the first to hold the office.”

Lily was surprised, but also excited she would be around for an important part of the history of Pike’s Run. “What changes are coming for all of you. You must be in suspense.”

“Fear is more like it,” Willa said dryly. “If Taylor wins, we get his wife in the chair and not him.”

With a lift of her brow, Lily said, “And that’s not good, I take it?”

“Not unless you like a shot of scathing arrogance or vengeance with your policy,” Willa explained. “The men better make the right choice.”

Angelique and Emma nodded, and Lily refrained from inquiring further. It seemed a delicate and touchy topic. Talk turned to a town member’s health, making it hard for Lily to keep her mind off how her past had barged in on her present. She fiddled with the small cross around her neck as memories plagued her. And questions. And worries.

Where had he been all this time? How had he ended up foreman of a profitable ranch? Had he truly abandoned her in that park? Why?

Another tear rent her heart, proving the pain from her childhood had only numbed over time. The horror from sixteen years ago replayed in her mind, the clarity bright and strong. She went back even further. To New Mexico. Her two sisters, two brothers. Her black father. White mother. And Deacon’s father.

Shot. Murdered. In their front yard.

And her in the bushes fifty yards away, watching it all. Deacon surrounding her. His arm around her waist, holding her against his chest. His hand over her mouth.

She could still feel him. The trembling. The jerking. The deep, heavy breaths.

“Lily?” Angelique called.

The sound of her name brought her back to the present. “Yes?” she rasped, unable to shove the pain away in those seconds.

Her friend’s gaze held forced brightness. “Shall we go? Morgan needs to eat soon, and the rest need their naps.”

Grateful for the intrusion, Lily rose. “Of course. Let me help you.” She nodded goodbye to the other ladies who wore normal, cheery expressions.

“We’ll see you again, Lily,” Emma commented. “Glad you’re visiting.”

“Thank you,” Lily murmured then gave as happy a wave as she could. She turned and followed Angelique toward the house, intent on
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